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This Strategic Plan Summary highlights HCDE’s 2026–2030 strategic priorities, including the four 

pillars, outcomes, and strategies. For the complete five-year plan, including tactics, ownership 

guidance, and implementation notes, email Leah Pistorius, HCDE communications manager, at 

lepisto@uw.edu.
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Leading from the intersection
Who we are
The University of Washington Human Centered Design & Engineering (HCDE) Department has spent 

more than three decades at the intersection of human experience, technology, and social responsibility.

As one of ten departments within the College of Engineering (CoE), HCDE has contributed to 

the University of Washington’s mission to serve the people of our state, nation, and world with 

interdisciplinary excellence since its inception. It has operated under its current name for the last 16 

years, building on decades of foundational work in technical communication and the study of how 

people and technology shape one another.

What makes HCDE distinctive has long been what makes us most valuable: our cross-disciplinary 

fluency, deep grounding in ethics and equity, and the ability to bring human-centered framing to the 

most complex problems we face. We are experts in co-creation, community-centered and participatory 

design, iterative development, and human-centered practices that improve outcomes across fields. As 

part of the Pacific Northwest’s preeminent public research university, our work improves lives within 

our region and across the world. 

In an era defined by rapid technological transformation, rising civic complexity, and urgent ecological 

and societal need, that value has never been more relevant — or more needed. HCDE is well-positioned 

to step up as a leading organization within the magnitude of this collective moment.

The moment we’re in

This strategic plan is created within an extraordinary moment. Artificial intelligence is reshaping 

every field and profession — drastically shifting the job market for designers and engineers and raising 

critical questions for academia and industry as they seek to prepare and hire a modern workforce. At 

the same time, higher education faces mounting pressure from multiple directions: federal and state 

funding reductions, political pressures on public universities and research institutions, and deepening 

skepticism about its value. These conditions are pushing universities to innovate in ways that ensure 

their longevity, accessibility, and resilience.

The complexity, uncertainty, and speed at which political, economic, and job market landscapes are 

changing means that certain tensions will exist within this plan. As experts in the study and practice 

of how humans navigate complex systems and technology, HCDE is uniquely positioned not 

only to respond to the current moment, but to help shape it.
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Leading in this moment means that focusing on organizational health and operational 

efficiencies is a deliberately strategic choice. While the ground is shifting amidst increasingly 

dynamic and pressurized conditions, the ability to move quickly and confidently depends on having 

strong internal infrastructure: clear processes, effective systems and tools, strong partnerships, 

and well-supported, well-connected faculty, staff, students, and alumni. A department that is 

operationally sound is a department that can lead.

While this plan intends to guide HCDE’s direction and priorities over the next five years, it is 

also a living, iterative roadmap for ongoing organizational self-assessment and adaptation.

Our stakeholders — students, alumni, faculty, staff, industry and community partners, and college 

and university leadership — are clear about the opportunities and challenges. They affirm HCDE’s core 

strengths–our fundamental knowledge and skills training, robust industry partnerships, strong ethics 

and equity integration, deep human understanding, and our interdisciplinary approach — as what’s 

needed right now.

They also tell us that we must evolve: integrating AI literacy across our programs, strengthening 

pathways between education and employment, sharpening HCDE’s public identity and positioning, and 

expanding the partnerships that make our work translational and real.

A system of strategic plans
 
We recognize that HCDE’s 2026–2030 strategic plan exists within a concentric system of college and 

university-level planning efforts, each with its own time horizon. Across each: a commitment to equity, 

inclusion, and belonging, academic and technical rigor, collaboration, and innovation for the public 

good. 

As the College of Engineering and University of Washington implement their strategic plans, HCDE is 

positioned to lead from the inside out, drawing on decades of interdisciplinary strength to advance our 

shared goals.

College of Engineering 2027 plan: As part of the College of Engineering, HCDE has long 

contributed to the College’s mission of engineering excellence for public good, and its commitment to 

strengthening and stewarding partnerships with Washington’s innovation economy — from aerospace 

and computer science, to life sciences and beyond. 

HCDE is uniquely positioned to help the College reach its goals by expanding what engineering can 

be: combining technical depth with human-centered research, participatory design, and ethics. This 

approach helps broaden engineering’s reach to wider audiences, differentiating the College nationally, 

and preparing graduates in high demand across the region’s industries and civic institutions. 

Looking ahead, HCDE sees significant opportunity to deepen its contributions to the College and 

University through high-visibility interdisciplinary research centers and collaborations, robust industry 

partnerships, potential ABET-accreditation for its undergraduate program, and the kind of creative, 

cross-disciplinary work that energizes students, faculty, and partners. 



5

L A S T  U P D A T E D :  J U N E  8 ,  2 0 2 6

University of Washington 2030 plan: As the University of Washington (UW) pursues its 2030 vision 

— “A University that brings people, ideas and technologies together in radically innovative ways to 

improve the lives of people across Washington state and beyond” — HCDE is the kind of collaborator 

that vision requires. 

Where UW aspires to lead with boldness and imagination, HCDE brings a culture that cultivates risk-

taking, productive failure, and the ambitious thinking that produces breakthroughs.

UW’s vision of radical collaboration reflects HCDE’s long-held expertise: co-designing with 

communities, listening and working side-by-side with partners, applying technology guided by equity 

and inclusion, and ensuring that the benefits of innovation are broadly shared. 

Further, HCDE can continue to contribute to and actively lead University-wide Strategic Initiatives, 

including the Population Health Initiative, AI@UW, Civic Health Initiative and Youth Mental Health and 

Well-Being Initiative. This strategic plan builds on HCDE’s existing strengths while identifying where the 

department must invest, adapt, and lead to meet the challenges and opportunities of the next decade.

2026–2030 Strategic Plan

The 2026–2030 strategic plan, Leading from the intersection, sets a direction for how HCDE will strengthen 

its impact in research, education, and public engagement over the next five years. It deliberately places  

a strong focus on organizational health and operational resilience, knowing these make growth, innovation, 

and ambition possible. For the complete five-year plan, including tactics, ownership guidance, and 

implementation notes, email Leah Pistorius, HCDE communications manager, at lepisto@uw.edu.

What this plan does: 

•	 Focuses on the areas where HCDE can make the greatest impact. It does not attempt to capture 
the full breadth of the department’s work and operations.

•	 Guides strategic decisions and investments toward the greatest good for our people, our field, 
and the communities we serve.

•	 Builds on HCDE’s existing strengths while identifying areas for growth and experimentation. 

•	 Strengthens and streamlines the existing systems and processes that support HCDE’s long-term 
success. 

•	 Is designed to be implemented through shared leadership across HCDE’s existing committees and 
personnel.

•	 Is rooted in stakeholder feedback as to the most impactful choices HCDE could make over its next 
five years.

•	 Is designed to evolve through data tracking and annual recalibration.  
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Our 2030 vision
In 2030, the UW Department of Human Centered Design & Engineering is a recognized and 

trusted leader in human-centered innovation and a vital contributor to the state and region. 

We’re preparing students for lasting impact, producing research that shapes the field and addresses 

real societal needs, cultivating a community where cross-disciplinary thinking thrives, and 

strengthening the departmental foundation that makes this work possible. 

We ground our actions in robust, reciprocal partnerships and a strong commitment to our values.
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Core pillars
HCDE’s 2026–2030 strategic plan is organized around four core pillars, each 
essential to the whole:

Core pillar: Foundation 

Strengthening HCDE’s foundation for long-term resilience. 
Before HCDE can fully realize its educational, research, and cultural goals, it must begin by 

strengthening its core foundation. This includes solidifying its shared organizational identity and 

narrative, securing its financial health and sustainability, caring for its people, and stewarding the 

physical and social infrastructure that makes collaboration and community possible. These  

components are both prerequisites and ongoing commitments for the department to attract and  

retain the resources it needs to implement the priorities throughout the full strategic plan.  

Core pillar: Education 
Providing a top-tier education that prepares HCDE students for long-term 
impact and success. 
This pillar reflects our commitment to continuously improving the quality, relevance, and reach of our 

educational programs — ensuring every student gains meaningful, hands-on experience, and that our 

curriculum evolves with the world our graduates will enter.

Core pillar: Research 
Leading human-centered design and engineering research that addresses 
societal needs and fundamental knowledge gaps.
This pillar positions HCDE’s research to be well-resourced, well-connected, and field-shaping — moving 

beyond project-by-project activity toward a proactive, long-term approach to collaboration.

Core pillar: Culture 
Fostering an intellectually vibrant culture rooted in our cross-disciplinary 
expertise.
This pillar cultivates the conditions for intellectual life to flourish—among students, faculty, and instructors 

— through community, mentorship, risk-taking, and the deep integration of research and teaching.
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Strengthening HCDE’s foundation for long-term resilience.

Core pillar: Foundation

Outcome F.1:  
We have a clear, shared identity that is consistently shared and 
reinforced internally and externally.

Strategy F.1.1:  Together, we co-create a clear, shared narrative about HCDE. 

Strategy F.1.2:  Develop a strategic communications plan to ensure that all outward-
facing materials and priorities consistently reinforce HCDE’s defined identity and 
focus.

Strategy F.1.3:  Pilot annual themes as a lightweight mechanism for connecting  
HCDE research, teaching, and public impact. 

Strategy F.1.4:  Embed HCDE’s shared identity across the department’s physical 
spaces, communications, events, and community experiences.

Outcome F.2:  
HCDE is widely recognized as a leading voice and valued 
contributor in human-centered research, education, and 
practice, within UW and across academic, industry, public, and 
nonprofit communities

Strategy F.2.1:  Strengthen HCDE’s visibility and influence within UW, the College of 
Engineering, and the broader academic community.

Strategy F.2.2:  Strengthen HCDE’s relationships with industry, public sector, 
nonprofit, and community partners.

Strategy F.2.3:  Engage and recognize HCDE alumni as ambassadors for the 

department and field.
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Strategy F.2.4:  Amplify HCDE faculty and research in public, professional, and 
academic conversations.

Outcome F.3:  
HCDE has diversified and sustainable funding resources that 
support long-term excellence in research, education, and 
community impact.

Strategy F.3.1:  Strengthen philanthropic and partnership-based support for HCDE.

Strategy F.3.2:  Sustain and strategically evolve educational programs that 
contribute to HCDE’s long-term financial sustainability.

Outcome F.4:  
Students, faculty, staff, and instructors across roles experience 
equitable access to the support, resources, and advancement 
opportunities needed to thrive at HCDE.

Strategy F.4.1:  Ensure equitable access to compensation, resources, and career 
advancement opportunities across faculty and staff roles.

Strategy F.4.2:  Strengthen mechanisms for students to shape departmental 
decisions and ensure students have access to support and resources.

Outcome F.5:  
HCDE’s physical spaces, gatherings, and community practices 
support connection, intellectual exchange, and a strong sense 
of belonging across departmental life.  

Strategy F.5.1:  Increase participation in departmental gatherings that foster 
connection within and across HCDE programs.     

Strategy F.5.2:  Activate and improve existing physical spaces and community  
events to support intentional and informal connection across the department. 



10

L A S T  U P D A T E D :  J U N E  8 ,  2 0 2 6

Core pillar: Education
Providing a top-tier education that prepares HCDE students for long-term 
impact and success.

Outcome E.1:  
HCDE’s educational programs deliver consistently high-quality 
learning experiences and are in sustained demand from 
prospective students and external stakeholders.

Strategy E.1.1: Ensure continuous quality and improvement of academic programs 
across the department. 

Strategy E.1.2: Strengthen program positioning and recruitment through clear 
articulation of outcomes and value. 

Strategy E.1.3: Evolve HCDE’s program portfolio to prepare learners for a changing 
world through interdisciplinary, human-centered, and impact-driven education. 

Outcome E.2:  
All HCDE students participate in high-quality, well-scoped 
experiential learning grounded in sustained industry and 
community partnerships.

Strategy E.2.1: Build and manage a high-quality sponsor pipeline.

Strategy E.2.2: Ensure consistent project quality through clear vetting, scoping, and 
delivery processes.

Strategy E.2.3: Develop sustained partnerships and engagement models that 

deepen impact and reduce operational burden.
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Outcome E.3:  
HCDE graduates experience strong career outcomes, 
opportunities, and sustained value from their degrees.

Strategy E.3.1: Establish a coordinated, multi-year alumni relations program to 
regularly assess the long-term outcomes and value of HCDE degrees.

Strategy E.3.2: Support faculty and instructors’ capacity to increase real-world 
relevance and interdisciplinary applications in their teaching.

Strategy E.3.3: Center students’ needs for tailored career preparation and  
dedicated support.

Outcome E.4:  
All UW engineering undergraduates have opportunities to 
engage with HCDE.

Strategy E.4.1: Restore and expand gateway course access.

Strategy E.4.2:  Reduce barriers to HCDE course participation.
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Core pillar: Research
Leading human-centered design & engineering research that addresses 
societal needs and fundamental knowledge gaps. 

Outcome R.1:  
HCDE researchers have the funding pathways, administrative 
support, and infrastructure needed to conduct high-impact 
research.

Strategy R.1.1:  Diversify the research funding portfolio across mechanisms, 
agencies, and faculty.

Strategy R.1.2:  Build operational infrastructure that supports research while 
enabling investigators to focus on research.

Strategy R.1.3: Develop and maintain physical and technical research infrastructure 
that facilitates HCDE’s research approaches. 

Strategy R.1.4: Support HCDE researchers in working on problems that matter — 
and being recognized for it.

Outcome R.2: 
We develop and sustain critical partnerships and networks 
— grounded in equity and mutual benefit — to conduct 
translational and actionable research.

Strategy R.2.1:  Cultivate a portfolio of long-term community and organizational 
partnerships — not just project-by-project relationships.Strategy R.2.2: Build the 
internal infrastructure that makes partnership-based research feasible and equitable.

Strategy R.2.3: Lead interdisciplinary research collaborations where human-
centered design is the organizing frame.
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Outcome R.3:  
HCDE research is visible, influential, and field-shaping across 
academic, practice, and policy communities.

Strategy R.3.1: Expand the translation and communication of HCDE research for 
non-academic audiences.

Strategy R.3.2: Strengthen HCDE’s research leadership within UW and the College 
of Engineering.

Strategy R.3.3: Increase HCDE’s field-shaping presence in academic and 
professional communities.

Strategy R.3.4: Develop HCDE’s external profile in policy, practice, and  
professional communities.
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Core pillar: Culture
Fostering an intellectually vibrant culture rooted in our cross-disciplinary 
expertise. 

Outcome C.1:  
HCDE cultivates a culture that is intellectually rigorous for 
both students and faculty. 

Strategy C.1.1:  Conduct continuous engagement with the HCDE community to 
shape expectations of intellectual challenge across the department.

Strategy C.1.2:  Encourage teaching practices that support risk-taking and learning 
through productive struggle. 

Strategy C.1.3:  Strengthen mentorship and recognition practices that reinforce 
intellectual risk-taking and growth within the HCDE community. 

Outcome C.2: 
 HCDE fosters a vibrant intellectual community where faculty 
engage with each other’s research, teaching, and design 
practice across disciplines.

Strategy C.2.1:  Create regular venues for faculty to share and discuss scholarship 
across HCDE.

Outcome C.3:  
Teaching is a central site of collaboration and shared 
intellectual culture within HCDE.

Strategy C.3.1:  Increase visibility, knowledge exchange, and alignment in teaching 
practices and outcomes across HCDE instructors.
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Strategy C.3.2:  Strengthen onboarding and integration for HCDE’s instructional 
community.

Strategy C.3.3: Strengthen mentorship and support structures for the HCDE 
Teaching Assistant community.

Outcome C.4:  
HCDE’s research and education reinforce one another, 
strengthening shared intellectual vitality.

Strategy C.4.1: Use research expertise and trajectories to proactively shape 
curriculum direction.

Strategy C.4.2: Build structured cross-community awareness of research 

and teaching.

Strategy C.4.3:  Integrate student researchers into the intellectual life of the 
department.



16

L A S T  U P D A T E D :  J U N E  8 ,  2 0 2 6

HCDE mission, vision, and 
guiding principles
These pillars live within the context of the HCDE department’s broader 
mission, vision, and guiding principles. 

Mission 
We build possibility. We advance systems and 

technologies for people and communities to 

create accessible, sustainable, and prosperous 

futures.  

We create intersections. We thrive at the 

critical junction of research, education, and 

community to cultivate equity, access, and 

opportunity.

Vision

We believe a just future is possible. We will 

be the leading academic program integrating 

empathy and collaboration to design and 

engineer equitable practices, tools, and 

technologies across the globe.

Guiding Principles 
Our work is continuous. We are committed to the ongoing, evolving process of teaching and 

practicing equitable design, acknowledging our responsibility for the things we create and the actions 

we take. These are the principles that guide our work: 

Thoughtful impact 

We are action-oriented toward challenges while 
continually questioning and improving. We 
continue to follow and study the repercussions 
of our actions so that they maximize the 
possible benefits while anticipating and 
minimizing possible harms.

Equity 

We centralize the needs of those who are often 
marginalized. We work to create environments and 
practices that are open and safe for all participants 
and perspectives from all social identities.

Respect for people 

We respect all individuals, communities, and 
their agency. We assume positive intent on 
behalf of those we work with and strive to 
understand before acting.

Interdisciplinary exploration  

We celebrate innovation, iteration, and reflection 
using interdisciplinary methods and perspectives. 
As we strive toward excellence, we take 
acceptable risks and learn from mistakes. We seek 
opportunities for collaborative exploration. 
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Thank you
Thank you to HCDE’s stakeholders and community members whose input 
shaped and strengthened this strategic plan, and who hold us accountable 
to our mission:

	ɬ HCDE student body across Bachelor’s, Master’s, PhD, and Certificate programs

	ɬ Undergraduate Student Association and Graduate Student Association representatives

	ɬ HCDE committees and departmental leadership

	ɬ HCDE External Advisory Board

	ɬ HCDE alumni

	ɬ Community partners and project sponsors

	ɬ College of Engineering leadership

 

Thank you to the team of HCDE faculty and staff who contributed their time and wisdom to this 

plan’s development as part of the Strategic Planning Committee: Alan Marks; Kathleen Rascon; Katya 

Cherukumilli; Leah Pistorius; Linda Wagner; Mark Haselkorn; Sean Munson; Shana Hirsch; Tyler 

Fox. The strategic planning process was guided by Izzy Zucker (Conduit Coaching) and Miriame Cherbib 

(Speaking Justice).


