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Narrowing domain

Fulfilling work

Am I becoming a more capable person each day?

01

Fulfilling mission02
Am I working on something that aligns with my values?

Fulfilling people02
Am I supported by people who understand and accept?

Previously:

Strengthening friendships 
toward fulfillment 

Now:



Narrowed age category

We narrowed our age scope to 
fresh grads (~22-29)

Previously, all four of our 
interviewees were engineers. We 

thus sought to find adults a) with a 
non-engineering background or b) 

without a 4-year college degree   

ADDITIONAL INTERVIEWS: 
APPROACH

We looked in service-oriented 
spaces where young adults 

commonly work, such as bike 
shops, cafes, nail salons

Sought diverse perspectives

Method



Interview 1: Sarah
Background: 27 years old, pHd student studying clinical 
psychology 

Location: in-person at Verve Coffee

Interviewers: Jillian (interviewer), Leo (interviewer), Katherine 
(notetaker)

Key findings: 
➔ Upon moving away from NYC, she is balancing building a 

new network with maintaining old ties 
➔ Small gestures like mail and check-ins matter 
➔ Opening up moves friendships to from acquaintance to close 

friend
Letter sent to her by her long distance 
best friend



Sarah



Interview 2: Jenna
Background: 23 years old, nail technician at Dep Salon

Location: Zoom

Interviewers: Katherine (interviewer), Jillian (notetaker), Leo 
(notetaker)

Key findings: 
➔ Jenna’s fixed work schedule makes making new 

connections and staying on top of old ones difficult
➔ Prefers voice calls over video with friends because they feel 

lower pressure 
➔ Social media engagement keeps ties alive but feels shallow

Jenna with her long distance friends 



Jenna



Key Insights from all interviews

Adulthood often introduces physical distance between existing 
friendships that redefines the nature of connection 

People value intentional moments (shared laughter, physical presence, 
tangible gestures) as proof of care.

Shared experiences drive connection, but time and logistics limit them



Initial Pov: Stephen 
We met: Stephen, a 26 year old software 
engineer who moved to the Bay Area a few years 
ago.
He meets up with his friends about 5 times a 
week and loves playing board games and sports.
Most of his friends were met through shared 
activities, like frisbee meetups.
He deems his circle of friends to be integral to his 
general well-being.

We were surprised to notice: 
Despite identifying as a lifelong introvert, 
Stephen is very reliant on time spent with friends 
for his well-being, even citing it as a key reason 
for not pursuing his goal of conservation and 
ecology.

We wonder if this means: 
Professional fulfillment can be found through 
mobility and growth in flexible, short-term roles. 
However, deep friendships take years of shared 
experience and emotional investment to build. 
Because these bonds require so much to build, 
people will often prioritize and find more 
fulfillment in their lasting personal connections 
rather than professional achievements.

It would be game changing if: 
Stephen could feel confident that he could form 
new deep, emotional friendships no matter 
where his career or personal life takes him.

fSpeaker context should be more concise

The introvertedness is not the surprising part, it’s 
more the fact of holding the preservation or 

friends above personal dreams

Hone in more on the emotions Stephen are 
feeling

Go deeper to reflect Stephen’s struggles



Revised Pov: Stephen 

We met: Stephen, a 26 year old 
software engineer who moved to the 
Bay Area a few years ago. 

We were surprised to notice: 
Despite having a life-long interest in 
conservation, he’s hesitant to pursue 
that because he would have to move 
away from his current social circle.

We wonder if this means: Stephen 
is hesitant to move to pursue career 
aspirations for possibility of needing to 
start over with his social life

It would be game changing if: 
Stephen could still feel comforted and 
supported by his existing friends, even 
while pursuing new life directions and 
investing in new social circles. 



TOP HMW (from Stephen POV)

We met: Stephen, a 26 year 
old software engineer who 
moved to the Bay Area a few 
years ago. 

We were surprised to 
notice: Despite having a 
life-long interest in 
conservation, he’s hesitant to 
pursue that because he 
would have to move away 
from his strong, comforting 
current social circle.

We wonder if this 
means: Stephen is hesitant 
to move to pursue career 
aspirations for fear of 
needing to start over with his 
social life, losing current 
friends and the stability they 
provide him.

It would be game 
changing if: Stephen could 
still feel comforted and 
supported by his existing 
friends, even while pursuing 
new life directions

HMW reduce the 
dizzying internal 

trepidation of 
entering new social 

settings?

HMW allow young 
adults to transition a 
situational friendship 

into an emotional 
one?



Initial Pov: Sarah 
We met: Sarah, a 27 year old psychology PhD 
who moved to the Bay Area from New York. Her 
closest friends from her undergrad no longer live 
in her area, but she still keeps in touch with them 
however she can. She’s been meeting new 
people through activities and her PhD program, 
and she feels like she’s been making good 
progress getting to know them

We were surprised to notice: 
Although Sarah feels most heard, understood, 
and loved by her long-time friends, she feels 
anxious when she has no time to stay in touch, 
knowing that years of shared history have 
created an expectation of being present

We wonder if this means: Tensions 
within friendships are caused by mismatched 
expectations. When friends are not on the same 
page about their emotional availability and 
current priorities, it makes both parties question 
the closeness and chemistry of the relationship.

It would be game changing if: 
Sarah could better communicate her current 
bandwidth and priorities and better understand 
those of her friends 

fSpeaker context should be more concise

Make this specific to Sarah’s POV and feelings

Better communicate and better understand 
how?



Revised Pov: Sarah 

We met: Sarah, a 27 year old clinical 
psychology PhD who moved to the Bay 
Area this year from New York. 

We were surprised to notice: 
Despite being less close to her newer 
friends than old, she often feels less 
stressed with them because they don’t 
carry shared history and expectations. 
However, she still feels most loved and 
supported by her long-time friends. 

We wonder if this means: Sarah’s 
long-term friendships feel pressuring 
because she feels guilty about 
communicating evolving expectations 
that come with life new priorities.

It would be game changing if: 
Sarah and her friends could align their 
expectations regarding changing 
bandwidth and priorities, structuring 
their communication and 
frequency/mode of interaction 
accordingly.



Initial Pov: Jenna 
We met: Jenna, a 23 year old nail and beauty 
tech who grew up and currently resides in San 
Jose.
She stays in contact with her high school friends. 
but doesn't have much of a local social circle.
Her friendly relationships within her community 
consist of her clients.

We were surprised to notice: 
Although social media is known for surface level 
interactions, Jenna uses it as her primary way of 
keeping in touch with old friends and forging 
connections with new ones due to the lack of 
time. Particularly, she finds that it helps her find 
common ground and conversation topics. 

We wonder if this means: Shared 
experiences bring comfort because they validate 
our emotions: knowing someone else feels the 
same joy or pain makes us feel less alone. Digital 
interactions like story reactions or comments 
turn individual experiences into shared ones.

It would be game changing if: 
Jenna could be more present in the experiences 
of her friends beyond brief, surface-level 
interactions in a way that works with ehr tight 
schedule 

fSpeaker context should be more concise

Make this specific to Jenna’s POV and feelings
What does being more present mean?



Revised Pov: Jenna 

We met: Jenna, a 23 year old nail and 
beauty tech from San Jose who 
maintains her social circle mostly 
through social media due to a lack of 
synced schedules. 

We were surprised to notice: 
Although she most enjoys the warmth of 
in-person connections, she uses social 
media as her primary way of keeping 
touch with old friends and deepening 
connections.

We wonder if this means: Jenna 
turns to less ideal modes of connection, 
such as social media, because her strict 
work schedule makes in-person meet 
ups more difficult.

It would be game changing if: 
Jenna could experience the same sense 
of fulfillment of in-person hangouts via 
digital and time-flexible modes of 
interaction.



TOP HMW (from Jenna POV)

We met: Jenna, a 23 year 
old nail and beauty tech from 
San Jose who maintains her 
social circle mostly through 
social media due to a lack of 
synced schedules. 

We were surprised to 
notice: Although she most 
enjoys the warmth of 
in-person connections, she 
uses social media as her 
primary way of keeping 
touch with old friends and 
deepening connections.

We wonder if this 
means: Jenna turns to less 
ideal modes of connection, 
such as social media, 
because her strict work 
schedule makes in-person 
meet ups more difficult.

It would be game 
changing if: Jenna could 
experience the same sense 
of fulfillment of in-person 
hangouts via digital and 
time-flexible modes of 
interaction.

HMW emulate the 
feeling of shared 
laughter and joy 
despite physical 

separation?



Final 3 Solutions from HMWs

Jenna
HMW emulate the feeling of 

shared laughter and joy 
despite physical separation?

Stephen
HMW reduce the dizzying 

internal trepidation of 
entering new social settings?

Stephen
HMW allow young adults to 

transition a situational 
friendship into an emotional 

one?

Digital letters

A platform where senders 
recreate the process of sending 
mail (handwriting note as 
opposed to typing, stamping, 
placing paper in envelope) 
digitally and send digital letters to 
friends

Send sporadic, harmless, and 
personalized digital pranks that 
cause a fun distraction on your 
friend’s device, e.g. changing all 
the icons on your friend’s phone

Digital pranks

Strengthens friendships by turning 
what people share about their 
goals and needs in specific 
relationships into personalized, 
actionable suggestions to work 
toward those goals.

Friendship counselor



Prototype 1: Friendship Counselor
Strengthening friendships through guided reflection and action



Prototype 1: Friendship Counselor

Friends will be receptive and actually 
act upon advice given by the tool

Assumption Mapping



Solution

Experience Prototype #1

Strengthens friendships by turning what people 
share about their goals and needs in specific 
relationships into personalized, actionable 
suggestions to work toward those goals

Experience Prototype

Props: Friendship reflection sheet for actors 
to fill out 

Actors: Two friends

Process: Have the two friends fill out the 
friendship sheet. A facilitator reviews both 
friends’ reflections and writes 2-3 actionable 
suggestions for talking points or activities. 
Check up on them in a few days and see their 
progress.

Assumption

Friends will be receptive and actually act upon 
advice given by the tool

Prototype 1: Friendship Counselor



 

 

 

Test Setup (n=2)

Input: friendship reflection 
sheets 

Friends note down goals/thoughts 
RE: the friendship 

Output:  shared values and 
suggestions displayed

Prototype 1: Friendship Counselor



Testing insights
What worked?

➔ Friends were very happy to see their own reflections also 
reciprocated through the “shared goals” section

➔ Followed through by scheduling an activity suggestion

What didn’t work?

➔ Felt that the process is not very organic 
➔ No sense of urgency to act on the suggestions

Prototype 1: Friendship Counselor

Learnings

➔ Even if participants agreed with the suggestions, action still  
required personal motivation

➔ Assumption: proven because participants acted upon 
the suggestion

Esugen and Yuanxin
Who: Two Stanford friends, 
previously roommates
Relevancy: relationship has 
the familiarity, comfort, 
and minor everyday 
tensions that can arise 
from living together



Prototype in action 
Assumption: proven because participants acted 
upon the suggestion

Going forward: 
● Make the process more self-guided and 

conversational
● Introduce reminders or prompts to encourage 

continued reflection 
● Consider a shared version where friends can 

co-create goals and track progress together

Prototype 1: Friendship Counselor

Stephen
HMW allow young adults to 

transition a situational 
friendship into an emotional 

one?



Prototype 2: Digital Pranks
Creates playful moments between friends by sending digital pranks



Assumption 
Mapping

A disruptive and unexpected prank is 
not seen as annoying. 

Prototype 2: Digital Pranks



Solution

Experience Prototype #2

Sporadic but harmless digital pranks that 
cause a fun distraction on your friend’s device 
(i.e. changing all the icons on your friend’s 
phone).

Experience Prototype

Props: A book, as well as a hidden prank 
element in the book

Actors: Reader of the book

Process: The facilitator hides the prank 
element in the middle of the book. The actor is 
told to start reading the book. When they 
encounter the prank, the facilitator notes 
verbal and facial reactions (e.g. laughter, 
confusion, surprise).

Assumption

A disruptive and unexpected prank is not seen 
as annoying. 

Prototype 2: Digital Pranks



Test Setup (n=3)

Participant is asked to read a 
book 

Their reading flow is interrupted 
by a page of goblin stickers, 
mimicking the surprise of an 
unexpected prank

Prototype 2: Digital Pranks



Testing insights
Zoey (29)
Life Coach – Mountain View, originally 
from China
Relevancy: Works closely with 
people’s emotions and habits

Roshen (29)
Data Scientist – Redwood City, 
originally from India
Relevancy: His analytical profession 
contrasts with spontaneity
 
Vanessa (27)
Marketing Professional – San Francisco
Relevancy: A young professional 
living in a social urban setting

What worked?

➔ Chuckled when seeing the prank, finding it entertaining 
more than annoying

➔ Reflected that prank would strengthen their connection 
with friends in the same way banter would

What didn’t work?

➔ Expressed concern that would find prank distracting if they 
were working on something urgent for high stakes

Learnings

➔ Adults value pranks as relief from structured routines
➔ Digital pranks should be sensitive to context and timing
➔ Assumption: proven because participants consistently 

found the prank amusing and said it would make them feel 
closer to a friend. However, that may not hold for ALL 
pranks.

Prototype 2: Digital Pranks



Assumption: proven because participants consistently 
found the prank amusing and said it would make them feel 
closer to a friend. However, that may not hold for ALL 
pranks.

Going forward: 
● Add variety and creativity so surprises stay fresh and 

don’t lose novelty over time.
● Include an option for the sender to choose tone or 

intensity (e.g., subtle vs. bold prank)
● Ensure there is clear optionaility for disabling the 

possibility of receiving pranks

Prototype 2: Digital Pranks

Jenna
HMW emulate the feeling of 

shared laughter and joy 
despite physical separation?



Prototype 3: Digital Letters
Reimagines the thoughtfulness of handwritten mail in a digital format.



Assumption 
Mapping

[for senders] crafting a digital 
letter encapsulates the care they 

feel towards friends

[for receivers]: getting a digital 
letter feels substantially more 

special than messaging / email

Prototype 3: Digital Letters



Solution

Experience Prototype #3

A platform where senders recreate the 
effortful process of sending mail (handwriting 
message, stamping, placing paper in 
envelope) digitally and send digital letters to 
friends as a way of communicating care.

Experience Prototype

Props: A blank digital canvas for senders to 
craft message

Actors: One sender and one receiver 

Process: Have sender spend 5 min 
handwriting a digital letter to a specific friend, 
encouraging them to include any information 
or illustration they’d like to include. Then, send 
the letter to their friend. Debrief with both the 
sender about letter creation process and the 
receiver about feelings after receiving the 
letter. 

Assumption

Senders feel that taking the time to craft a 
digital letter encapsulates the care they feel 
towards friends. 

Recipients of digital letters perceive letters as 
substantially more special than communication 
via messages / email. 

Prototype 3: Digital Letters



Testing insights What worked?

➔ Senders felt the handwritten digital note fully 
communicated the care and heartfelt feeling to her friend

➔ Recipients felt pleasantly surprised and moved by digital 
letter; even wanted to reciprocate the letter

What didn’t work?

➔ The act of handwriting note can become time consuming, 
discouraging senders from participating routinely 

Learnings

➔ Sender: “Just typing feels mechanical. I can be more 
creative when handwriting.”

➔ Sender: “I’d do it more if it became a trend.” 
➔ Assumption: proven because senders and receivers of 

the letter felt that it encapsulated the care and 
thoughtfulness of an actual letter

Angie (25), MBA student at the 

GSB

Caroline (24), friend of Angie

Relevancy: Busy grad students 

seeking more meaningful connection

Bella (26), SWE in Palo Alto

Ethan (25), college friend now in LA

Relevancy: Long-distance friends 

maintaining connection

Prototype 3: Digital Letters



Test Setup (n = 2)

Receiver

“I’m honored that she 
took the time to hand 
write this for me. This 
message is very her.” 

The send spends 5 min crafting a digital 
letter, which is then messaged to the 
receiver. 

Sender

Digital letter

We also follow up with the receiver 
to ask them questions about how 
the digital letter made them feel. 

Prototype 3: Digital Letters



Assumption: proven because senders and receivers of 
the letter felt that it encapsulated the care and 
thoughtfulness of an actual letter

Going forward: 
● Create a quick letter mode with predesigned 

templates or short prompts (e.g., “3 things I 
appreciate about you”) to make writing faster

● Explore ways for recipients to easily respond to a 
letter sent to them

Prototype 3: Digital Letters

Jenna
HMW emulate the feeling of 

shared laughter and joy 
despite physical separation?



Target Communities Ethical Concerns

Ethical Concerns (Digital Pranks)

➔ Young adults age 22-29
➔ Skewed towards the younger end of this 

range
➔ Typically urban/suburban of 

moderate to high socioeconomic 
status.

➔ Malicious usage
◆ Spamming pranks
◆ Hacking
◆ Getting pranks at bad times

➔ Safety
◆ Pranks getting in the way of an 

emergency
◆ Cyber-bullying

➔ Potentially excludes neurodivergent 
individuals who find it harder to read social 
cues.



Target Communities Ethical Concerns

Ethical Concerns (Friendship 
Counselor)

➔ Young adults age 22-29
➔ Want to preserve relationships with 

long-term friends
➔ Want to turn acquaintances into closer 

friends 

➔ AI suggestions could be biased towards 
western social values

➔ AI suggestions could misinterpret the 
unique needs and qualities of 
neurodivergent individuals



Idea Decision
We decided to proceed with the idea of sending personalized, digital letters.

Alignment with Findings
● Users want ways to be present in their 

friends’ lives
● It’s difficult to work around distance and 

busy schedules
● Solution encourages meaningful digital 

communication at your own pace

Differentiation Opportunities

Lots of ways to experiment and explore:

● How to make letters feel more personal
● How to incentivize sending letters regularly
● Multimodal letter-writing for accessibility

We find these all to be fascinating design problems.

Feasibility and Low Risk

● Challenging, but very possible to 
implement in our time frame

● Minimal risk to user privacy and safety



Target Communities Ethical Concerns

Ethical Concerns (Digital Letters)

➔ Young adults age 22-29
➔ Typically urban/suburban of 

moderate to high socioeconomic 
status.

➔ Leaves out rural young adults and 
individuals of lower economic status.

➔ Handwritten aspect of the letters excludes 
those reliant on voice-to-text



Thank you!
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Sarah Empathy Map



Jenna Empathy Map



HMWs brainstorm - Sarah POV



HMWs brainstorm - Jenna POV



HMWs brainstorm - Stephen POV



POVs (Stephen, Jenna)



POVs (Sarah)











Building the Experience Prototypes



Building the Experience Prototypes









Full Ethical Concerns (Digital Letters)
● Target community: Young adults aged 25–30 who are highly connected and 

communicate frequently through digital means.
■ Typically urban or suburban individuals with moderate to high education and 

income levels.
○ Excluded communities: Rural young adults and individuals of lower socioeconomic status 

who engage less in digital communication.
○ Justification: The product’s purpose is to make existing digital communication more 

meaningful and personal for those already using it, so excluding groups with low digital 
engagement aligns with the intended scope.

○ Accessibility concern: The idea of handwritten notes increases intentionality and 
personalization but unintentionally excludes individuals who rely on voice-to-text or 
other assistive technologies for communication.

○ Ethical design opportunity: Explore alternative ways to create letters that feel highly 
personal while remaining accessible to users who cannot handwrite, ensuring inclusivity 
without losing emotional depth.



Full Ethical Concerns (Digital 
Pranks)

○ Target community: Young adults aged 25–30 who are digitally active and socially connected, with “pranking” behavior 
more common among the younger segment of this range.

○ Potential for misuse:
■ Pranks could be used maliciously, such as spamming or intentionally frustrating recipients.
■ Allowing users to manipulate elements of another person’s phone introduces serious security risks, especially if 

accounts are hacked, giving attackers access to multiple devices.
○ Safety concerns:

■ Pranks that interfere with device functionality could block essential phone use during emergencies.
■ Cyberbullying risks emerge if pranks are overly personal or targeted.

○ Mitigation measures:
■ Users must have the ability to disable receiving pranks entirely.
■ Pranks should be non-disruptive and never prevent normal phone use.

○ Social sensitivity:
■ While intended as playful banter, some may find pranks hurtful rather than funny.
■ Neurodivergent individuals may struggle to interpret these social cues and could take digital pranks too literally.
■ Ensuring pranks remain lighthearted, with clear opt-out and customization options, can help avoid 

misunderstandings and harm.



Full Ethical Concerns (Friendship 
Counselor)

○ Target community: Young adults aged 25–30 who want to preserve long-distance friendships 
or strengthen existing in-person relationships.

○ AI bias concern: If suggestions are generated by AI, they may reflect individualistic, Western 
cultural values, such as encouraging direct emotional expression, thereby excluding users from 
collectivist cultures where indirect communication is the norm.

○ Neurodivergent inclusion issue: AI systems may fail to understand unique communication 
styles and needs, potentially mislabeling users as “cold” or “detached” without considering the 
full relational context.



Idea Decision
Where other ideas fell short:

Digital Pranks

● Fun and impactful, but risky
● Numerous safety and security concerns
● Questionable technical feasibility

Private Notes

● “Private” aspect has potential to 
obstruct instead of encourage 
communication.

● Infrequent usage
● Features lack depth, mostly built 

around LLM prompting


