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Over the years, I’ve been deeply involved in the world of product development — working through the full 
Digital Product Engineering (DPE) lifecycle, producing multiple digital products during my time at 
Microsoft, and even after that in my consulting and innovation work. 

Along the way, I also took a deep dive into Human-Centered Design (HCD) and Design Thinking (DT). 
Honestly, while the difference between these design principles isn't massive, using both approaches 
adds tremendous value when you're building products that genuinely put people at the center. And trust 
me — that human-centric mindset changes everything. 

Now, we’re living in the AI era. 
And it got me thinking: 

What if we take the strong foundation of DPE, apply the human-centric principles of HCD and DT on 
top of it — and manage the entire flow under AI? 
What would happen? 

The reality is, AI isn’t here to replace developers — that's a huge misconception. 
Yes, AI can generate code. 
But seriously — who’s going to review that code? Who’s going to ensure it fits the product's goals, the 
user’s needs, the business objectives? 
(Definitely not a robot alone.) 

So instead of fearing AI, I believe we should use it smartly — to enhance Digital Product Engineering, not 
to erase it. 

In this article, we’ll explore a new blended concept: 

• Integrating Human-Centered Design and Design Thinking as the core principles guiding DPE, 

• Then applying AI as the smart manager and accelerator across the whole cycle. 

Sounds exciting, right? 
One important note before we dive in: 

     This article assumes you already have some familiarity with DPE, design principles (HCD/DT), and of 
course, basic AI concepts. 
I’ll guide you through step-by-step, but if you’re completely new to these topics, you might want to skim a 
primer first. 

Alright, let's jump in. 

https://assemhijazi.me/


 



1. Laying the Foundation: What Is Digital Product Engineering 
(DPE)? 
Before we get creative, let's quickly ground ourselves. 

Digital Product Engineering (DPE) isn’t just a fancy tech buzzword. 
It’s the practical, structured process of taking a digital product idea — a mobile app, a web platform, a 
connected device — from concept to launch, and then constantly improving it. 

Over the years, DPE has evolved into a full lifecycle discipline. 

Here’s a simple table to show the key stages: 

# Stage Description 

1 Ideation Brainstorming the product concept, goals, and target users. 

2 Design Crafting user journeys, wireframes, and system architecture. 

3 Development Coding the product, integrating systems, and testing functionality. 

4 Deployment Launching the product into the real world (live environments). 

5 Continuous 
Improvement 

Monitoring user feedback, updating features, fixing issues, and 
evolving. 

At its core, DPE has always been technology-first. 
The traditional goal was simple: 

Build it fast, make it scalable, keep it maintainable. 

And it has served us very well for years, especially when you need to ship products reliably at scale. 

But here’s the thing — while DPE ensures you build a great product technically, 
it doesn’t always guarantee you're solving the right human problems or delivering the best user 
experiences. 

And that’s exactly where Human-Centered Design (HCD) and Design Thinking (DT) come into the 
picture. 
(And soon — where AI steps up to make it even smarter.) 

 



2. Bringing the Human to the Center: Human-Centered Design 
(HCD) 
If Digital Product Engineering (DPE) is about building great products, 
then Human-Centered Design (HCD) is about making sure we’re building the right products for real 
human needs. 

HCD is not just a checklist or a set of templates — it’s a mindset. 
It’s about constantly asking: 

• Who is the human behind this product? 

• What are their needs, emotions, and goals? 

• Are we truly solving their problems — or just throwing technology at them? 

To simplify, here are the key stages or pillars of Human-Centered Design: 

# Stage/Pillar Description 

1 Empathy Deeply understanding users through interviews, observations, and real-
world research. 

2 Co-creation Involving users early and continuously in the design and development 
process. 

3 Iteration Designing, testing, learning, and refining products repeatedly based on 
feedback. 

4 Accessibility & 
Inclusivity 

Ensuring products work for a diverse range of users, not just a narrow 
audience. 

 

In traditional DPE, it's easy to fall into the trap of “build first, fix later.” 
HCD flips that mindset completely — it says: 

Understand first. Then build better. 

 



3. Unlocking Creativity: The Power of Design Thinking (DT) 
If Human-Centered Design gives us the right mindset, 
then Design Thinking gives us the right process to turn that mindset into real, practical innovation. 

Design Thinking is a structured way to tackle complex problems by focusing on users first, encouraging 
creativity, and iterating solutions quickly — without falling in love with the first idea. 

Here’s the classic structure of Design Thinking, presented as a simple, clean table: 

# Stage Description 

1 Empathize Understand your users deeply: their behaviors, emotions, frustrations, and needs. 

2 Define Clearly frame the real problem based on insights gathered — not just assumptions. 

3 Ideate Brainstorm as many creative solutions as possible without filtering ideas too early. 

4 Prototype Quickly build basic versions of your ideas to explore what might work. 

5 Test Put your prototypes in front of real users, gather feedback, and refine based on what 
you learn. 

 

Notice something important here: 

• Empathy is the first step again — exactly like in HCD. 

• Testing and iterating are built into the system — you don't aim for perfection immediately, you 
aim for learning fast. 

That’s why Design Thinking fits perfectly with Human-Centered Design and Digital Product 
Engineering: 

It gives us a repeatable, flexible framework to move from human understanding → to product ideas → to 
real solutions. 

 

Quick note before we move on: 
This is exactly the point where Localization becomes very important — because after you empathize and 
define the problem, you realize that not all users around the world think, feel, or behave the same way. 
And if you truly want to build human-centered products, you can’t treat every market or culture 
identically. 

(We'll dive into Localization next!) 

 
 

 



4. The Missing Layer: Why Localization Matters in Human-Centered 
Digital Engineering 
After applying Human-Centered Design and Design Thinking, we reach a critical realization: 

Humans are not the same everywhere. 

Different countries, regions, and even cities have unique: 

• Languages 

• Cultures 

• Mindsets 

• Needs 

• Expectations 

That’s why Localization isn’t a "nice to have" — it's absolutely essential if we want our products to truly 
serve people where they are, how they are. 

Localization isn't just about translating a few words on a screen. 
It’s about adapting your entire product experience — communication, design, behavior, and even 
emotional tone — to resonate with local users authentically. 

 



Here’s a list of important factors you must consider when thinking about Localization: 

# Localization Factor Description 

1 Language and Accents Adapting not just the language, but also local dialects and 
pronunciation nuances. 

2 Character of the Language Respecting the natural flow, structure, and idioms of the 
language. 

3 Culture Aligning with local customs, values, humor, and social 
expectations. 

4 Heritage Acknowledging historical and traditional influences that shape 
local identity. 

5 Special User Experience Designing specific UX elements that feel intuitive and familiar to 
local users. 

6 Special Mindset Recognizing different thinking styles, risk tolerance, or decision-
making patterns. 

7 Environment Considering climate, infrastructure, and living conditions that 
affect usage. 

8 Country and Region 
Specifics 

Adapting to legal, political, and economic realities in different 
areas. 

9 Nature of People Understanding behavioral tendencies — e.g., individualistic vs. 
collectivistic cultures. 

10 Local Flavors Integrating local trends, fashion, media, and entertainment 
influences. 

11 Environmental Effects on 
Behavior 

How weather, urbanization, or rural settings impact habits and 
needs. 

12 Ethics and Manners Respecting social etiquette, taboos, and public behavior norms. 

13 Religion Being sensitive to religious practices, holidays, and sacred 
values. 

14 Others Anything else specific to a community that can affect the 
experience. 

 

In short: 
Localization is a human-centric extension of Human-Centered Design itself. 
You can’t claim to be “user-centered” if you treat all users the same way globally. 



This is why in our new model, Localization is not an afterthought — 
It’s a core part of blending DPE + HCD + Design Thinking. 

 



5. AI as the Digital Brain: Learning Human-Centered Knowledge 
While AI can automate, accelerate, and optimize tasks across the Digital Product Engineering (DPE) 
cycle, 
its real transformational power comes from something much deeper: 

AI can learn from Human-Centered Design (HCD), Design Thinking (DT), and Localization 
knowledge. 

Imagine this: 

• You build a knowledge base that teaches AI about HCD principles — empathy, accessibility, co-
creation. 

• You feed AI Design Thinking processes — how to ideate, prototype, and test creatively. 

• You inject into AI a deep localization layer — cultural behaviors, environmental factors, ethics, 
language nuances, regional mindsets — not just country by country, but city by city. 

What happens then? 
You don't just have an AI that automates tasks. You create a Digital Brain. 
An AI system that: 

• Advises developers, designers, and business stakeholders 

• Guides the product-building process to stay truly human-centric 

• Recommends designs, flows, features based on the specific local human needs 

• Maintains human-first thinking throughout every product evolution stage 

This Hybrid Intelligence between human experience and AI processing power creates something new: 

• Not just products for "users" — 

• Products for humans, made by humans and AI together, thinking human-first from the very 
beginning. 

In this model: 
• Humans remain in the loop. 

• AI acts as the digital brain supporting, advising, and evolving the product creation process. 

• The final product is not just functional — it’s personally resonant. 

 



6. The New Framework: Human-Centered Digital Product 
Engineering Enhanced by AI 
After walking through the full journey — from traditional DPE to Human-Centered Design, to Design 
Thinking, to Localization, and then to AI — 
it’s clear: 

We are not just evolving product development. 
We are redefining how digital products are born. 

Here’s the final conceptual framework for the future of Human-Centered Digital Product Engineering: 

 

 

 

🔵 Inner Core: Human-Centered Knowledge 
This is the heart of everything: 

• Human-Centered Design (HCD) principles 

• Design Thinking stages 

• Deep Localization (culture, language, behavior, environment, ethics, religion) 

• Full understanding of human needs, emotions, and diversity 

                           

                                    

                                               

                                                               

                                                              



    Purpose: 
Empathy, relevance, meaning. Products built for real people with real needs. 

 

🟡 Middle Layer: Digital Product Engineering (DPE) 
The strong structured engine that: 

• Turns human needs into real digital products 

• Follows product development best practices (Ideation → Design → Development → Deployment → 
Improvement) 

    Purpose: 
Build scalable, maintainable, real-world solutions — but now guided by human understanding. 

 

🟢 Outer Layer: Artificial Intelligence (AI) as the Digital Brain 
AI is not just a coding assistant. It becomes: 

• A Knowledgebase for HCD, Design Thinking, and Localization factors 

• A Smart Advisor to developers, designers, and stakeholders 

• A Hybrid Intelligence Partner keeping the human-centered focus alive 

• A Continuous Learning System adapting products to humans over time 

    Purpose: 
Manage, optimize, evolve the product-building process while keeping humans always at the center. 

 



        Excited to share a new blended concept I've been working on: 
Next-Generation Digital Product Engineering: Human + Tech + AI. 

After years of working on product development and Digital Product Engineering (DPE) with Microsoft and 
beyond, and diving deep into Human-Centered Design (HCD) and Design Thinking, I started asking a big 
question: 

     What happens if we make Human-Centered Design the core, apply Design Thinking as the creative 
engine, integrate deep Localization to respect different cultures and environments — and then manage all 
of it with AI? 

The answer is a completely new framework for digital innovation: 

• Humans stay at the center (always). 

• Technology builds scalable solutions. 

• AI acts as the digital brain, learning from HCD, Design Thinking, and Localization knowledge, 
guiding developers, designers, and stakeholders to build products that truly fit human needs. 

It's not about AI replacing developers. 
It's about creating hybrid intelligence where humans and AI work together to build better, smarter, and 
more human-centered digital products. 

   Human-first. 

     Engineering-powered. 

    AI-enhanced. 

Let’s rethink the future of digital product engineering together.         

 

#DigitalProductEngineering #HumanCenteredDesign #DesignThinking #ArtificialIntelligence #AI 
#ProductDevelopment #NextGenInnovation #FutureOfWork #HumanFirst #TechInnovation 
#HybridIntelligence #AIinProductDevelopment #ProductEngineering #LocalizationStrategy #UXDesign 
#InnovationLeadership #ProductManagement #HumanAI #AIDrivenInnovation #DigitalTransformation 
#AssemHijazi 
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