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We looked for a problem  
that would deliver a meaningful 
social benefit.
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New Yorkers spend more time getting to work at 
an average of 40 minutes - more than commuters 
anywhere else in the country. 

They also log in more hours at work once they get 
there than workers in most other areas.

Inspiration

Considering Our Commmunity    |    2

40
Minute

Commute

New York is among the most stressful 
places to live
Sky-high housing costs, which are more than double the national average, 
eat up a big chunk of most residents’ budgets. Combine that with a high 
cost of living, as well as above-average poverty and unemployment rates, 
and that means more people are struggling to get by.

Median Rent

New York City
$2,750

United States
$1, 525

Average Population Density

New York City
2,826 

Los Angeles 
2, 646

San Francisco
1, 755
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Recognizing  that stress is a symptom of  living in New York, we challenged 
ourselves  to find a way to give New Yorkers a way to tackle stress and to 
ultimately, improve their quality of life.

Design Challenge

How can we help New Yorkers  
de-stress during their commutes?

Seeing An Opportunity 
Our initial research revealed that one of the perceived challenges of living 
in New York, the long commute, could actually be an opportunity.

Finding A Solution 
We followed Ideo’s Human Centered Design method in order to solicit 
input from our target audience and test our assumptions.

Definition

Research

Test

Refine

Prototype
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”Our thoughts makes 
us human, but to let them 

 go gives perspective.”
-FAY, 78, Retired

“You can’t measure the value  
of being still”
Jun, 29, Photographer
Key Insight
Wishes time spent commuting 
could be more productive.

“If I could walk away from my 
commute not as angry or 
depressed, that would be nice.”

Joanne, 29, Finance
Key Insight
Doesn’t think that a meditative 
practice is accessible  
during a commutecould be more 
productive.

“To be still doesn’t mean be 
silent, it means let go.”
Tori, 32, Hospitality Management
Key Insight
Has a commuting routine that 
doesn’t include meditation.

“My stress level? 10+”

Wilson 22, Retail

Key Insight
Unfamiliar with meditation but 
open to stress relief

We interviewed a cross section of New Yorkers regarding their commuting 
habits, attitudes toward stress and interest in meditation.

Interviews
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Research Insights
Stress

1. New Yorkers don’t view stress relief as a priority.

2. New Yorkers accept stress as a symptom of city life and deal with it in 
a variety of ways.

3. There’s an interest in getting power/control over stress.

Commuting

1. New Yorkers want their commute to be a more productive use  
of time.

2. People don’t think a meditative practice is accessible or possible 
while commuting.

3. New Yorkers already have a routine they practice during their 
commute which doesn’t include meditation.

Value of Meditation

1. New Yorkers don’t see meditation as a productive or 
 beneficial activity.

2. Meditation is not a priority due to lack of perceived value and instant 
gratification.

3. Meditating in public (vs. private) is not seen as  
socially acceptable.
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Key Insights

Revised Design Challenge
How might we inspire New Yorkers to meditate on their commute?

Key Insight 
New Yorkers don’t see meditation as  
a productive or beneficial activity.

Challenge 
How might we make 
meditation more gratifying 
and productive? 

Challenge 
How might we add meditation 
to New Yorkers’ commuting 
routine?

Challenge 
How might we make 
meditation more socially 
acceptable? 

Key Insight 
New Yorkers already have a routine they 
practice during their commute, which 
doesn’t include meditation.

Key Insight 
Meditating in public is not seen 
as socially acceptable.

1 2 3
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Project Brief
Design Challenge

How might we inspire New Yorkers to 
meditate on their commute?

Audience 
All New Yorkers - regardless of occupation, economic status, race  
or ethnicity. 

Objective 
Inspire action, to encourage New Yorkers to meditate on trains, buses 
and taxis. 

Through a simple approach we want to promote mindfulness 
and inspire regular practice.

Insight 
New Yorkers are accustomed to seeing advertisements throughout  
their commute - we wanted to repurpose ad spaces to communicate 
our message.
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Our prototypes were inspired by advertising, so we borrowed  
used a traditonal focus group approach to test our execution

Messaging  
Determine what message inspired our audience to act

Aesthetic 
Determine the most effective aesthetic approach to draw our 
audience in

Tactics 
In addition to occupying to traditional ad space  we wanted to 
disrupt the commuter 

Prototypes
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Focus and Breathe
Guided Meditation

Focus and Breathe offers commuters an image  
to focus on along with instructions to provide   
a guided meditation they can practice during  
their commute.
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I Meditate
Role Model Campagn

Featuring local New Yorkers,  I Meditate not only 
promotes meditation, it promotes the benefits. 
This campaign is intended to inspire through a 
community of everyday role models.
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Just 10 Breaths
Practice. Practice.

Just 10 Breaths focuses on practice, an easy and 
direct way to inspire. This campaign differnetiates  
itself from the noise of other ads through 
a clean, minimalistic approach.
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We created three campaigns based on different approaches to our  
revised design challenge:

How might we inspire New Yorkers to 
meditate on their commute?
Focus and Breathe featured beautiful local scenery accompanied by 
a guided meditation practice - the poster itself became the object to 
focus on during  
the meditation.

I Meditate focused on benefits and community. We wanted to see how 
well presenting an everyday role model would inspire people to take 
action.

Just 10 Breaths utilized a clean, minimal aesthetic to make the practice 
of meditation appear easy and accessible to all.

Format 
We shared the prototypes along with a series of questions to gather 
insights on what approach would be most effective for our audience.

Responses 
We received 36 responses.

•  Ages ranged from 25-65+
•  64% female, 36% male
•  79% commute by subway or train 

Would you like to improve your commute? 

Testing
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What would improve your commute experience?

The majority of respondents (67%) 
felt like seeing any of the posters 
would help improve their commute 
experience.

 
“A welcome change from the posters I usually
see on the subway!”

“Someone out there is concerned about your 
anxiety level on the subway which is nice.”
Large Opportunity for Success

80% of respondents would like to improve their commute experience:

• Top two improvements: If the commute helped them be less stressed 
or annoyed and if it helped them relax

•  Productivity during is not highly desired → we don’t need to prove the 
productiveness of meditation

All Posters Were Rated ~50% for Likelihood to Inspire Action 

• New Yorkers need and appreciate the reminder to breathe and take a 
moment for mindfulness

• New York cynicism is root cause of unlikelihood to take action

Responders had a Large Aversion to Advertising

• The more ad-like a poster seemed the more reistant respondants 
were towards it. 

Positive Reactions Overall
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•  Favorable aesthetic 76% likely to look at

•  Some confusion over copy
• “Celebrate is a bit vague and not sure how I’d do it on  
    my commute”
• Advertise Brighton Beach?
• Is Focus and Breathe the name of the company?
• Are they based in Brighton Beach?

A. Focus and Breathe
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•  Lowest likelihood of catching attention

•  Lowest word of mouth appeal - 11% likely to tell friends and family

•  Mixed feedback on design
• Some like PSA-style, some dislike it because it looks like an ad
• Some like the human-to-human approach
• Some negative feedback on image choice

B. I Meditate
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•  Most interesting/eye-catching aesthetic
• Highest likelihood to look at (82%)
• Highest word of mouth appeal (30% likely to tell friends 
   and family)

•  Disliked the direction to close eyes 

•  Mixed feedback on design
• Some like the iconography/boldness of font and design
• Criticism for being too directive, not gentle enough
• Some missed the humanity in the design

C. Just 10 Breaths
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How can we use the 
results from testing to refine  
our prototype? 

How might we incoporate / test different types of exercises?

• Avoid  asking people to close their eyes - use single point  
   focus instead
• More tension-relieving / embodied actions

“I think it might be more effective to also tell folks 
to feel their feet on the floor, roll their shoulders, 
relax their mouth and jaws and then breathe.” 

How might we design a series of posters / materials to become habit 
building? (eg. New Yorkers see our posters or symbol and know what to 
expect)

• “Maybe after seeing other posters with a similar theme,  
    it would make more sense then”

How might we promote and develop a meditative experience that New 
Yorkers can practice while walking? 

• 80% of respondents’ commute includes some form of walking

Opportunities
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Phase 2 Reasearch

• Update prototype posters to incorporate learnings from research
• Re-test: Incorporate a question to determine stress level before  
   and after viewing prototype to measure effectiveness  
   of campaigns A and  C

Expansion Into Other Tactics

• Set up social media accounts and domain name
• Visualize additional brainstorm ideas; Meditation  
   glasses, Medititation train cars, Subway platform 
   experience, Conductor scripts

Funding and Partnerships

• Investigate grant from NYC Mayor’s Council. 
• Propose stress relief and meditation to Ad Council  for  
  PSA consideration

Expanding the Audience

• Move beyond commuters to other populations
• Hospitals and waiting rooms
• Colleges and schools
• Create a meditation curriculum for schools and non-profits
• Partner with yoga studios, gyms and meditation centers

Next Steps
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Girls Plus One formed around the Design Kit: Human Centered Design 
course created by IDEO and Acumen. We were strangers, bound 
together by a commitment  to explore the potential to use design in the 
service of social good.

Jennie Liang  
An independent consultant helping entrepeneurs communicate and 
connect with their customers, Jennie is the co-founder of FreeConvo,  
a socal movement dedicated to connecting real people in the real world.

Deb Aruta 
A seasoned creative director and packaging design consultant, Deb  
has a passion for learning and is currently studying sustainability and  
3D printing.

Jenny Nguyen 
A producer from Sweden, Jenny is a Hyper Island alumni committed to 
social change and studies Brazilian jiu jitsu.

Ben Olson 
A  freelance creative director focusing on product design, user 
experience and branding, Ben has lead several award winnning 
marketing campaigns and directed a number of independent films  
and documentaries.

Next Steps


