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About Design for Action 
The people we design learning experiences for don’t have time to waste. They are the board members, 
executive directors, staff members, and volunteers of small nonprofit organizations across the US. They are 
busy making sure people are taken care of, our rights are protected, and our communities are enriched by 
the arts. 

They may have a few hours to learn how to do their job better. They may be able to get away for a 
conference, but it is more likely that they will start to look for a way to learn something when they have a 
problem to solve. 

For many years, we have been on a mission to provide excellent, action-focused learning experiences for 
nonprofits in the state of Washington. We have been inspired by the idea that people learn in three places: 
alone, in peer groups, and in classrooms. For members of the nonprofit sector, this means they learn 
independently; within board, staff, or network meetings; and at workshops and conferences. 

By developing resources that facilitate learning in all of these three places, we’ve made a positive impact on 
the 53,000+ nonprofits in Washington. Together, we’ve worked on well-known, dynamic projects like 
Boards in Gear, Let’s Go Legal, Strategic Planning in Nonprofits, Starting a Nonprofit, Build a Movement!, 
and Liquor, Cannabis, Gambling… and Your Fundraising Event. 

The Design for Action guide, which began as a “Train the Trainer” workshop in Seattle, will take you through 
the steps we use to develop projects like these. The guide includes worksheets to make it a resource you 
can write in and use over and over again. Enjoy! 

 
Nancy Bacon 
www.nancybacon.com 

 
Margaret “Meps” Schulte 
www.3greatchoices.com

 

What is your topic? 
What are you developing curriculum about?  
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What is instructional design? 
Nancy Bacon 

My university-age daughter needed bins to transport her stuff back to college. We discovered four such 
bins under my sewing counter and emptied them onto the floor. The result was a pile of textiles ranging 
from fleece to cottons and silks to white sequin left over from a sweet mermaid costume. There was some 
fake fur, faux alligator, and a hot pink flamingo costume. And let’s not forget the men’s dress shirts with ink-
stained pockets, great for oven mitts! 

What a mess. As soon as I got my bins back, I organized the fabrics by type: plain cottons, patterned fabric, 
fleece, and old dress shirts. I knew what I intended to sew in the next year, and I made sure these bins gave 
me easy access to what I would need. What about the flamingo, sequins, and alligator? Those were put 
away in a drawer for now.  

You have a lot of material too, or at least the experts you work with do. You can do the equivalent of 
dumping it all onto the floor in front of your people and see if they can make sense of it. You can make them 
find the useful nuggets among cool but impractical material. Or you can carefully chunk knowledge and 
skills into useful categories and give your people the tools they’ll need to turn it into something relevant to 
them. You can do the work, so they don’t have to. 

Instructional design is the process of creating experiences and tools that allow people to learn the 
knowledge and skills they need to do something differently.  

There are many models for instructional design. We don’t pretend to be an authority on them. What we are 
sharing is our action-focused model for instructional design. It is based on careers teaching and delivering 
learning programs, designing information, and the creation of a whole range of nonprofit learning tools and 
experiences over the past seven years (see www.wanonprofitinstitute.org for examples). 

It works for us. We hope it will work for you too. 

 

1. Pile of fabric 2. Sorted fabric 3. Discarded fabric 4. Result: Dress 
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Our process for instructional design 
We break our process into the five areas illustrated below. 

 
Focus audience: Who we are trying to move to action. 

Action: What we want to see and hear them do. 

Barriers: What is holding them back from the actions. 

Domain: All knowledge and skills related to the topic. 

Curriculum: All the experiences that support their ability to take action. 

While it is important to understand each part of the process, it’s not step-by-step or linear. The process is 
iterative. 

We use a big piece of butcher paper to capture Domain information, and we add to it and subtract from it 
as we address the Focus Audience, Action, and Barriers. Eventually, we cull the information down to only 
what is needed to support the actions we want people to take.  This is what we mean by action-focused 
design. 
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The process looks something like this:  
 

 
 
 

1 Domain Write down everything you know and can find out about the topic. 
2 Focus audience Spend time with the people you are trying to move to action.  
3 Domain Add or subtract information on your topic based on what you learn. 
4 Actions Define the actions you want your focus audience to take. 
5 Domain Add or subtract information on your topic based on what you learn. 
6 Barriers Inventory the barriers holding people back from taking action. 
7 Domain Add or subtract information on your topic based on what you learn. 
8 Domain Spend time with this information to create a structure for your 

information. 
9 Focus audience Check one final time to make sure you are addressing their reality and 

needs. 
 

In the following sections, we’ll address each of the five areas in detail.
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1: Domain 
The instructional design process starts in discovery. We need to explore the world of information that exists 
related to this topic. We need to gather what is known, experienced, felt, and wondered about our subject. 
To do this, we read, interview, and research, gathering as much material as we can to document our 
domain. 

This step really benefits from using a large roll of paper. It allows us to roll it out as wide as we need and use 
the breadth of paper to create a landscape of information that we can organize later on. We make lists of 
information, key tools, resources, and barriers we need to address.  

Here’s an example from the “Starting a Nonprofit” toolkit discovery process: 

 

Documenting the domain is not a one-time effort. We do this at the beginning, and we return after each 
step. Based on what we find out, we refine, edit, delete, and amend as we go along. We sharpen our 
questions and make connections we may not have seen earlier in the process.
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Your Turn: Domain 
Document what you know at this time. After each section, come back and answer these questions: 

Focus audience: Think about this group of people. What must they know about this topic? What do they 
NOT need to know (because it would be unnecessary or overwhelming)? 

Actions: What information, tools, and support will be needed for your focus audience to take these clearly 
defined actions? 

Barriers: What information, tools, and support will your focus audience need to overcome known barriers? 
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2. Focus Audience 
 
Everything you design relates to the people you are trying to influence. Your focus audience is the reason 
you are investing time and money into designing these resources. They are the people you want to 
empower towards some action or change of behavior. And yet we are prone to forget about them once we 
get excited about our topic and all of the things one could know about it. We immerse ourselves in the 
content, without building a bridge between our content and the person learning. 

Our focus audience is made up of people, with all of their complexities. Sometimes we have more than one 
type of person we are trying to move to action, and we need to account for this diversity as well. We focus 
on a primary audience, optimizing information for them, and we provide supplementary support for any 
members of a secondary audience. For example, we might focus our attention on the needs and realities of 
nonprofit board members, but also incorporate materials for the Executive Directors who work with them. 

We pay close attention to three aspects of the focus audience: 

Brain—Knowledge: What they know or don’t know 
about the topic 
Adults bring a ton of pre-existing knowledge to any topic. Sometimes they bring 
misinformation that you need to help them unlearn.  

Hands—Skills: What they know how to do 
Adults also bring a range of skills to their work. Sometimes they have transferable 
knowledge worth considering, such as knowing how to build relationships in fundraising, 
which transfers to relationship-building in other areas, like advocacy.  

Heart—Emotions: How do they feel about this topic 
Adults feel a range of emotions about what they are learning. Nonprofit people in 
particular have a lot of passion for their work; they start organizations out of frustration for 
something not happening, or they fall in love with a cause and want to help.     
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What are some ways to spend time with your focus audience and learn what they know, can do, and 
feel about your topic? 

• Reflect on past interactions with specific individuals and what insights you got from seeing and 
hearing them in action. 

• Create a persona of a typical person in your focus audience. Spend time describing this person in 
great detail. 

• Interview a few different people in your focus group. 

• Interview partners who work with these people in different ways. This gives you more of a 360 view 
of them. 

• Hold a focus group meeting in which you listen deeply to their interests, concerns, and realities. 
 
Keep checking in with your focus group throughout your instructional design process. Add or 
subtract information in your domain tracking. 
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Your Turn: Focus Audience 
Think about your primary audience and collect as much information as you can about a typical person. 
Consider a secondary target audience. Use the third column to track what they don’t know, do, or feel. 

 Primary audience Secondary audience Don’t know/do/feel 

Head: What do they 
tend to know?  What 
information do they 
have ready access to? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Hands: What do they 
tend to do? What skill 
do they tend to bring 
to this topic? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Heart: How do they 
tend to feel about this 
topic?  What emotions 
do they bring to this 
topic? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



Design for Action  3: Actions 

 

www.aim4action.com  ©2020 Nancy Bacon and Margaret Meps Schulte. All rights reserved. 10 

 

3. Actions 
 
Ultimately, you want your people to do something differently. You want to be able to see and hear evidence 
that shows that you have been successful. You want what you see and hear not to happen just once, but 
every time your people engage with your topic. 

Taking time to understand what you want to see and hear informs what knowledge, skills, tools, and 
emotional support they will need to succeed. 

Here are two tips to effectively articulate the action you want: 

One action at a time 
We regularly find instructions that read something like this: 

“At your next board meeting, discuss how current policy trends impact your mission and what ways 
your board could engage in these policy discussions.” 

In reality, this represents at least five actions: 

1. Get your board to agree to set aside time at your next meeting to talk about policy. (This assumes 
you have regular meetings!) 

2. Check with every board member to make sure they fully understand your mission and the larger 
purpose in which it is anchored. 

3. Research current policy trends. If you don’t have a way to track them, reach out to your local coalition 
or association. 

4. Conduct a board discussion that connects your mission to these trends. 

5. Educate your board on what they can and cannot do related to advocacy and lobbying. 

 
By unpacking a fully loaded activity into its parts, you can guard against false assumptions. Then you can 
provide specific resources to support these actions. 
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What would you do? 
Experts often tell you what members of your focus audience should do. 

For example, we hear that nonprofit board members should raise money for their organization or advocate 
for better policies. Okay, experts, if you were to raise money, what would you do? 

“I would take my organization’s case for support and use it to engage my friends in a written 
appeal. I would look through our current member list to see who I could ask to give.” 

 In this paragraph, we have named three tools or resources that the expert would use. Let’s make sure you 
guide your people — who are less expert than your experts! — to find or create those key tools. 

By asking an expert “What would you do?”, you can define a step-by-step process, complete with tools 
(sample documents, templates, scripts, forms, and the like). You can determine who else needs to be 
involved, either outside or within the organization. You will create a complete picture for what is involved in 
taking an action you could see or hear. 
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Your Turn: Actions 
 

Describe the Focus Audience 

 

Name the Action  

Describe the Action  

What would we see? 

 

What would we hear? 

 

What would a typical person need to KNOW to be able to take this action? 

1. 

2. 

3. 

What TOOLS  (sample documents, call lists, scripts, forms…) would a typical person need? 

1. 

2. 

3. 

Who else is involved? 

Internal to organization 

 

External to organization 
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4: Barriers 
If the actions you are aiming for were easy, your people would have taken them by now. Something is 
holding them back. What? 

We consider four types of barriers that keep someone from taking action. These start with barriers outside 
and move to barriers inside the body. 

Environment Tools Knowledge & skills Emotions 

 

Circumstances out of 
their control, including 
the structure, culture, 
or politics of the 
situation. 

Anything that can help 
someone do their job, 
such as samples, 
templates, scripts, 
directories, planning 
tools, & information 
sheets. 

What your person 
knows and can do. We 
explored this topic in 
Section 2, when we 
discussed the focus 
audience. 

How they feel about the 
topic. Think about their 
feelings in terms of a 
barrier holding them 
back. 

What this sounds like: 
I can’t do that because 
of the political 
environment. 
I can’t take action 
because our culture 
prevents innovation.  

I can’t act because I 
don’t have a sample 
letter to work off of. 
I don’t have a list of 
funders in the area. 

I don’t know what I am 
allowed to do. 
I don’t know how to ask 
for money. 

I’m scared to break the 
law. 
I’m worried that I’ll turn 
off my friends (if I ask for 
money.) 
I’m afraid to talk about 
money. 
I love connecting with 
people!  
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See Cathy Moore’s work on Action Mapping for more information on ways to manage barriers. Her book 
Map It: The Hands-On Guide to Strategic Training Design is excellent. https://blog.cathy-moore.com 

Our learning tools are most effective when they address the barriers holding our people back. It could be 
that a document vault of sample documents or scripts could make all the difference! It could be that they 
don’t need another workshop, but rather a shift in the organization’s culture or someone to walk with them to 
give them encouragement.   
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Your Turn: Barriers 
 

Environment Tools Knowledge/skills Emotions 

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

 
What can we do to eliminate/reduce any of these barriers? 

Barrier How can we eliminate/ reduce it? 
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5. Curriculum 
Now it is time to put it all together into something useful. Curriculum is a bridge that brings someone 
from where they are now to where they (or you) want them to be. There are three general parts to a 
curriculum: 

What The knowledge and skill someone is expected to learn 
How Method for instruction (lessons, projects, and practice) 
To what end Desired outcome. Standards the person is expected to meet. 

 
This is an exciting point in the process! You have a lot of information captured across a scroll of paper. What 
people need to know is supported by tools that will support their actions, activities to practice taking those 
actions, and whatever else you have determined is needed to get your people moving forward. It is time to 
start shaping all of this into something useful.  

This a four-step process: 

Domain Review 

 

Chunking 

 

Sorting 

 

Balancing 

Here's your domain, fully 
documented. 

Identify the most important 
main ideas into which most 
of the information can be 
organized. 

Sort your information into 
these buckets. If any 
information doesn't fit, 
decide whether you need 
to broaden the category or 
discard some of it. 

Examine the final sorting to 
make sure categories are 
appropriately balanced. 

 



Design for Action  5: Curriculum 

 

www.aim4action.com  ©2020 Nancy Bacon and Margaret Meps Schulte. All rights reserved. 17 

What’s your story? 
At this point, we stop and think about what we have in front of us. We think about the narrative that ties our 
information together. What is the story of this topic? What metaphors help to make it all make sense? 
We have used popular games (for example, bingo and Chutes and Ladders) and common stories (for 
example, going on a road trip or building a house). 

Our goal is to connect with what people know, both logically and emotionally, to reduce how much effort 
they have to expend to learn new material. 

Now you can start to see how all of this work leads you to create “products.” These learning events are what 
you will actually deliver to members of your focus audience. The same information can be sliced and diced 
into many different products, making all of this discovery and discernment worth the time! 
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Your Turn: Curriculum 
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Curriculum design checklist 
Domain 

q Read everything you can get your hands on and define the domain (what’s in, what’s out) on a large 
piece of paper. 

q Update the domain after you spend time with you focus audience. Add what is missing and cross out 
information that you can assume they know. 

q Update the domain after you define key actions. If they need to know something to do that task, 
make sure you cover it. 

q Review information at the end to make sure it is clear and understandable to someone who is not a 
subject matter expert. 

Focus audience 
q Spend time thinking about specific people you know in your focus audience. Name them. Describe 

as much as you can about them. Post a picture of them over your desk. 
q Standing in the imagined shoes of your focus audience, thinking about what questions they might 

have about the content.  
q Now imagine the emotions involved in taking the actions you describe. How do you harness and 

honor those emotions in your curriculum? 
q Do double duty: What skills do they already have? How can you link those skills to what they need to 

do this work now? 
q At the end, remind yourself of your focus person. Read whatever you produced from their 

perspective. Invite someone from your focus audience to review the material. 

Actions 
q Use these actions as the filter for all of the content information you’ve collected. Remember, they just 

need to know enough to do these actions, not write a dissertation. 
q Address the barriers that get in the way of these actions. There may be many barriers in the way. 

Focus on the ones you can deal with for these actions. 
q Provide whatever tools they will need. Reduce the number of steps they will need to take to get the 

job done. 

Barriers 
q Ask them what is holding them back. Find ways to do a survey, focus group, or anything to gather 

their thoughts on the barriers. Don’t be satisfied with the first answer. Keep inquiring, so you get to 
root causes. 

q Review the curriculum for barriers. Find where you solve for them. Be forthright and clear in naming 
the barrier and how you have addressed it. 

q Review the curriculum for emotion. Circle any time you’ve used the terms “should” or “need to,“ and 
see if you can find other ways to invite action. (People don’t like being told what to do.) Put a square 
around places where you reference an emotion, directly or indirectly. 
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Next Steps Planner 
With the help of the checklist on the previous page, use this planner to capture your next steps. Circle the 
category icon for each step — remember, the process is iterative, not linear. 
 

  
 

  

Focus Audience Action Barrier Domain Curriculum 
 

Action With whom Category (circle icon) 

  

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
  

 
  

 



 

 

 

Action doesn’t just happen. You have to plan for it. 
 

 

At Aim for Action, we build solutions that inspire action. We design tools and experiences that 
reduce barriers and take advantage of opportunities. We work with nonprofit and public sector 
leaders to strengthen your impact through effective, action-focused solutions that close the gap 
between where your people are now and where you need them to be. 

We know that time and resources are limited, but creative solutions that make a difference are not. Our 
unique approach can help you move your people to action. 

This ebook was developed to share our instructional design process and provide tools to help you 
get started. For more assistance, contact the authors, Nancy Bacon and Margaret Meps Schulte.  

www.aim4action.com 
 


