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Project Scope

“This course will both explore how and where to integrate innovative solutions within the Postal Service 
network. By crafting a series of scenarios, targeting subsets of postal real estate (some of which may be 
near closure)—students will develop an approach for community engagement to save the Post Office.”
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Visiting Homewood

Exploring communities to get our boots on the ground and 
remind ourselves who our users are. 
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Initial Focus: Communication

Our team initially was formed to explore the way that information networks manifest in Homewood. 
Danny, Amanda, and Nathalie were the initial core team, meeting to explore local news and how people 
both find out about things of importance to their neighborhood and how information about the 
neighborhood is spread to those outside.
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We first met at Everyday Cafe to situate ourselves in 
Homewood as we explored the local information space. 
We surveyed and collected what information resources 
were available in the cafe itself, and we also caught the 
tail-end of a community meeting on entrepreneurship. It 
seemed like there was a lot of opportunity to explore how 
the postal infrastructure could augment information 
networks in this neighborhood.
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Meeting at Everyday Cafe to kick off our 
team process.
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Homewood: 
Prototyping and Research
Hacking  a postal artifact and connecting with the Homewood 
community in unexpected ways.



Jenna joined our team right after we kicked off. In order 
to gain insight into  how information networks manifest in 
Homewood and to capture what residents wish outsiders 
knew about the neighborhood, we designed a 
MadLibs-style postcard. The idea was that we could learn 
about local networks from folks in Homewood. We 
intended to set up shop at the Everyday Cafe and the 
public library in Homewood. However, this played out in 
ways that we could not have expected.
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First Impressions

The implementation of our generative tool did not go according to plan—in a good way. Danny 
approached one woman at Everyday Cafe. Amber is a lifelong Homewood resident. After Danny 
introduced himself and our class project and purpose, Amber shared her frustration and discomfort with 
people and organizations from outside the community constantly viewing Homewood as something to 
study or build onto, and then leave. Amber did not view the post office closure as a major issue. She did fill 
out a postcard, but she advised us to really get to know Homewood residents.
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Amber invited us to come to the Community 
Empowerment Association’s emergency relief food and 
clothing distribution that took place around the corner to 
introduce ourselves to the community. That conversation 
shifted our approach. We took Amber’s words to heart 
and were reminded of Demi Kolke said in class: It is so 
important to build relationships and truly listen to a 
community before you ask anything from them. We went 
to the event and volunteered to carry boxes and bags for 
folks as they shopped We realized that before we can 
even ask community members to fill out our postcards, 
we need to build trust, relationships, and shared 
understanding.
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Danny helps a woman load supplies 
into her car; Amanda, Jenna, and 
Nathalie talk with Wasi Mohamed, a 
Homewood resident and the executive 
director of the Islamic Center of 
Pittsburgh.
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Design Tools
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Utilizing generative design methods to ideate possible solutions.



We filled out the matrix inspired by One PGH’s resilience strategy and were particularly drawn to ideas that 
we and other groups came up with related to civic engagement. Also at this point, Tyler joined our group.

Resilience Matrix
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Futuring Workshop

Our class led us through  a futuring workshop led by CMU 
School of Design Professor and Futurist Stuart Candy. Stuart 
led us through a visioning exercise disguised as a card game 
called “The Thing From The Future.”

We played the first couple of rounds for fun, using drawn 
cards to sketch out ideas of a future created for us. However, 
we used the final round to connect the activity to the postal 
networks, using the thing cards to help us ideate possible 
artifacts related to the Post Office in the future. 

Photo from IFRC Innovation
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News Cast from the Future

As part of our futuring workshop, we rapidly generated a 
newscast from the prompt, "in a fair future, there is a kit 
related to resilience." Thinking very broadly and inspired by 
Finland maternity packages, we envisioned oh future in 
which the United States Postal Service is integral to the 
vitality and preparedness of new families.
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Mid-Semester: 
A Trustworthy Civic Future

20

Grounding our designs in a tangible idea.



By mid semester, we had re-focused our project scope to 
thinking about how to facilitate access to different public 
services through the postal networks so as to build trust 
in public organizations and systems. In our Census pitch, 
we had considered the notion of a USPS-affiliated fiber 
internet network; we considered this to be foundational 
in a possible future system where Americans have access 
to the resources and services they need and deserve.

Trust, Access, and Voice became integral themes in our 
designs. 
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We started out by brainstorming possible 
ideas related to elevating trust communities 
via the postal service on a cost/impact matrix.

We started mapping out possible stakeholders 
locally, regionally, nationally, and civically 
within this space.
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Our timeline comprised of all of the 
possible design interventions we 
brainstormed. 

The interventions fell into three main 
themes: Brand, Access, and Voice 
depending on how they interacted with 
the community.
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Our digitized value flow map, 
with stars indicating areas of 

opportunities and { 
indicating breakdowns.
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Brand
Showcasing local identity and 
increasing visibility of USPS 
infrastructure

● Local-level postal 
decision-making

● Mailboxes
● Mail carriers
● Postal fleet
● Post Office
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Access
Opening a channel between 
Homewood and government

● Fiber Internet
● Mobile Hotspots
● Municipal ID Enrollment
● Public Services
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Voice
Empowering Homewood to speak up 
and out

● Census Participation
● Supplemental Ballot Info.
● Contacting Elected 

Representatives
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Feedback

In our midterm presentation, we attempted to take a systems-level view. We talked about a lot of different 
possibilities of directions we could go in, but what we presented was a series of cascading effects that 
could result from the establishment of open internet access and local decision-making within the context 
of the postal network. However, we tackled a lot, and the idea was muddied by the quantity of ideas 
present in what we were presenting. We received critique that our scope was too broad, and that we 
would need to focus and tighten what we were trying to articulate.
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New Lens: Digital Equity
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Getting more specific with our solution by grounding it in digital equity.



Combined with the technological aspect of our work (we 
had already explored the possibility of USPS sponsored 
fiber internet), these themes of Trust, Access, and Voice 
were seen as pillars for Digital Equity. 

This was a huge shift in our understanding of the problem 
space as it cemented the direction of our design work as 
we marched towards our final delivery of our future. 
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We developed storyboards based on possible digital equity scenarios, including 
telehealth, community classes at the Post Office, and converting dropboxes into 
WiFi hotspots.

We shared our storyboards with Kristin, who helped us to focus on utilizing USPS 
infrastructure for broadband access.
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We used SAP’s Scenes tool to prototype what a distributed network could look 
like if local ISPs could partner with USPS to activate digital equity via broadband.
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We had a challenging few weeks as we tried to figure out 
the feasibility of our system, simplify our concept, 
communicate such a complex but impactful system in 
digestible format, and prepare all of our deliverables for 
the Postal Forum. We had a desire to keep researching, 
keep talking to experts, but ultimately we decided to trust 
in our abilities as designers who know how to solve 
complicated problems based on human needs.
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The Digital Last Mile
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In the Digital Last Mile, we propose that the USPS becomes a 
broker of broadband connectivity to maintain its mission of 
connecting people across the US with each other based on its 
trusted reputation within communities and its Universal 
Service Obligation.



The Digital Last Mile - Poster
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We ultimately simplified our approach for our final 
deliverables. While we were interested in including 
forum participants into the development of our 
solution through a co-design activity at the forum, 
designing our activity made how we thought of our 
system more convoluted. 

Instead, we decided to create a poster with a short 
proposal and three columns outlining varying 
degrees of Internet speeds (high, medium, low) 
with vignettes detailing how that Internet speed in 
a specific community impacted people’s 
opportunities. 

The high-speed column conveyed how our Digital 
Last Mile solution could work.



The Digital Last Mile - Immersive Video
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Within each column, we included an immersive experience to demonstrate the effects of broadband speed using video and audio. 
Peering into a Google Cardboard attached to each column of the poster, forum participants could view the varying quality of a video 
based on broadband speed. We distorted video quality with buffering and blackouts and skipped audio to emphasize this effect.

High Bandwidth Medium Bandwidth Low Bandwidth



The Digital Last Mile - System Map
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To better communicate our envisioned system, we 
also created an animated map that displayed 
interactions between the different stakeholders 
within our preferred future. 

These simplified illustrations intended to translate 
an otherwise abstract and sometimes esoteric 
subject like broadband access into something 
much more friendly.



The Digital Last Mile - Branding
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Finally, to complete our total “digital last mile” 
brand, we created an organizational logo and pins 
to hand out at the forum. 



Postal Forum
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Sharing our hard work with postal and placemaking experts.



Attendees shared valuable feedback and ideas, including:

● How would we consider our concept within 
historic communities that may have specific 
aesthetic constraints? How would they react to 
implementing a broadband tower on top of a 
historical Post Office building?

● Think about the possibility of turning areas 
surrounding Post Offices into innovation zones. 

● What if Etsy makers could partner with USPS in 
this case, especially now that they have the 
opportunity to sell their wares with broadband?

● Rural: infrastructure problem; urban: money 
problem; implementation challenges vary based 
on place; highlights the importance of working at 
a local level
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Our concept was well received by folks from postal and place-based communities. The idea of 
postal-affiliated broadband internet is not new, as we mentioned in our white paper, but the context in 
which we have designed our system is hyper-relevant and timely, and would serve the populations that 
we have been working for well. 

It was illuminating to get to talk with so many different experts and stakeholders. We were especially 
excited for USPS CIO Kristin Seaver to give us a sneak peak on USPS broadband plans with our team 
that align with our concept. We will be seating up a meeting with the USPS broadband team to share 
more about our ideas.
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Reflections
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Reflecting on our postal journey.



Process

Reflecting upon the entire course, we think it's pretty astounding how many different directions we went 
in only to center in on something that we had tossed about as an idea pretty early on in our process. We 
wish that we would have gotten the opportunity to work with more end-users, in Homewood and from 
rural communities. Because the course was experimental, it made sense that our focus shifted from a 
place-based context to one that is a bit more all-encompassing in terms of the United States. But we wish 
we could have gotten the opportunity to work in the Pittsburgh community more. 

We came along way as a group, and we had an amazing time collaborating. We all came in with different 
skill sets, and worked really well in augmenting each other's strengths and having fun as a team.
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The End
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