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During the COVID-19 pandemic, the Wish for WASH team sough to use the power 
of design thinking to help support water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH)-related 

homeless initiatives in Atlanta in a creative, interactive, and generative format.
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Some of the Wish for WASH Leadership team at the
 end of this successful Virtual Design Jam Pilot!



Through generative problem solving and 
creative community engagement (while on 
Zoom), the team explored the following ‘how 
might we’ question: 

‘How might we improve the WASH 
conditions of homeless Atlantans in 
the time of COVID-19?’ 

There were three groups of people involved in 
this event: 
 • the facilitation sub-team, who   
 created the overview and general   
 logistical flow of the event, 
 • the coaches sub-team, who assisted  
 with planning elements and small   
 group discussions during the event, and 
 • finally the participants. 

This Virtual COVID-19 design jam was 
comprised of 3 facilitators, 3 coaches, and 3 
participants (although 10 registered but many 
were unable to attend due to last minute 
timing conflicts). 

The facilitation sub-team was led by Wish 
for WASH’s Co-Directors of Design Thinking 
- Anya and Abigail. After this sub-team 
created the workshop logistical overview, they 
conducted a “Coaches Training,” where they 

The facilitators, coaches and participants engaging in a the Wish for WASH COVID-19 Virtual Design Jam1

INTRODUCTION

The organization Wish for WASH has the  
goal to educate and innovate in the water, 
sanitation and hygiene (WASH) sector. The 
design thinking and community outreach 
team within the organization decided to 
conduct a Virtual Design Jam  (or a rapid 
3 hour design thinking workshop hosted all 
online) amidst the uncertainty and WASH-
related public health threats posed by the 
Novel Coronavirus (COVID-19). This virtual 
design jam pilot occurred in May 2020 and 
focused on the impact of COVID-19 on the 
Atlanta homeless community. According 
to the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC), it is critical for all 
people to have access to adequate WASH 
resources (such as clean water, soap, and 
being able to manage their waste safely) in 
order to mitigate the spread of COVID-19. 

Therefore, the Wish for WASH design 
thinking and community outreach team 
sought to determine ways that they could 
help support organizations that work to 
protect and support homeless populations 
in the Atlanta community while learning 
about proxy efforts that are occuring in 
Philadelphia during this COVID-19 era. 

https://zoom.us/
http://wishforwash.com/
https://www.ideou.com/blogs/inspiration/what-is-design-thinking
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/index.html


went over all of the tools and technology 
that would be used to facilitate the event so 
that the coaches (Sarah, Agam and Simrill) 
could practice leading activities, answering 
questions, and getting familiar with the 
workshop flow. Following this, there was 
an another meeting that served as a full 
workshop run-through which was important 
since this was the first time that Wish for 
WASH had hosted a design thinking event 
online. 
 

EVENT PROCESS

Event Promotion
The design jam was promoted through 
an Eventbrite invitation that was shared 
across multiple social media platforms and 
amongst the Atlanta university networks 
(such as through the Georgia Institute of 
Technology and Emory student groups), 
Atlanta high school networks (such 
as Paideia and Mount Vernon), WASH 
networks (such as via #WASHTwitter), and 
via CDC networks as well. 

For this workshop, the Wish for WASH 
design thinking and community outreach 
team raised $70 from event registration 
and $30 through donations over 2.5 

weeks, and the funds have since been donated 
to Love Beyond Walls. The participants came 
from primarily WASH professional backgrounds.

Event Reflections
The Wish for WASH team was inspired by 
existing design thinking frameworks such as 
the DEEPdt and IDEO methods when crafting 
this workshop. To kick off the event, a game-
based icebreaker activity was played in order to 
encourage everyone to get to know one another. 
Since there were only a few participants in this 
virtual pilot, the Wish for WASH facilitators and 
coaches acted as participants for the whole 
workshop. Upon completion of the icebreaker 
activity, the participants were dubbed with fun 
new group or squad names, such as “Wish Wash 
and away”. 
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           This is the DEEPdt Design Thinking Method Model

https://www.eventbrite.com/
https://www.lovebeyondwalls.org/
https://www.deepdesignthinking.com/new-page
https://designthinking.ideo.com/
https://www.deepdesignthinking.com/new-page


The facilitating team then transitioned 
into the presentation section of the design 
jam where participants heard from Wish 
for WASH’s Founder, Jasmine, and Board 
Member, Tanvi, (both of whom also work 
at the CDC) about homelessness in Atlanta 
and in Philadelphia. 

The presentations focused on different 
perspectives of people experiencing 
homelessness during the pandemic. They 
also addressed how current public health 
initiatives that seek to mitigate the spread 
of COVID-19, can be challenging for an 
unsheltered person (such as handwashing 
when there are no available public sinks). 

The participants learned about some 
Atlanta-based initiatives that have 
supported unsheltered people during 
COVID-19 such as Love Sinks In or 
distilleries using their machinery to make 
hand sanitizers to distribute to shelters 
within their communities. 

The participants then heard about 
Philadelphia’s hand washing and sanitation 
stations, local shelters experiencing 
asymptomatic transmission, dynamics 

of isolation, as well as about other health 
challenges vulnerable populations face that 
may put them at further risk for COVID-19. 
The presenters shared personal stories from 
their work experiences as well.

The Wish for WASH facilitators then led 
a discussion where participants were 
encouraged to group their questions and 
takeaways based on these presentations 
into themes. Everyone then researched their 
questions further and discussed their findings. 
They subsequently moved on to the Empathy 
phase via Zoom breakout groups. This is 
where each group honed in on a specific user 
or user group based on the learnings from 
the presentations and independent research. 
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Jasmine Burton talking about initiatives that 
support people experiencing homelessness in 

Atlanta during COVID-19

Tanvi Suresh talking about COVID-19 health-related  barriers 
and  support initiatives in Philadelphia.  

This is how the Wish for WASH team faciliated virtual brainstorming.

https://www.lovebeyondwalls.org/lovesinksin/
https://www.gpb.org/news/2020/03/20/spirits-sanitizer-georgia-distilleries-shift-focus-during-pandemic
https://www.gpb.org/news/2020/03/20/spirits-sanitizer-georgia-distilleries-shift-focus-during-pandemic


ideations and conversations that occur in the 
workshop can be rooted in reality rather than 
being conceptual. In that same vein, another 
recommendation was to consider having  
video testimonials from unhoused Individuals 
dealing with WASH issues integrated into the 
workshop, which would allow participants to 
understand more specific user needs. This 
would ultimately help participants to create 
and iterate better products and services that 
are truly user centered.  In terms of format, 
one recommendation was to have a full day 
Virtual Wish for WASH Design Jam  (similar 
to a hackathon) with a long lunch break. Also 
it was recommended to not host this session 
during the dinner hours on a Sunday as that is 
a challenging time for many people to attend 
events. 

The Wish for WASH team learned many 
valuable lessons to incorporate into future 
implementations of virtual design jams. 
From a planning perspective, the team is 
now working to iterate the timing and the 
logistical flow of the workshop so that there 
is more room for error and for some sidebar 
conversations amongst the participants. The 
team plans to identify partners to help in the 
promotion and attendance of future virtual 
design jams. Hopefully these partnerships 
will help in terms of ensuring sustained and 
predictable event attendance. 

Ultimately, the team is grateful for a successful 
first pilot and for the flexibility and incredible 
feedback from the participants. The Wish 
for WASH team is keen on implementing an 
improved and iterated version of this virtual 
design jam in the months to come as they 
continue to proliferate design thinking in the 
WASH sector because 

All of the proceeds earned from this 
Virtual Design Jam were donated Love 
Beyond Walls. 

Thank you to our supporters!
www.wishforwash.com

jasminekburton@wishforwash.com
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Both groups decided to focus on the needs 
of pregnant women who are experiencing 
homelessness during COVID-19; one group 
focused on pregnant women with other 
young children and the other group focused 
on a pregnant teenage mom. The breakout 
teams then brainstormed potential solutions 
to help mitigate the impact of COVID-19 
for these women. Some ideas included 
the following in public restrooms - self-
sanitizing walls, a dual functioning diaper 
changing station and toddler seat, and a 
toilet powered by a gray water handwashing 
station. Each member then chose their 
favorite idea to quickly prototype (with 
materials in their home) and pitch back in the 
main room of the Zoom session.  
 
In the end, each participant presented their 
inventions. Some ideas that really stood out 
were - pubically available toilets powered by 
rain and a portable toilet seat cover that can 
hold a child and be easily sanitized.  While 
these innovative ideas could potentially be 
interesting to pilot with various people who 
are experiencing homelessness, the true 
innovation is this design thinking mindset 
and process. It is rooted in innovation and 
inclusion and has the power to drive impact 
and generative change in the face of grand 
challenges (such as ‘new normal’ that the 
world is living through in this COVID-19 era). 

CONCLUSION + 
NEXT STEPS

Overall, the Wish for WASH team categorized 
this experience as a success, especially 
considering that it was the first one that they 
conducted in this virtual format. Participants 
were excited to be a part of this pilot and 
to feed into the iteration of the workshop. 
They recommended reaching out to diverse 
networks in the future in order to have 
different types of professionals, students, and 
people in attendance such as elected officials, 
academics, and unhoused individuals so the 

https://www.lovebeyondwalls.org/
https://www.lovebeyondwalls.org/

