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Abstract 

Over the past years, growing attention has been given to the area of design to encourage 

innovation, which has led to the emergence of Design Thinking: a novel problem-solving 

methodology combining technological feasibility, user and business perspective. Many of its 

most prominent advocates are multinational organizations, which increasingly introduce 

Design Thinking activities to their subsidiaries across the world. Yet, little is known about the 

practice and the cultural challenges these organizations face.  

Based on the case of China, this thesis aims to investigate the influence of national culture 

on the practice of Design Thinking in subsidiaries of multinational organizations. The Design 

Thinking conceptualization of the Hasso Plattner Institute has been chosen to analyse the 

different aspects of the framework, consisting of teamwork, process and the creative design 

environment. In order to understand the influence of culture, Hofstede’s renowned cultural 

dimensions model has been utilized. In total, eleven online in-depth interviews with experts 

practising Design Thinking, including university professors, innovation managers and 

coaches from four different multinational organisations, have been conducted. The results 

show that the cultural dimensions Collectivism, Power Distance and Uncertainty Avoidance 

influence Design Thinking in both positive and negative ways. Additionally, two further 

aspects pose a challenge when practicing Design Thinking at Chinese subsidiaries: the 

hierarchical structure of the multinational organization and the resistance towards change 

displayed by its employees. In sum, it is recommended that multinationals put a higher 

emphasis on the national influence when introducing Design Thinking practices to their 

subsidiaries across the world.  
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01. Introduction 
This study seeks to explore the practice of Design Thinking in a cultural environment different 

than the Western world, where it has most of its proponents and supporters (Liedtka, 2014). 

The purpose of the first chapter is to guide the reader into the topic by briefly introducing 

Design Thinking as well as the investigated country, China. It will then present the research 

question, followed by a short section on the purpose of the study. Finally, the scope of the 

research will be appointed and the first chapter will conclude with a short outlook on the 

following chapters.  

1.1 Investigation Background 

Design has often been stereotypically associated with appealing artworks, cool chairs or 

delightful decoration. During the past decades, however, the discipline has received growing 

attention in a business context. Today’s highly technological and globally competitive world 

poses challenges and constraints on organizations, which now require a different set of 

thinking than conventional analytical thinking focusing on efficiency and effectiveness 

(Martin, 2009). Organizations around the world increasingly direct their attention to design as 

a discipline specialized on creating new things to encourage innovation and growth activities. 

As a consequence, the concept of Design Thinking has emerged, a process of integrative 

thinking rooted in the ability to exploit opposing ideas and constraints to create solutions 

(Brown, 2009). Design Thinking combines the technological feasibility, user and business 

perspective, which makes it a suitable problem-solving methodology for the challenges of the 

21st century. The main rationale behind it is the conviction that a human-centred way of 

working ultimately leads to breakthrough innovation (Brown, 2009). Design Thinking has also 

attracted the educational sector and the University of Stanford’s Hasso Plattner Institute of 

Design (d.school) has been one of the first institutions offering Design Thinking courses to 

students from different faculties as well as executive education.  

Many of Design Thinking’s most prominent advocates are multinational organizations such 

as SAP, Siemens or Audi, trying to remain competitive (Interview 1, 2015; Interview 2, 2015). 

One main characterization of a multinational organization is its engagement across national 
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boundaries (Dunning & Lundan, 2008). Traditionally, multinational organizations establish 

their activities in the home market and subsequently export to foreign locations. However, 

due to the growing wealth in emerging markets, the demand for more customized products 

has increased with the result that subsidiaries are now more deeply involved in the 

innovation process (McCann & Mudambi, 2004). Although multinationals start to introduce 

Design Thinking into their subsidiaries, little is known about how it is practiced, especially in 

regards to the cultural challenges they face (Interview 1, 2015).  

As Hofstede (1984) pointed out, management philosophy that is appropriate in one national 

culture is not necessarily appropriate in another, because theories often reflect the culture of 

the society in which they were developed. Design Thinking has been predominantly 

researched and applied in a Western context (Johansson-Sköldberg, Woodilla & Çetinkaya, 

2013), yet it is now increasingly applied in other parts of the world with different cultural 

values. Hence, it will be valuable to investigate the Design Thinking phenomenon in a 

cultural context different than the Western one, because people with a different national 

cultural background might have difficulties coping with the practices or the mindset of Design 

Thinking. 

According to the World Investment Report by the United Nations Conference on Trade and 

Development (2014), Foreign Direct Investment to developing economies reached a new 

climax at $778 billion, with China recording its largest ever inflows at $124 billion. Being one 

of the biggest and fastest-growing markets in the world, multinational companies have 

poured into China for decades (The Economist, 2014). Against this background, China has 

been chosen as the country of investigation. After nearly two decades of double-digit growth, 

China’s economic boom is beginning to slow and the country is entering a phase of 

restructuring and consolidation (Peterson, 2015). According to a study carried out by KPMG 

(2012), multinationals find the operating environment in China tougher than ever. Costs are 

soaring across China, making the country an increasingly expensive place to do business. In 

addition, Chinese government is restricting access for foreign firms through policies such as 

‘Buy China’ or ‘Indigenous Innovation’ (KPMG, 2012).  

Although historically the strategy of multinationals has been setting up manufacturing 

structures in China to target overseas customers, in the long run, the primary focus will be on 

the Chinese, with an urban middle-class of 275 million people (KPMG, 2012). Multinationals 

now look for opportunities to target the tech-savvy Chinese consumers, but domestic 

Chinese companies are creating additional pressure for them (Peterson, 2015). According to 
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Participant 9, an Innovation Manager and Concept Designer at a German car manufacturer, 

“Chinese companies are moving very fast. They do a lot of incremental innovation, meaning 

that they introduce new features in a period of 2-3 weeks. They do very good user research 

and usability studies” (Interview 9, 2015). Thus, multinationals are falling behind local firms, 

because they do not understand their Chinese customers. One example is eBay’s failure to 

dominate the Chinese market over a decade ago because of its omission to understand the 

local customers’ needs (Barnett, Feng & Luo, 2010). Despite their first mover advantage, 

they lost to Taobao, a competitor launched by the leading Chinese Internet Company 

Alibaba. Taobao presented itself as a Chinese local company, using screen names of online 

moderators from popular Chinese-Kung-Fu novels or employing the colour red and orange, 

which symbolize festivity and prosperity in the Chinese culture (Hatoum, 2015). Besides 

allowing their customers to list products for free while eBay charged their sellers, they 

understood the importance of trust within the Chinese society and created a sense of 

community on its website. They built online forums and instant messaging services that 

would allow their customers to communicate with each other. As a result, Taobao was 

perceived to be more innovative and user-friendly compared to eBay. The multinational failed 

to recognize the differences between the Chinese and the Western markets and instead of 

adapting their products and services, it stuck to its global platform, which did not fit the local 

customers’ tastes and preferences.  

Here, Design Thinking can serve as a way to better understand the complex needs of 

Chinese customers and foster a culture of innovation in the multinationals’ subsidiaries. 

Participant 8, who has led the Design Thinking activities of a German engineering company 

in China since 2015, sees a demand for Design Thinking: “In short, the need for a method 

like Design Thinking in China is very strong, because people are looking for ways to create 

new ideas, innovations and product solutions” (Interview 8, 2015). 

Yet, for Design Thinking to thrive, a social structure that cultivates challenges to the status 

quo is required (Thoring, Luippold & Müller, 2014). In general, China still has a culture that is 

extremely hierarchical. The power distance in Chinese society is larger than in its Western 

counterparts, resulting from its Confucian traditions that date back thousands of years 

(Michailova & Hutchings, 2006). Additionally, China is less individualistic than most Western 

countries, meaning that their identity is embedded in their relationships (Tjosvold, Law & 

Sun, 2003). The Chinese culture is different and introducing a concept that has mainly been 

developed and researched in the Western world might pose difficulties on the implementation 



 
 
 
 

4 

and practice of Design Thinking. Lecturer 1 from Interview 2, a college professor from a 

Wuhan university, describes the problem of introducing Design Thinking into China as 

followed: “When we tried to convey the concept of Design Thinking in China, it was still very 

early and people, they listen to us with a lot of doubt and a lot of scepticism. […] They didn’t 

fully open themselves to accept it, to really transfer their mindset to a new one, to open their 

minds and try out a new way of work. That was the big hurdle we had” (Interview 2, 2015). 

Design Thinking is doing its first steps in China and it is not clear yet, how it is adopted in a 

cultural environment so different from the Western world. This thesis therefore aims to 

explore the Design Thinking phenomenon in China in order to understand the challenges that 

multinationals face while practising Design Thinking in another cultural context. 

1.2 Problem Statement and Research Questions 

As indicated before, Design Thinking as an alternative approach to innovation has only 

recently experienced a rise in academia and practice. This exploratory study aims to extend 

the current knowledge on this topic and addresses an area within the research that has 

previously received little or no attention: The practice of Design Thinking in a cultural 

environment different from the Western world. Due to the aforementioned reasons, this 

thesis will focus on China as a case country.  

The following research question will guide the study:  

 

First of all, the researcher seeks to understand the ways in which multinationals introduce 

Design Thinking into their Chinese subsidiaries and their motivation to do. This will give the 

reader a better understanding of the current situation of Design Thinking in China. Second, 

the challenges that the subsidiaries face will be explored in order to identify the extent to 

which culture is influencing the practice of Design Thinking. Finally, the researcher is 

interested in the outlook of Design Thinking in China to determine its suitability in a different 

cultural context. Therefore, the three following sub-questions will be addressed in order to 

answer the research problem:  
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The three sub-questions will constitute the analytical focus of this thesis. By answering them, 

the researcher believes that the study can valuably contribute to the scarce knowledge about 

Design Thinking in other parts of the world, respectively China. 

1.3 Purpose of the Thesis 

With the establishment of the Design Thinking Centre at Beijing’s Communication University 

and the Genovasi Institute in Kuala Lumpur, an increasing demand for Design Thinking 

expertise in Asia was answered (HPI D-School, 2015). Although it is gaining momentum, few 

studies to date have attempted to understand the influence of national culture on the Design 

Thinking adoption. This study seeks to fill this research gap and conduct exploratory analysis 

on the adoption and practice of Design Thinking outside of the Western world. Because this 

topic has not been explored yet, the researcher will do a qualitative study using online in-

depth interviews with experts in China, including university professors, innovation managers 

and coaches from four different multinational organizations working with Design Thinking in 

China. In addition to developing theoretical knowledge on the influence of culture on the 

Design Thinking practice, this study will have important practical recommendations for 

managers seeking to introduce Design Thinking to their organizations in China.  

The research of this thesis is potentially important for… 

… practitioners from multinational organizations who are considering adopting Design 

Thinking into their Chinese subsidiaries and are looking for advice and recommendations. 

… practitioners from multinational organizations who have already applied Design Thinking 

in China and are looking for improvement of their practices. 

… researchers or fellow students who are looking for impulses for their own research. 
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1.4 Scope of the Thesis 

In this research, the researcher aims to gain new insights and understanding on the practice 

of Design Thinking in a different cultural context than the Western world. In order to achieve 

knowledge that is valuable for practitioners, China has been chosen as a specific country to 

investigate the topic. Due to the novelty of Design Thinking in China and the resulting 

scarcity of information, the study does not limit itself to one particular industry or specific 

company as a case. Rather, the researcher considers it to be more valuable to look into a 

number of examples in order to discover common patterns and retrieve valuable lessons 

from the chosen case organizations. Therefore, the analysis is based on qualitative data 

collected through online in-depth interviews with experts from various organizations and 

institutions. The researcher has decided on subsidiaries of multinational organizations as the 

unit of analysis due to several reasons. First of all, the International Marketing and 

Management program, in which the researcher is enrolled in, requires an international focus 

for the Master thesis instead of a purely national scope. Secondly, the initial interviews have 

shown that Design Thinking has been predominantly adopted by multinational organizations.  

Additionally, the researcher is aware of the fact that the concept of Design Thinking, 

including its process and practices, is understood and implemented differently, depending on 

the context as well as the various educational institutions teaching on the topic of Design 

Thinking. Due to the researcher’s personal access to the network of the Hasso Plattner 

Institute in Potsdam, this thesis is investigating the Design Thinking framework taught at this 

particular institution. All interview partners that have been approached for this research are 

somehow associated with the Hasso Plattner Institute.  

To sum up, the study is delimited to look into the adoption of Hasso Plattner Institute’s 

Design Thinking framework at Chinese subsidiaries of multinational organizations. 

1.5 Thesis Outline 

In order to answer the overall research question in a structured and comprehensive manner, 

the thesis is divided into six chapters. The first chapter has introduced the reader to the 

background of the study, including the research question, purpose and scope. To enable the 

reader to fully understand the study, chapter 2 will give a brief overview on Design Thinking 

as well as Hofstede’s conception of culture. Chapter 3 will describe the methodological 

approaches to the research as well as the sample. The findings of the empirical study will be 
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presented in chapter 4, followed by a discussion of the research findings through the lens of 

the relevant theories in chapter 5. Chapter 6 will conclude with a summary of the research 

and recommendations for further research. After reading this thesis, the reader will better 

understand the Design Thinking phenomenon in China, especially the difficulties that 

multinational organizations face when implementing the concept into their Chinese 

subsidiaries. 

 

Figure 1: Structural Overview of the Thesis  
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02. Theoretical 
Framework 
This chapter provides the theoretical foundation for the research and is divided into three 

sections. The first part gives a brief overview of the two main discourses surrounding the 

Design Thinking phenomenon: The design discourse and the business and management 

discourse. This review will help the reader understand the roots as well as the main traits of 

Design Thinking. In the second part, Design Thinking as it is conceptualized by the d.school 

will be presented, including its primary components: Multi-disciplinary teams, the creative 

design environment and the process. This framework forms the base for the analysis. The 

last part seeks to familiarize the reader with Hofstede’s cultural dimensions model, which is 

the chosen framework for analysing the Chinese culture in relation to Design Thinking.  

2.1 From Design to Design Thinking 

The term Design Thinking has gained remarkable attention in business and management 

related media during the past decade. Many authors praised the new and revolutionary 

concept to be the panacea to all innovation problems that organizations are facing, helping 

companies to create value for their customers. Yet, there is much dispute and confusion on 

what the term Design Thinking actually means (Kimbell, 2011).  

It was Peter Rowe, a professor of architecture and urban planning at Harvard’s School of 

Design, first introduced the term ‘Design Thinking’ in 1987. In his book Design Thinking, he 

wrote about designer’s way of thinking when designing, using the concept to describe the 

decision-making process of designers (Johansson-Sköldberg, Woodilla and Çetinkaya, 

2013). Although the book was primarily oriented towards architectural design, his study 

applies to all design professions in general (Liedtka, 2014). Before Rowe, many design 

researchers studied the way designers think and work, including what type of problems 

designers solve in their profession (Simon, 1969; Rittel & Webber, 1973; Schön, 1983; 

Buchanan, 1992, Lawson & Cross, 2006). The recent discussion on Design Thinking has 
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focused on the tools and methods that designers use and how they can be brought to other 

fields outside of design (Boland & Collopy, 2004; Brown, 2009; Kelley, 2001; Martin, 2009).  

By giving a broad overview of the historical development of the term Design Thinking, the 

objective is to establish a basis for understanding the latter parts of the thesis in which the 

researcher will describe the current framework of Design Thinking and its execution. 

2.1.1 Design   

The first striking challenge with defining the term Design Thinking can be found in trying to 

explain ‘design’. In the English language, design has multiple meanings. John Heskett 

(2001), an influential writer on industrial design, points out this problem by constructing the 

following sentence:  

“Design is when designers design a design to produce a design.” 

Within one single sentence, Heskett has managed to use the term in four different ways: 

Firstly, as a general concept of a field as a whole; secondly, as a verb indicating a specific 

activity; thirdly, as a plan or concept and finally, as a finished product. This demonstrates the 

variability of the word design. Design, as a basic human ability, is constantly changing and 

required to redefine itself to meet the needs of its time (Heskett, 2001). Designers 

consistently adapted their practices to the changes of environmental contexts and design has 

reacted by inventing new design disciplines, such as systems design or service design (Borja 

de Mozota, 2010).  

However, as Lindberg (2013) noted in his comprehensive dissertation on Design Thinking 

discourses, the understanding of design has not only developed in regards to time, but also 

cultural regions. In English-speaking areas for instance, a more pragmatic understanding of 

design prevails. In contrast, the German design discourse focuses more on the idea behind 

the design-object and its ‘spiritual’ quality (Margolin, 2009). It therefore is difficult to 

determine the concept of design without considering its cultural context, which highlights the 

necessity to conduct more cultural studies concerning Design Thinking.  

Johansson-Sköldberg, Woodilla and Çetinkaya (2013) made the attempt to define Design 

Thinking by referring to two different discourses: The ‘Designerly Thinking’ discourse within 

the design realm and the ‘Design Thinking’ discourse within the business and management 

realm. The design discourse mainly examines the fundamental traits that designers possess 

and how designers think and act, whereas the business and management discourse focuses 
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on how tools and methods of designers can be adopted to solve business problems. Their 

differentiation will be discussed in further detail in the following section.  

2.1.2 Designerly Thinking in the Design Discourse 

Although most practitioners claim Design Thinking to be a new phenomenon, the descriptive 

design discourse has discussed the concept for over 40 years already. Herbert Simon 

(1969), often considered as the foundational father of design research, has made the earliest 

reference to Design Thinking within the design discourse. In his book The Sciences of the 

Artificial in 1969, Simon states that every activity aiming at transferring existing conditions 

into preferred ones could be called design. Thus, design, in his opinion, is a basic human 

ability to create new things. Given this definition, he differentiates between the ‘natural 

sciences’ and ‘professions’ such as engineering, architecture or medicine. Simon argues that 

the concern of natural science is to describe and develop knowledge on what already is, 

whereas professions use knowledge to create what should be and not yet exist. Additionally, 

Simon sees design as a rational problem solving process for ill-structured problems. 

According to him, well-structured problems are a requirement for rational decision-making. 

However, most design problems, such as designing a building, are perceived to be ill-

structured, because too many undefined variables exist for the designer to fully understand 

(Simon, 1980). Therefore, the task of the designer would be to break down the design 

problem into sub-problems that can be rationally solved by using scientific principles.  

Another famous figure in the history of Design Thinking within the design discourse is the 

philosopher Donald A. Schön (1983). In The Reflective Practitioner (1983), Schön has 

introduced the idea of ‘reflection-in-action’, emphasizing the ability of designers to solve 

complex problems based on their previous experiences. While designing, practitioners move 

through iterative phases of thinking and doing (Schön, 1983). According to Schön, “when 

someone reflects-in-action, he becomes a researcher in the practice context. He is not 

dependent on the categories of established theory and technique, but constructs a new 

theory of the unique case. […] He does not separate thinking from doing, ratiocinating his 

way to a decision which he must later convert to action. Because his experimenting is a kind 

of action, implementation is built into his inquiry.” Unlike Simon, Schön rejects the idea of a 

rational design process. The focus of Schön’s design process lies in the ability of the 

practitioner to continuously reframe the problem situation, which opens up the possibility to 

move into new directions and reflect in action (Hill et al., 2002). 
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Although Simon and Schön have been concerned with ill-structured problems before, Horst 

Rittel and Melvin Webber (1973) were the first to coin the term ‘wicked problems’. Rittel has 

described this type of problems as a “class of social system problems which are ill-

formulated, where the information is confusing, where there are many clients and decision 

makers with conflicting values, and where the ramifications in the whole system are 

thoroughly confusing.” In contrast to Simon’s understanding of ill-structured problems as a 

result of the limited cognitive information processing ability of the designer, the ‘wickedness’ 

in Rittel’s problem structure is characterized by social complexity, making it impossible to 

solve them through rational analytical methods (Rittel & Webber, 1973).  

Later on, it was Richard Buchanan, a representative of ‘Human-centred Design’, who has 

shifted design theory and Design Thinking to a more general field. In his influential paper 

Wicked Problems in Design Thinking (1992), he has written about the confusing and 

conflicting problems Rittel and Webber talked about: “Design problems are […] wicked 

because design has no special subject matter of its own apart from what a designer 

conceives it to be. The subject matter of design is potentially universal in scope, because 

design thinking may be applied to any area of human experience.” According to him, the 

designer brings a unique way of looking at problems and finding solutions. It was Buchanan 

who revolutionized the Design Thinking discussion by connecting Design Thinking to 

innovation. 

Lawson and Cross (2006) have introduced Design Thinking as a ‘Practice-Based activity’ 

and way of making sense of things. The centre of their design research is the empirical and 

conceptual exploration of cognitive strategies of designers (Lindberg, 2013). Both, being 

trained architects, described and reflected on practical cases of designer’s thinking and 

working processes. Although Cross’ approach to Design Thinking is very similar to Lawson’s 

approach, Lawson mainly refers to architects as designers while Cross writes about 

designers in a more general sense. Because design problems are ‘wicked’ and the 

necessary information might never be available, they cannot be solved through exhaustive 

analysis but “the designer’s task is to produce ‘the solution’” (Cross, 2006). 

Most of the authors mentioned above have focused on descriptive reflections on how 

designers practice design and think while designing. However, in the research that will be 

presented in the next paragraph, Design Thinking is used to describe an integrative design- 

and innovation approach. Although focus is still on how designers think and work, there will 
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be special attention to how non-designers can learn from these methods in order to apply 

them to their own professional domain.   

2.1.3 Design Thinking in the Business & Management Discourse 

The normative business and management discourse of Design Thinking has gained 

significant attention during the past years, as various large multinational organizations have 

set up initiatives to embed Design Thinking in their processes. In addition, an increasing 

number of educational institutions have put Design Thinking on their curriculum. Within the 

management discourse, the researcher will focus on three different streams: Design Thinking 

as conceptualized by the design agency IDEO (Kelley, 2009; Brown, 2009), as a way to 

approach indeterminate organizational problems (Martin, 2009) and as part of management 

theory (Boland & Collopy, 2004). Within the business and management discourse, the 

research emphasis is not on conceptualizing how designers think anymore, but on how non-

designers can utilize Design Thinking to solve problems.  

Design Thinking as it is used in business nowadays is often associated with the design 

agency IDEO, awarded for being one of the most innovative companies in the world 

(Lindberg, 2013). The founder David Kelley and CEO Tim Brown have introduced the 

company’s way of working to a broader audience than the local network and have attracted 

much attention while doing so (Johansson-Sköldberg, Woodilla & Çetinkaya, 2013). Brown 

(2009), having a background in engineering design, has defined Design Thinking as 

followed:  

“Design Thinking […] is a discipline that uses the designer’s sensibility and methods to 
match people’s needs with what is technologically feasible and what a viable business 
strategy can convert into customer value and market opportunity”.  

Brown (2009) suggests that Design Thinking is a new approach for organizations to improve 

their business and to create innovation. For him, innovation is an intersection of three 

objectives: The desirability, the feasibility and the viability of a product (Brown, 2009). As 

figure 2 shows, the model particularly reflects the importance of the ‘human-centred’ 

perspective within an innovation process and equates it with traditional technological and 

business thinking (Lindberg, 2013). IDEO’s conceptualization of Design Thinking is very       

holistic and integrative.                

In 2004, David Kelley established the Hasso Plattner Institute of Design at Stanford 

University in California, in short ‘d.school’. Kelley’s motivation behind the d.school has been 
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to transfer IDEO’s innovation approach to university education. Kelley has criticised the 

university education for being too specific and teaching problem solving exclusively through 

training in analytical thinking (Lindberg, 2013). Therefore, interdisciplinary collaboration and 

communication are the main focus of the school. In 2007, the second school of Design 

Thinking was established at the Hasso Plattner Institute for IT Systems Engineering in 

Potsdam, Germany (Lindberg, 2013). The Design Thinking approach taught at the d.schools 

raised attention of big corporations, because companies and economies are looking for new 

innovation methods (Lindberg, 2013). Recent projects such as the opening of d.school spin-

offs in Asia, for example at the Communication University in Beijing or the Genovasi Institute 

in Malaysia, show that there is an increasing interest and demand for Design Thinking 

practice in other parts of the world as well (HPI D-School, 2015). Detailed information on the 

Design Thinking conceptualization of the d.school will be presented in the later part of the 

chapter.  

Roger Martin, dean of the Rotman School of Business at the University of Toronto, shapes 

the second Design Thinking stream within the business and management realm. Similar to 

IDEO’s view, Martin (2009) sees Design Thinking as a problem-solving and decision-making 

paradigm through which organizational innovation capabilities can be improved or made 

possible. Martin uses the concept of ‘knowledge funnel’ as the model to describe value 

creation in businesses. According to Martin (2009), there are three phases that business 

ideas go through and in each phase, they are confronted with a different problem situation. 

The path through the knowledge funnel usually begins with an unclear situation, also called 

the ‘mystery’ phase. After a while, businesses form their first assumptions and develop 

heuristics to guide them further and reduce the complexity of a problem space. These 

heuristics are developed further until businesses identify one viable business opportunity and 

form algorithms in the third phase, continuously increasing efficiency (Martin, 2009). After 

successfully going through the knowledge funnel, businesses usually struggle generating a 

second intuitive breakthrough and remain at one stage in the knowledge funnel to capitalize 

on their innovation (Martin, 2010). However, successful firms continuously redesign their 

businesses and balance exploration and exploitation activities by continuously following the 

knowledge funnel in a cycling matter (Martin, 2009).  

Generally, two common perspectives that prevail on value creation of businesses: On the 

one hand through exploitation and ‘analytical thinking’ and on the other hand through 

exploration and ‘intuitive thinking’. Neither of these two perspectives alone is sufficient 
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(Martin, 2009). And here is where Martin sees the importance of Design Thinking, being able 

to empower businesses to move through the knowledge funnel and utilize the efficiency to 

tackle new mysteries by applying ‘abductive reasoning’ (Martin, 2010): 

“Abductive logic offers a line of reasoning between the data-driven world of analytically 
thinking and the knowing-without-reason world of intuitive thinking. Rather than being 
confined to regressing the past to hone and refine within the current knowledge stage, the 
design thinker can add abductive logic to the reasoning repertoire to lead the organization 
through the knowledge funnel. And rather than being confined to the knowing-without- 
reasoning of intuitive thinking, the design thinker uses an explicit form of logic and a 
process that, while less certain and clear than analytical thinking, has promise for 
producing advances with greater consistency and reliability than pure induction. The 
design thinker therefore enables the organization to balance exploration and exploitation.” 

Most businesses have tended to favour exploitation and reliable replication of a proven 

successful formula instead of exploring new opportunities (Martin, 2010). Martin encourages 

businesses to balance these two perspectives. In contrast to IDEO’s approach to Design 

Thinking, that only focuses on innovation and neglects the integration of innovation into daily 

business, Martin’s model suggests to keep balance between the exploration of new business 

models as well as exploitation of existing ones (Lindberg, 2013). 

The last discourse within the Management discourse is introduced by Boland & Collopy 

(2004), who were inspired by star architect Frank Gehry’s while he designed the new building 

for their business school. Based on Simon (1969), they distinguish between a ‘design 

attitude’ and a ‘decision attitude’. Managers face the challenge of constantly having to 

choose between alternative options. According to them, the “design attitude toward problem 

solving assumes that it is difficult to design a good alternative, but once you have developed 

a truly great one, the decision about which alternative to select becomes trivial” (Boland & 

Collopy, 2004). Having a design attitude meant to view each project as an opportunity for 

invention that includes a questioning of basic assumptions and a determination to leave the 

world a better place. In addition, the design attitude fosters an acceptance and a comfort with 

a problem-solving process that remains liquid and open, celebrating new alternatives as it 

strives to develop a best design solution (Boland & Collopy, 2004). For Boland and Collopy, 

the decision attitude is useful for stable problem situations, while a design attitude is required 

when feasible alternatives are not known (Kimbell, 2011).  

As mentioned in the beginning of the section, goal of this chapter is not to arrive at a clear-

cut definition of Design Thinking, but to give an overall impression of what Design Thinking 

is. By presenting these different discourses and perceptions of Design Thinking, the 
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researcher provides an insight into the Design Thinking term and its origins, thereby 

stressing the fact that it is a theory that is highly influenced by Western authors and only 

recently gained attention in other parts of the world. However, in order to evaluate and further 

develop the understanding of Design Thinking and its application to an Asia Pacific context, it 

is necessary to have a shared conceptualization of the concept. Therefore, the researcher 

will use the d.school’s conceptualization of Design Thinking and will introduce the framework 

in more depth in the following subchapter. However, before moving on, the researcher wants 

to conclude the discussion of Design Thinking within the discourses with a short note on 

critical opinions.  

2.1.4 Criticism on Design Thinking  

Being a concept that has gained a lot of attention in the media, Design Thinking has also 

received various criticism and seems to struggle with living up to the expectations it created 

in the business and management discourse. Helen Walters (2011), a former advocate of 

Design Thinking, observed that the concept has not been as successful as it is claimed to be. 

A lot of organizations have had difficulties rolling out Design Thinking throughout their firm. 

This section will briefly discuss the main criticisms that have been raised. The main mediums 

to gather these criticisms were blog entries from different influencers as well as the platform 

LinkedIn including its various forums. 

The first criticism involves the lack of consensus on a proper definition. McCullagh (2010) 

pointed out that the understanding of Design Thinking is quite flexible, depending on who 

uses it, and calls for a better definition of Design Thinking that is more widely understood. 

Companies that have implemented Design Thinking successfully into their organizations, 

such as Procter & Gamble or General Electric, had defined Design Thinking according to 

their own terms and adopted initiatives that were appropriate to their own organizational 

culture (Walters, 2011).  

The second criticism relates to the hype that Design Thinking has created although the key 

concept has always been prevalent within the design community. Don Norman (2010), 

director of The Design Lab at University of California, claims that Design Thinking is just a 

“public relations term for good, old-fashioned creative thinking”. In his blog entry for Core77, 

an online blog in the field of industrial design, he argues that what “is being labelled as 

‘design thinking’ is what creative people in all disciplines have done”. The ones that seem to 
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most benefit from the Design Thinking concept are design consultancies such as IDEO who 

claimed to have developed this new concept.  

The third criticism revolves around the fact that human-centeredness is not enough to create 

breakthrough innovations that Design Thinking is claiming to do. Roberto Verganti (2009), 

Professor of Management of Innovation at Milan Polytechnic, also raises awareness for the 

fact that “radical innovation does not come from users” and therefore, Design Thinking is only 

able to create incremental innovation. Brian Ling (2010), a design consultant, mentions the 

aspect that Design Thinking’s “consumer focused methodology was used to validate rather 

than predict”. 

Another critical aspect concerns the conceptualization of Design Thinking within the business 

and management discourse, being a too codified process and therefore, hampering creativity 

and intuition (Verganti, 2009). Bruce Nussbaum (2011), a former advocate for Design 

Thinking, now criticises it as a ‘failed experiment’:  

„Design Thinking originally offered the world of big business – which is defined by a 
culture of process efficiency – a whole new process that promised to deliver creativity. By 
packaging creativity within a process format, designers were able to expand their 
engagement, impact, and sales inside the corporate world. Companies were comfortable 
and welcoming to Design Thinking because it was packaged as a process. There were 
many successes, but far too many more failures in this endeavour. Why? Companies 
absorbed the process of Design Thinking all to well, turning it into a linear, gated, by- the-
book methodology that delivered, at best, incremental change and innovation.“  

At the same time, other proponents criticise Design Thinking for not offering concrete enough 

processes (Newman, 2011). Badke-Schaub, Daalhuizen and Roozenburg (2011) indicate 

that Design Thinking is vague and lacks clear instructions on how to proceed or deal with 

particular requirements.  

Despite all that, what most critics agree on is the fact that Design Thinking has its right to 

exist, because it put design into perspective, from a field that is mainly concerned with 

aesthetics to a powerful tool for solving business problems (Norman, 2010; Nussbaum, 

2011). The complex and fast-changing world requires with its ill defined problems require 

creative solutions (Dorst, 2004). The Design Thinking framework, as conceptualized in this 

thesis, is a methodology that can tackle the problems. As far as the researcher is concerned, 

the raised criticisms are eligible and offer the potential to further develop Design Thinking. 
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2.2 The D.School’s Design Thinking Framework 

The previous section has described Design Thinking from a theoretical perspective, including 

its roots and conceptualization within the different discourses. However, in order to answer 

the research question, it is important to understand how Design Thinking is implemented in 

practice. Being aware that different academic institutions teach Design Thinking in different 

ways, the researcher has decided to present the concept taught at the d.schools, because 

most of the experts interviewed for this research have been educated at the d.school and are 

applying parts of it at their organization. Based on IDEO’s framework, Plattner, Meinel and 

Weinberg (2009) have defined three main elements that are essential for organizations to 

consider when working with Design Thinking: A constellation of multidisciplinary teams 

working on design-related questions, an iterative process including techniques and tools, and 

a creative working environment.  

2.2.1 Multidisciplinary Teams 

Instead of individual responsible designers, teamwork is often considered as the core of any 

Design Thinking project (Plattner, Meinel & Weinberg, 2009). Although teams have always 

been around, typical for Design Thinking is the variety and diversity of the team members’ 

professional backgrounds (Thoring, Luippold & Müller, 2014). In order to deal with the 

complexity of the design challenge, teams are usually put together to provide a number of 

skills and different viewpoints, because the variety in teams allows for team members to 

share their ideas and challenge each other’s way of thinking (Kelley, 2001). A collaborative 

work style is emphasized as an integral part of Design Thinking and working in 

interdisciplinary teams is seen as crucial (Brown, 2008).  

At the d.school, the teams are often supported by coaches. The responsibility of the coach is 

to introduce useful techniques to the team and facilitate the discussions, ensuring that the 

team is focusing on its task (Häger et al., 2015). Techniques such as ‘brainstorming’ or 

‘storytelling’ that foster a collaborative working style are the preferred mode of knowledge 

exchange and also a very important aspects of teamwork (Brown, 2009). 

2.2.2 The Design Thinking Process 

The third element within the framework is the Design Thinking process, which is 

characterized as being iterative, exploratory, and sometimes chaotic (Braha & Reich, 2003). 

Figure 2 illustrates the Design Thinking process model as it is applied and taught at the 
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d.school in Potsdam, Germany. It is based on the intuitive workflow process of a designer 

(HPI D-School, 2015). However, unlike the typical creative design process, which is usually 

intuitive and individual, the Design Thinking process consists of a flexible sequence of six 

steps, called ‘Understand’, ‘Observe’, Point of view’, ‘Ideate’, ‘Prototype’ and ‘Test’ and 

iteration loops illustrated by the lines, that suggest one could move back and forth between 

the phases of the process (Thoring & Müller, 2011).  

 

Figure 2: The Design Thinking Process (HPI School of Design Thinking, 2015) 

Understand 

In the first step of the process, the initial task is working on a shared understanding of the 

challenge including the general restrictions, the problem situation, the competition and the 

respective technology (Kelley, 2001). Within this phase, the goal is to ‘become an expert’, 

which means that all team members try to gather as much information on the topic as 

possible, including the context and its dependencies (Thoring & Müller, 2011). An agreed-on 

challenge helps the individuals to grow together as a team and makes sure that everyone’s 

knowledge and skills can be utilized in the process (Paulus, 2000). Tools such as 360° 

research or a stakeholder map make it possible to quickly become knowledgeable and grasp 

who is involved (Häger et al., 2015). However, the acquired knowledge within this field has a 

hypothetical character and can be questioned in the further process.  

Observe 

During the following phase ‘Observe’, the team gains an outward view and forms empathy for 

the users and stakeholders (Thoring & Müller, 2011). Hassi and Laakso (2011) recommend 

using ethnographic research techniques such as observing users in their ‘natural 

environment’, user interviews or journey mapping to achieve a deep and empathic 
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understanding of the customer. In this phase, Noweski et al. (2012) also recommend teams 

to look at many different contexts, because interesting solutions often already exist in other 

contexts and can be transferred to the design challenge.  

Point of View 

All information that has been gathered during the first two phases is synthesized into a ‘Point 

of View’, the third phase, to reframe the challenge. Thoring and Müller (2011), who studied 

the Design Thinking process in detail, state that this phase is “the most complex and 

complicated” one, because it is difficult to integrate the gathered information and develop a 

shared understanding among all team members. Techniques that can assist in this step are 

clustering techniques or personas, which can help discover the insights and findings made 

(Häger et al., 2015). Also helpful are ‘design questions’ or ‘How might we’ questions, which 

aim to create many possible answers and allow the team to alter and change the thinking 

process (Martelaro et al., 2015). 

Ideation 

In the ‘Ideation’ phase, the team subsequently generates a variety of solution possibilities 

based on the previously generated point of view. Solutions are generated individually and in 

the team by applying multiple forms of ‘bodystorming’, including brainstorming, sketching and 

acting (Noweski et al., 2012). A set of rules helps to preserve the team dynamics and 

encourages building on the ideas of others. Thereafter, the team focuses and decides on the 

ideas they want to develop further (HPI-D-School, 2015). 

Prototyping 

In the ‘Prototyping’ phase, concrete solutions are developed and built. In general, continuous 

prototyping is an important element of Design Thinking and is considered beneficial 

throughout the whole process (Hassi & Laakso, 2011). Here, a ‘Show, don’t tell’ attitude 

encourages creating compelling visuals and tangible design artifacts to enable people to 

experience the whole context. In Design Thinking projects, prototypes are not merely 

representations of the products but tools for stimulating thinking and exploring ideas by 

making concepts more concrete (Boland & Collopy, 2004). The core hereby is to produce 

prototypes in a rapid fashion, because the focus is on transporting the main idea instead of 

creating beautiful artifacts (Häger et al., 2015). 
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Testing 

Each prototype will then be tested with target users in the last phase. The prototypes can 

either be tested by interviews, questionnaires or simply observing the participants while they 

are using the artifacts. The information that is gained by testing the ideas then needs to be 

synthesized again. Depending on the outcome of this synthesis, the team will start 

consecutive iteration in which it will either move on with further ideation to refine their idea or 

go back to understand and observe to answer open questions and investigate new aspects 

of the problem (Häger et al., 2015). 

As indicated above, this basic structure is supplemented by a method toolbox, a variety of 

concrete working practices such as brainstorming or personas that can be used by the team 

in individual process stages (Lindberg, 2013). The method toolbox fulfils several functions: 

On the one hand, it compensates the team members’ competence deficits and facilitates 

structure and coordination. On the other hand, it constitutes an explicit vocabulary for the 

detailed design process in order for the team to communicate (Lindberg, 2013). 

In regards to the whole process, Thoring and Müller (2011) note that there is still room for 

improvement, especially regarding the point of feedback. They point out that iteration can 

only occur after feedback is given, and currently, the only feedback within the Design 

Thinking process is scheduled in the test phase. This infers that more testing steps, 

especially in the early phases, should be established. In addition, the detail in which the 

prototype is executed also produces different kinds of feedback. If the prototype is very 

rough, the feedback might question the concept itself, whereas a more ‘finished’ prototype 

will elicit feedback on the execution of the prototype, such as the colours (Thoring & Müller, 

2011).   

2.2.3 Creative Design Environment 

Another striking factor associated with Design Thinking is the cultural and physical creative 

design environment (Lindberg, 2013). In order to generate innovative solutions, the design 

teams need an environment that creates trust, democratic decision processes, mutual 

openness, optimism and intrinsic motivation (Brown, 2009). Spaces usually are designed 

according to a certain purpose and trigger activities as well as typical behaviours (Thoring, 

Luippold & Müller, 2012). Doorley and Witthoft (2012), the designers of the d.school, have 

described the process of designing the building as continuous prototyping, modification and 

iteration. Therefore, the Design Thinking spaces embody these ideals by supplying tools and 
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materials to help designers during the process and by rooms themselves being open to 

change and modification based on the designer’s needs (Doorley & Witthoft, 2012).   

Thoring, Luippold and Müller (2012) have identified different functions of space within the 

Design Thinking process, which need to be considered while creating the space.  First of all, 

space is a critical factor for collaborative creative work. Social interactions with other team 

members are an important factor for creating innovation. As a social dimension, space needs 

to be designed to allow for group discussion just by the layout of the chairs and tables. 

Secondly, space can also act as a source of stimulation. The Design Thinking workspace is 

often associated with multi-colour Post-it notes, random artefacts, whiteboards and pencils. 

These materials allow for ideas and concepts to be quickly created, modified and thrown 

away without significant feelings of loss (Martelaro et. al., 2015).  Another interesting function 

of design space is the capability to serve as a ‘knowledge repository’, as information can be 

stored in different places (Thoring, Luippold & Müller, 2012). In addition, space also serves 

as an indicator of a specific culture, providing an appropriate atmosphere for the creative 

work. Space can be inspirational, for example offering different objects that the teams can 

use depending on the situation. If designed the right way, space could function as a process 

manifestation, e.g. through flexible furniture that allow for group work instead of fixed chairs. 

If one can create dedicated workspace for every step, just by looking on the floor or walls 

others know the status of the project (Thoring, Luippold & Müller, 2012).  

Next to the three previously described physical elements of space, there is another equally 

important aspect to the creative design environment: The mindset, a combination of some of 

the most important traits, thinking styles and mentality that people need to possess in order 

to excel in Design Thinking (Brown, 2008; Hassi & Laakso, 2011).  

Empathy 

In order to successfully inspire innovation, Design Thinkers need to have a ‘people first’ 

approach and develop empathy (Brown, 2008). Within Design Thinking, empathy plays an 

important role. On the one hand, it closes the gap between the Design Thinking team and the 

consumer and on the other hand, it helps creating knowledge within the team (Köppen & 

Meinel, 2015). In the first two phases of the Design Thinking process, emphasis is put on 

developing empathy towards the customers and users. Usually, the teams observe and take 

notes and base their design approach on these observations rather than asking the users 

what they want. Designers need to empathise for the people they design for. Without 

empathy, they would not understand for whom they are designing for and what kind of 
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products or services the user needs. Empathy is also needed for ‘radical collaboration’ 

between the team members. Design Thinking is bringing together innovators with various 

backgrounds and expects them to collaborate, do user research and synthesize the gathered 

information to create new knowledge (Gumienny et al., 2015). Therefore, team members 

have to learn to adjust their own perspective in favour of other perspectives (Köppen & 

Meinel, 2015). So called ‘warm-ups’ are claimed to have a positive impact on teamwork by 

decreasing the nervousness and stress level (Jobst et al., 2012). Other Design Thinking tools 

and guidelines to foster empathy within are for example ‘defer judgment’ so that team 

members can be perceived and asked without being judged or ‘assuming a beginner’s 

mindset’ to intercept one’s own experiences and expert knowledge (Köppen & Meinel, 2015).  

Integrative Thinking 

Another integral characteristic of Design Thinking is bringing competing constraints into a 

harmonious balance (Hassi & Laakso, 2011). According to Martin (2007), when outstanding 

leaders face models that seem to be contradictory, rather than choosing one over another, 

they try to evolve a better model that is superior to either. Brown (2009) also emphasizes that 

Design Thinkers should not only rely on analytical processes to solve the ‘wicked’ design 

problems, but should also have the ability to see all of the salient and often contradictory 

aspects of the problem to create novel solutions. To him, Design Thinking is a process of 

integrative thinking rooted in the ability to examine and exploit opposing ideas and 

constraints to create novel solutions.   

Optimism  

Design Thinkers also need to have an optimistic mentality (Hassi & Laakso, 2011). They 

assume that no matter how challenging the constraints of a given problem are, at least one 

potential solution is better than the existing alternatives (Brown, 2008). According to Gloppen 

(2009), Design Thinking is often associated with enjoying problem-solving and finding 

opportunities where other people have given up. Design Thinkers see competing constraints 

enthusiastically and as exciting because they increase the challenge (Dunne & Martin, 2006).  

Experimentalism 

Another key feature that Design Thinkers should possess is an explorative and experimental 

mentality, including a license to explore possibilities and a willingness to risk failure  (Hassi & 

Laakso, 2011). Design Thinkers pose questions and explore constraints in creative ways that 

proceed in entirely new directions (Brown, 2008). Mistakes that follow from exploration are 
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seen as a natural and integral part of the process and prototypes are a preferred strategy to 

enable this exploration (Brown, 2008).  

Ambiguity Tolerance 

Design Thinking requires a high tolerance for ambiguity (Hassi & Laakso, 2011). Innovation 

demands experimentation at the limits of one’s knowledge, which sometimes can be 

frustrating (Meinel & Leifer, 2015). A key feature therefore is “to foster an acceptance of and 

a comfort with a problem-solving process that remains liquid and open, celebrating new 

alternatives as it strives to develop a best design solution” (Boland and Collopy, 2004).  

Future Oriented 

Finally, a common characteristic related to Design Thinking is the ability to anticipate and 

visualize new scenarios. As design is seen to be about improving an existing situation into a 

preferred one, the starting point for work is often a strong vision of the future instead of the 

status quo (Hassi & Laakso, 2011).  

According to Brown (2008), the status of a Design Thinker is not determined by a particular 

education or background. Rather, it is about an understanding of the core values of Design 

Thinking. All in all, the above-mentioned ‘mindset’ is a combination of some characteristics 

that Design Thinkers should possess and contributes to a creative design environment.  

                                           

Figure 3: D.School’s Design Thinking Framework  
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Figure 3 summarizes the basic elements of the d.school’s conceptualization of Design 

Thinking and lays the theoretical foundation for this research. In the following, the cultural 

conception for this thesis will be presented. 

2.3 Culture 

As goal of this paper is to understand the influence and impact that Chinese national culture 

has on the adoption and practice of Design Thinking at subsidiaries of multinational 

organizations, this section introduces Hofstede’s cultural dimensions model as a way to 

identify the cultural influence. First, Hofstede’s conception of culture will be briefly introduced 

to the reader. Afterwards, a short introduction to the Chinese culture will be presented along 

the six cultural dimensions of Hofstede’s framework.  

2.3.1 Hofstede’s Understanding of Culture  

Reviews of cross-cultural management literature suggest that cultural values play an 

important role for employees’ reactions to work (Kirkman, Chen, Farh, Chen & Lowe, 2009). 

When speaking of culture, there are numerous definitions of the concept (Jones, 2007). This 

thesis will work with the internationally recognized framework that originates from Geert 

Hofstede (2010), a Dutch social psychologist. Hofstede (2010) uses the analogy of the way 

in which computers are programmed and describes culture as the “collective programming of 

the mind that distinguishes the members of one group or category from another.” Thus, 

everyone has a pattern of thinking which is learned throughout a person’s lifetime. The 

source of this pattern is the social environment in which one grew up and collected the 

experiences. Culture therefore is a collective phenomenon, because it is shared with a group 

of people of the same society (Hofstede, 2010).  

The concept of culture needs to be distinguished from human nature on the one hand and an 

individual’s personality on the other hand. Hofstede (2010) describes the human nature as 

something that is inherited within the genes of each human being and includes the human 

ability to feel fear, anger, love, joy, sadness and other emotions. On the other scale, he 

describes personality as something that is unique to a person, a distinctive set of mental 

programming inherited with individuals. It is partly learned and partly unique to the set of 

genes (Hofstede, 2010). In contrast, culture is something individuals learn from their social 

environment (Hofstede, 2010). In order to describe the manifestations of culture, Hofstede 

(2010) has created an onion model consisting of different layers to classify the different 
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levels of depth. The onion is manifested in terms of symbols, heroes, rituals and values. On 

the deepest level are the values of a specific culture. While the outer layers (symbols, 

heroes, and rituals) of the onion can vary, the core (values) of the onion stays firm (Hofstede, 

2010). According to Hofstede (2010), values are broad preferences for one state of affairs 

over others to which strong emotions are attached and by which one group distinguishes 

itself from other groups (Hofstede, 2010).  

Summarized, culture can be understood as a shared mental system based on a complex 

interaction of values, attitudes and behavioural assumptions, which vary across countries. In 

1974, Hofstede studied differences in national value systems by analysing a database 

collected by the multinational corporation IBM. It comprised data about its employees’ work-

related attitudes and values across 40 countries between 1967 and 1973. The four 

dimensions that resulted to describe aspects of national culture were ‘Individualism versus 

Collectivism’, ‘Power Distance’, ‘Masculinity versus Femininity’ and ‘Uncertainty Avoidance’ 

(Hofstede, 1980). The relative positions of the countries on the dimensions were expressed 

in scores between 0 and 100 (Hofstede, 2010). Later, a fifth dimension was added as the 

result of an independent research in Hong Kong: ‘Long-term versus Short-term Orientation’ 

(Hofstede & Bond, 1988). In 2010, Hofstede included a sixth dimension into his framework, 

‘Indulgence versus Restraint’, based on Bulgarian sociologist Minkov (Hofstede, 2010). 

Hofstede’s work on culture is one of the most widely cited and naturally, there has been 

much criticism raised. First of all, one of the most prominent criticisms is the concern that 

nations are not a proper unit to analyse culture, because cultures are not necessarily 

bounded by national borders (Jones, 2007). In China alone, officially 56 recognized ethnic 

groups exist, each having their own culture and traditions (Gustafsson & Shi, 2003). 

Naturally, nations cannot be equated with national culture. However, as Hofstede (2003) 

pointed out, national identities are the only means available for identifying and measuring 

cultural differences. In addition, the cultural differences based on nation-level data are still 

valid, with a large number of studies proofing the significant correlations of country-culture 

dimension scores (Hofstede, 2003). Secondly, Hofstede’s work centred on only one 

company and cannot possibly provide information on the entire cultural system of a country 

(Jones, 2007). However, by focusing on one multinational employer, Hofstede was able to 

eliminate the effect of corporate policy and management practices from different companies 

that could have influenced the employees’ behaviour in a different way (Hofstede, 2010). 

Thirdly, considering the dates of the dataset, other authors have claimed that the study is too 
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old to be of any modern value, particularly in today’s rapidly changing global environment 

(Jones, 2007). Especially in Asia Pacific and China in particular, culture is moving very fast. 

However, Hofstede argues that cross-cultural outcomes were based on centuries of 

indoctrination and recent replications have supported the fact that old values do not 

disappear overnight (Hofstede, 2010).  In addition, there have been several recent studies 

that confirm Hofstede’s findings and Hofstede himself suggests that additional dimensions 

found should continue to be added to his original work (Hofstede, 2010).  

The researcher is aware of the shortcomings of using Hofstede to explain the Chinese 

national culture. Especially point one and three are valid and might influence this research. 

However, every framework on national culture has its limitations and a quote by Malcolm 

Chapman (1997) illustrates the importance of Hofstede’s work: “It is not possible to deal with 

‘culture’ in the area of business and management without becoming aware of the long 

shadow cast by the work of Geert Hofstede.” Hofstede’s research has had exceptional 

effects on academics and practitioners alike. Therefore, it will also be used for this research 

to better understand the cultural influence on Design Thinking in China.  

2.3.2 Cultural Dimensions 

In the following, the six cultural dimensions of Hofstede will be briefly described. These 

dimensions, with each of them representing a continuum, are: Individualism versus 

Collectivism, Power Distance, Masculinity versus Femininity, Uncertainty Avoidance, Long-

term versus Short-term Orientation and Indulgence versus Restraint. 

                      

Figure 4: Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions and China (Hofstede, 2010) 
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At this point the researcher wants to emphasize that Hofstede’s model is taken as a 

framework to understand the behaviour that people with a Chinese background show 

towards Design Thinking. Therefore, not all dimensions will be discussed in the same depth. 

Based on the researcher’s experiences with Design Thinking and the first expert interviews, 

there will be a higher emphasis placed on dimensions that can better explain the influences 

of Chinese culture on the adoption and execution of Design Thinking in China, respectively 

Individualism versus Collectivism, Power Distance and Uncertainty Avoidance. However, for 

the sake of completeness, all dimensions will be described. 

Individualism versus Collectivism 

The first dimension Individualism versus Collectivism measures the degree of 

interdependence a society maintains among its members (Hofstede, 2010). It describes the 

relationship between the group and the individual. In individualistic societies, the ties 

between individuals are looser and everyone is expected to look after himself and his 

immediate family only. In contrast, in collectivistic societies individuals are born into strong 

‘in-groups’ that take care of them throughout life in exchange for unquestioning loyalty 

(Hofstede, 2010). In-groups have an important status in collectivistic societies and can 

influence hiring and promotion decisions. While relationships with colleagues are cooperative 

for in-groups, they are cold or even hostile towards out-groups (Hofstede, 2010). 

In his paper Asian management in the 21st century, Hofstede (2007) has remarked that the 

most significant difference between Asian and Western cultures could be found in the 

dimension of Individualism versus Collectivism. China, ranked in the lower scale with an 

index of 20 out of 100, is a highly collectivistic culture, whereas the US for example is a 

highly individualistic country with a score of 91 (Hofstede, 2010). The collectivistic 

characteristics of Chinese culture have their origin in Confucian philosophy, which has 

guided the country for centuries (Michailova & Hutchings, 2006). According to Confucianism, 

the individual is a social being whose identity is derived from his or her social network 

(Tjosvold, Law & Sun, 2003). Relationships are so important that Chinese have created an 

own concept: ‘Guanxi’, which refers to the interpersonal relationships between individuals 

(Lee & Dawes, 2005). Related to this is the concept of ‘face’ (Hu, 1944). Face describes a 

person’s proper relationship with his or her social environment. Chinese usually take into 

serious consideration what others think and expect of them (Michailova & Hutchings, 2006). 

They also usually try to avoid causing others to lose face, because this would bring shame to 
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the people and their family (Hu, 1944). As a result, conflicts are usually avoided and harmony 

is enhanced (Lee & Dawes, 2005).  

Power Distance 

The fundamental issue addressed by the dimension Power Distance is the attitude of the 

culture towards inequalities. Hofstede (2010) defined Power Distance as the extent to which 

the less powerful members of institutions and organisations expect and accept the unequal 

distribution of power. People in large Power Distance societies accept a hierarchical order in 

which everybody has a place, which needs no further justification. People in small Power 

Distance societies strive for power equalization and demand justification for power 

inequalities (Hofstede, 2010). 

With 80, China scores relatively high on this dimension, hence it is a society that believes 

that inequalities amongst people are acceptable (Hofstede, 2010). Power Distance norms 

are transferred in parent-child relationships. They determine the role of respect for authority 

in organizations (Hofstede, 2010). In countries with higher Power Distance, the subordinate-

superior relationship tends to be polarized and people should not have aspirations beyond 

their rank. In high Power Distance nations, subordinates expect to be told what to do and 

think that the more powerful ones should have special privileges (Hofstede, 2010). Germany 

for example, with a score of 35, is among the lower power distant countries. It is a highly 

decentralised country supported by a strong middle class. Direct and participative 

communication is common and control is disliked (Hofstede, 2010). 

Masculinity versus Femininity 

The third dimension is labelled Masculinity versus Femininity. This dimension deals with how 

gender roles are divided. In masculine societies, gender roles are clearly distinct. Men are 

supposed to be assertive and competitive and focus on material success rather than people, 

and women are supposed to be modest and concerned with the quality of life (Hofstede, 

2010). In feminine societies, the social roles of men and women overlap, men are also 

supposed to play with children and be concerned about people next to money and things 

(Hofstede, 1987).   

At 66, China is a Masculine society, very success-oriented and driven, which is expressed in 

the fact that many Chinese will sacrifice family and leisure priorities to work (Hofstede, 2010). 

Chinese students for example care very much about their exam scores and ranking, as these 

are the main criteria for success. Scandinavian countries score very low on the masculinity 
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index. Societies that rank low are Feminine societies, meaning that the dominant values in 

society are caring for others and quality of life (Hofstede, 2010). 

Uncertainty Avoidance 

The dimension Uncertainty Avoidance addresses the extent to which people within a culture 

feel threatened by ambiguous or unknown situations (Hofstede, 2010). The fundamental 

issue here is how a society reacts on the fact that the future is unknown, whether it lets it 

happen or tries to control the future by creating beliefs and institutions that try to avoid these 

situations (Hofstede, 2010). Strong Uncertainty Avoidance societies maintain rigid codes of 

belief and behaviour and are intolerant towards deviant persons and ideas. Weak 

Uncertainty Avoidance societies maintain a more relaxed atmosphere in which practice 

counts more than principles and deviance is more easily tolerated (Hofstede, 2010). 

At 30, China scores relatively low, which means that the Chinese culture is comfortable with 

ambiguity. People like open-ended structures and vague objectives (Hofstede, 2010). The 

Chinese language for example is full of ambiguous meanings. In Europe, Greece at 112 

scores highest. Here, people look for structures in organizations that reduce ambiguity. This 

means that people prefer detailed assignments, strict timetables and closed questions with 

one correct answer (Hofstede, 2010).  

Long-term versus Short-term Orientation 

The fifth dimension Long-term versus Short-term Orientation describes how every society 

has to maintain some links with its own past while dealing with the challenges of the present 

and future (Hofstede, 2010). Normative cultures with a low score on this dimension prefer to 

maintain time-honoured traditions while viewing societal change with suspicion. In contrast, 

cultures with high scores take a more pragmatic approach and encourage thrift and efforts to 

prepare for the future (Hofstede, 2010).  

China at 87 scores very highly in this dimension, which means it is a pragmatic and long-

term-oriented culture (Hofstede, 2010). In these kinds of societies, people believe that truth 

depends very much on situation, context and time. They show an ability to adapt traditions 

easily to changed conditions, a strong propensity to save and invest (Hofstede, 2010). The 

United States with a low score of 26 is a short-term oriented culture. American businesses 

for example measure their performance on a short-term basis (Hofstede, 2010). 



 
 
 
 

30 

Indulgence 

Indulgence is the newest dimension that was recently added to the framework. This 

dimension deals with the extent to which people try to control their desires and impulses, 

based on the way they were raised (Hofstede, 2010). Relatively weak control is called 

‘Indulgence’ and strong control is called ‘Restraint’.  

At 24, China scores low on this dimension and therefore is characterized as a restrained 

society. Societies with a low score have a tendency to cynicism and pessimism. They also do 

not put much emphasis on leisure time and control the gratification of their desires. People 

with this orientation have the perception that their actions are restrained by social norms and 

feel that indulging themselves is somewhat wrong. Great Britain scores highly with 69 and is 

classified as an indulgent society. Generally, these cultures exhibit a willingness to realise 

their impulses and desires and have a tendency towards optimism.  

2.4 Summary  

The present chapter has described and discussed the published literature relevant to Design 

Thinking as well as Hofstede’s cultural dimensions framework. The literature review has 

shown that Design Thinking, despite being a quite new phenomenon within the management 

discourse, has roots that go back over 40 years. However, the discussions back then have 

centred around studying designer’s thinking processes, whereas the recent discussions on 

Design Thinking emphasize the role of design for innovation activities within business 

organizations. In order to answer the research question, the researcher has decided to 

employ the d.school’s framework of Design Thinking based on the three elements 

multidisciplinary teams, iterative process and creative design environment to guide the 

research discussion. The presented cultural dimensions model by Hofstede will be used to 

discuss the cultural issues in order to discover the cultural challenges with adopting Design 

Thinking in China. In the following chapter, the research design will be presented that has 

been used to answer the research question.  
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03. Methodology 
After briefly reviewing and discussing Design Thinking as well as Hofstede’s cultural 

dimensions in the previous section, this chapter deals with the methodology that is guiding 

the research. In his book The Foundation of Social Research: Meaning and Perspective in 

the Research Process, Michael Crotty (1998) frames the research process as consisting of 

four basic elements: Epistemology, theoretical perspective, methodology and methods.  

The hierarchical nature of the structure signals that assumptions embedded in the primary 

element informs each subsequent element. Discussing these four elements will provide a 

structure for understanding the research process, including the researcher’s worldview and 

her consequent choice of methodology and methods (Crotty, 1998). The elements will be 

examined intentionally from top to bottom to establish a logical line of argumentation. 

                           
 

Figure 5: Elements of the Research Process  
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3.1 Epistemology 

The purpose of this section is to provide initial insights into the epistemology that guided the 

research. Epistemology is the theory of knowledge that defines what kind of knowledge the 

research will generate (Crotty, 1998). This research adopts a constructivist epistemology to 

guide the researcher’s methodological choices. The researcher believes that all individuals 

perceive the world differently, based on their unique set of experiences and cultural context. 

Hence, this investigation is based on the assumption that there is no objective truth to be 

discovered and that the world is socially constructed through human interaction and 

language (Houston, 2001). According to constructivists, knowledge is not passively received 

by the senses but actively built up and created through social interaction between people 

(Staver, 1998).  

3.2 Theoretical Perspective 

After identifying the epistemology governing the research problem, the theoretical 

perspective needs to be discussed, as it brings additional assumptions to the methodology. 

According to Crotty (1998), the theoretical perspective informs the methodology, provides 

context for the process, and links the choice and use of methods to the desired outcomes. 

The researcher believes that Interpretivism is a suitable theoretical perspective to guide this 

research, as it allows a focus on understanding what is happening in a given context and 

includes the consideration of multiple realities and the contextual understanding and 

interpretation of data (Carson et al., 2001). This means that an understanding of the world 

can only be achieved through the knowledge, as perceived by individuals. Interpretivism 

allows a more personal approach to research, as it recognizes that there is no direct access 

to the real world and thus, the results depend strongly on the researcher’s engagement with 

participants and interpretation of the data (Crotty, 1998). Additionally, it is important to stress 

that interpretivists acknowledge that the researcher partially creates what is studied and is 

often referred to as the ‘human instrument’ (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007). Emphasis of 

this research will be put on understanding the different experiences that individuals make 

rather than on searching for fundamental laws (Carson et al., 2001). 

The adoption of a constructivist epistemology and an interpretive theoretical stance will have 

consequences for the adoption of specific research methods that will be described in the 

following sections.  
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3.3 Methodology 

In general, it can be distinguished between two types of methodologies and the generated 

empirical data: Quantitative and qualitative data (Malhotra, Birks & Wills, 2012). Quantitative 

methodologies are appropriate if the research seeks to quantify data and apply some form of 

measurement and statistical analysis. In contrast, qualitative methodologies are primarily 

associated with exploratory research, intended to provide insight and understanding 

(Malhotra, Birks & Wills, 2012). As aim of this research is to explore Design Thinking in 

China and to gain a comprehensive and complete picture of the whole phenomenon, the 

researcher considers a qualitative methodology leading to qualitative empirical data well 

suited for this thesis. In particular, she will make use of the grounded theory method.  

Grounded Theory 

According to Charmaz (2014), “grounded theory serves as a way to learn about the worlds 

we study and a method for developing theories to understand them”. The existing theoretical 

foundation on the influence of culture on Design Thinking is limited. As a qualitative research 

methodology, grounded theory allows researchers to get at the inner experience of research 

participants, in order to determine how meanings are formed through and in a culture and to 

discover rather than test variables (Strauss & Corbin, 2008). Corbin and Strauss (2008) 

explain theory building as “a process of going from raw data, thinking about raw data, 

delineating concepts to stand for that raw data, then making statements of relationship about 

those concepts, linking them all together into a theoretical whole, and at every step along the 

way recording that analysis in memos.” By adopting grounded theory, the researcher is able 

to build knowledge in this field and also apply that knowledge to the on-going analysis. In 

addition, the fluid, evolving and dynamic nature of qualitative research suits the iterative and 

flexible nature of Design Thinking. 

3.4 Methods  

In this section, the concrete methods of grounded theory used for the research will be 

described. As mentioned in the previous section, qualitative approaches allow researchers to 

work closely with participants and collect information regarding their personal thoughts and 

experiences. In order to understand the cultural influence of Chinese culture on Design 

Thinking, the method of choice for gathering the data are semi-structured in-depth interviews.  
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3.4.1 In-depth Interviews 

According to Carson et al. (2001), the purpose of an interview is to get inside someone’s 

head and enter into their perspective to understand specific things such as feelings, 

memories and interpretations that cannot be extracted in other ways. Individual in-depth 

interviews represent an effective tool when it comes to studying complex decision-making 

processes, as they create an environment where participants can speak more openly 

(Anastas, 1988). Other advantages include the encouragement of personal thought and 

respondent attentiveness to questions. In addition, participants are encouraged to identify 

‘real life’ situations, including discussing and evaluating their specific experiences about the 

question (Levy, 2006). 

While interviewing, the researcher needs to be careful of imposing her own perspective on 

the respondent. This has been achieved by not asking too specific questions but open ones 

that can be elaborated on by the participant. Collecting the in-depth interviews can be divided 

up into two phases: The first interviews were exploratory in nature. First of all, there has been 

a trial phase consisting of informal conversations with PhD students from the Hasso Plattner 

Institute as well as one online in-depth interview with a professor from the Beijing 

Communications University to explore the perceptions of the chosen research problem. The 

researcher has placed no specific structure or direction on the conversations, since the main 

aim has been to explore the internal reality of the respondents regarding the research 

problem. After the initial informal conversations and interview have been analysed, 10 more 

in-depth interviews have been collected on a rolling basis.  

An important component of the in-depth interview is the interview guide. The interview guide 

has been written in an open-ended manner that addresses the overall research objective to 

support the researcher during the interview. It has been proofread by the supervisor and a 

PhD student from the Hasso Plattner Institute and tested in a mock interview before being 

used. The guide evolved over the course of the study, as the researcher learned more about 

the topic. However, it is important to say that despite the preparation of an interview guide, 

the interviews were driven by the statements of the interview participants. 

Prior to the interviews, the participants were informed about confidential aspects and their 

rights to withdraw from the interview. The interviews were conducted via Skype or via 

Landline. On average, an interview lasted for 52 minutes and was conducted until the data 

did not reveal any new properties, as the categories were already well-established and 
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significant relationships verified (Bryman, 2012). All interviews have been recorded and 

transcribed by the researcher with the permission of the interviewees. 

3.4.2 Theoretical Sampling 

Unlike typical proceedings of quantitative inquiries, this thesis does not put emphasis on how 

representative its sample is to a larger population, because the researcher considered it 

more important to gain insights from particular cases rather than trying to gain general and 

representative information about Design Thinking in China. Theoretical sampling is a 

characteristic method of grounded theory research. As Charmaz (2014) pointed out, contrary 

to sampling strategies of quantitative analysis, theoretical sampling is done after tentative 

categories have been developed, because researchers cannot anticipate where the inquiry 

will take them. This means that the researcher has to be flexible to follow the path 

established by previous data collected. This is different from conventional methods of 

sampling, as it is responsive to the data rather than established before the research begins.  

Theoretical sampling has also been beneficial for this research because Design Thinking in 

China is a novel phenomenon. Participants were very helpful and proposed new interviewees 

to conduct interviews with, therefore the only criteria set by the researcher in advance was 

that the participant had to have either practical or theoretical knowledge on Design Thinking 

in a Chinese context. This kind of non-probability sampling technique is also known as 

snowball sampling (Malhotra, Birks & Wills, 2012). As Grounded Theory is characterized by 

on-going data collection and analysis, the concept of saturation assists in finding an 

appropriate point to stop collecting further data. Saturation occurs when all categories that 

have been developed and gathered do not enrich the properties of the category anymore 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2008). The researcher has identified saturation after the 11th interview.  

The table below shows the anonymised list of interview partners and their respective 

organizations (Figure 6). There were three interviews conducted with members of the 

educational sector: Interviewee 1, who has been initially interviewed to determine the final 

thesis topic, is a professor at a University in Beijing and head of its Design Thinking 

Innovation Centre, which has been built with the support of the Hasso Plattner Institute in 

Germany. Interview 2 is a double interview with two lecturers from a University in Wuhan, 

China. Interviewee 3 is an entrepreneur who has founded a start-up that is dedicated to 

cultivating children with Design Thinking. 
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Figure 6: List of Interviewees 

Additionally, employees of four different multinational organizations have shared their 

insights and experiences: From Company A, a software development firm, three employees 

were interviewed, including the central coordinator of Design Thinking (Interview 10), his 

team member (Interview 11) and a developer, who is also working as a Design Thinking 

coach (Interview 4). Company B, an engineering firm, is also represented by three 

employees: An Innovation manager who was hired as a Design Thinking expert (Interview 5), 

the current Head of the Design Thinking program (Interview 8) and a former Design Thinking 

coach (Interview 7). Company C, a Telecommunications Equipment firm, and Company D, a 

carmaker, are each represented by one employee: The Head of Strategy and Operational 

Development (Interview 6) at Company C and an Innovation Manager and Concept Designer 

(Interview 9) at Company D. In regards to the nationalities, the majority with 8 participants 

was Chinese, one participant was from Germany, one from Bulgaria and one from France. 

While reading chapter 4, the researcher recommends looking at this list again in order to fully 

understand the analysis of the results.   
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3.4.3 Data Analysis and Interpretation 

The main purpose of analysing data is giving meaning to that data and delivering an answer 

to the research question (Churchill & Iacobucci, 2005). The main goal is to disclose 

perceptions and experiences of the participants in order to obtain specific themes (Levy, 

2006). According to Corbin and Strauss (2008), analysis is all about generating, developing 

and verifying concepts that derive from that data. The researcher decided to divide the 

analysis into three major phases. The first phase deals with generating the concepts as well 

as elaborating on their dimensions and properties. In the second phase, the concepts were 

developed further and categories identified. In the third phase, the categories were integrated 

and a theoretical framework developed. It is important to notice that especially phase 1 and 2 

were not carried out sequentially as it is presented below but iterative. 

                              

Figure 7: Data Analysis Process 

Phase I: Generating Concepts 

In order to start the analysis, the in-depth interviews that form the basis for the data had to be 

transcribed. As mentioned above, all interviews were recorded with a Smartphone after 

explicitly receiving consent of the participants. The interviews were then transcribed 

immediately after each interview. After the in-depth interviews were transcribed, they were 

coded using the ‘open coding’ technique developed by Strauss and Corbin (2008). Open 

coding is the initial encounter with empirical data and the first step in laying a foundation for 

the emerging theory. While open coding, the researcher stayed close to the data and created 

the codes solely by defining what is seen in the data. Yet, one should consider that different 

researchers focus on different aspects of data and interpret incidents in other ways.  
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The researcher used different tools proposed by Corbin and Strauss (2008) combined with 

Design Thinking methods from the bootcamp bootleg (Plattner, 2010) to facilitate the open 

coding process. Asking questions is essential to analysis, especially in the beginning, as they 

can help getting started. Following the Design Thinking method ‘What I How I Why’, the 

researcher asked exploratory questions in order to gain empathy for the participant’s 

perspective and to identify concepts. In addition, it is important to ask what assumptions, 

cultural beliefs and knowledge levels the participants have, as well as which broader societal 

beliefs prevail (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). The goal is having an intense conversation with the 

data. The codes were entered into an Excel Sheet in order to determine the properties of a 

code in order to generate concepts from the codes.  

 

Figure 8: Coding Process  

Phase II: Developing Categories 

After the first interviews were open coded, the analysis moved to the next phase, where 

central codes were selected for further elaboration in order to be grouped together to 

categories. In order to do so, the researcher used axial coding, which means relating 

concepts to each other and making comparisons (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Concepts were 

constantly compared for similarities and differences and grouped together under a higher-
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level category. This technique made it possible to differentiate one category from another 

and to identify properties and dimensions that are specific to that category. In order to keep 

track of all concepts, memos were written after each analytic session to organize the 

thoughts after each interview. Although it is quite time consuming, the researcher agrees with 

Corbin and Strauss’s (2008) view that writing memos is crucial to qualitative research, as 

they reflect the analytic process and highlight possible gaps in the data collection. In addition, 

the main concepts resulting from the analysis and memos were written down on colour-

coded notes to visualize the outcomes.  

              

Figure 9: Developing Categories with the Help of Colour-Coded Notes 

With the help of the created memos and notes, diagrams were drawn in order to visually 

outline the relationship between different concepts. Diagrams make it easier for the 

researcher to share her findings with other people and to explain the thoughts (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2008).   

Phase III: Developing Theoretical Framework 

As mentioned above, Phase 1 and Phase 2 are repeated until a few main categories are left 

that portray the main issue of the research. In Phase 3, all memos and diagrams were 

skimmed through another time in order to integrate the categories into a theoretical 

framework.  
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3.5 Trustworthiness 

This section deals with the quality of the conducted research. In qualitative research, 

traditional concepts of validity and reliability cannot be addressed in the same ways as in 

quantitative research (Shenton, 2004). Lincoln and Guba (1985) therefore propose their own 

four-point criterion list to evaluate qualitative studies by ensuring trustworthiness through 

‘credibility’, ‘transferability’, ‘dependability’ and ‘confirmability’. 

To ensure credibility, the researcher has adopted the grounded theory method, which is an 

appropriate and well-recognised research method. Additionally, there have been debriefing 

sessions with the supervisor to discuss the findings as well as feedback from peers to test 

the developed ideas and interpretations (Shenton, 2004). In order to ensure transferability, 

the researcher has provided background to the data to establish the context of the study, 

such as the number of organisations taking part, the type of people who contributed to the 

data and the data collection methods that were employed (Shenton, 2004). To meet the 

requirement for dependability, the researcher has provided a substantial level of detail in 

regards to the data collection. The interviews have been recorded and afterwards been 

transcribed and included in the thesis. Furthermore, the different steps involved in analysing 

the data have been presented despite the difficulty to describe the analysis in a logical way 

resulting from the iterative analysis process. Finally, confirmability of the research has been 

ensured by using various citations in the introduction and analysis section to demonstrate 

that the theories developed are grounded in the gathered data.  

3.6 Limitations of the Research Methodology  

There are several limitations associated with qualitative research designs and grounded 

theory in particular. In regards to the research design, one of the greatest disadvantages is 

that the research quality is heavily dependent on individual skills of the researcher and the 

interpretation influenced by the researcher’s personal biases. Yet, the researcher wants to 

highlight that the interpretations and theories developed resulting from the grounded theory 

approach should be considered as one possible interpretation and can change dependent on 

the researcher.  

Additionally, the inexperience of the researcher is a limitation related to the execution of the 

study. It requires training and experience to conduct in-depth interviews correctly. Being 

aware of this limitation, the researcher has talked to more experience researchers such as 
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the supervisor and PhD students from the Hasso Platter Institute to exchange thoughts and 

to receive advise on conducting interviews. In addition, the researcher has developed an 

interview-guide and conducted a mock-interview prior to the real interviews, gathering 

feedback on the guide as well as gain experience in interviewing. 

The next limitation of the study design is the relatively small sample size, which may lead to 

the conclusion that the observed results in this study may be tentative. The findings cannot 

be extended to a wider population, because they are not statistically significant. However, 

representativeness of the findings was not the objective of this study. Rather, the researcher 

wanted to explore the topic and the choice of qualitative research was an intended one. 

Related to this is the limitation that the only sources of data were in-depth interviews. The 

interpretations made are not only subject to the researcher’s personal bias but also to the 

responsiveness of the interviewees, requiring them to have reflected about the issue at hand 

prior to the interviews. Having this in mind, all interviewees have been informed via e-Mail 

about the topic of the research so that they could prepare for the interview.  

The language of the interviews is also a limitation. There were two interviews conducted in 

German and nine interviews conducted in English, although the majority of the participants 

were Chinese. Because English is not their mother tongue, it might have been difficult to 

express their thoughts fully. However, most of the interviewees have studied abroad for a 

while and are fully proficient in English.   

The last limitation is in regards to the data collection via technologies such as Skype. Using 

Skype or Phone interviews generated a lot of flexibility for the researcher compared to flying 

to China and conducting face-to-face interviews. However, there are disadvantages as well. 

First of all, it was more difficult to establish a comfortable environment for the interviewees. 

Secondly, due to the bad Internet connection, it was not always possible to turn the ‘Video’ 

function on to make observations. Although the researcher would have preferred to travel to 

China to conduct in-depth interviews, it has not been possible due to time and financial 

restrictions.  
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04. Results of     
the Analysis 
In the previous chapter, the process of generating and analysing the collected data from the 

in-depth interviews has been described. This chapter will present the findings of the 

interviews and aims at answering the earlier defined research problem. It is divided into three 

parts: Firstly, the overall Design Thinking phenomenon in China as described by the 

interview partners will be briefly presented. This includes the main actors, the implementation 

and the motivation of multinational organizations to adopt Design Thinking into their Chinese 

subsidiaries.  Secondly, the main challenges in regards to practising Design Thinking in 

China that have been mentioned by the interviewees will be depicted. Thirdly, a general 

outlook on Design Thinking will be given as perceived by the interviewees. The analysis will 

conclude with a summary to prepare the reader for the following discussion and conclusion.  

 
 

Figure 10: Results of the Analysis 
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4.1 Design Thinking Phenomenon in China 

The first part of the analysis intends to answer the first research question:  

 

This subchapter aims to deliver a holistic picture of the current Design Thinking phenomenon 

in China, before moving on to the specific challenges related to practising Design Thinking. 

First of all, the main actors engaging with the concept will be introduced to enable the reader 

to understand the author’s decision of referring to multinationals’ subsidiaries as the unit of 

analysis. The second part will deal with the implementation of Design Thinking at the 

investigated multinationals. Not all multinationals will be included equally because of the 

different number of representatives in the sample. Finally, the motivation and benefits of 

introducing Design Thinking will be outlined.  

4.1.1 Actors Involved with Design Thinking in China 

The majority of the interviewees stated that Design Thinking is a phenomenon that has only 

recently entered China. According to interviewee 1, people who are currently working with 

Design Thinking can call themselves ‘pioneers’ in this field. She herself is a professor at a 

University in Beijing and head of its Design Thinking Innovation Centre that has been built up 

with the support of the Hasso Plattner Institute in Germany. According to her, there are only 

a handful of local universities that are already working with Design Thinking, most of them 

located in the bigger cities, such as Beijing or Shanghai. 

In addition to universities, a lot of Chinese start-ups are also working with Design Thinking. 

Participant 3 for example has founded an organization that cultivates Chinese children in 

working with Design Thinking (Interview 3, 2015). He started the organization by teaching it 

in real classrooms. However, because of the strong demand, he is now giving online classes 

as well. According to interviewee 1, the Chinese government has also tried to implement 

Design Thinking, but “didn’t like the atmosphere”, because it was not their usual working 

style and ultimately stopped with their experiments with Design Thinking (Interview 1, 2015).  

According to the surveyed participants, multinational corporations are the largest group of 

actors that are involved with Design Thinking in China. Most probably each multinational 

organization, which has its own R&D centre in China, is also working with Design Thinking in 
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one way or the other, as reported by interviewee 10, who is well connected in the Chinese 

Design Thinking community. By contrast, China’s big corporations such as Baidu, Alibaba, 

and Tencent, are not involved with Design Thinking (Interview 2, 2015; Interview 9, 2015; 

Interview 10, 2015). Interviewee 10 ascribes this the fact that Chinese companies “don’t have 

the legacy that bigger software companies from the Western world have”. This is also true for 

smaller Chinese companies (Interview 2, 2015).  

All in all, because Design Thinking is a phenomenon that only has recently entered China, 

the number of players engaging with the concept is manageable, with multinational 

organizations being the largest share.  

4.1.2 Implementation of Design Thinking at Multinationals 

This section illustrates how the investigated multinational organizations have introduced and 

implemented Design Thinking at their Chinese subsidiaries. Because the researcher has 

been able to interview people who are involved in the initial stages of the Design Thinking 

programs at Company A, B and C, these three multinationals will be described in the 

following. Company D’s Design Thinking program will be excluded from the subsequent 

discussion, because there is not sufficient information to describe its implementation 

activities.  

At Company A, Design Thinking has become a company wide initiative in 2011 and was 

introduced to the Chinese subsidiary in 2012. There are currently three people working full-

time with Design Thinking at the affiliate in China, including participant 10 and 11 that have 

been interviewed for this research. In addition, they work with a pool of coaches acting as 

multipliers within the organization. Because of his experiences with the Chinese market and 

user-centred methods, Participant 10, who is originally from France, has been delegated the 

task to set up a Design Thinking program at the Chinese office. In the first step, he was 

trained at the Hasso Plattner Institute in Potsdam and then moved to Shanghai. During the 

initial phases, external consultants were hired to support building up the Design Thinking 

program together with interviewee 10, because Company A did not have the necessary staff 

or skills in-house. After the lab was built, the team started to give introductory workshops for 

the different departments to familiarize the colleagues with the Design Thinking methodology. 

Company A made use of the “early adopters” who were intrinsically motivated to try out this 

new way of working and converted their team members and other employees within 

Company A (Interview 11, 2015).  
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The Design Thinking activities at Company B started at around the same time. Interviewee 5, 

who is originally from Germany, was hired in 2012 by the Corporate Technology head of 

Company B to also set up a Design Thinking program. They recruited teams from different 

departments at the affiliate in China and began to train and coach them along real projects 

with an adapted Design Thinking process (Interview 7, 2015). The launch of the initiative 

started with four projects in parallel, which were coached by IDEO and the Centre for Design 

Research at Stanford University (Interview 5, 2015). This way, Company B was able to 

identify the methods and tools that were most relevant and appropriate for their purpose 

(Interview 5, 2015). Based on the insights, the program started and the first Design Thinking 

coaches were trained to coach other project teams.  

Both Company A and B are working with Design Thinking as a consulting service for internal 

customers, the business units (Interview 5, 2015; Interview 7, 2015; Interview 8, 2015; 

Interview 10, 2015; Interview 11, 2015). Usually, the business units approach the Design 

Thinking ‘consultants’ or coaches and based on the requirements of the request, the coaches 

look for ways to support the business units (Interview 7, 2015; Interview 11, 2015). For 

example, when the business unit has a problem with understanding its customer segment, 

they conduct workshops to introduce useful methods and processes to guide the teams in 

better involving customer feedback into the products (Interview 11, 2015). Sometimes, the 

coaches even accompany the teams to the field and help them find the interview partners 

and teach them how to conduct interviews properly (Interview 7, 2015).  

The way in which Design Thinking is employed at company C is slightly different. In 2010, 

the CEO of Company C has introduced a company-wide initiative to enter new market 

segments in the information and communications technology sector (Interview 6, 2015). The 

innovation program, which utilizes some of the Design Thinking processes and methods, 

functions like a start-up incubator and was inspired by the way venture capital investments 

were run (Interview 6, 2015). Employees can submit their ideas and initiatives to the 

innovation program. The first round with 40 hours in total is very short and all about 

experimentation and validation of the initial assumptions regarding the customer behaviour 

and technological feasibility (Interview 6, 2015). If the idea gets approved, they receive 

funding and the best ideas will be implemented as real products or services. In the early 

stages, Company C tries to capture ideas from all sources of the company, so employees do 

not have to necessarily work with Design Thinking. When the ideas are approved and 



 
 
 
 

46 

employees enter the innovation program, they get support from coaches, access to a 

network of partners and an introduction to the Design Thinking process and methods. 

All multinationals investigated for this research work with Design Thinking elements of the 

Hasso Plattner Institute presented in the theoretical framework.    

4.1.3 Motivation to Implement Design Thinking  

The following part deals with the various reasons that participants have mentioned for 

adopting Design Thinking into their Chinese subsidiaries. This information is important to 

answer the research problem, because the motivation to implement Design Thinking might 

be different from other cultures. The mentioned reasons included a stronger focus on 

customers, being able to work more inclusively, and a more open culture within the 

organisation that is accompanied by introducing Design Thinking.  

Focus on Customers 

“For us, [Design Thinking] is a jumpstart. Going back to the basics, look through the 
customer’s eyes and see the end-user’s needs, coming together, when we tended to 
overspecialize and do things on our own.” (Interview 10, 2015) 

Because the investigated multinationals are all large, traditional organizations with decades 

of experience and their established mode of practice, one of the reasons for implementing 

Design Thinking that was often mentioned by the interviewees was the motivation to become 

more customer-focused (Interview 5, 2015; Interview 6, 2015; Interview 7, 2015; Interview 9, 

2015; Interview 11, 2015). Company A, for example, is a major player that has successfully 

developed software products for many years. At the same time, this ‘legacy’, as participant 

10 called it, has led to the focus on optimization, while loosing focus of the customer. This is 

especially important in the case of Chinese customers. Interviewee 5 from Company B has 

explicitly mentioned China to be a very diverse market and customer needs are different from 

the customers in their home base country (Interview 5, 2015).  

Besides the different customer segment, another reason for wanting to become more 

customer-focused is the nature of the products that the investigated multinationals offer. 

Company B for example is working with a lot of engineers who are used to creating 

machines that typically do not have a lot of human interfaces (Interview 7, 2015). These 

machines are complicated and work the whole day without one single person using it. At 

least this is the understanding that the engineers have about the products they create 
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(Interview 7, 2015). However, as participant 7 framed it, “machines are manufactured by 

people, designed by people, maintained by people, there is always a lot of interaction 

between people and machines” (Interview 7, 2015). Through Design Thinking, the 

multinationals intended to create awareness for the human factor. Company C’s Design 

Thinking program is also aiming at a better understanding of their customer’s needs. 

Company C is working with telecommunication products, which are usually developed based 

on the available technologies (Interview 6, 2015). It is easy for the engineers to develop a 

new product based on a standardized procedure that is grounded in the past experience 

(Interview 6, 2015). Ultimately, they do not have to consider the user they are designing the 

products for: 

“[Name of Company C’s innovation program] is more used in bigger corporations 
because the challenge is that in bigger companies, we try to trigger entrepreneurial spirit 
and hope that everyone also looks at customer needs and not only the available 
technology.” (Interview 6, 2015) 

Another reason for encouraging a more customer-focused way of working is the fact that 

product designers are deliberately not taking customer needs into account. According to 

participant 7, employees have a lot of assumptions about their customers when designing 

the products, “the insights and information is from [the employee himself].” When employees 

work with end users, they are biased, they automatically “think of solutions” and it is “very 

hard to change... it’s like intuition” (Interview 4, 2015). People often have the solution in their 

minds before even starting to research, which might make it hard to be open to new things.  

Inclusion  

Another reason for implementing Design Thinking that participants have mentioned is the 

opportunity to work more inclusively (Interview 2, 2015; Interview 8, 2015; Interview 10, 

2015; Interview 11, 2015). Design Thinking itself is an inclusion of different elements required 

for successful innovation. Comprising a designated process, a dedicated workspace and 

different methods and tools that assist throughout the whole innovation process, Design 

Thinking is a very holistic concept and is an ideal way to communicate what companies are 

doing (Interview 8, 2015):  

“Design Thinking is a much better way, clearer way to put all the methodologies in a 
framework. So when we are communicating with other people, it is easier to 
communicate to other people, it’s also easier for them to practice it. Because now if we 
talk about our model we have these 5 stages, need finding, ideation, it’s very straight-
forward and simple in terms of communication.“ (Interview 8, 2015) 
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Although a lot of the Design Thinking components are known and have been used in the 

companies before, the overall concept is still unique, because it makes innovation more 

comprehensible (Interview 8, 2015; Interview 11, 2015). By implementing Design Thinking, it 

is easier for multinationals to explain the innovation process to other stakeholders that are 

not involved in the process (Interview 8, 2015):  

“Explaining it to non-professional background people, this is the major difference I would 
say. In the past, when we talked about, user centred design, we didn’t have such a 
framework or process to explain the methodology and philosophy.” (Interview 8, 2015) 

Design Thinking transferred the responsibility of innovating and designing new products and 

services to everyone within the firm instead of particular roles (Interview 10, 2015). Company 

A for example has implemented various initiatives to become more innovative and human-

centred. However, Design Thinking compared to the previous methods was superior, 

because it included the whole workforce instead of focusing on a few typical roles, such as 

the product owners or designers (Interview 10, 2015): 

“We thought a lot about how to integrate UX into the software development strategy and 
we got different attempts in the past to integrate design into the software development…. 
In the end, it’s to create better products, no matter whether UX or Design Thinking. But 
Design Thinking was more inclusive and it started with involving everyone, developers, 
architects, product managers, and designers. The designers were not running the show 
but the whole team was contributing.” (Interview 10, 2015)  

Interviewees 4 and 10 have observed that the developer’s working style has changed after 

introducing Design Thinking. Because developers now always take the customer’s view in 

consideration when developing the software, they feel more engaged and committed to the 

workplace. For them, “it’s a new experience, going from writing this piece of code to building 

something bigger that has an effect for people, and that makes everything more meaningful” 

as interviewee 10 reported: 

“But also in projects and products that I have seen that have been developed around me 
in China, or I see people who are feeling more involved and engaged, I’m thinking of the 
example of developers that before have only been asked “Hey, these are the 
specifications, just go ahead and code”. But now, they can contribute, they can go out 
and meet customers, meet users, go around and do their own research, analysis, 
contribute with ideas, participate…” (Interview 10, 2015) 

This is closely related to the next reason for implementing Design Thinking. 
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Foster an Open Culture within the Organization 

Another reason is that Design Thinking is often accompanied by a cultural change within the 

organization, which is desired (Interview 11, 2015): 

“It is kind of an open culture, compared to the traditional Chinese way, to discuss 
together, or to collect customer feedback. They kind of have an open culture, to let 
people speak out what they have in mind, don’t consider which role you are, even Junior 
people can have good ideas and opinions, they encourage people to speak out, not only 
senior people can say something.” (Interview 11, 2015)  

Design Thinking is fostering a more open culture within the organization by supporting the 

personal development of each individual, them lighting up and getting more engaged after 

hearing about Design Thinking (Interview 1, 2015; Interview 4, 2015; Interview 7, 2015; 

Interview 10, 2015; Interview 11, 2015). Interviewee 10 has coined Design Thinking a “life-

changing experience” that helped him expand his own horizon. He observed this change not 

only in himself, but also in a lot of other people around him. The lecturers of interview 2 for 

example explicitly mentioned implementing Design Thinking into their courses because it 

inspires the students to do more and to develop themselves. They were more engaged and 

also happy to visit the Design Thinking courses. Design Thinking gives employees the “tools 

and methods to help people improve and to be more open and innovative” (Interview 4, 

2015).  

4.2 Challenges  

After discussing the general Design Thinking phenomenon, the second part of the analysis 

describes the challenges that multinationals face when practising Design Thinking in their 

Chinese subsidiaries. It aims to answer the second research question:  

 

The challenges are issues associated with a strong hierarchical culture, a restrained attitude 

of Chinese people, the resistances towards change resulting from the engineering 

profession, the lack of empathy of Chinese colleagues, and the structural problems that are 

related to multinationals.  
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4.2.1 Hierarchy 

When practising Design Thinking in Chinese subsidiaries, the challenge that has been 

mentioned by almost all participants investigated for this research is the rigid hierarchical 

structure that prevails in China. The innate acceptance of hierarchy within the Chinese 

society can already be observed when children enter school. Participant 7 explained that the 

traditional Chinese educational system fosters a culture where students are expected to obey 

the rules set by the teacher, who naturally has to be respected for his higher rank. 

Additionally, Chinese students are exposed to high levels of pressure and the hierarchical 

education system is restricting the students’ creativity (Interview 1, 2015; Interview 3, 2015). 

Interviewee 7, who is Chinese herself, says that the normal way for Chinese students to do 

projects is to listen to the teacher and follow the given instructions. Interviewee 8 is also 

criticising that the traditional Chinese education system is training and educating people to 

“follow things” because they are used to other people telling them what to do. The 

participants of interview 2 for example explained that when conducting user interviews, they 

miss the critical thinking of their students. Compared to their experiences made in Western 

cultures, such as the UK or Germany, Chinese students do not ask questions but just follow 

the instructions given by the professors. When the students had to find people to interview, 

they were dependent on the guidance of their lecturers to show them every detail, for 

example where to find interviewees, how to do interviews, what questions to ask: 

“When they get the projects, they never think about “who, what, when, how, why”. But in 
the UK, students think about that. The Chinese students only want to complete their 
homework. This is a big big problem in China. […] There’s a cultural difference. Because 
in Asian countries, when we do something we really need a clue. We need someone to 
know to give us the clue, how to do it, how to do interviews or who to interview. If nobody 
tells us how to do it, then we don’t know.” (Interview 2, 2015) 

The influence of hierarchy also becomes apparent when applying the Design Thinking in the 

workplace. Here, participants also observed a strong dependence on guidance. Interviewee 

5, who is German, had the impression that “a lot of companies still act very traditional and 

imperative… age dominates”. In addition, the “culture of questioning”, as participant Interview 

5 coined it, is also not highly developed in China because of this dependence on guidance. 

What also has been observed during the interviews that is related to the lack of critical 

thinking is that despite Chinese colleagues being really good at observing, they fail at 

building clusters, analysing and interpreting the data (Interview 5, 2015).  
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The strong respect for experts and superiors that is derived from the hierarchical structure is 

often interfering with teamwork and brainstorming sessions (Interview 5, 2015; Interview 6, 

2015; Interview 7, 2015). In order to please their superiors, colleagues do not speak their 

mind or challenge the status quo within the company (Interview 6, 2015). During 

brainstorming and ideation sessions for example, employees often try to be in favour of the 

superior and it seems as if opinions are willingly withheld or bad ideas are not rejected in 

order to not offend the superior (Interview 5, 2015; Interview 7, 2015). In addition to that, 

employees in senior roles tend to judge the ideas of their Juniors, creating an undesirable 

atmosphere (Interview 11, 2015): 

“When someone has an idea, the Senior judges the idea. That’s not the right atmosphere, 
it will lead to the Junior people stop talking, they will think my idea is not good because 
the Senior one has a different opinion on that.“ (Interview 11, 2015) 

Hierarchy is also reflected in other details of Design Thinking. Interviewee 1 for example 

spoke of an example when designing the space for their Design Thinking Innovation centre. 

At Stanford or at the Hasso Plattner Institute in Germany, rectangular tables where used. In 

China however, that would signal that the “people who sit at the short edges are the bosses”. 

Therefore, she decided to use round tables in her building to tackle the influence of hierarchy 

and to encourage everyone to speak up and cooperate (Interview 1, 2015).  

However, participants have also pointed out that hierarchy is not a phenomenon that is 

characteristic for the Chinese culture alone. Interviewee 10 has observed the same 

difficulties related to hierarchy influencing Design Thinking in Western cultures as well: 

“I see the same in Germany, France... Once we have managers, I see people deviating 
from their opinion and just follow what the leaders are saying.” (Interview 10, 2015) 

Additionally, interviewee 5 stated that “not just China is very hierarchical and power distance 

plays a role, but so is Company B”, being a multinational B2B and technology-driven 

organisation.  

4.2.2 A Restrained Attitude 

The second challenge that participants have mentioned was the restrained attitude of 

Chinese colleagues during various Design Thinking practices (Interview 1, 2015; Interview 3, 

2015; Interview 4, 2015; Interview 5, 2015; Interview 7, 2015; Interview 8, 2015).  
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The lecturers of interview 2 for example observed that Chinese students were very hesitant 

during warm-up sessions. One of the lecturers participated in a Design Thinking track at the 

Hasso Plattner Institute and reported that “in Germany, everyone is very passionate and they 

are really happy to activate, to join the activities, to do the crazy warm-ups, they really enjoy 

the atmosphere during Design Thinking work.” In contrast, when designing the warm-up 

sessions in China, the lecturers had to design warm-ups that are not too crazy because 

“Chinese people are very shy, so it is hard to get them excited”. Participant 8 mentioned that 

Company B never uses methods that are particularly asking the teams to go out of 

themselves, such as ‘thinking out loud’ or ‘role play’.  

Participant 5 specifically mentioned the difficulties of the restrained attitude during ideation 

phases. Because Chinese colleagues were very reserved and reluctant to ask questions, she 

was never sure if they actually understood the task. In addition, because colleagues were not 

willing to share their ideas, it was difficult to generate ideas that build on each other’s input 

(Interview 5, 2015). As a consequence, no original or innovative ideas resulted from those 

ideation workshops. Participant 1 also remarked “if the dialogue within the team does not go 

in the right direction, no one stops the conversation, because no one wants to be the hero 

who changes the path”.  

Participants from interview 2 have pointed out that Chinese people are very focused on the 

outcome when doing projects. One lecturer for example compared the experience of project 

work in China with the UK, where she receveid her Master’s degree. In China, the results are 

mostly very beautiful whereas in the UK, the result can be mediocre but the process is 

always very carefully documented. In China, she observed her young students being very 

eager on the outcome only. As a consequence, she implemented feedback sessions after 

each step of the process instead of just giving the students the final grade for the project 

(Interview 2, 2015). Doing this, she tried to respond to the fixation on outcome within Chinese 

students.  Naturally, this also influences the work at multinationals. With a mindset that the 

outcome is the only thing that counts instead of the whole process, it is very difficult to 

encourage mistakes and a ‘fail early, fail often’ mindset. Because people were brought up to 

avoid failure, it is extremely difficult to implement the culture of encouraging mistakes 

(Interview 8, 2015): 

“This is a very traditional engineering way of solving problem, now we are dealing with a 
new way of doing things, a way that designers are using, make things and make 
mistakes, to learn from the mistakes and make it better, this is something that I think at 
least for the older generations is very difficult, who are trained to not make mistakes, and 
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now we are encouraging them and allowing them to make mistakes. This is something 
that we always need to encourage people, to moderate that aspect.” (Interview 8, 2015) 

The interviewees gave different reasons for this particular behaviour. Some of the 

interviewees are tracing this back to the Chinese culture (Interview 3, 2015; Interview 5, 

2015; Interview 7, 2015): 

 “From the cultural point of view, I would say Chinese people, because I am myself 
Chinese, are shy and reserved to talk, unless their opinions are really fully ready to jump 
out of their mind, otherwise they don’t speak up.” (Interview 7, 2015)  

Participant 5 for example explains the observation with the concept of ‘losing face’, a thought 

that is much more prevalent in Asian countries than in Western ones. Chinese are afraid to 

look silly in front of their peers and therefore, are reserved to speak up (Interview 7, 2015; 

Interview 8, 2015). Other participants do not see this shy behaviour as a result of Chinese 

culture but as a result of the different personalities that exist (Interview 4, 2015; Interview 11, 

2015). Participant 4 thinks that there are people who are more talkative and people who are 

shier. Thus, he criticized Design Thinking for not considering all different kind of people and 

suggests that Design Thinking needs to be adapted to the different kind of people instead of 

preferring specific types of personalities over others:  

“One thing I don’t feel good about Design Thinking is that it doesn’t mention the people’s 
differences. It treats everyone the same but actually it is not the same. Some people are 
more talkative and some are more creative, some are more suitable for verifying ideas. 
We need to find a way that works for some people and in another work in another way. 
This is what I miss in Design Thinking and gives obstacles to applying Design Thinking.” 
(Interview 4, 2015) 

Yet, culture and personality are not the only reasons that can explain this reserved 

behaviour. According to participant 5, being able to speak out or not has a lot to do with trust 

that needs to be established. Particularly in the beginning of a project, when teams start to 

work together, she observed the reluctance to speak out. However, as the project progresses 

with time and people are getting used to the new methods that they are working with, the 

dynamics and working atmosphere within the team changes. This applies to Chinese as well 

as to Germany. Yet, she thinks that it requires more effort to build up a trustful working 

environment in China than it does in the Western world (Interview 5, 2015).  
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4.2.3 Engineers’ Resistance Towards Innovation 

Another challenge was the resistance and scepticism that participants faced when trying to 

adopt Design Thinking (Interview 5, 2015; Interview 7, 2015; Interview 9, 2015; Interview 10, 

2015). Interviewee 10 said that at Company A, the unwillingness of colleagues to go out of 

their comfort zone and explore the new mindset was a big hurdle.  Usually, the colleagues 

were sceptical and rejected the thought of having to change their work style (Interview 10, 

2015; Interview 11, 2015).  

However, a peculiarity is that the multinational organizations investigated for this study were 

predominantly working with engineers and software developers, which are very technical 

professions that possess a unique culture, themselves (Interview 5, 2015). Because the 

engineers at Company B have acquired a lot of expertise and successfully developed a 

working style that fits their needs, it was difficult to convince them of a new concept so 

different from their current way of doing things. In the following quote, Interviewee 7 

described her experiences when first introducing Design Thinking to the engineers at 

Company B:  

“When we first tried to convey the concept of Design Thinking, it was still at a very early 
stage and people listened to us with a lot of doubt. They will treat Design Thinking as a 
method or process to improve their way of doing things. They use it just as a method. 
They didn’t fully open themselves to accept it to really transfer their mindset to a new one, 
to open their minds and try out a new way of work. That was totally different. I don’t know 
if you know some engineering methods to do innovation, they treated it as an engineering 
method. If it didn’t work immediately they would reject it. That was the big hurdle we had. 
Design Thinking you know is not a method, its actually a mindset, it’s an attitude. If you 
don’t really change yourself you will never get it. Its not a “you learn it you get it”. It’s you 
learn, you practice, you understand, you iterate, it’s a long process before you can really 
get it, but most people in China they didn’t even want to go through the whole process 
before they understand it.” (Interview 7, 2015) 

Instead of embracing the new approach, the colleagues treated it as a simple method that 

they would reject if it does not deliver the desired outcome after the first attempt (Interview 7, 

2015). People refused to open themselves up and told her she would not understand them 

because “this is the business world and not academic, not a children’s playground” (Interview 

7, 2015). They called it “a waste of time”, having to do so much user research and not being 

sure if they would get anything out of it by the end of the day. The result was that they were 

doing things very shallowly, “they never really observe, they never really interview with the 

mind to discover, they just wanted to finish it” (Interview 7, 2015).  
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She particularly remembered a team that had to design a machine for stroke patients and 

struggled with the Design Thinking way of doing things:  

“So Company B produces big machines in hospitals, there are CT and MRI machines for 
brain stroke care, and they wanted to interview people involved in the ecosystem, the 
patients, the hospital personal, different doctors. In the beginning this team was very 
reluctant to talk to people, typical research scientists. They would sit down, go on scholar 
or other platforms to get recent studies and benchmark but that was not the typical way of 
doing Design Thinking and this was what we got as a typical reaction from engineers. But 
this team, they had to talk to stroke people and a lot of people, they can’t even talk, they 
are in a state of coma and are in a miserable state, and how can I even interview them. 
And they were reserved to do observations, shy to go to a place and sit there for a few 
hours. In their minds they say it’s a waste of time because they are not sure to get 
something by the end of the day, but if they sit 24 hours in front of the computer and they 
know what they are getting, that’s their way of doing business. For this specific team, it 
took us more than a month to get them really into the field.” (Interview 7, 2015) 

The challenge of this was in particular difficult because of the user segment they had to 

understand. The team did not want to waste time by talking to stroke patients that might not 

even be able to talk. Instead, following their usual way of work that proved to be right was the 

wiser choice to do. Participant 9 has also described a similar situation at Company D related 

to engineers. His colleagues were very sceptical, because they have established a mode of 

working that fits their needs and having to implement Design Thinking would mean a change 

that cannot promise to be better: 

“In the beginning, I would say it is an engineering problem, too. “No, I won’t do this, I don’t 
understand it, this is too imprecise, I don’t see numbers, no orders, I don’t like it…” 
However, when they create their first prototype, they realize that they would have never 
had that idea if they did not do this step or this step, talked to people, build rapid 
prototypes etc.” (Interview 9, 2015) 

Apart from not wanting to empathize with the end users, another problem was the 

understanding of the role of prototypes within Design Thinking (Interview 7, 2015; Interview 

9, 2015). Participant 7 reported that at Company B, they were not really working with 

prototypes in the sense of Design Thinking, because the products built were too complex. 

The colleagues would say, “motors are complicated, how can you show that through paper” 

when being asked to rapidly build a prototype (Interview 7, 2015). Hence, prototyping was 

not seen as something that assists in learning and discovering by visualizing the generated 

ideas and concepts, but as something more finished that they can present to the customer, 

as interviewee 6 explained. He said that generally, for engineering companies, colleagues 
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felt uneasy about low-fidelity prototypes because they “are afraid that the customer will ask 

detailed questions that they don’t have the answer to”.  

However, participant 10 also sees the problem of resistance in relation to the unique 

personality of a person. He observed that the same group of people that have rejected 

Design Thinking also rejected other methods and concepts that have been introduced to 

Company A in the past. This indicates that the degree of innovation resistance does not only 

relate to the profession but also to the specific personalities of people. Some colleagues 

simply lack the intrinsic motivation to develop themselves and are afraid of the unknown 

(Interview 10, 2015). Therefore, participant 10 recommends to not force Design Thinking on 

everyone, like his company “made the mistake of targeting 100%”.  

4.2.4 Lack of Empathy 

Another challenge adopting Design Thinking that has been mentioned by the participants is 

the lacking ability of Chinese colleagues to empathize with the users (Interview 2, 2015; 

Interview 5, 2015; Interview 6, 2015; Interview 8, 2015). In the educational context already, 

the lecturers from interview 2 reported that students did not ask themselves for whom they 

were designing the products for but rather focused on other aspects such as feasibility.  

For the multinationals investigated in this research, participants also observed that user-

centred methods are generally challenging for colleagues (Interview 8, 2015). However, this 

could be a characteristic for the engineering culture that has been mentioned in the previous 

section as well. Participant Interview 6 is mainly working with engineers and said the 

following:  

“And of course for analytical people, of course they know how to design, but they are not 
very empathetic. Compared to Italy for example, where people are more likely to think 
and then act, Chinese are not good at talking to people and come back to bring these 
insights into the design. That’s something that is different from the people I meet in the 
Western world.” (Interview 6, 2015) 

Empathy is something that is necessary in order to understand the customer pain points and 

to design something for them (Interview 6, 2015). However, as Company C is a traditional 

‘technology-push’ company, people do not deal with customers on many occasions. 

Company B is also mainly working with engineers, who are used to focus on the technical 

demands of a product instead of being concerned with the people who are going to use 

these products. For interviewee 5, this lack of empathy might be the result of egoism. From a 

non-Chinese perspective, she observed that despite being a collectivist culture, Chinese 
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seem to be very selfish, which she relates to the fact that there are “too many Chinese 

people, so it is reasonable to think about oneself first, before thinking about others”. 

4.2.5 Structural Problems  

When adopting Design Thinking, participants reported different structural challenges as well, 

which do not fit into the categories described above. These challenges are more related to 

the business world and less related to the Chinese culture or to Design Thinking. One of 

these structural problems is that the headquarters of all investigated multinationals are in 

European countries. Company B for example has its headquarter in Germany. This fact 

discourages colleagues to truly look for disruptive innovations, as participant 7 explained: 

“For instance in China at Company B, the core of Company B is based in Germany and 
those people who work in China don’t have a lot of control. If they innovate, chances are 
low that they bring their innovations to market. They are in China and the heart is in 
Germany. Even if they do something, there is little chance that they can make it happen. 
Having this in mind, they say ‘ok why would I still try so hard to do this time consuming, 
energy consuming, sleep-depriving Design Thinking stuff’.” (Interview 7, 2015) 

Her colleague, however, who transferred back to Germany, now is in a position to influence 

much more, because she is working from the headquarters. This is a problem specifically 

related to the hierarchical structure of the multinational companies investigated in this study. 

Another structural problem that participant 7 mentioned is that Design Thinking requires a lot 

of effort compared to other methods or the status quo. Interviewee 11 reported that 

managers are reluctant to engage with Design Thinking because they think it is too resource-

intensive. Every team has a goal to achieve and if for example ten employees sit together in 

an ideation workshop instead of one single person dealing with the issue, it is too time- and 

resource-intensive (Interview 11, 2015). 

Another challenge is the evaluation of the projects. Most of the Design Thinking teams are 

working based on requests made by the different business units (Interview 8, 2015; Interview 

11, 2015). Although they create products for the end users, their colleagues evaluate them: 

“I think the challenging part is always for organisations like us we are delivering 
eventually a concept, and then we deliver the concept to the business units and they 
have to decide how to move on with the concept. So when we are presenting the 
concepts we are always judged by the business value or business impact of the concept, 
which is very difficult for us, if it is not a product that will sell on the market.” (Interview 8, 
2015) 
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The last structural problem that has been mentioned is related to confidentiality issues when 

interviewing users or customers. The first challenge is finding customers who are willing to 

participate (Interview 7, 2015; Interview 11, 2015). If the colleagues managed to find 

interviewees, either the customers were not willing to open up themselves and share all the 

information that the colleagues needed or the colleagues had a confidentiality problem and 

were not able to talk openly, because information needed to be kept inside the company. 

This made working with Design Thinking difficult and influenced the results of what Design 

Thinking is able to generate. 

4. 3 Outlook  

The last part of the analysis section deals with the future of Design Thinking in China as 

perceived by the interviewees. It will try to answer the third research question: 

 

According to participants 1, 6, 7, 8 and 10, Design Thinking is a method that is strongly 

needed in China, because people are looking for ways to create new ideas, innovations and 

product solutions. The Chinese culture right now is very enthusiastically looking into the 

future and anything that is related to innovation attracts the business world (Interview 1, 

2015). Design Thinking is seen as a good way to create innovation, and hence is valuable for 

China: 

“We are thinking one of the benefits of using Design Thinking is to generate innovation, 
we link the Design Thinking mindset to generate new innovation or innovation 
opportunities. That is the reason why I think there is such a hype in China and people put 
more focus on Design Thinking, because they start to see that this is a good way to 
create innovation and will be very valuable for a lot of companies in China.” (Interview 8, 
2015) 

One point that supports the positive outlook for Design Thinking despite the aforementioned 

challenges is that change is happening very rapidly in China, probably faster than in other 

parts of the world (Interview 2, 2015; Interview 4, 2015). Participant 4 for example said 

“people of 3 years difference, they are totally different. Three years in China already means a 

new generation, totally different”. Interviewee 1 also observed that her students are “full of 

power, very enthusiastic and in an action mode” and they want to try out new things. In 

general, the younger generations in China are described as being more open for change 
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(Interview 1, 2015; Interview 2, 2015; Interview 4, 2015; Interview 3, 2015). They also often 

bring in international experience because of the Internet and can gather information from 

everywhere in the world (Interview 2, 2015).  

Despite her own quite sobering personal experience with Design Thinking at Company B, 

participant 7 thinks that “outside Company B there are a lot of open minded people in 

universities and start-ups, they form freestyle work relationship with each other. [She] thinks 

the old school hierarchical mindset has past, [she] still thinks it exists like the example with 

the students and the teacher, but there are also a lot of people who accept and enjoy the 

non-hierarchical work style, there is not one single word to conclude the Chinese people.”  

Participant 10 is also very optimistic, based on his experiences he made with Chinese and 

Design Thinking. He has vast international experience within Company A, among other in 

Germany, Israel, and Singapore, and emphasises the positive experiences he made with 

introducing and implementing Design Thinking in China:  

“I’ve been looking at individual workshops, and of course there are different kind of 
people, and I think… maybe I am overgeneralizing, but Chinese or people in China, they 
tend to embrace change, they are giving change a chance, that’s were in my opinion, 
going in and saying let’s try Design Thinking, in the first year, I think everyone wanted to 
try it, whereas in Germany the first question was “Warum”, why, should I do that, tell me, 
I’ve been working in this company for 25 years, what are you going to teach me now. 
Same for France. ‘I know it already’.” (Interview 10, 2015) 

What especially stood out is the playfulness of Chinese people, making them embracing 

Design Thinking more than other people from other countries: 

“Honestly yes, I find myself lucky. I think the playfulness... Design Thinking has a 
playfulness to it, I call it serious fun, and people like that, we always have this stereotype 
about Chinese, you know, grey suite, and its not like that at all, people game, they have 
fun, they drink, sing, laugh, even more than in a lot of other countries. They like the 
playfulness, they enjoy workshop, in the end they see there is a difference, it gives me 
progress in my projects. And when the playfulness might be seen as not serious enough 
in Germany.” (Interview 10, 2015) 

However, there are also critical opinions. One participant from interview 2 for example 

mentioned, that she really feels “that it’s very hard to implement Design Thinking in [their] 

society because for most of the people, they don’t know what Design Thinking is”. Especially 

smaller mid-sized companies in China seem to not accept Design Thinking simply because 

they have not heard about the concept before (Interview 1, 2015; Interview 2, 2015). 

Interviewee 5 has also experienced Design Thinking to be very slow and tenacious at 
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Company B. The Chinese colleagues were not “passing the ball and bubbling over with 

original ideas”. And in the next step, after producing the ideas, people were not challenging 

the ideas, either because they wanted to please their superior or because they did not want 

to offend the person whose idea it was (Interview 5, 2015).  

Design Thinking is focusing on generating disruptive innovation, while Chinese companies 

focus on incremental innovation (Interview 9, 2015; Interview 10, 2015). Additionally, 

according to participants 9 and 10, Design Thinking seems to be unsuitable for Chinese 

companies because of the way they work. For Chinese companies, “focus is on smaller 

goals by offering small changes to the customer” (Interview 9, 2015). Therefore, he expects 

that small parts of Design Thinking might be adopted but not the whole concept:  

“Maybe I can tell you something about how innovation in China takes place, at least 
within the digital area. My impression is the following. All big companies, maybe you 
know “B.A.T”, Baidu, Alibaba and Tencent, these are the three big Chinese companies in 
the digital field. They are moving very fast. They focus on incremental innovation, 
meaning that they develop a feature every 2-3 weeks. Every 2-3 weeks a new feature is 
launched. They do user research and usability tests very well. But what I heard is that 
they are afraid of big, drastic innovations, because they do not know how customers will 
react to it, they think that does not fit the fast pace, they cannot compete, if they work on 
too disruptive innovations.” (Interview 9, 2015) 

Therefore, participant 9 is uncertain about whether Design Thinking will be the right approach 

for Chinese companies. In addition, Chinese companies are already very near to their 

customers. The market is so large that they can simply test their features directly in the 

market (Interview 9, 2015). Participant 10 mentions that they are still “agile and customer 

focused, iterating much faster than SAP or Microsoft, so Design Thinking is not necessary”. 

For him, it would be interesting to see if Design Thinking one day is not needed anymore 

because multinationals are closer to the customer again.  

All in all, participants agree that change is happening so fast and it is difficult to say how the 

Chinese society will develop and accept the approach:  

“From the way I see it, we need to give them time and let a culture develop. We need to 
tell the people that it is ok to criticize their superiors. It is possible that this is more and 
more implemented, because Chinese go abroad to study and bring this culture back. And 
when these Chinese start their companies, maybe the structure will be flatter, who knows 
how things will develop”. (Interview 9, 2015) 

People are changing and getting used to this new way of working (Interview 5, 2015). There 

have been some surprises, where Chinese colleagues were fighting for their ideas, even 
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disagreeing with their superior, which was thought to be a no-go in Chinese culture. 

Therefore, it is difficult to assess the situation in the long term, because people have 

changed. 

In addition, as mentioned before, Chinese children are very creative, more creative than their 

parent-generation (Interview 4, 2015). Because a lot of parents are aware that the Chinese 

education system is not inspiring their kids to build creative abilities, there is opportunity for 

entrepreneurs to fill this gap, such as participant 3, who started a company to bring Design 

Thinking to kids.  

“The kids are like cars but the brakes are holding them, they cannot drive.” (Interview 3, 
2015) 

He was an entrepreneur studying at Stanford and then opening his own start-up in China that 

works with Design Thinking for children. To him, Chinese elementary students are very 

creative and have a lot of ideas that they want to share with the world. But with time, when 

they enter middle school for example, the creativity vanishes. The ‘brakes’ that are 

mentioned in the quote, coming from society or classmates, hold them back very strongly 

from reaching their goals. He has observed that in general, adults are more ‘sceptical’ about 

Design Thinking and automatically think about the restrictions, whereas children are not yet 

influenced by society. He thinks that Design Thinking really is working, especially for 

children. He bases his optimism on the fact that companies like Toyota approach him to ask 

if his children can design the car of the future (Interview 3, 2015). The business model is very 

new and is also attracting a lot of venture capitalists (Interview 3, 2015). More students and 

especially children are starting to use Design Thinking for problem solving because of its 

non-linear approach instead of simply proving which decisions are wrong and right (Interview 

3, 2015).  

In general, it is hard to change quickly and change always needs time (Interview 4, 2015). 

Interviewee 11 emphasized that colleagues working with Design Thinking a while, started to 

become more open than before the experience (Interview 11, 2015). She thinks that Design 

Thinking can work at Company A in China. Their lab is receiving more and more requests to 

support the different departments and “even some managers approach [them] about Design 

Thinking”. Her Chinese colleagues are starting to “buy in and really start to use the tools” 

(Interview 11, 2015). All in all, the following quote of participant 6 summarizes the outlook for 

Design Thinking in China appropriately: 
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“I think Design Thinking itself is becoming a hot topic in China. A lot of people start to talk 
about Design Thinking and promote it. And in the early stage, awareness, people learn 
about what it is and it will still take a few years to understand how to apply it in their 
context, it will take time to analyse the steps behind Design Thinking.” (Interview 6, 2015) 

4.4 Summary 

In the fourth chapter, the findings of the in-depth interviews have been depicted and 

described. The analysis was divided into three different parts, each representing the answers 

to a research question aiming to answer the overall research problem of the cultural 

influences on the Design Thinking practice in China. Design Thinking is a phenomenon that 

has only recently entered China and is predominantly dealt with at multinational 

organisations. At these organisations, it was usually implemented as an internal consultancy 

delivering parts of the Design Thinking processes or methods to assist the business units. 

Design Thinking was introduced because of its ability to foster an open-minded, inclusive 

culture in order to work more human-centred. However, participants reported that there were 

major challenges when practising Design Thinking. First of all, the Chinese hierarchical 

structures play an important role, often hindering teamwork and ideation phases. Secondly, 

interviewees reported that Chinese in general are very shy and have a restrained attitude, 

which made out-of-the-box thinking difficult. The third challenge was related to the scepticism 

with which engineers adopted Design Thinking. Participants also saw the inability to 

empathize with users as challenging as well as structural problems such as the decision 

process at headquarters, evaluation and confidentiality problems. All in all, the outlook for 

Design Thinking was very positive despite the above-mentioned challenges. Participants 

especially remarked the fast change within Chinese society and the need for a method like 

Design Thinking to better understand Chinese consumers. In the next chapter, the findings 

will be discussed under the light of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions framework in order to 

identify the influences of culture on Design Thinking.  
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05. Discussion & 
Implications 
The findings in chapter 4 have depicted the overall Design Thinking phenomenon in China 

including the reasons for multinationals to introduce the concept into their Chinese 

subsidiaries, the challenges that arise and the general outlook. This chapter will discuss the 

findings in the light of particular cultural dimensions of Hofstede’s framework in order to 

identify the cultural influence and to deliver an answer to the research problem. The 

emphasis will be on the impact of Collectivism, Power Distance and Uncertainty Avoidance, 

as these were the cultural dimensions that have had the most influence on the practice of 

Design Thinking. In addition, there will be a short discussion on other factors influencing 

Design Thinking that have been identified through the study. This chapter will conclude with 

recommendations for managers of multinational organizations practising or intending to 

adopt Design Thinking in China.  

5.1 The Cultural Influence on Design Thinking 

The overall result of the interviews was a better understanding of the Design Thinking 

phenomenon in China and the cultural influence on its practice. Based on Shane’s (1993) 

research on cultural influences on innovation as well as the analysis of the findings, this 

research will focus on the dimensions Individualism versus Collectivism, Power Distance and 

Uncertainty Avoidance. Because the analysis has not yield enough indication for the 

influence of the remaining three dimensions, Masculinity, Long-term versus Short-term 

Orientation and Indulgence, they will not be considered in the following discussion. 

5.1.1 Impact of Collectivism on Design Thinking  

As previously described, the most significant difference between Asian and Western cultures 

is the dimension of Individualism versus Collectivism (Hofstede, 2007). Naturally, the 
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analysis has shown that the high levels of Collectivism in China are influencing the adoption 

and practice of Design Thinking and are a main cause for the identified restrained attitude.  

Before moving on to describing the influence on Design Thinking, it is helpful to look at the 

main roots and traits of Chinese collectivism. Chinese collectivism is highly influenced by the 

Confucianism framework, which proposes that an individual’s identity is derived from its 

social network (Michailova & Hutchings, 2006). The individual therefore exists and is defined 

by others, being born into strong ‘in-groups’ that take care of them throughout life in 

exchange for unquestioning loyalty (Hofstede, 2010). Because the group is so important, 

collectivistic cultures have a predetermined social framework with strong expectations about 

how people should behave towards each other. Chinese take particular care to ensure a 

proper relationship with their social environment in order to avoid losing ‘face’ (Hofstede, 

2010). Additionally, maintaining harmony is considered preferable over openness and direct 

confrontation (Hofstede, 2010).   

These traits of Chinese collectivism are influencing the practice of Design Thinking 

immensely, particularly in regards to teamwork. Design Thinking thrives on collaboration and 

the exchange of ideas. When practising Design Thinking, new knowledge is constantly 

created and the team needs to synthesize this knowledge in order to develop a shared 

understanding of the problem (Hill et al., 2002). As Schön (1983) has already expressed, 

designers as reflective practitioners need to constantly reframe the design problem. 

However, as a consequence of Collectivism, Chinese employees show a restrained attitude, 

expressed in the hesitance to speak in larger group or the reluctance to voice their opinion 

until the opinion is fully developed. This is particularly difficult when it comes to generating a 

point of view.  

The urge to maintain face is influencing teamwork as well, especially when it comes to 

generating a wide variety of ideas during the ideation phase. Radical opinions are usually 

deviant from the norm. Therefore, the fear of losing face and receiving bad feedback limits 

the quality and quantity of really creative ideas. Additionally, the preference for harmony over 

openness has led to the observation that Chinese colleagues often avoid standing out by 

opposing the group’s view, even if it contradicted their own values. While in individualistic 

societies, speaking one’s mind is highly valued, direct confrontation is avoided in collectivistic 

societies.  
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Another aspect of Design Thinking that is influenced by the fear of losing face is the mindset 

of experimentation. This mindset encourages teams to embrace a ‘trial-and-error’ attitude 

and promotes failure to be a learning experience instead of a setback. Prototypes are a 

means for idea visualization and serve as a common ground to share the ideas with others 

and receive feedback. Yet, because Chinese put a lot of emphasis on how they are 

perceived by others, they hesitate to fail. Even the earliest prototypes need to be fully mature 

before they can be shared with anyone.  

The preference for maintaining harmony and seeking the middle path is most probably also 

the explanation for the innovation behaviour of Chinese national organisations such as 

Baidu, Alibaba or Tencent, as reported by the experts. These organizations seem to avoid 

using radical approaches and rather focus on gradual changes. Therefore, they are not 

adopting Design Thinking yet, as the concept encourages radical innovation and constantly 

aims at breaking the status quo. Michailova and Hutchings (2006) have identified the same 

pattern when they observed the path to capitalism adopted by the government – an 

incremental approach, constantly shifting from a socialist into a market economy.  

All in all, Collectivism has been able to explain the behaviour reported by the experts during 

the interview. It impacts teamwork, different parts of the process and also the required 

mindset. Therefore, collectivism is an influence that needs to be considered when 

multinationals intend to implement Design Thinking into Chinese subsidiaries. Yet one thing 

to consider is that studies support heightened individualism and increased independence 

among the younger millennial generation in China (Lin, 2001; Li, Li & Zhao, 2009). This fits 

Hofstede’s observation that cultures change with economic affluence, and collectivist 

cultures becoming more individualistic over time (Hofstede, 2010). Participants of this study 

have also remarked a rapid pace of change within the younger generation, becoming more 

open-minded and self-confident (Interview 1, 2015; Interview 2, 2015; Interview 4, 2015). 

Therefore, it is not clear if collectivism will have the same impact on Design Thinking as it 

had in the past decade. Additionally, the researcher notices that one contradiction remains, 

which is the lack of empathy that has been observed. Being part of a collectivistic culture that 

places high importance on the group, it is not plausible why colleagues are not able to adopt 

a more user-centric attitude. Studies have shown that there is a positive relationship between 

collectivism and empathy (Duan, Wei & Wang, 2008). One explanation for this observation 

could be the fact that the investigated multinationals are very technic-affine companies.    
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5.1.2 Impact of High Power Distance on Design Thinking 

The dimension of Power Distance, according to Hofstede (2010), refers to the extent to 

which less powerful members of society accept and also expect power to be distributed 

unequally. In alignment with Shane (1993), this study has also identified an impact of Power 

Distance on the adoption and practice of Design Thinking in form of the strong hierarchical 

structure that has been listed as a key challenge before.  

Similar to Collectivism, the roots for China being a large power distant country can be found 

in Confucianism and the belief that the stability of a society is based on unequal relationships 

between people (Hofstede, 2010). While parents in cultures lower on the Power Distance 

scale encourage independence in their children from an early age onwards, cultures higher 

on the Power Distance scale demand loyalty, respect and obedience (Hofstede, 2010). This 

parent-child relationship transfers from the family to the Chinese education system. Gardner 

(1989) has observed that Chinese children are educated in a system with well-defined roles: 

teachers are considered omniscient and the centre of activity and students have to obey the 

rules and listen. They are expected to show respect to the teachers and treat them as a 

source of wisdom, never openly disputing their teachings (Hill et al., 2002). As a 

consequence, Chinese students do not learn how to question things and critically think about 

problems. This way of educating students has often been criticised by the interviewees, 

because it restricts creativity and critical thinking. 

In general, it is believed that an older and more powerful person knows how to carry out 

specific things and his or her role is teaching the younger person how to do it (Gardner, 

1989). In Chinese education, even the most complex activities are broken down into its 

components in order to teach children to start on perfecting it before gradually moving on to 

the next component (Gardner, 1989). Teachers patiently guide the process of learning and 

facilitate their students in mastering the challenges ahead of them. This explains the 

behaviour of the lecturers from interview 2, who explained that they often guided their 

students and colleagues to the field to show them how to do interviews or how to gather 

users (Interview 2, 2015). It also confirms the criticism of participant 8, that the Chinese 

education system is only teaching children to follow things so that they get used to other 

people telling them what to do (Interview 8, 2015).  

The acceptance for unequal power distribution continues in the workplace and the large 

power distance expresses itself in the unequal relationship between supervisor and 
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subordinate, older superiors being more respected than younger ones (Hofstede, 2010). 

Subordinates believe that inequalities amongst people are acceptable and that superiors are 

correct in their leadership decision solely based on the superior’s position of power (Selmer, 

1998). Managers in power distant societies believe in giving subordinates detailed 

instructions and subordinates expect to be told what to do (Hofstede, 2010), just as the 

teacher guides every step of the student. As a consequence, employees were used to follow 

instructions without critically questioning what superiors tell them. This contradicts the notion 

of Design Thinking as an inclusive approach, promoting that all opinions matter equally and 

input from everyone is desired. Because Chinese colleagues were not used to this way of 

working, the freedom to decide for themselves given by Design Thinking has triggered all 

kinds of reactions, sometimes even resulting in aggressive behaviour directed towards the 

coaches, because “it was their fault for not teaching them the right way”, as interviewee 5 

reported (Interview 5, 2015).  

In addition, superiors have the ability to behave in an arbitrary and inconsistent manner and 

subordinates are expected to accept such behaviour (Michailova & Hutchings, 2006). 

Therefore, subordinates seldom approach their superiors with suggestions or even debate 

with someone in a higher status position, because they are afraid of the consequences. In 

general, power distant societies lack informal communication between people of different 

hierarchical levels (Hofstede, 1980). This has led to the observations of participants that 

during brainstorming sessions, opinions are either willingly withheld or bad ideas not rejected 

in order to be in favour of the superior (Interview 5, 2015). Another characteristic of large 

power distant cultures is the belief that not everyone will have the equal opportunity to reach 

the highest level of advancement (Hofstede, 2010). This is another reason, why it is less 

common for Chinese employees to challenge the status quo, because subordinates think 

that it is unlikely that they will get the credits for a good idea (Interview 6, 2015).  

In sum, hierarchy and the acceptance for unequal power distribution as a result of a large 

Power Distance culture are omnipresent and influencing the adoption and practice of Design 

Thinking in many ways. Design Thinking requires a flat hierarchy and democratic teamwork, 

where all team members are on the same level and decisions are made together (Thoring, 

Luippold & Müller, 2014), which is typical for low Power Distance cultures in Western 

countries (Hofstede, 2010). Based on Simon (1969), Design Thinkers need to be able to 

constantly anticipate and visualize new scenarios, having a desire to improve existing 

situations into preferred ones. However, an education system that encourages its students to 
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follow instead of questioning assumptions is not teaching critical thinking or independence 

that would allow them to appropriately practice the Design Thinking mindset. 

5.1.3 Impact of Uncertainty Avoidance on Design Thinking 

The third dimension that has been identified having an impact on Design Thinking is 

Uncertainty Avoidance. Although the effect is not as clear as in the cases of Collectivism and 

Power Distance, the analysis has shown that it influences Design Thinking and therefore, will 

be discussed in the following. 

According to Hofstede (2010), Chinese people, living in a country scoring relatively low in the 

dimension Uncertainty Avoidance, do not feel threatened by ambiguous or unknown 

situations. This means that they are more able to cope with the uncertain nature of Design 

Thinking than other cultures. Participant 10 for example observed that Chinese cope 

particularly well with the requirements of Design Thinking because of their tolerance for 

ambiguity. According to him, Design Thinking is all about dealing with ambiguity, because its 

main concern are people and people in general are very complex and oftentimes 

contradictive (Interview 10, 2015).  He also thinks that it is easier for Chinese to embrace 

Design Thinking because of their inherent playfulness. Participant 9 has also remarked that 

compared to Japanese colleagues for example, a culture with a relatively high Uncertainty 

Avoidance index, Chinese colleagues felt particularly well about making assumptions about 

the future and embraced methods to project user needs into the future (Interview 9, 2015).  

Cultures that are accepting uncertainty are also accepting the risks and change that is 

coming with innovation. Chinese are adaptable and entrepreneurial. This can be shown in 

the fact that approximately 70-80% of Chinese businesses tend to be small to medium sized 

and family-owned (Hofstede, 2010). Interviewees 1 and 3 have also observed that many 

people in their surroundings have quit their jobs to start their own venture (Interview 1, 2015; 

Interview 3, 2015). Although not as clear as the influence of the prior two dimensions, 

Uncertainty Avoidance shows a positive impact on the practice of Design Thinking, as 

reported by the participants, and needs to be considered when implementing Design 

Thinking.  

5.2 The Impact of Other Aspects on Design Thinking  

Although the research has shown that national cultural values matter and influence Design 

Thinking in China, the study has identified other factors that pose a challenge on 
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multinationals practising Design Thinking in their Chinese subsidiaries. These are the 

hierarchical structure of the multinational itself and the innovation resistance of its 

employees. However, because the focus of this thesis is on the influence of culture, these 

aspects will not be discussed in depth but should be considered for future research.  

The first aspect that needs further discussion is the hierarchical structure of multinationals. 

Although the issues of hierarchy can be explained with the large Power Distance that 

prevails in China, interviewees have often explicitly mentioned hierarchical structures within a 

multinational organisation as a challenge for Design Thinking  (Interview 5, 2015; Interview 7, 

2015; Interview 10, 2015). Interviewee 5 and 7 for example remarked that Company B is a 

very hierarchical company itself and decision processes are often very slow because they 

have to wait for approval from the headquarter, which was located in Germany (Interview 5, 

2015; Interview 7, 2015). This is due to the nature of multinationals, being a hub system and 

constantly facing the challenge of balancing local responsiveness with global integration 

(Mudambi, 2011). Modern and up-to-date activities tend to take place in the home country of 

the multinational, whereas more standardized activities would tend to take place in the 

overseas market (McCann & Mudambi, 2004). In this study, the investigated multinationals 

have their own innovation programs, for example Company B or C. However, there is still 

much control and monitoring on the side of the headquarters, which affects the level of 

innovation. According to interviewee 7, Chinese employees feel discouraged to work on truly 

disruptive innovations, because chances are low that they can actually bring the innovation 

to market (Interview 7, 2015). Therefore, increasing the strategic responsibilities at the 

subsidiaries allows multinationals to fully exploit the opportunities that arise from local 

embeddedness while still maintaining connectivity within the multinational network (Mudambi, 

2011).   

The next aspect that is particularly influencing the implementation of Design Thinking is the 

resistance and scepticism towards a change in the status quo. Resistance to change has 

long been considered as a particularly important aspect that influences the success of an 

organisational change effort (Waddell & Sohal, 1998). According to Sheth (1981), “the typical 

human tendency is to strive for consistency and status quo rather than continuously search 

for, and embrace new behaviours”. This means that the majority of people is characterized 

by a certain amount of innovation resistance and therefore likely to resist change rather than 

going through a disturbing process of readjustment. There are two fundamental sources of 

resistance – the perceived risk and habit (Sheth, 1981). Perceived risk refers to the 
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perception of the risk associated with the decision to adopt the innovation. Habit refers to the 

current practices that one is routinely executing. Naturally, resistance to innovation increases 

with the perceived risk associated with the innovation. Design Thinking is not only generating 

disruptive innovation but is a radical change in itself, confronting employees with new 

mindsets and methods of working. Participants have reported that it is a concept very 

different from the status quo (Interview 7, 2015). The risks associated with Design Thinking 

are very high, because it has not been tried out before and cannot promise to deliver the 

results that traditional engineering methods do. Additionally, it is very different from the 

traditional way of working, promoting democratic teamwork, interviewing users and 

brainstorming sessions. Therefore, it is normal that employees show a high degree of 

resistance towards this new concept. Because the participants interviewed for this research 

predominantly work with engineers, this observation has been mainly contributed to the 

resistance of this profession.  

To sum up, although it is difficult to identify the exact influence of national culture on the 

adoption of Design Thinking, the research shows clear evidence that particular cultural 

dimensions do have an impact. Additionally, it has identified two further aspects that play a 

role for the successful practice of Design Thinking, respectively the hierarchical structures in 

multinationals and innovation resistance. In the following, the recommendations that can be 

derived from the study will be presented.  

5.3 Managerial Implications  

The research has shown that the Chinese culture matters and impacts the practice of Design 

Thinking. As one of the purposes of the thesis was to create relevant knowledge for 

practitioners, this subchapter will provide recommendations for multinational organizations 

currently practising or with intentions to introduce Design Thinking into their Chinese 

subsidiaries.  

First of all, it is important that all people involved in the Design Thinking program need to be 

aware of the cultural influence on different aspects such as teamwork, the mindset or within 

specific phases of the process. Regardless of their national background, they need to be 

trained beforehand in order to recognize the influence of culture on their colleagues’ 

behaviour, for example visiting cultural seminars. This applies for both the Head of the 

Design Thinking program as well as the coaches. As previously discussed, cultural aspects 

such as the desire to keep face, the preference of harmony over openness or acceptance for 
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power inequality can significantly influence the practice of Design Thinking, as it impacts 

aspects of teamwork and the mindset.  

Secondly, it is important that upper management supports the Design Thinking activities, 

particularly because the headquarters usually are not located in the same country as the 

subsidiary. Implementing Design Thinking requires a lot of extra effort in terms of personal 

and also financial resources. As a positive example, Company A’s Design Thinking initiative 

started from the highest level, when the founder himself “fell in love with the approach” and 

infused it to his entire company (Interview 10, 2015). As a result, everyone within the 

company has heard of Design Thinking or is already working with it. Management support 

could also counteract resistance, as it shows that management fully stands behind the new 

introduced approach. Although the support of upper management is desired, the direct 

involvement on the practical level, for example during brainstorming sessions, should be 

reduced, because it can impact the dynamics within the team and ultimately the outcome.        

Thirdly, the utilization of Design Thinking coaches as facilitators and innovation champions 

should be particularly highlighted in a large power distant culture due to several reasons. As 

previously discussed, the typical education system and work relationship in China is leading 

to subordinates unconditionally following the requests of their superiors. Although Design 

Thinking enhances equality and democratic teamwork, some people react negatively to the 

amount of freedom they receive. Therefore, it is recommended to train the Design Thinking 

coaches carefully, instructing them to guide the teams during the whole process, for example 

accompanying the teams to the field or supporting them with finding users for interviews or 

observations. Coaches can also help their colleagues avoid losing face by dealing precarious 

situations. Furthermore, coaches need to act as innovation champions, having the skills to 

inspire their colleagues and helping them overcoming the natural resistance towards change.  

Fourthly, trying out Design Thinking for the first time can be overwhelming. Especially in a 

country like China, where people are not even familiar with the most basic creativity 

techniques, it is recommended to let the people getting used to the whole process by starting 

with a kick-off event that has nothing to do with the actual challenge. The only purpose of the 

event should be familiarizing the colleagues with the processes, methods and mindsets. This 

potentially decreases the perceived risk of Design Thinking and ultimately decreases the 

resistance. In order to overcome the scepticism that usually prevails when introducing new 

ways of working, it is useful to introduce similar successful projects from other companies or 

industries that have been conducted before to make Design Thinking more credible and 
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trustworthy. Not only projects but also colleagues that have experience with Design Thinking 

should join during the first phases of a project and share their experiences.  

Lastly, organizations should leverage on the advantages that Chinese have when it comes to 

Design Thinking and not only focus on the drawbacks. One example can be nurturing the 

fact that Chinese are very playful and good at drawing. Company B for example has worked 

with aspects of gamification and made use of methods such as brainsketching or brainwriting 

instead of forcing their employees to speak up in larger groups. Additionally, they have been 

very sensitive to the national culture by for example using a Chinese logo or decorating the 

space with Chinese symbolic items and colours. Paying attention to small details can already 

enhance the working atmosphere and improve the outcomes.  
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06. Conclusion 
During the past decade, Design Thinking as a method enabling organizations to better 

understand the needs and behaviour of their customers has evolved into an important driver 

for innovation and growth for multinational organizations. This is particularly important for 

customers outside of their home base and as a consequence, the framework is increasingly 

adopted at subsidiaries in different parts of the world.  

This study has examined the impact of national culture on the practice of Design Thinking, an 

issue not being explored in detail yet. The rationale behind this research is the argumentation 

that Design Thinking should not be spared from the national cultural influences and needs to 

be more sensitive towards them. In order to better illustrate the impact of national culture on 

specific aspects of the Design Thinking practice, the researcher has picked China as a case 

country.  

The researcher has begun the research endeavour with laying the theoretical foundation by 

explaining the roots of the Design Thinking phenomenon and discussing the two different 

streams that have emerged: On the one hand, the descriptive design discourse studying the 

thinking processes of designers while solving wicked problems, and on the other hand the 

normative business and management discourse focusing on how non-designers can use the 

concept to generate innovation and solve business problems. In addition to illustrating the 

main traits and characteristics of Design Thinking, the discussion has also shown that it was 

mainly developed by researchers from the Western parts of the world. This means that it is 

legitimate to question its vulnerability for cultural bias. Because no clear-cut definition of 

Design Thinking including its practice exists, the researcher has decided to use the 

framework proposed by the d.school with its elements teamwork, process and creative 

design environment. In order to understand the influence of culture on these elements, the 

researcher has introduced Hofstede’s renowned cultural dimensions model.  

Because the nature of the research topic is quite unexplored, the researcher has decided to 

utilize the grounded theory approach using qualitative in-depth interviews. In order to collect 

the data, the researcher has used the online tool Skype to bridge the distance between 

Germany and China. In total, 11 online interviews with experts working with Design Thinking 
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in China were conducted, including university professors, entrepreneurs and innovation 

managers from multinational organizations. The data has revealed that the whole 

phenomenon is very new to the country and that there is a cultural influence on the practice 

of Design Thinking. Starting with the motivation for multinationals to implement Design 

Thinking because of its inclusive approach and its ability to foster a more open culture are 

already culturally specific to China. The data has uncovered that two national cultural values 

are particularly hindering the Design Thinking practice, namely Collectivism and Power 

Distance, also the two dimensions that differ most when comparing the Chinese culture to 

Western cultures. The researcher has identified difficulties in regards to teamwork, 

particularly during the generation of a point of view and during ideation phases. Additionally, 

the strong hierarchical structures and the unequal subordinate-superior relationship are also 

impeding teamwork. The low Uncertainty Avoidance is positively influencing Design Thinking, 

expressing itself in the fact that Chinese colleagues are particularly well in dealing with 

ambiguity and the future.  

Besides uncovering the cultural influences, the purpose of investigating Design Thinking in a 

different national context also serves the researcher’s ambition to improve the concept as a 

whole by displaying the practical challenges when organizations adopt it. The researcher has 

identified two further challenges that are not particularly related to culture: The hierarchical 

structure of multinationals and the natural resistance towards change displayed by its 

employees. These are also factors that need to be taken into account when introducing 

Design Thinking.  

In sum, this study has pointed out the limitations of Design Thinking applied in a different 

national context than the Western world. While one of the main characteristics of the concept 

is its focus on human beings, the introduction of the program itself needs to be more human-

centred and adapted to the people who are actually using its methods and mindsets. 

Multinationals intending to implement Design Thinking into their subsidiaries across the world 

need to take into consideration that the national culture is impacting the concept and 

ultimately the outcomes. Culture should not be neglected and needs to be incorporated. 

However, the study has also shown that there is a reciprocal effect. Chinese colleagues 

working with Design Thinking seem to have changed. The investigated participants have also 

predominantly uttered a positive outlook for Design Thinking in China. Therefore, it will be 

interesting to have more research in the future on that topic.    
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Limitations and Suggestions for Further Research  

Despite the careful preparation and execution of this study, the research exhibits limitations 

that the researcher wants to address and discuss.  

First of all, Design Thinking is a quite new phenomenon in China. Therefore, the researcher 

has decided to use the snowball sampling technique, leading to a limited control over the 

sample. Interviews were conducted with employees representing four different multinational 

organizations working with Design thinking in China. The investigated organizations are all 

working in technical industries and having a lot of employees with an engineering 

background. Therefore, the sample is not able to represent the overall Design Thinking 

phenomenon in China. Additionally, the small sample size makes it also difficult to make 

causal inferences, because alternative explanations cannot be ruled out. Although this study 

suggests that national culture might influence the practice of Design Thinking, additional 

research is needed to verify the findings and generalize them. Based on the findings of this 

existing study, future research could focus on gathering quantitative data with a larger 

sample. Furthermore, the researcher would suggest making use of ethnographic research 

methods to complete the picture given by in-depth interviews in order to provide a deeper 

understanding.  

Secondly, the researcher is aware that China is an inhomogeneous country with 56 different 

ethnicities, similar to the Western world that consists of various nations and cultures. Goal of 

the researcher was to illustrate the missing sensitivity of Design Thinking towards cultural 

aspects and Hofstede’s framework, although not being able to wholly depict the complex 

nature of culture, has been utilized because of its ability to show the cultural differences. 

Related to this is the limitation that China is a country with a fast pace of change and 

therefore, predictions made need to be careful. The researcher suggests interpreting the 

results of this study as a description of the current situation and future research needs to 

take into account the changing society.  

Future research could tackle the limitations of this study. The researcher also thinks that 

further analysis of the influence of culture in other parts of the world need to gain centre 

stage, as it impacts the practice and outcomes of Design Thinking. It could for example be 

interesting to observe how Chinese designers work, as this is how Design Thinking in the 

Western world started. However, this study indicates that besides national culture, the 

profession can also be a factor that influences the practice and success of Design Thinking. 

Future studies could compare the adoption of Design Thinking within different professions.   
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08. Appendices 

Appendix 1: Transcript of Interview 1 

 
Role    Head of Design Thinking Innovation Centre 
Institution   Beijing Communications University 
Industry   Education 
Length of the Interview 36:02 
 
Dear [Name of Interviewee 1], thank you very much for taking the time and talking to 
me. Axel has been so kind and provided me with your contact details. As mentioned in 
my e-Mail, I am currently developing the topic for my Master thesis and was told that 
you are the perfect person to talk to. Before we start, do you have any questions? 
 
Yes of course, no problem. I am happy to help. Maybe we can just start with your questions. 
 
Yes, absolutely. Can you tell me something about yourself and your work with Design 
Thinking? 
 
As Axel might have told you, I am a professor at the Communication University of China in 
Beijing, in short CUC. Here, we have a Design Thinking Innovation Centre at our Art Faculty 
and I am the director of it. My education background is in computer science and digital 
games design, so I teach Design and digital game development for smartphones.  
 
Wow, that’s very interesting. And what is Design Thinking for you personally?  
 
Hmm for me… It’s a good way to bring the right and left brain halves together. Being able ... 
to see more creative possibilities for the future. You know, common problems are solved with 
logic, but we need another way to solve problems, a way to activate the right brain half 
better. And with Design Thinking, we have a possibility to do so.   
 
Yes, that’s true. And how did you first get in contact with Design Thinking? 
 
I first got in contact with Design Thinking when I travelled to Berlin as a part of the delegation 
of the Communication University and visited professor Uli Weinberg, the dean of the Hasso 
Plattner Institute. We had dinner together, and then he told me he wanted to show me the 
d.school. So after dinner, we went to see the place and talked about the revolutionary 
philosophy behind it. I loved the concept and then I decided that I want to start something like 
this in China. I wanted to bring Design Thinking to China and build a d.school at CUC.  
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How would you describe the experiences with Design Thinking in China?  
 
Five years ago, only little people knew about Design Thinking here in China. Since October 
or November last year, more people started to use Design Thinking, quit their jobs and set up 
their own companies. A friend of mine for example started a company that educates kids to 
be more creative. Traditional Chinese schools restrict creativity in students and parents are 
aware of that. So his school tries to cultivate children in Design Thinking methods, basically 
bring Design Thinking to kids. The company of my friend is completely based on Design 
Thinking. I can get you in touch with him if you want, his name is [Name of the friend]. 
 
Yes, definitely that would be wonderful if I can talk to him, that’s certainly interesting. 
So, when you worked with Design Thinking in China, do you see any differences 
compared to the Western world?  
 
Yes, there are some differences that come to my mind. For example, when I talked about 
thinking methods, Chinese students didn’t know what it is. I myself felt like a pioneer in that 
field, a faster runner, you know, whereas most Chinese haven’t heard of the concept before.  
 
Yes, that’s a nice metaphor. So, from your experience, do you think Design Thinking 
works with Chinese students? 
 
Yeah, you know, Chinese students don’t know the Design Thinking framework, for example 
brainstorming etc. Some of them have never used post-its before coming to my class. But 
yes, I can see that the 6-steps for example work in China. What I saw is that Chinese people 
are very shy, they are not individualistic and… reluctant to speak out. If the dialogue within 
the team does not go in the right direction, no one stops the conversation, because no one 
wants to be the hero who changes the path, you know. That’s something that I observed that 
is different compared to the Western world.   
 
And do you have examples for how being Chinese affects the work with Design 
Thinking?  
 
Yes, for example ‘Prototyping’. Western people are more used to working with their hands. In 
China, we don’t have the garage culture, like building things together with dad and grandpa. 
They never have built anything with their hands. Here, Chinese students have high pressure 
on them, starting from primary school, you know… But after the reluctant phase, Chinese 
students are full of power! They are very enthusiastic and in an action mode. They grab the 
chance to do something and then like it a lot. What help first-time Design Thinkers are 
icebreaking activities. They bring people in the right mood. 
 
And what about the fact that Chinese are afraid of loosing face? How does that affect 
the Design Thinking process? 
 
I think… failure is okay and there is a need to tolerate it.  
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How do you take into consideration the cultural differences when practising Design 
Thinking?  
 
There was an interesting experience while we developed the space for our Design Thinking 
Lab. At Stanford or at the Hasso Plattner Institute for example, we have rectangular tables. In 
China however, we decided to use round tables to signal that everyone is equal, because at 
rectangular tables, people who sit at the short edges are the bosses. Normally, in China, the 
teacher is in a higher position and students obey his rules. With round tables, there is no 
hierarchy and everyone is encouraged to speak up and to cooperate 
 
So hierarchy is something that is important? How else does hierarchy affect Design 
Thinking? 
 
My friends who work with Design Thinking also say that working with Design Thinking is very 
difficult because of the hierarchy. In countries such as China, Japan, and Korea... when the 
boss says something, everyone has to listen. We need to design spaces that encourage 
people to speak up.  
 
From your point of view, what companies in China work with Design Thinking? 
 
Hm… SAP for example works closely with us. They jumped on board from the very 1st 
moment when we built the Design Thinking program at CUC. Otherwise, we we are working 
together with Samsung, Lenovo, and Ericsson for example.  
 
When you think about Design Thinking in China, do any failed experiments come to 
your mind then? 
 
Yes, there are a lot. One for example was our government. They started to ask for Design 
Thinking methods but didn’t like the atmosphere. It wasn’t their working style, so they 
stopped trying to use Design Thinking.  
 
Thanks so much for your help! That was a very insightful and gave me first 
impression of Design Thinking’s current status in China. I am in the very beginning of 
my research, so if you have anyone that you can recommend me to talk to, that help 
would be very much appreciated.  
 
Yes, sure. No worries, it was my pleasure. I love Design Thinking and I want to help you with 
your thesis. I will get you in touch with my friend who started the start-up. He is very 
enthusiastic and if you are lucky, he has some time and can share his insights with you. 
Other then that, I can get you in touch with another professor that is teaching Design 
Thinking in Wuhan. No problem.  
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Appendix 2: Transcript of Interview 2 

Role    Lecturers 
Institution   Wuhan University of Technology 
Industry   Education 
Length of the Interview 1:03:44 
 
Thank you for participating in this interview. Can you first tell me something about 
your background, what are you doing and what are you doing with Design Thinking? 
 
L1: Ok so, let’s start with me. I’m [Name of Lecturer 1] and I graduated from Communications 
University China. In 2013, I went to Berlin and took the Basic Track at the d.school. After I 
came back to China, I just worked in the Design Thinking innovation centre at CUC as a 
student associate coach. After I graduated from CUC, I went back to my hometown, which is 
Wuhan in central China. And now I work at Wuhan University of Technology. Me and my 
colleague here, we are spreading the word about Design Thinking in Wuhan. 
 
So you are giving courses to students? Or what are you doing exactly in Wuhan? 
 
L1: Just like the article I sent you before, we give workshops with students.  
 
L2: Actually, we don’t have a Design Thinking course at our college, but we spread it outside 
of our college, we hold workshops in Wuhan.  
 
L1: We are spreading Design Thinking or using Design Thinking as a tool for education.  
 
So what is Design Thinking for you personally?  
 
L1: For me, I think sometimes Design Thinking is a very complicated system. It’s hard to 
explain Design Thinking in one sentence. For me, it’s kind of a new, an effective innovation 
activity and human-centred work process.  
 
So you have worked with Design Thinking in China as well as in Germany when you 
did the Basic Track at the d.school. Do you feel there are any differences between 
Design Thinking in Germany and China? 
 
L1: Yes, of course. I think the biggest difference between the acceptance of Design Thinking 
in China and Germany is… in China, for example, at our workshop, when we talked about 
that workshop to our headmaster of our faculty, he was more concerned about the outcomes 
of the workshop or the outcome of the event. But in Germany, during my studies at HPI 
d.school, I really think people were more concerned about the process than the outcome. 
 
L2: In my opinion, I think the biggest difference is on the side of the students. By the way, I 
don’t have any background in Design Thinking. I studied in the UK, my major is interior 
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design, but I have studied a course named research methods, there are some parts that 
have common points, but some things are different. In my opinion, the biggest differences 
are the students. For example, the students in China, or in Wuhan are very concerned about 
the results. But in the UK, I don’t have any idea about other countries, but in the UK, the 
students are more concerned about the process. The tutors ask the students ‘Why are you 
doing this project’ and they not just talk about their results. So the projects of students in the 
UK are very very open-minded, the ideas are very carefully joined in the process. If you look 
at projects between these two countries, you can say Chinese students’ results are very 
beautiful but there is no process but in the UK maybe the result is so so but the process is 
very carefully on the paper. Do you understand what I mean? 
 
I understand that in China the emphasis is more on the results whereas in the UK it is 
on the process. Right? 
 
L2: Yeah, critical thinking is very important. But Chinese students don’t use critical thinking in 
their projects 
 
Do you have any explanations why it could be that Chinese students care more about 
the results? 
 
L2: Because they never ask “why”. When they get the projects, they never think about “who, 
what, when, how, why”. But in the UK, students think about that. The Chinese students only 
want to complete their homework. This is a big big problem in China.  
 
L1: I really think there is a cultural conflict. There’s a cultural difference. Because in Asian 
countries, when we do something we really need a clue. We need someone to know to give 
us the clue, how to do it, how to do interviews or who to interview. If nobody tells us how to 
do it, then we don’t know. 
 
L2: Design Thinking could tell them how you interview your clients. 
 
L1: We teach them interview skills and then they interview the users by themselves. 
 
What do you do to overcome these cultural differences? 
 
L2: In my class, I teach basic knowledge on architecture and lighting. After I finished this part 
[Name of Lecturer 1] came to my course to teach how to use Design Thinking for the final 
project. Topic of the final project was space lighting design. They had to change the mood 
within a space… Improve the lighting in a room, or improve the atmosphere of the space 
lighting. They could choose any space they wanted on campus, like the dormitory, canteen, 
or the classrooms. In general, you can say “campus disappointments”. Where lighting is 
really disappointing, and then they do field research and also interview users of the space. 
And this part was the “Understanding and Observe” part.  
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L1: So why we used Design Thinking to inspire them is because… They changed a lot. We 
gave them feedback after each step of the process. So we didn’t just give them a final grade. 
That’s how we tried to respond to the fact that students were really outcome-focused.  
 
How did the students feel? Going on the field and interview people? 
 
L2: Finally, they were happy but in the beginning they didn’t know what Design Thinking is, 
they never ever did that before. Because usually, the homework of a course is only at the last 
day, and after 2-3 weeks they hand it in. But in my course, its not like this, because we use 
the Design Thinking method, we ask them what they think about their projects. Like this, we 
can give them some suggestions, and use Design Thinking methods to tell them how to do 
the final project 
 
[Name of Lecturer 1], you said cultural differences are very important. Do you see any 
other parts where cultural difference in China influenced people when they used 
Design Thinking? 
 
L1: For me, I really have a strong feeling about your question, really (laughing). Have you 
ever studied Design Thinking before? 
 
Yes, I did some courses at Copenhagen Business School. 
 
L1: So you must know there are a lot of activities and warm-ups. It’s very crazy sometimes. I 
don’t know maybe its really a cultural difference because in Germany, everyone is very 
passionate and they are really happy to activate, to join the activities, to do the crazy warm-
ups, they really enjoy the atmosphere during Design Thinking work. But in China, when we 
designed warm-ups, we had to take into consideration that Chinese people are very shy, so it 
is hard to get them excited especially in the beginning, but when they are familiar, they like to 
do it, they are happy. 
 
L2: And I really think Chinese students are afraid of looking silly, that other people think they 
look silly. So every time when we encourage them into some crazy warm ups, we just need 
to show them how to do that. After that, they always join the activity.  
 
L1: There are also some skills in brainstorming. I noticed that here, Chinese people are also 
very shy. In general they are really worried about looking silly. After we noticed that, we just 
designed... or let them do some traditional games as warm up. 
 
L2: I remember [Name of Lecturer 1] saying when our students brainstorm, they wrote the 
ideas, so sometimes they judge each other’s ideas and [Name of Lecturer 1] said don’t judge 
each other’s ideas. I know in Germany, they don’t judge. I remember you said that. I think 
this is very important, because if you don’t judge the ideas you gather a lot of ideas together. 
But if you judge you won’t have any ideas, in my opinion 
 
Do you have any idea why? 
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L1: I never thought about that question before... let me think… Usually during a project, there 
are two moods during the process. The critical and the polite mood. When they are in the 
critical mood, they like to judge each other’s ideas. They think it’s too crazy we can’t make it. 
But Chinese people are also very polite. So in the polite mood, they think oh yeah lets do 
your project not mine. I don’t know how to explain this, it’s very difficult. They change moods. 
That’s our observation.  
 
And what about teamwork? Collaboration in Design Thinking is very important, do you 
see any differences between China and the Western world?  
 
L1: For me, I didn’t see any differences.  
 
L2: Yeah, for me it’s the same. I don’t think teamwork is a big problem. They are very young 
so they know teamwork is very important for them so they like to work in teams, they can get 
knowledge from each other. They can accept this. At least in this generation. Maybe in our 
generation it’s harder to work in teams. But now it’s very easy to do.   
 
L1: The students we are teaching, generally they are born in the 95s, they are very young 
and their background is very international because of the Internet. They can gather 
information from everywhere in the world.  
 
L2: And we try to have different majors in one group so they can get different knowledge and 
information from others to develop different skills. 
 
For the Chinese students, you said it’s their first time using Design Thinking. Have 
you noticed how they cope with Design Thinking? In the beginning they are afraid and 
you have to guide them. Is there anything else you noticed? 
 
L1: For me, I really think that when they grow up, they become stronger during the 
presentations. Because after every part, we just tell them to do presentations in front of 
everyone in the class. I think they really like the results of their research, or every part of 
Design Thinking and they really like the feedback of others in class. During the 1-by-1 
presentations, I think they love Design Thinking. You really feel encouraged during the 
process.  
 
What do you intend when you teach them Design Thinking? What was your motivation 
to use Design Thinking? 
 
L2: (Laughing) because my course is boring. (Laughing) It’s very boring. Even I think it is 
boring. Lighting and architecture is really very theoretical, its very boring for the young 
students, they need activities and like crazy things. So I asked [Name of Lecturer 1] to come 
to my course and make the course more interesting and happier. 
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L1: For me, after I came back to China, I thought now I know how to use Design Thinking to 
do projects, to improve problems but I really feel that it’s very hard to implement Design 
Thinking in our society because for most of the people, they don’t know what Design 
Thinking is. Most of the companies, except for bigger companies like SAP, the smaller 
companies don’t accept it, they don’t know what it is. So after I graduated and worked in this 
university, I really think we can start with some people to access these new things and before 
we started teaching this class, I told [Name of Lecturer 2] about what I learned in Germany 
and what Design Thinking is and she was very interested, and when she prepared her class 
she was exhausted and she said [Name of Lecturer 1] you have to help me so we can make 
the class happier so we came with the idea to combine Design Thinking into some common 
university course. I really think it inspires the students. 
 
And after the course, what was the attitude of the students? 
 
L2: They were very positive. Some students started to be very interested and said Design 
Thinking is very helpful and when they knew that we are going to have a workshop they were 
very happy. 
 
L1: After we taught Design Thinking, we thought everyone can accept Design Thinking and 
the students like it so we thought “why not holding a workshop in Design Thinking in Wuhan, 
no one did that before”. We saw a lot of potential to spread the word on Design Thinking. At 
first we thought maybe in this workshop we just can teach the students we taught before 
because they know Design Thinking and used it before.  
 
What did you do in the workshop? Did you do a project? 
 
L1: We did an exercise on observing. Because in [Name of Lecturer 2]’s class, we didn’t do 
that exercise before. It’s very useful and good for a workshop for 2-3 hours so we just put it 
at the core of our workshop. When the team was doing the Observe part, we gave 10 photos 
of peoples’ lives and the students observed the photos and guessed who this person is, what 
kind of job this person does, what kind of person he or she is through observing the 10 
pictures. 
 
L2: After that, we gave them the challenge to design a cup for these people. The results were 
out of our mind, really really well. 
 
Can you compare this exercise to Germany? 
 
L1: Actually, I didn’t do this exercise in Germany before, I did that at CUC. At CUC, Design 
Thinking is a graduate course. Actually, I think it is different, as I told you before, because at 
CUC, our Design Thinking course is open for graduate students at the school of animation 
and arts, and the major is basically in animation or design or digital arts. But at our workshop, 
our students came from different majors. Maybe space design, architecture, or graphic 
design. Material design for example is very technical. So when we composed the teams we 
thought about the major different educational background. So when we they think about the 
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solution, they thought about different aspects and had different views. The outcome really 
shocked me. Really.  
 
L2: Yeah the results really surprised us because when they presented the solution, every 
aspect was covered. How the cup used light, how is the material of the cup. Because they 
came from different majors, all the details in the cup were thought of very well. How about 
Germany? 
 
L1: I think in Germany, in my track at HPI, I think most of the people are from design or from 
business.  
 
L2: So what about the result? The outcome? 
 
L1: Mostly, when people think about solutions, they more care about how to sell it because 
there are a lot of business people. For me, I really think people in your team, the people’s 
background must depend on the challenge. I think this is very important. Although HPI wants 
different background, but most people who study Design Thinking are form the design or 
business area. Just like you. 
 
Yeah, just like me (laughing). One more question, you said that Design Thinking is in 
the very beginning stage in China. Do you know if there are other companies are 
involved in Design Thinking and do you think the concept can work in China and bring 
more value? 
 
L1: The bigger cities are in the north, like Shanghai or Guangzhou. Another city where 
Design Thinking is very active is Beijing. SAP did a lot for spreading Design Thinking. For 
me, when I was at CUC, we had a strong connection with SAP and GIZ. Also Audi. I think 
they already use Design Thinking in their company system. SAP told us that they use Design 
Thinking in product development and process improvement. Companies like Audi and 
Siemens have departments in their company that focus on innovation methodology, and 
most of them use Design Thinking. 
 
So there are big companies that use Design Thinking. What about SMEs? 
 
L1: There are no branch companies in Wuhan, so no one knows Design Thinking. There are 
no Chinese companies that do that. We have big companies like Baidu for example but they 
don’t use it because some of my friends work in big Chinese companies like Baidu and … 
These companies really care about user experience. They already established some user 
experience centre in their company but I don’t think they use Design Thinking. Because if 
they use Design Thinking they will let everyone know to advertise that they use such an 
innovative methodology.  
 
L2: The big designers in China know Design Thinking tools but I don’t think they know the 
whole process of Design Thinking. For example they know how to observe, brainstorm... but 
they don’t know how to use the whole process, the whole concept. 
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What is the whole process for you? 
 
L1: The six steps of Design Thinking.  
 
Ok, I see. Thank you very much for your time and your help. And good luck with your 
courses and workshops!  
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Appendix 3: Transcript of Interview 3 

Role    Founder 
Institution   Start-up 
Industry   Education 
Length of the Interview 1:31:30 
 
Thanks a lot for finding some time and helping me with my thesis despite being so 
busy. Can we start with you telling me something about your professional work with 
Design Thinking at [Name of the Start-up]?  
  
Yes of course, no problem. So, we started [Name of the Start-up] around 2 years ago in 
2013. Before, I majored in Maths and Statistics so it’s very… Design Thinking is a tool, how 
you brainstorm in a lot of different ways to approach a problem, but Maths is a very linear 
thinking, where you prove a lot of things. Design Thinking is more about … you have several 
different ways to solve one problem. So I studied Maths and Statistics at UC Berkeley and 
after that, I was teaching Maths. It’s my hobby, my hobby is teaching. I really like it because 
most of my friends, they learn statistics, they go to banks, they do stocks, data analysis. I did 
that too, but I knew I wanted to teach. At that moment I was in the US and some of my 
friends said they want to go back to China to start a company in the education field. But I was 
wondering which part of education I want to join. I know Chinese education at the entry level, 
elementary, middle and high-school, are very exam oriented, they focus most on the exam 
score, they ignore the community service, but when I was in the US, I knew it’s half half. Half 
your scores half your community service, I was really impressed. At that moment I thought I 
want to do a new way to join the Chinese education field. I was wondering which way to 
choose. A lot of friends wanted to be my partner or wanted me to teach Chinese students 
who want to apply to the US schools, but I don’t like that job, I don’t want to be the founder of 
an organization that helps students leave the country and go abroad. I wanted to do 
something fine. 
 
I met my partner, [Name of the partner], the CEO at the moment. He’s a journalist at 
Southern China Weekly for more than 8 years. He got two children so he wanted to focus 
more on his kids’ education and he read so many articles on how the Western parents in the 
US, Great Britain, Germany raised their kids. He wrote a lot of articles and I read them at 
WeChat. They have a platform where you write articles and share it with friends so I 
subscribed and followed his account. And after several weeks I messaged him and asked to 
chat with him. “I’m doing maths and am in the US right now”. And he replied to me. Because 
of the time difference we Skype and brainstormed which angle in the education market we 
can tackle. After several weeks of Online research on the method how the Western world 
teaches the kids. Because I live in Silicon Valley, Stanford is just 15 minutes away. I browsed 
the Design Thinking program and [Name of the partner] also said it’s a very cool thing. 
Before, I was very analytical and I don’t think I was creative. When I first entered the school, 
everything, the structure, the chairs, and the walls that can move impressed me. So I 
grabbed a pen and drew something. Nobody judges you for what you draw, I really liked that. 
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They have a weekly training and the teachers are very nice. They give you homework. They 
have a K12 ceremony, every 2 weeks, I think, to teach how to apply Design Thinking to kids. 
All my classmates are teachers, educators and they taught me a lot on how to teach. I was 
very excited; this was something I was really looking for. I started chatting with the teachers. I 
think it’s really good that no one judges your ideas, you can do whatever you want, you share 
your solution with your classmates and improve your idea. I asked my teacher, I think it was 
Susie, can I talk to Professor David Kelley, because I read his book, I really wanted to have a 
conversation with him. 
 
I finally talked to David Kelley and we had several meetings. His office hours were very early. 
Before I met him, I finished reading the book and I also watched the TED talk where he 
talked about creative confidence. I watched it several times. I was really impressed. It really 
touched my heart, my deep heart. Because the story, when he was in elementary school, he 
started creating something and his classmates said that’s really ugly and he quit. I think that 
was mine too. I watched that video more than 10 times and after reading the book I just 
wanted to have a conversation with him. He encouraged me when I said I want to do 
something really new in China. So he knows that China’s market is probably not very 
famous, how to say, not very regulated in the education field. When you have a very good 
idea, somebody copies it, they have more money, more students, they use your idea very 
quick. So I asked David Kelley if he could support us in using Design Thinking method from 
Stanford. At that moment, nobody knows Design Thinking. I was very worried that when we 
use this concept that our competitors are going to use the idea although they don’t know 
what it is they would probably make it very bad, not the true design thinking and the parents 
will not like it. David Kelley said he would support us and shot us a short video where he said 
that we use the methods from Stanford. He encouraged me again to do that in China. I 
remember one of my friends he studied computer science at Stanford and he talked to David 
Kelley and he said [Name of Interviewee 3] is a very enthusiastic person and I want to help 
him. 
 
When I went back to China, there was a lot to do. We wanted to do everything correct, 
human-centred way. So the first project we had with the kids was redesigning a new ATM 
machine, like the IDEO challenge. We got 26 no 30 students from several different cities, 
meeting in Guangzhou, for 7-8 days. We taught students how to interview people, get 
empathy, observe. So they went on the streets to interview people. That was very interesting 
because nobody taught them how to interview people. So when we were going on the streets 
they started and got rejected. Some of the students have a deep heart they did it several 
times, some students quit and we had to encourage them, the teachers helped them and the 
classmates helped them. 
 
After that, we taught them to identify the problem and we used many case studies about the 
ATM redesign case. In order to ask the students to be more realistic, we talked to the ATM 
top designer and he taught the students how the designers created the ATMs. We visited the 
ATM factory, how the inside looked, how the money is protected. So the students know more 
about ATMs through the factory than the books. ATM is just like a little point. So I want the 
students to know about the ATM besides that, I want them to truly know what is banking, 
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what is finance, design, machines. I wanted the students to know about different subjects. 
The kids brainstormed and built a prototype; at the last day we had small presentation. We 
invited parents, industry experts, and designers. I clearly remembered one group they 
interviewed the local Guangzhou customers. I remember one student because Guangzhou 
people, their average height is not very tall. But ATMS all have the same height. So many 
people complained about the height of ATMs. Its’ touchscreen for example. So they thought 
why not customize the height depending on the customer. So that idea was used by the ATM 
factory. They really liked it. Maybe they will use it for the next generation ATM. It’s human-
centred design. That was our first workshop. 
 
After that one, we did so many, on-site workshops in major cities. Guangzhou, Shenzhen 
Beijing, Shanghai... redesigning shopping carts is a very classical case designed by IDEO 
and we wanted the students do the same thing and compare what top designers think and 
what the kids think. We want to write a book. Actually we are writing a book. You know Tom 
Kelley’s 10-innovation faces book, we will write a book called 10 kids faces of innovators. 
Actually we are writing this book right now. We have so many student examples and student 
works so we want to group them in 10 different designer characters.  
 
This is really interesting that the kids have a different way of approaching Design 
Thinking. 
 
Yes its actually really cool. They don’t care too much about the practical. Adults think no this 
is not going to happen, this is too far away, this is too hard to do but kids they don’t care 
about this they only care about is it good is it fantastic, cool use. I just watched Toyota and 
they have a dream car competition by kids. I watched that video on YouTube, you can see it 
on YouTube. They want kids to design cars for the future. Because for who do you design 
cars? For the kids! They will grow up; they will be the ones driving the car in 20-30 years for 
these kids, the future generation. So Toyota wants to collect ideas from kids. That’s exactly 
what we do right now. We have on site workshops, we do media cooperation over two 
weekends and we start to spread our work on we chat platform so more people see we do 
cool things and they want to connect with us. We are very open and we have so many 
connections in the US. This April, we cooperated with City X, so we have great cooperation, 
from Chicago, they come to China, have two founders and a teacher, come to China using 3-
D printing, come to China and do a workshop so after that more people knew we are doing a 
great job. Today, [Name of the partner] got invited by Design Singapore, a national label of 
design. The government of Singapore support Design Singapore to advertise Design 
Thinking. And they invited us to connect with us and see how we can do things together. 
Right now we get so many invitations, we have so many connections around the world. HK, 
Taipei, US, Germany, professor Weinberg will come for one of our workshops. So many 
many schools, companies, organizations say you guys do really cool stuff.  
 
But actually we are thinking, right now we cumulated around more than 300.000 WeChat 
subscribers, our website and blog browsing 200.000, so the total around 500.000 people see 
what we are doing, so we have cumulated so many students, parents, educators on our 
platforms. But that provides a new challenge because you can only bring Design Thinking to 
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major cities, because they have the infrastructure, transportation etc. But now we got the 
second large cities, they also want to use Design Thinking, do the workshops, we are starting 
to think how to spread Design Thinking through whole China or maybe whole Asia. So, we 
thought about Online Courses, brand new, nobody did that before. We are very crazy, at the 
moment we don’t have a very strong IT department, IT engineers. We have basic engineers, 
so we just want to try. I know that in the Internet, the 21st century, like Silicon Valley, you can 
just try and get feedback. We don’t care about whether it’s ok or not, we just do it. We wrote 
the first 5 courses, it’s about the 5 classes - observation, define, brainstorm… so we use this 
methodology, this logic to do our first online course. We call it the live creativity course for 
kids. So we have 40 minutes online course so we are going to teach the students how to do 
user identification and tell the stories. Innovation. The kids are elementary students. We got 
around 35 in the first round. So after the end of the class I announced a challenge for them 
over the weekend and then they submit it on the internet and I will give feedback.   
 
So the students over the weekend get the challenge and they spend maybe half hours to go 
into society, supermarket, do something using Design Thinking so the result is very amazing. 
The students love this type of class, it’s not like a MOOC, I taught some MOOCs, they are for 
adults, and after the class is finished, it’s finished. At the end of the challenge, the students 
get it as a game; one challenge was about redesigning your community amusement park and 
how to improve it. They submit the work on the website and I write my comments that should 
encourage them. Next week they get a new challenge. After five weeks they write a 
summary, a class evaluation. I think it really works, the students like it and the parents like it, 
too. Right now we have several areas of these classes and around 300 students are doing 
this class. We will continue doing this. The last two challenges was about redesigning 
bookstores. And then we have live creativity. It’s something very cool. So after that we got so 
many Venture Capitalists that follow us. This new model is very new in China, and they want 
to see the potential in China. Right now, we want to do new and different things. 
  
You can do any challenge any time using Design Thinking. We are doing camps about food, 
bookstores… right now we have 40 camps. More students can use Design Thinking and will 
use DT to solve problems. Right now, three things. One is on-site workshops. What we did 
before. And then the online course. It’s very light and you register and then do the challenge. 
It is very cheap. In the beginning, everything will be free.  
 
Sounds really interesting how you want to use Design Thinking to bring creativity to 
other cities. A quick question, you said you are collaborating with a lot of companies 
in other countries? How would you describe the experiences you made with DT 
compared to the US? 
  
My experience is when I use Design Thinking… or before I know Design Thinking I never 
thought I could solve problems in a creative way. All I thought about was whether this works, 
etc. People in maths get used to proof things, is it possible or not. But what I experienced at 
d.school, I noticed everything changes very fast. Nobody judges you here. Everyone helps 
you building your thoughts. We were lot of people with different backgrounds, I was a 
teacher, then a journalist, and a science guy. Everyone thought totally different things, 
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through observation we got so many ideas and I was so impressed, we had more than 100 
ideas and we selected which ones we are going to use. Nobody judges you and everything is 
possible. 
  
Compared to China, I trained some adults in China, there is something about entry-level 
education. The kids are like a car but the brakes are holding them, they cannot drive. More 
international students, they have a good background, their families allow them to go to 
school abroad, but most of them go to public schools. So most of their ideas are very linear. 
So you have to tell them don’t think about other people’s opinion. You have to keep telling 
them they can relax and think. Asian people are very shy. You in Germany probably feel the 
same thing. When I go to the business class, I see that Asian people are not very talkative, a 
little shy compared to the local students. I think that’s a cultural thing. They are not used to 
sharing their experience. That is something that depresses me. One is that they don’t easily 
get relaxed to think about crazy things and the second thing is that they are very shy 
especially in the presentation part. In elementary school, they should teach more about how 
to hold presentations. We cannot blame them. The concept of creative confidence is very 
true. The second thing is the kids between the US and China. I can only share my personal 
aspect. I think Chinese at a young age it is very obvious that they are creative, they want to 
share their ideas, they don’t care about the people around, but when they enter middle 
school, they stopped. In my workshops, we have some 6,7,8,9 graders. You can clearly see 
the younger students have more ideas than high or middle school children, they think more, 
that was naïve, childish, not possible. I think in the US the students join so many clubs and 
are more creative. Chinese kids are very intelligent and they care about a lot of ideas. 
  
You said that the Asian culture, people are shy. I can also confirm that. Do you think 
the Chinese culture influences the way they use DT? 
 
When they are young, they don’t care. China still has the one child policy. They are very 
independent. I’m talking about on average. You should do icebreaking games. To let them 
know each other and helping them not being afraid because they don’t know each other. In 
the US, they know how to get along with people their same age, but Chinese... yeah but 
some kids are very talkative, some are very quiet, they don’t want to talk, they are very 
independent and you have to encourage them to be the team member. 
  
Do you think there are any other differences when you try to implement the methods 
from d.school to China and Chinese schools? 
  
One is, because they are young, they are 4th to 6th graders, you have to use so many stories 
to catch the attention. You can’t talk about analytical things or this is empathy. They don’t 
want to listen to these. You have to use games or show them. Online classes, you know 
students are only 10 years old, you are a stranger, they open their laptops and it’s easy to 
close them again. You have to use an interesting storyline to catch their interest. You need to 
get their attention continuously. Online is definitely a higher standard; you have to use so 
many stories, pictures with cool colours to catch their attention. 
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Another story I can remember. A mom of one of my students called me recently. There was 
an English competition so he attended the competition; the first challenge was the 1-minute 
introduction about yourself. So he called me and said [Name of Interviewee 3] I am attending 
the English competition. He is 10 years old by the way. He said during the one minute I don’t 
know what to talk about. All the kids who attend this competition are very good; they have a 
high level in English, so there are so many competitors. It’s really difficult to score 1st place. I 
said what is your skill and he showed me his work of the online challenge. It was about 
redesigning a trashcan to learn more about the trash. He showed me his work. He 
interviewed 12 people and finally designed a trashcan. He is very excited to talk to me about 
the trashcan. So I said you have very strong observation skill, you care about the people. 
And during the 1 minute talk he told a very simple story, I still have a… I can email you his 
work. He said “I’m good at using empathy to observe around myself and always wondering 
why people throw away trash improperly. Therefore, I redesigned the trashcan to grab 
people’s attention.” Humans have the ability to create new technology. All the other students 
talked about my name is blabla when I was first grade I did a math competition then I did that 
… Yes everyone knows you are smart but this kid showed he cared about the humans and 
the community, the future citizens, help you all the way to the final round, he scored second 
in this competition. And his mom called me and said “Thank you [Name of Interviewee 3], 
you inspired his mind.” I can show you the video. That story impressed me a lot. 
  
I know you are writing an essay so I will give you another example. After a student did the 
online course I announced a new challenge: Observe the opportunity to find new business 
model. So from the students one said that my goal is to train people to win the noble prize. 
Adults might think ok that’s a joke but that student was very serious. He made flyers and past 
these flyers in the community door by door. This was very very unbelievable. He wrote the 
proposal: My competitive skill is I won the second place in the biology competition. My 
brother and sisters are all PhDs. His brother is at MIT and his sister is at Harvard, and he 
wrote about his advantages. I am very good at teaching biology and I love biology. He is 10 
years old by the way. So I gave him the feedback that no one had this idea before, we will 
support you, you are not a dreamer you are a doer. He did the Marketing, cleaned the room 
in his house, his parents bought a whiteboard and he printed out his syllabus, the materials 
for his children, he prepared very well and after the winter break he wrote me the email: 
[Name of Interviewee 3], I did it! And he also attached articles… I remember he had 
homework, over winter break the school gives them an assignment. And the class used the 
journals to put it on the school website. And he attached a picture that showed he was not 
lying. I called his mom and called the student. “You are unbelievable.” And I think at that 
moment he got some income. Maybe 160 Yuen for this class, and he got 6 students when he 
finished his classes. He is going to the second round of his class this year. He started 
teaching and he is a teacher. This is something I remembered very strongly. 
  
Another example, we have an educational seminar, usually once a month where we invite 
some educators, designers, parents etc. So I interview their experiences to share their 
experiences, sometimes it’s about educational topics, sometimes just about the career. So 
one time I interviewed a designer, he did graduate school in Germany, he right now he is 
back in China, he has a design company for small electronic devices, something like a 
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microwaves and kitchen gadgets, so once I interviewed him in the seminar, he shared his 
experiences with me. At the end of the seminar I shared with him that I want to show him our 
students’ work. I showed him a picture of one of our students work, it was about tell me as 
many possible ways to squeeze lemonade, and the students had more than 50 ideas. So 
many new crazy looking machines to squeeze lemonade. And the designer got so depressed 
and surprised about the things we are designing right now. He had a small talk with me after 
the interview. “Can you give me all your students’ work because I can use it for my work, too. 
Every day we are designing these machines, I want to use the students, get inspired by the 
kids ideas”. Right now he is watching our website every week to get inspired. Kids can 
design the machine. Because when parents buy these machines, they buy it for the kids, 
they also use them, a microwave… and finally, you design for the kids so why not use the 
kids for the design process. Right now we are like a consulting firm. Maybe in the near future 
we will be a kids consulting firm because right now you know some backpack company they 
call us and say we are going to design a backpack for the children, can you announce a 
challenge to design the backpack. We are going to get more schools and companies on 
board so that they announce a challenge through our website. When professor Weinberg 
comes to our office I will talk to him about this. We want to be educational consulting firm. 
  
First, I want to say that Chinese students are very creative. The young are very creative. 
They just get locked. Its like the brakes in the cars, they are holding them very strongly. 
Maybe the driver is the society, classmates, etc. They can come up with thousands of ideas. 
We have to give them opportunity. The second thing, before the classroom, right now [Name 
of the Start-up] wants to change the classroom. It’s all about the world. You can do 
everything through the Internet, interviewing people online, parents, experts, everyone is 
connected. So  wants to help Chinese young students with their careers. We design ATMs, 
shopping carts, book stores. We want to know their interest. By doing the project, the online 
camps, we want to let the students know their interests by meeting with different career 
experts. That’s the thing we are doing right now. This is the beginning of their career path. 
We are doing the very beginning part. We are doing the meaningful things. The whole 
society is the brake. 
  
Another thing is we want to be a bridge to connect between society and the family. In Silicon 
Valley, some parents want to go to the company and see how the engineer experiments. 
That’s the career explanation to let them know, we want to be the bridge, help the students. 
We are just doing this transition. 
  
That’s really cool and I haven’t heard of something like this before. It’s also interesting 
to hear about what Design Thinking can help achieving. What actually is Design 
Thinking to you personally?  
  
I remember I’ve read a book and they have a very good description about Design Thinking. I 
think Design Thinking is about unlocking potential. You are unlocking the lock. Creating 
confidence. It’s more about… You have so many new tools. It is very cute and small but 
powerful. So when you have it you can solve so many problems. Before that I was a maths 
guy and now, if I can go back 10 years ago I probably want to change my major to be a 
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designer. At that moment I didn’t know what Design Thinking was, nobody taught me, before 
I only knew design was drawing. I remembered when I entered the d.school, I parked very far 
and I walked 20 minutes and I thought it should be the arts building. But I entered it and it 
was the technical engineering building. It was very big, everyone laughed, very friendly, in 
maths building nobody talks everyone just thinks about homework, how to write the code, 
midterms… life was all about that, everything is competitive, high pressured. When I entered 
the d.school everybody wanted to share their ideas, was drawing, that was amazing. 
  
Do you think this can work in China? I know you are working with children an that is 
different, but what about the adults? 
  
Ah actually [Name of interviewee 1], she is doing Design Thinking for colleges. They are 
adults but a small percentage of the population. A few colleagues are using Design Thinking 
for human resources. They want to start new things, learn this new methodology for their 
companies, for the adults. But I think its 50% 50% it really depends on whether you want to 
learn. Kids are very curious, nobody limits their ideas, they can build and draw everything but 
adults they think it’s already there and they have less confidence. People don’t care. Other 
50 they want to learn and they want to change their lives. It really depends. The good thing is 
that educators, they are willing to share, they do small workshops, and they do the company 
training. I hope they can do well. But of course for students it works and they like it. Because 
here there are too many “Nos”, and Design Thinking is all about “Yes”, just do it, you are a 
creator. So we just try our best to do the things with these kids. 
  
Thank you so much for taking your time to talk to me and good luck with your 
company! It all sounds very interesting and I hope you will succeed with your mission. 
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Appendix 4: Transcript of Interview 4 

Role    Developer and Design Thinking coach 
Institution   Company A  
Industry   Enterprise Software 
Number of Employees < 74,000 
Length of the Interview 51:37  
 
Hi [Name of interviewee 4], thank you very much for answering my e-Mail and 
participating in this interview. Maybe we can start with you telling me about your 
professional background and your experiences with Design Thinking?  
 
Ok, so my background is Master in Computer Science. I work for the development 
department at Company A, Hana development. And Design Thinking, it’s more like a 
company strategy. Last year, no maybe 2 to 3 years before, our company wanted to use 
Design Thinking methodology for some innovation. So I’m like a pioneer in this and coach in 
this area. 
 
Who started it at Company A? 
 
Maybe the CEO? I mean … yeah yes.  
 
How does Company A use DT? 
 
We hope that we can use this methodology to change the developer’s working style. So first, 
we hope that the developer can contribute to work not only for development but to contribute 
to work with their ideas to improve work. We hope to get closer to the customer. We hope to 
connect to the customer to do the right thing. Also for efficiency.  
 
And have you heard of Design Thinking before working for Company A? 
 
No. 
 
What is Design Thinking for you personally? 
 
To me, hmm… it’s like a concept to improve. We have some tools and methods that are like 
a concluded way to help people to improve. But it’s not fixed. Whenever we find something 
that is good or new and we can learn from this experience to help people to grow, this can be 
called Design Thinking. It’s hard to express my thoughts on Design Thinking, generally it is 
good and it has its own characteristic. It’s key characteristic is to help people be more open 
and be innovative. That’s my thought.  
 
Do you have examples of methods you use? 
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We tried Design Thinking in some pilot projects. For Design Thinking, we have defined 6 
phases. For prototype and test, we still use our previous methods. Our focus is on the first 3 
phases – The “observe” and “Ideate” phase. For these phases we intend to use more 
methods from Design Thinking. We used personas to know what target groups we have. For 
idea generation, we use Post-Its to collect ideas from our developers. I think these are the 
two main methods that we use and they work. 
 
Have you brainstormed with Post-Its before? 
 
It’s hard to say that it’s totally new. In previous, we had meetings together and everyone 
could express the ideas in the meeting. But it was more like one by one. When we used 
Post-Its for brainstorming, we put the post-its on the board together or in parallel. Sometimes 
its more efficient and it also helps people who are shy to speak out they can just write it down 
and put it on the board. 
 
Is that a general issue in China to speak out and to tell others about one’s ideas? 
 
Yes, sometimes I think there are people who are shy or afraid of failure or afraid that others 
don’t select their ideas and they don’t speak out. 
 
And with Design Thinking do you think this helps? 
 
Yes, it helps. And also work is not fixed. Sometimes you are together in the meeting room, 
sometimes not even physically together, but by using post-its you can still work together.  
 
Do you use other methods? 
 
Just now I mentioned that these two are the most important. But last year we also used BPM 
- Business Process Modelling. I think that the key idea here is visualizing. First we asked 
customers to tell us their company processes, and then we write down the whole process 
and stakeholders that are involved in the process on a board. And during the process of 
writing down the company’s business process we kept asking questions to find out the pain 
points of our customers. And then we try to find out if we have the existing solution or if we 
can create solutions for customers in this part. That’s another method that we used.  
 
How did it feel to ask the customers? 
 
I think all methods, also this method, are pretty good. When we did that method we can find 
some key problems and key issues that exist and then we can start to thing about how we 
can solve this issue. All methods are good. 
 
Have you seen how Design Thinking is implemented in other countries? 
 
Hm no, I have been to the Design Thinking Lab at the d.school to see how they work, but I 
just joined them for a few hours. We have done some very short exercises, maybe half an 
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hour exercises. I haven’t worked with international teams. But in our company, we have 
different groups in different locations so I can see in India and Germany that similar projects 
are done. In India I think there’s the most exciting activity, the one that I remembered most. 
There, parents take their children to the job and they used Design Thinking activities to do 
creative things. The result is that children are more likely to put more passion on Design 
Thinking process. Those children were more creative than their parents. That was very 
interesting for me. I think that was in India last year and I really hope to see that here in 
China next year to see how creative our children are and to inspire or encourage adults to be 
as creative and use Design Thinking. 
 
Why are you focusing on the 3 steps instead of the whole process? 
 
It’s more like a habit, the common issue and problem that we met when we implemented 
Design Thinking... even in the first three phases, when you collect ideas you think of 
solutions. It’s very hard to change. Many people think “what’s the issue” and … how to say… 
it’s intuition. When you find the issue for your customer you already think about a solution 
and your thoughts are very limited. When we come to the prototype phase we don’t have too 
much choice. I think this is a long-time job to change.  
 
Why do you think it is like this? 
 
There are several reasons. I mentioned habit. It is difficult to change it in short time. You 
need to change gradually. Another reason I think is that it’s different in different 
organizations. In our organization it’s a big company, so for example there are six different 
roles. And each one is doing the job according to the role. And sometimes the solution part is 
not our role. Some people define the solution and some are in the implementation role, they 
realize the solution. And we specifically are in the development part, so that’s why we only 
focus on the first phases.  
 
What I think is when you work with DT you need to go through all six steps. In my previous 
projects it’s a pity that I haven’t been able to be involved in all roles. So it’s not our 
responsibility to provide the solution because we identify the problem. We report this issue to 
the other person who is in charge of developing a solution, to design it. Not all roles are 
doing the Design Thinking part. But this might change. We always have change in our 
companies. 
 
When you think of the methods and you think of China, which methods you think work 
and which don’t?  
 
This is very hard to say. I mean… it depends on the different person. One thing I don’t feel 
good about Design Thinking is that it doesn’t mention the people’s differences. It treats 
everyone the same but actually we are not the same. Some people are more talkative and 
some are more creative, some are more suitable for verifying ideas. We need to find a way 
that works for some people and in another work in another way. This is what I miss in Design 
Thinking and what gives obstacles to applying Design Thinking.  
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In regards to which method, to me... If it’s a good method people will love it, no matter 
whether in China, USA, Germany. I don’t think Chinese people show different characteristics 
than in other countries despite the cultural differences but for Design Thinking I think it’s the 
same.  
 
So you don’t think there is a difference when Germans and Chinese work with Design 
Thinking? 
 
No I don’t think so, it should be the same. But to me, change is more rapid in China. You can 
see some people... maybe people of 3 years difference, they are totally different. 3 years is a 
new generation, totally different. 
 
One criticism of your Design Thinking it doesn’t consider the different kind of people. 
What kind do you mean? 
 
Personality difference. I think it’s important. 
 
What kind of personality does Design Thinking prefer in your opinion? 
 
Not prefer… Some people are talkative and they can contribute more in some methods 
together and some other people are better in thinking, or evaluate solution. They can focus 
on different parts within the Design Thinking process. These are my personal thoughts. 
 
What would you change when implementing Design Thinking at Company A? 
 
Design Thinking coaches do not only have to be familiar with the Design Thinking method 
but they also need other skills like inspiring people. When people don’t like to talk they need 
to be inspired. When people are very talkative they should be able to manage the time. We 
should have high requirements for Design Thinking coaches and equip them with more skills. 
 
How many people work with Company A Shanghai? 
 
I think at least 2000 maybe 3000 people.  
 
And how many Design Thinking coaches are there and how many work with Design 
Thinking already? 
 
I don’t really know but we have a central coordinator. You can maybe contact him. I am just 
one of the coaches. We are at least 100 coaches. But I’m only one coach so he can answer 
your questions better. I will provide you with his name. He is responsible to roll out the 
concept and we execute the method. That person is more suitable to answer your questions. 
 
But you are working directly with the people at Company A? 
 



 
 
 
 

105 

Yes, he is the coordinator for rolling out the concepts and we are executing the methodology. 
He is implementing more than 40 Design Thinking projects in China.  
 
Are there a lot of companies working with Design Thinking in China?  
 
I think Company A is the first company in China to introduce Design Thinking. And there is 
the Design Thinking lab in Beijing at CUC. I think there is also Bosch that is using Design 
Thinking to solve a procurement problem. We provided some ideas but I don’t know if they 
adapted our ideas.  
 
Thank you so much for helping out. 
 
I am a big fan of Design Thinking and I really hope that this will work. Good luck with your 
thesis.  
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Appendix 5: Transcript of Interview 5 

Role    Innovation Manager 
Institution   Company B 
Industry   Engineering 
Number of Employees < 340,000 
Length of the Interview 1:02:05  
 
Vielen Dank, dass Sie so kurzfristig Zeit für ein Gespräch gefunden haben. Können wir 
vielleicht damit starten, dass Sie mir von Ihren Erfahrungen mit Design Thinking in 
China berichten? Was hat da gut funktioniert, welche Methoden haben da funktioniert 
und welche nicht?  
 
Ja, also die Schwierigkeit... wir haben Design Thinking in China bei Company B mit 
Ingenieuren gemacht. D.h. wir haben mindestens 3 große kulturelle Herausforderungen. Das 
erste ist Company B, B-2-B, deutsch-orientierte Unternehmenskultur, Company B hat ja ne 
eigens geprägte Kultur. Und die zweite ist die Ingenieurskultur. Ingenieure werden in einem 
bestimmten Denken und Arbeiten ausgebildet. Wir haben mit sehr erfahrenen Ingenieuren 
gearbeitet, die auch viel Erfahrung mit diesem Vorgehen haben und auch sehr erfolgreich 
damit sind, aus ihrer Perspektive, weil sie das aus ihrer Ingenieursperspektive beobachtet 
oder beurteilt haben und nicht aus einer etwas stärker Unternehmer- oder User- orientierten 
Perspektive, weil wir mit Kollegen gearbeitet haben aus der Corporate Technology, was 
Vorentwicklung war. Die dritte Herausforderung ist natürlich die die chinesische Dimension. 
Bis auf einen Kollegen und mich als Coach waren alle Kollegen Chinesisch. Die 
Schwierigkeit liegt darin, die Herausforderungen sauber zuzuordnen, das geht nicht. Wir 
haben diese drei kulturellen Elemente festgestellt und zusätzlich kommen noch zwei andere 
Faktoren dazu, die Persönlichkeit, sowohl die des Individuums als auch des Teams, also 
diese Personendynamik und die Projektdynamik. Die Projektdynamik dahingehend, dass 
manche Themen herausfordernder waren, dass das Team mit Aspekten konfrontiert war, die 
sehr schwierig zu verarbeiten waren, von der Logik oder vom Marktzugang. Und dass 
innerhalb eines Projektstatus auch verschiedene Dynamiken stattfinden, dass das Team am 
Anfang sehr verunsichert war, was ist das eigentlich für eine Methode. Wenn das 
Teamvertrauen dann da ist, verändern sich die Dynamiken.  
 
Man hat also verschiedene Dimensionen und die Herausforderungen für jemanden, der das 
Team coacht, ist diese verschiedenen Dimensionen wahrzunehmen, und in der Situation zu 
sehen, was man machen kann. Ein Beispiel für eine Herausforderung am Anfang eines 
Projektes ist der Vertrauensaufbau. Das Gesicht verlieren ist in China bzw. allen asiatischen 
Ländern groß und es scheint sich dort in verschiedenen Aspekten zu äußern, wobei ich aber 
sagen muss, dass es vielleicht auch überzogen ist. Wenn in Deutschland Teams aus 
Experten zusammenarbeiten, die vorher noch nicht zusammengearbeitet haben, will sich 
auch keiner bloßstellen. Aber vielleicht ist es in China stärker, ich weiß es nicht. Also, das 
äußert sich so, dass am Anfang die Leute sehr zurückhaltend und schüchtern sind. Und die 
Dynamik ändert sich natürlich auch, wenn Chef dabei ist.  Wir haben die Vermutung, dass 
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Dinge sogar bewusst zurückgehalten werden, aber das weiß man nicht, das ist die 
Herausforderung. Ich versuche das vom Prozess aus zu beschreiben. 
 
Erst mal, sich sehr von seiner Ingenieursorientierung zu lösen und diesen 360° Ansatz 
umzusetzen, das ist mehr das Problem von traditionellen Ingenieuren als wirklich Chinesen. 
Dann das Schüchterne, Zurückhaltende, dass man Leute nicht konfrontieren möchte, kein 
inquisitorisches Verhalten, Dinge nachzufragen. Manchmal hatte ich auch das Gefühl, dass 
da keine Neugierde war, jedenfalls wurde es nicht ausgelebt. Die Art der 
Fragestellungsqualität und die Qualität, wie das Interview durchgeführt wurde, war rein 
handwerklich, das war sehr schwierig. 
 
Sie meinen jetzt die User Interviews? 
 
Ja genau, beim Need Finding halt. Und wir glauben bei Experten, da liegt die Frage, 
inwieweit sehr detailliert beobachtet werden kann. Im Beobachten sind sie sehr gut, aber die 
Kultur des Hinterfragens, das zieht sich im Need Finding total durch. Und auch das 
Abstrahieren, Cluster bilden, Analysieren, Interpretieren, das kann aber auch einfach in der 
Ingenieurskultur gelegen haben. 
 
Die Brainstormingdynamiken sind ganz ganz anders, das hat dann was zu tun mit dem 
Vertrauen im Team, nicht teilen wollen, Angst haben, das Gesicht zu verlieren, das war 
häufig in der Industrie sehr schwierig, weil das ein anderes Umfeld ist als an der Universität, 
z.B. bei der d.school in Peking, eine Kommunikationsuniversität, da sind ganz andere Leute 
dabei. Das ist also die Mischung aus einem kulturellen Kontext, einem professionellen 
Kontext und einem Ingenieurskontext, der bei uns dann zum Tragen kam und sich bei uns 
darin geäußert hat, dass die Leute nicht vor Ideen gesprüht haben, nicht sich Bälle 
zugeworfen haben, dass das Ganze zäh war, dass die Idee nicht originell war. Oder dass es 
ins andere Extreme gesprungen ist, dass man sich gefragt hat was hat diese Idee mit 
diesem Kontext zu tun. 
 
Die Schwierigkeit im Anschluss ist, wenn Ideen produziert werden, dann kommt wieder 
dieses Inquisitorische, bewusst Ideen rauszuschmeißen, nicht nur dem Chef zu gefallen, 
sondern auch zu gucken, was ist in diesem Kontext die beste Idee, nicht nur weil sie von 
jemandem bestimmtes kam. Und im Anschluss für die Idee zu kämpfen. Da haben wir aber 
auch Überraschungen erlebt, und das mein ich mit dass sich Dynamiken über Zeit verändern 
weil Teams mit der Zeit vertrauter miteinander sind, weil neues Verhalten gelernt wird, weil 
verstanden wird, dass anderes Verhalten gefördert, appreciated wird, da findet auch bei 
einigen ein Wandel statt. Da haben wir teilweise echt unser blaues Wunder erlebt. 
 
Zum Beispiel? 
 
Also ein Kollege, der eigentlich ein sehr diplomatischer Mensch ist, ein Projektleiter, hat eine 
sehr dominante Art gegenüber seinen Projekten, also ein Project owner. Im Steering 
Committee mussten die Ideen gegenüber dem Head of Design Thinking, dem Projectowner 
und unserem Chef, präsentiert werden. Also der Kollege war wie gesagt sehr dominant und 
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sehr direkt, fast undiplomatisch wimmelt er Dinge schnell ab. Am Anfang  hat er die Klappe 
gehalten, und das gemacht was sie sagt, und zum Schluss hat er ihr widersprochen und 
argumentiert, warum er das nicht so sieht und hat für seine Idee gekämpft. Das war so eine 
Überraschung für unseren Chef, wir haben Backsteine geglotzt, weil das für unser 
Verständnis von Chinesischer Kultur ein no-go war. Er hat ihnen Respekt eingeflößt. 
 
Ich weiß nicht wie es langfristig zu bewerten ist, aber die Leute haben sich verändert, 
absolut. Wenn man ihnen bestimmte Werkzeuge in die Hand gibt und ihnen sagt, dass 
Diskussion ein Austausch von Meinungen ist und nicht negativ zu bewerten ist und 
verschiedene Ideen nicht zum Konflikt führen müssen, weil es im Design Thinking, das sagt 
man ja so, ist es ok, sie müssen sich nicht streiten, sich in die Haare kriegen oder einander 
dominieren. Ideen entwickeln sich auf Annahmen, die begründet sind, und es ist völlig 
naheliegend, dass diese Annahmen falsch sein können, deswegen testet ihr ja, es hat nichts 
mit eurem Intellekt zu tun sondern mit der Fuzziness von Informationen, die ihr vorher 
bekommen habt. Und das war ein absoluter Relief für die Teams, weil sie “Konflikte” nicht 
austragen mussten sondern einfach mit mehreren Prototypen testen und schauen was 
gelernt werden kann.  
 
Das war vorher bei Company B nicht der Fall? 
 
Dieses Iterative, das Testen wurde vorher bei uns nicht gemacht. Die Ingenieure kriegen 
Requirements und liefern Technologien, die diesen Requirements entsprechen und geben 
diese den Kunden aus der Business Unit. Wenn sie testen dann sind das meistens 
Funktionstests mit harten Kriterien, entweder es funktioniert oder funktioniert nicht, es ist 
nicht so weich, diese Teams waren rein Ingenieurlastig, Entwicklerteams, einige Frauen sind 
da, aber insgesamt sehr männerdominiert, aber immer wieder Frauen und immer an harten 
Technologiethemen gearbeitet. Mit der Art der Themenstellung wurde sie vorher nie 
konfrontiert. Das war ne Riesenherausforderung für die Teams. Und mit der vielen Freiheit, 
die sie genossen haben, kamen dann die Unsicherheiten. 
 
Und wie sind die Leute damit umgegangen, wenn es sonst klare Vorgaben oder 
Restriktionen gab?  
 
Restriktionen sind ja immer sehr negativ. Es gab klare Vorgaben. Ich hatte den Eindruck, 
dass so die Tüftler unter den Ingenieuren, die lieben das, und die, die klare Vorgaben 
brauchen, haben es gehasst, und das hat sich teilweise in ein aggressives Verhalten 
geäußert. Wenn sie verunsichert sind, hab ich beobachtet, dass sie diese Unsicherheit auch 
nach oben gedrückt haben, Anschuldigungen und negative Aussagen gegenüber den 
Coaches gemacht, dass es “unsere Schuld” war, dass wir nicht die richtigen Instrumente 
hatten um die Unsicherheit abzubauen. Diese Unsicherheiten haben auch viel damit zu tun, 
wie sie mit so einem Ansatz vertraut sind, oder sich da wohlfühlen, ob sie können wollen 
dürfen, wie stark sie unter Erfolgsdruck stehen oder nicht. 
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Sie meinten es ist also persönlichkeitsabhängig, wie Menschen auf bestimmte 
Methoden reagieren? Mal unabhängig davon, gibt es mehr Methoden, die zur 
chinesischen Kultur passen? 
 
Ich bin keine Ethnologin. Es ist aber zum Beispiel statistisch belegt, dass Asiaten verspielter 
sind. Spielsucht ist dort eine verbreitete Krankheit, und wir haben versucht, mit Aspekten des 
Gamification zu arbeiten, eine positive spielerische Atmosphäre zu schaffen und die 
einzelnen Module spielerisch anzugehen. Und das ist sicherlich sinnvoll. Was auch sinnvoll 
ist aber im Corporate Context schwer umzusetzen, mit Trockenübungen anzufangen. Die 
Stanford-Leute machen erst mal Design Thinking Challenges, die mit der Hauptchallenge 
nichts zu tun haben, um die Leute mit der Methode vertraut zu machen, nicht gleich Methode 
und richtiges Projekt, wo es gleich um etwas geht.  Es muss halt effizient gehalten werden, 
natürlich hatten wir erst mal ein Kick-off Event und dann 3 Tage Challenges gehabt, aber das 
ist einfach zu kurz. Der Druck ist einfach zu hoch.  
 
Gibt es noch weitere Sachen um Design Thinking kulturell zu adaptieren? 
 
Wir haben ja erst ein Projekt mit Stanford und eins mit IDEO gemacht, von beiden Ansätzen 
genommen, was zu unseren Kontext gepasst hat, B-2-B, deutsch, ingenieurslastig, 
Vorentwicklung, diese Sachen. Deswegen ist es schwierig zu sagen, das war jetzt der 
chinesische Aspekt.  
 
Was wir gemacht haben, es ist auch Design Thinking, wir mussten sehr visuell arbeiten, 
Creative Confidence bilden. Alle können super gut zeichnen, aber wir mussten das 
nourishen, ihnen eine visuelle Sprache gegeben, damit es ihnen einfacher fällt zu malen und 
sie sich daran orientieren können. Wir haben dann den Raum, wo wir gearbeitet haben, zu 
verchinesischen versucht, sein Name war dann “chuangzaoze guang”, “innovator’s heaven”, 
es kommt von dem buch “chuangzao kayu”, Erfindung des Himmels, so hat man das Labor 
genannt, nicht weil das Sofa der d.school rot war, sondern weil rot in China symbolisch 
aufgeladen ist.  
 
Das ist das eine, dann haben wir festgestellt, Brainstorming hat nicht funktioniert, mehr 
Brainwriting oder Brainsketching. Dann haben wir es gelassen, Brainstorming auf Englisch 
zu machen, weil die Kollegen haben auf Chinesisch gedacht und Ideen generiert. Es fällt den 
Leuten einfacher, auf ihrer Sprache zu denken, was natürlich blöd ist weil ich das nicht mehr 
verstanden habe. Aber wir sind keine Sprachschule und brauchen Ergebnisse. Wir haben 
Glossary gebildet, die fragen nicht nach, wenn wir dann was erklären, fragen die nicht nach, 
aber ich glaube nicht, dass es nur “chinesisch” ist sondern mehr ein Expertenproblem. Wenn 
wir wussten, es ist nicht einfach zu verstehen, haben wir es ihnen gleich übersetzt und im 
Glossary angelegt. Einen Artikel, den wir auf Chinesisch geschrieben haben, haben mir 
mitverteilt, damit sie sich einlesen können. 
 
Ich denke auch der Aspekt Hierarchie war sehr wichtig, der Head of Technology war im 
Steering Kommittee, und ihm gegenüber zu präsentieren, das war ein immenser Druck aber 
natürlich auch ein immenser Motivator. Wir mussten, und jetzt weiß ich nicht, ob das 
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Chinesisch ist, aber wir mussten die Leute an der kurzen Leine halten, dass sie on time 
delivern, und nicht dass es zu bösen Überraschungen kommt. Es war mehr kontrolliert als 
freies Design, aber das ist auch dem geschuldet, dass wir einen wahnsinnigen Druck haben 
und die Leute in einem engen Zeitrahmen agiert haben. 
 
Was wir noch gemacht haben, wir hatten das “ Three-way-hand-shaking ” entwickelt, das 
fanden wir ganz witzig, also jemand erklärt etwas und die anderen erklären, wie sie es 
verstanden haben und wir haben dann gesagt, was richtig und was nicht richtig 
wiedergegeben wurde. So konnten wir sicher sein “hat er das verstanden” auch wenn er 
nicht nachfragt. Weil dieses Nachfragen, das war schon sehr offensichtlich, dass es nicht 
gemacht wurde.  
 
Gab es noch mehr Sachen, die „verchinesiert“ wurden? 
 
Das Logo haben wir speziell aus China gewünscht, das war allerdings unserem sehr 
begnadeten Designer geschuldet, der das sehr empathisch von sich aus vorgeschlagen hat, 
dass rot und Elfenbein drin ist, eine Art Helix, die für Human-Centredness steht, kombiniert 
mit dem Materiellen, Technischen. Angeordnet ist das ganze in einem Ying und Yang 
Aspekt. Unser Logo hat bewusst chinesische Elemente genommen. 
 
Und was wir noch versucht haben ist die Kollegen auf chinesischen Besonderheiten 
einzustimmen, z. B. bei Brainstorming, die Bilder zu nehmen, die aus China sind, denn die 
Kollegen sollten ja Entwicklungen von China für China machen. 
 
Und zum Thema Teamwork, da meinten Sie, dass es in China sehr hierarchisch 
gehalten ist. Wie hat das so funktioniert, wenn zusammengearbeitet wird, gab es 
Tricks, um das zu umgehen? 
 
Dazu zwei Sachen, nicht nur China ist sehr hierarchisch aufgebaut, also dass der Aspekt der 
Machtdistanz eine Rolle spielt, es ist auch so, dass Company B sehr hierarchisch aufgebaut 
ist, doppelt gemoppelt. Die Stanford Engineerings, wir haben nicht mit der d.school in 
Stanford gearbeitet, haben ja keinen ausgewiesenen Projektleiter. Das hätten wir auch gern 
so gehabt aber das wurde von unserem Management abgelehnt. Es gab also immer einen 
Projektleiter, und wir haben dann festgestellt, meistens war es dann so dass diese Person 
präsentiert hat. Es gab kein rotierendes System und dann kam die Frage des Ownership auf, 
dass sich die Leute nicht mit dem Projekt identifizieren. Dann stellt sich natürlich die Frage, 
ist das in einem Corporate Environment einfach so. Das war auf jeden Fall eine 
Schwierigkeit.  
 
Die andere Herausforderung, die wir festgestellt haben, was macht einen großartigen 
Creative Leader aus. Wir hatten einen gehabt, der war relativ jung, der wurde von denen 
respektiert, er hat aber auch seine Leuten respektiert, er hat klare Ansagen gemacht und 
seinen Leuten Freiraum gegeben, und ein Vertrauen vermittelt, wenn es keinen Sinn macht, 
erwarte ich, dass ihr mir das sagt und ich setze mich damit auseinander. Es war also ein 
absolutes Vertrauensverhältnis und Respektverhältnis, niemand hatte Angst, das war auch 
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ein Team, das sehr spielerisch miteinander umgegangen ist, der Altersunterschied war nicht 
sehr groß, sie haben auch in der Freizeit viel miteinander gemacht. Es war einfach ein 
großartiger Teamleader, einer der besten Führungskräfte, die ich dort gesehen habe. Dann 
gibt es natürlich auch Leute, die dominierend handeln, da war die Stimmung sehr negativ, es 
passiert in Deutschland und es passiert auch in China. 
 
Also das war nichts, was eindeutig für die Chinesische Kultur stand? 
 
Das würde ich so auch nicht sagen, was ich in anderen Firmen gesehen habe, da hatte ich 
schon den Eindruck, dass in viele Unternehmen schon noch sehr stark befehlsorientiert 
agiert wird, so dass eher das Alter dominiert, und dass die Universitäten auch keine andere 
Führungskultur vermitteln, irgendwoher muss es ja kommen. Ohne den Chinesen auf die 
Füße treten zu wollen,  ich hatte das Gefühl, dass es eine sehr egoistisch orientierte Kultur 
herrscht, man hört ständig “wir sind zu viele, wir sind zu viele” dass es auch naheliegend ist, 
dass sie gucken, wo sie selbst bleiben.  
 
Das ist aber jetzt ein bisschen überraschend, wenn man sich Hofstede anschaut, 
denkt man ja eher, dass Chinesen in einer kollektivistischen Kultur leben, dass sie 
sehr auf die Gruppe achten und weniger aufs Individuum? 
 
Sie sind wahrscheinlich Chinesin? 
 
Nein, ich habe vietnamesische Wurzeln. 
 
Also ja, es ist eine kollektivistische Kultur, aber wenn sie sehen, wie sie als Geschäftsleute 
agieren, da ist es null kollektivistisch, aber das ist wirklich eine Schizophrenie. 
 
Das ist sehr interessant wie solche Dimensionen aber dann im Corporate Context 
ausschauen oder gelebt werden. 
 
Nicht ohne Grund... wie kommt es zusammen, dass man kollektivistisch ist und auf einander 
Acht gibt und sich gegenseitig vergiftet? Was auf die Chinesen reinclasht, sie haben eine 1-
Kind Politik, es sind superviele Chinesen da, jeder will mehr Geld, mehr Ruhm, mehr 
Lebensqualität, und das ist ein unwahrscheinlicher Leistungsdruck, ein Konkurrenzdruck, 
alles was im inneren Kreis ist, auf die geben sie Acht, aber alle anderen sind draußen. Wenn 
man da lebt, kriegt man mit... Also z.B. die Frage “wo hast du studiert” und es gibt nun mal 
10 Universitäten, die dort richtig zählen, wenn man nicht bei den 10 war, oder manchmal hab 
ich das Gefühl, wenn man nicht von einer bestimmten Region kommt, ist das auch nicht so 
toll, wenn man aber auf der Tongji oder Tshinghua kommst, dann bist du schon mal wer.  
 
Vielen Dank für das sehr ausführliche und interessante Interview. Sie haben mir 
wirklich sehr geholfen.  
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Appendix 6: Transcript of Interview 6 

Role Head of Strategy and Operational Development  
Institution   Company C  
Industry   Telecommunications Equipment 
Number of Employees < 120,000 
Length of the Interview 37:05  
  
Thank you for taking your time and talking with me. After reading about the [Name of 
Company C’s innovation program], I am really curious to hear more about it. However, 
I would like to start with asking you what your personal view on Design Thinking is? 
  
For me, it is a thinking method, the way you look at a problem. Design Thinking is a way you 
can think. That’s my first understanding. And also it’s a framework or an approach. It 
contents 6 steps. And you can add tools or methods so you can apply those tools to your 
innovation challenge, to discover new ideas or generate new products. 
  
That’s interesting, because in the blog article about Company C’s [Name of Company 
C’s innovation program], please correct me if I’m wrong, you are not using Design 
Thinking in the early phase for generating ideas but more after colleagues submitted 
their ideas, you start to use Design Thinking to form the idea. Is that right? 
  
I think [Name of Company C’s innovation program] is a lot about Innovation management. It 
tries to capture the creativity from R&D engineers. It also creates innovation processes or 
ideas. We hope to change everyone to get Design Thinking skills. However the ideas come 
from different sources, technology push or from our understanding. In the early stage we are 
open to get insights from everyone and then we try to incubate those ideas. That was the 
original thinking. Of course Design Thinking itself is very useful therefore we run several kind 
of projects in order to prove the organizations that this could serve different types of problem 
inside a company. For example, Design Thinking can not only be applied in product 
innovation but also apply to other services, you can choose the response time, or to explore 
different new areas. We try to train more people to understand Design Thinking so that they 
can use Design Thinking in their own way. 
  
In order to execute Design Thinking projects, it requires a lot of training and understanding of 
Design Thinking. In the large-scale employment we cannot afford everyone to do so. 
Therefore, we only do 6-12 weeks Design Thinking projects for the best, so that’s the first 
point. Second is that we think during the innovation project, in order to get inside, it’s also 
possible to get insights from different sources. We want to capture it from the engineers. So 
in the early stage we say you don’t need to apply Design Thinking for everyone. They can 
also not use Design Thinking. Both ways are ok. 
 
Can you maybe really briefly explain to me again how your innovation program 
works? 
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Yes, sure. To make it short, in 2010 or so, our CEO introduced a company-wide initiative to 
enter new market segments in the information and communications technology sector. The 
program that we created got inspired by the way venture capital investments are run. It 
basically functions like a start-up incubator within our company. There are several elements, 
including a venture capital funding model, a team of innovation consultants, and a method 
that is based on Design Thinking. Design Thinking is used after we evaluated the submitted 
ideas of the first round, to transform the ideas into marketable concepts.  
  
So Design Thinking is something that helps the innovation process but not 
necessarily something that everyone has to go through. So I’m just interested when 
the engineers are starting to use Design Thinking in the second stage, do you observe 
any difficulties in regards to their cultural heritage? I’m very interested in seeing how 
the national culture influences the way Design Thinking is done. 
  
I think culture influences how you apply Design Thinking and also the mind-set of everyone. 
In our Company C’s office in San Jose, engineers are more entrepreneurial and challenge 
the status quo, but in China, the people who join Company C are very educated and good in 
solving problems, but not good to explore new scenes or challenge existing assumptions. 
And also I think in China, it is more hierarchical than the Western world, so people respect 
experts. During the ideation phase, if the experts say something, people tend to very easily 
accept that instead of challenging what expert is saying. And also because the product that 
we develop is a Telecom product. For Telecom products, people are easily to develop a 
product based on standardization, based on product architecture and past experiences. 
Therefore, it is difficult for people to build without those knowledge, and therefore, if you you 
have the knowledge of the standardization, product picture, knowledge about what happened 
in the past, then in ideation phase, you are easily to get the job done, people will think that 
what you said is true. That is also one thing that happens.  
 
And of course for analytical people, of course they know how to design a product, but they 
are not very empathetic. Compared to Italy, for example, the people here are more likely to 
think and then act, they are not good at talking to people, understand them and come back to 
bring these insights into the design. That is something that is different from the Western 
people. 
  
So for the Chinese people it is more difficult to talk to customers and bring the 
insights into the products? 
  
I mean the engineers here they are lacking of entrepreneurship experience compared to the 
people in San Jose. The engineers here like to analyse things, and they respect experts, so 
they don’t challenge the status-quo. They think and act and don’t try to understand the 
customer. And of course it’s easier for them to compare and analyse instead of exploring the 
unknown. 
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The [Name of Company C’s innovation program] is running in different countries. Are 
there any differences between these countries? Are there any adaptions you make in 
China? 
  
No we didn’t have enough time to implement those changes yet. It takes time to make 
changes and it’s not an easy job that you can just immediately do. There are differences 
when you apply [Name of Company C’s innovation program] in other places. It is difficult to 
explain. They have different sizes; they have different ways to organize for innovation. It is 
really difficult to explain the major differences. 
  
When Chinese people work with Design Thinking, do you observe any differences 
other than the hierarchical structure? In the article it says that people are reluctant to 
present the early prototypes. Why is that? 
  
I think that’s a general status in an engineering culture company. It is very similar to 
Germany; I mean it’s difficult for people to bring a low solution prototype to customers. They 
are afraid that the customer will ask very detailed questions that they don’t have the answer 
to. 
  
And which methods do you think fit the Chinese culture?  
  
I think that prototyping and the testing phase are more natural. When they develop 
something tangible, then they can bring that to the customer and then they can make the 
iterations. That is easier for them. Different interactions. People are more familiar with 
prototyping and testing and iteration. 
  
And which steps are very uncomfortable for the people? 
  
I think the empathy part, to understand the customer problems, pains. I think we are 
traditional technology-push company. So therefore, people are not used to get into contact 
with customers. And second, the distance between R&D and the customer is very far, there 
are different units in between, so that also creates a barrier for R&D people to understand 
the customer pain points. It is a Company C problem, not much a Chinese problem. 
  
Is there anything else you want to share with me regards Design Thinking in China? 
  
I think Design Thinking itself is becoming a hot topic in China. A lot of people start to talk 
about Design Thinking and promote it. And in the early stage, awareness raising, people 
learn about what it is and it will still take a few years to understand how to apply it in their 
context, it will take time to analyse the steps behind Design Thinking. That is my personal 
view. And of course for the Internet and Mobile Internet companies, they use methods for 
new product development, some of the mind-sets although the principles behind it might be 
Design Thinking. 
  



 
 
 
 

115 

[Name of Company C’s innovation program] is used in bigger companies, for start-up 
companies, they have an entrepreneurial spirit and they really have a different understanding 
of customer empathy, they act very quickly. The principles they use are very similar to what 
Design Thinking is. [Name of Company C’s innovation program] is more used in bigger 
corporations because the challenge is that in bigger companies, we try to trigger 
entrepreneurial spirit and hope that everyone also look at customer needs and not only the 
available technology. 
 
Thank you very much for your time. 
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Appendix 7: Transcript of Interview 7 

Role    Design Thinking coach 
Institution   Company B 
Industry   Engineering 
Number of Employees < 340,000 
Length of the Interview 1:03:39  
 
Thanks for making this interview happen. Ok, so in the beginning maybe we can just 
talk about your educational background and your professional work with Design 
Thinking? 
 
So from 2006 to 2010, I was in college and I was actually studying flight vehicle control and 
design, space craft basically. Then I applied for my Master’s at Stanford and transferred to 
mechanical engineering. I was about to study robotics, which was pretty interesting to me 
and I’m still very excited about the mechatronic system. So I did a lot of study in that area. In 
one of the projects I have done, we applied a lot of Design Thinking methodology inside so I 
used that process in my mechanical engineering project and I got pretty interested in the 
whole process, the way how teams work, the environments we interacted with users, 
outsiders, to get inspiration, and we used rapid prototyping, and a lot of fun and also stressful 
ways to get ourselves outside the box. That was pretty exciting to me and I then extended 
my area of interest to design. That’s how I transferred from my engineering studies to design. 
At that time I was also introduced to some people at Company B, which is where I worked 
later. So I saw a career opportunity there. So I transferred from robotics to design, that’s how 
I got educated in DT. I took a lot of classes but I never did an academic study. It was a lot of 
practice, learning by doing, interacting with different professors and teachers. That was my 
educational background. 
 
And then I went on to Company B in Beijing, I worked there 2 years as an innovation 
specialist. [Name of Interviewee 5] was the innovation manager there and we two where the 
only Design Thinking experts rooted in Beijing, China so basically we went there and tried to 
do a lot of training and coaching for the Company B colleagues. Most of them were research 
scientists in the corporate technology department of Company B right now. That’s what I 
have done in the two years, we coached 11-12 projects, different size and kinds, we acted 
like lecturers, we worked together with the team as team members as coaches, we 
organized a lot of Design Thinking activities inside Company B. What we additionally have 
done is the research with Stanford. We did some research projects to reflect on what we 
have done in China. Now I’m almost starting the PhD at Stanford, my specialized area is 
Design Thinking but I’m pretty interested in investigating into how to apply design mind-set in 
a corporate environment and how people can really innovate in a corporate environment.  
 
Yes, so you worked with Design Thinking and Company B in China and you got the 
education from Stanford. How would you describe the experience in China when you 
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were coaching your colleagues at Company B? Is it different how Design Thinking is 
understood in the Western world compared to China? 
 
I will just talk about my experience. From my previous experience at Stanford I thought it was 
not a big learning curve for people to like and understand Design Thinking. They are open 
and very prone to speak out their opinions, whether it’s a really good one or not mature one. 
They are free to talk and they are very easy… prone to act and do prototypes, it’s easy for 
them to learn new stuff and they are optimistic. From my understanding of Design Thinking is 
not a hot topic here. People like it and its mostly because Stanford is a very good 
environment, they are smart and open. Silicon Valley is a very entrepreneurial space for 
people to get together, no wonder right. When we first tried to convey the concept of Design 
Thinking, it was still at a very early stage and people listened to us with a lot of doubt. They 
will treat Design Thinking as a method or process to improve way of doing things. They use it 
just as a method. They didn’t fully open themselves to accept it to really transfer their mind-
set to a new one, to open their minds and try out a new way of work. That was totally 
different. I don’t know if you know some engineering methods to do innovation, they treated it 
as an engineering method. If it didn’t work immediately they would reject it. That was the big 
hurdle we had. Design Thinking you know is not a method, its actually a mind-set, its an 
attitude. If you don’t really change yourself you will never get it. Its not a “you learn it you get 
it”. It’s you learn, you practice, you understand, you iterate, it’s a long process before you can 
really get it, but most people in China they didn’t even want to go through the whole process 
before they understand it. Most of them gave up and lost their interest, they stuck to their 
way of doing things. They just say “it doesn’t work for us you don’t understand us, this is the 
business world not academic, not a children’s playground, so don’t teach me here” so that is 
how Design Thinking was perceived by most people in Company B. On the other hand I 
would say there are lot of people who are open to it in the beginning of our Design Thinking 
training and coaching program we had several colleagues selected by the corporate 
technology head, they are very smart people, several of them immediately jumped into the 
Design Thinking mind-set, they adopted Design Thinking into their daily work, made space 
more colourful and module, and they taught what they learned from Design Thinking to 
colleagues from other group, there are other people from university, you got to know [Name 
of interviewee 1] for example, or also in Southern China, another university is collaborating 
with Stanford. The moment they got involved, they got really excited and students like it. The 
way in China how students learn how to do projects is listen to the teacher and follow 
instructions created by teacher, no way they can really innovate. By doing projects this way 
they can explore and talk to different people. Of course they would like it but in the business 
world there are lots of constrains, they treat people as work, they have certain mind-sets that 
shape them for many years, they got it in the company and refuse to change the mind-set for 
new ways of doing things. That’s the two opposite worlds you encounter in China. 
 
Is that a Chinese problem? Or is that a general problem of the business world? 
 
Well outside Company B I can’t really say much, I personally had some contact with people 
outside Company B from other companies, even at SAP or Company B, our corporate 
technology head said was “Every company is basically the same”. They just treat work as 
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work, they won’t accept new ways of doing, there are lot of more complicated reasons that 
influences the way people perceive Design Thinking. For instance in China at Company B, 
the core of Company B is based in Germany and those people who work in China don’t have 
a lot of control. If they innovate chances are low that they bring their innovations to markets. 
They are in China and the heart is in Germany. Even they do something there is little chance 
that they can make it happen. Having this in mind they say ok why would I still try so hard to 
do this time consuming, energy consuming, sleep-depriving Design Thinking stuff. But China 
itself is a very special environment to investigate Design Thinking because it is an extreme 
market and Design Thinking can really work. But the people in the Business world would say 
it costs a lot of time and energy and it always get us too disruptive ideas so why should we 
try it. In a lot of peoples’ mind in China. In Germany as [Name of interviewee 5] has 
transferred to Germany, she has a lot more to say about this. I think back in my time at 
Company B I still heard a lot of positive voices in Germany at Company B but I don’t really 
know much how ... basically I would say in a big company, a multinational which has a long 
history and a lot of employees and hierarchies, it’s hard to implement a new way of doing 
things, no matter if it’s Design Thinking or whatever, it will always be hard to apply new 
things. But for start-ups or small companies or independent entities which have open-minded 
leaders it’s a different story. There is not a single word to conclude all of them. Later I went 
into investigation of children Design Thinking and I learned that there are a lot of 
entrepreneurs applying Design Thinking.  Actually, the way how d.school teaches Design 
Thinking at Stanford, they apply it to China to attract parents to bring their kids in and to 
teach them innovative stuff, it’s a big market in China, there are a lot of people doing this, a 
lot of entrepreneurs and start-ups.  
 
As you mentioned before you worked with Chinese colleagues with the Design 
Thinking methodology and mind-set, are there any pain points for Chinese people 
when it comes to different areas, e.g. teamwork or prototyping, user research etc.? 
 
Yes there were a lot. I mean different teams behave differently. In every stage and method, 
we were trying to convey there were hurdles in different teams. For instance for the user 
study, the need finding phase, a lot of teams were reluctant to go outside, there were a lot of 
reasons… for instance, for the observation and interview part, there were teams who find it 
really hard to find users to interview for instance a team responsible for brain stroke patients. 
So Company B produces big machines in hospitals, there are CT and MRI machines for 
brain stroke care, and they wanted to interview people involved in the ecosystem, the 
patients, the hospital personal, different doctors. In the beginning this team was very 
reluctant to talk to people, typical research scientists. They would sit down go on scholar or 
other platforms to get recent studies and benchmark but that was not the typical way of doing 
DT and this was what we got as a typical reaction from engineers. But this team, they had to 
talk to stroke people and a lot of people they can’t even talk, they are in a state of coma and 
are in a miserable state, and how can I even interview them. And they were reserved to do 
observations, shy to go to a place and sit there for a few hours. In their minds they say it’s a 
waste of time because they are not sure to get something by the end of the day, but if they sit 
24 hours in front of the computer and they know what they are getting, that’s their way of 
doing business. For this specific team, it took us more than a month to get them really into 
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the field. I took them to a hospital on Saturday and stayed there the whole day and that day a 
girl was really excited she talked to the brother of a stroke patient and she looked into the CT 
images, it was really face to face and an immersive experience for her. Later designing a 
brain stroke system was not like a technological problem, it was a real problem she wanted 
to solve, from the real world. But there are teams who never get the hurdle there. 
  
Prototyping, they don’t really do that, you might have heard that from [Name of interviewee 5] 
already. Especially in companies like Company B, we have products like motors, turbines, or 
MRI machines, those are really giant, big machines, complicated and they don’t have a lot of 
human interfaces with humans, they stand there and work the whole day, not a lot of things 
people can do except maintenance, very few people interact with them. That’s how people 
understood it, how those colleagues understood it.	  But there were opportunities, machines 
are manufactured by people, designed by people, maintained by people, there is always a lot 
of interaction between people and machines, we tried to open their minds, but most of the 
colleagues thought it was not realistic, not worth the time and effort, so they didn’t try it out or 
if they try it out they never do it seriously, they make shallow surveys, and when they get the 
results, they say “see that is what we got, we already expected this and we know this.” But 
they never really observe, they never really interview with the mind to discover, they just 
wanted to finish it. 
 
For prototyping those big machines, we say “you can use cardboard, or paper, or some of 
the market stuff to quickly assemble artifacts just to give some feeling and to show and tell 
people the story, if you just show big numbers people are not interested, they are not 
listening to you.” Then the answer is just... they would say that “motors are complicated, how 
can you show that through paper?” But through prototyping you yourself can learn 
something, you will discover something new, from doing itself, and they followed our 
instructions, but they wouldn’t get anything, after half an hour they would go back to their 
computers and make the model in the software. I mean it is difficult for them to do this, for 
those industrial software hardware applications. We had a project, it was a mobile application 
for Company B products, which open to the users of smart buildings. They had a lot of 
interviews with the different people entering the building, using the building, and they did 
some beautiful and interesting designs of mobile interface, their application interface, it was 
really innovative to change the whole concept of what they were doing. So it was easier for 
teams, which have easier access to users and to prototyping materials. What they can do 
with the prototype, it’s easier to draw the interface with paper and show it to people with 
artifacts. But if you make motors or gas turbine it’s hard.  
 
I myself did a project in my Master studies, I was working on a cell light project and we made 
a lot of paper models of cell lights, if we would have done it in a business environment it 
would have been different but we did that in Stanford, it was very open-minded, and we were 
willing to try out different things, we were not afraid of failure. We did it and we learned a lot 
of things ourselves. But it was not the problem of the people that are applying Design 
Thinking but it’s the whole environment that constrains Design Thinking. There are other 
stages for the people, we asked them to benchmark products outside their own field; they 
were reluctant to do it. If we say “benchmark” to the motor people, they will compare their 
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motors with GE’s or other companies but they would never compare a motor with a printer or 
something from IKEA or something irrelevant. They were reluctant to open their mind to find 
inspiration from other places. 
 
There are a lot of other difficulties but these were two examples. 
 
Hm, it sounds like the environment and the background of the people and less the 
culture... 
 
From the cultural point of view, I would say Chinese people, because I am myself Chinese, 
are shy and reserved to talk, unless their opinions are really fully ready to jump out of their 
mind, otherwise they don’t speak up. So even here at Stanford, there are a lot of Asians and 
Chinese people, and at the class that is applying Design Thinking methodologies, there are 
Chinese students distributed in different teams, and for those with more Chinese students, 
the team morale was not that good, it’s hard for the team to have a good management in 
terms of Design Thinking way of doing things. There was a team of three Asian students, I 
don’t know if all of them were Chinese, and Larry who is the professor of the class was really 
frustrated with this team because every meeting they had with the team they were so 
reserved to talk, they would get nothing out of them. It was always hierarchical, manager 
way, lower hierarchy employee meeting, not equal team, they won’t get inspirations from the 
professor and teaching assistants, but the Chinese students, they are so reluctant, when you 
face a teacher how can you be so free, that is the thinking embedded in their minds for their 
last 20 years of education and now you ask them to speak up, to stand there and to do show 
and tell, it’s really hard for them to do the transition. I think for the cultural part, it took a long 
time to transition. Larry was really frustrated about that. I think that’s changeable, because 
for me, I was shy in the beginning too, I am Chinese too, I prepared myself really well before 
I spoke up, but later at some point I realized even if you talk about something really stupid 
opinions, ask silly questions, it’s fine, everybody does that, sometimes when you say 
something stupid, other people don’t think so, they say “oh that’s really interesting”. You 
realize that as you try hard but it’s really hard, especially for Chinese people because of their 
education. 
 
Is there anything else specific for Chinese people related to DT? 
 
There are a lot of good parts as well, they are hardworking, very systematic, they try 
themselves really hard to get to the level their managers expect, so they do very well in that 
manner. 
 
And actually this is interesting, I think because of that we were able to implement Design 
Thinking in China, because there were people who were willing to come in and listen to us, 
ok, they didn’t want it but they were told by their managers to come in, they didn’t know what 
they will get but it’s the hard working part to come in and listen. I don’t know I just guess but I 
think if it’s in a US company, if the managers say “there are a couple of new colleagues 
coming in that teach you new ways of doing work, get yourself some time go to their 
sessions, and attend their talks and listen”, if that happens in the US probably half of the 
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colleagues would not go at all, other half just go there and take the laptop and do their own 
things, they might not even listen to us. I would say I don’t really know what would happen in 
the US, that was just my guess but that could happen. Chinese people, if they were told 
something, they at least would try really hard to try things out. They learn something and they 
stick to it. Other things besides… hm... I don’t know, do you have anything? 
 
I am just asking because for example I often heard hierarchy seems to be an issue in 
China... 
 
So for hierarchy, Company B itself is a very hierarchical company so I don’t know how much 
that plays a role, but like I said in the beginning, outside Company B there are a lot of open 
minded people in universities and start-ups, they form freestyle work relationship with each 
other. I think the old school hierarchical mind-set has has past, I still think it exists like the 
example with the students and the teacher, but there are also a lot of people who accept and 
enjoy the non-hierarchical work style, there is not one single word to conclude the Chinese 
people.  
 
One question, do you have examples of concrete situations where you modified 
Design Thinking due to the special working culture in China?  
 
We made a lot of changes. Design Thinking itself is not really a process, it’s more a system 
of different methods and a new mind-set but in China we couldn’t really do that because 
people are busy, they don’t have time to try and fail and they needed a systematic 
methodology, a 1-2-3 procedure to follow. So I think that’s not a problem for China again, it’s 
a problem we encountered in the Chinese business environment, but we had to adapt it to be 
very systematic program, the methods and template to follow and fill in. 
 
And we made a lot of case studies for each new round of project training, we would have 
examples close to their field or relevant to that field so that they can learn by example. That 
was not that common at Stanford, of course you get examples as well but people won’t 
request a lot of examples close to their field, but at Company B, for example when we had to 
teach the motor team, they ask “have you got a successful example for applying Design 
Thinking for the motor area, did the innovation go to market...” so that would be a whole 
bunch of questions they throw at us and we have to be prepared to answer, otherwise they 
wouldn’t be open their minds, so we had to collect examples, case studies related to these 
areas. So when teams come to us with doubt, we can push them into different directions by 
telling them examples, and by listening to examples they start to believe in us. That is 
another change we made. 
 
Design Thinking itself is one thing and teaching Design Thinking is another thing. How we 
taught them was teaching by doing, the teachers at Stanford won’t go to the field with teams 
to do interviews but we did, we acted as team members to go together, to do different things 
in different stages, and they trusted us, they talked to us, like off-site, by casual chatting, they 
would open up their minds. I think that worked, otherwise we would again be in a teacher 
student relationship. 
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Also with teaching by doing, they learned how interviews really work, because they watched 
us doing it, I don’t think they are stupid or so, its just that there is a line they draw in their 
mind, they are reluctant to do it, so the way to open their mind is to hold their hand to go into 
the field and push to action, that’s how we did it. 
 
And another change we made was, you know in the business world, if an innovation won’t 
happen in the end, what’s the meaning of it? If a product you designed cannot reach the 
market, what’s the point? So it’s very important that the managers of their managers approve 
their ideas, so instead of making an isolated training program, we connected them to the 
upper management, we had this milestone presentation for the managers, the corporate 
technology head, and ideally we wanted to involve more people who make decisions on the 
project outcome but that was difficult, we had our managers, too, so that’s what we tried to 
do but it was hard, we still had a milestone presentation but the corporate technology head 
cannot say much about the innovations that should go out in other fields, that’s the hierarchy 
in Company B. Unlike Stanford or other academic environments, the students don’t have a 
pressure to do things in the end, unless they want to make a start-up out of their projects, so 
that’s a totally different environment, in that manner they can freely innovate, they open 
themselves to unknown areas, be more freely, so yeah...  
 
Hmm, those were the typical changes we made. We added other methods we collected from 
other areas, we learned from other colleagues in Company B, from other people doing 
innovation, and put it all into our Design Thinking program. Actually, it was not Design 
Thinking, we called it industrial Design Thinking and that was the methodology we created. 
For every stage we made small stages in order to adapt to the working schedule, but I 
wouldn’t say it was a better way of doing Design Thinking, it was just a different way of doing 
Design Thinking, because it was a different environment. I would say I still prefer the more 
chaotic way of doing Design Thinking, but it was hard so we chose to make it more 
systematic, I don’t know if it was really a good action, I would prefer to take them to Stanford 
and make the whole thing happen for three months at Stanford and then, when they go back 
they have a different mind-set instead of them struggling at Company B in China. I don’t 
know if it was really good but that was how we conveyed Design Thinking mind-set and 
methodology to the colleagues at Company B in China. 
 
Thank you very much for your time.  
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Appendix 8: Transcript of Interview 8 

Role    Head of Company B’s Design Thinking program 
Institution   Company B 
Industry   Engineering 
Number of Employees < 340,000 
Length of the Interview 33:18  
 
Please tell me something about your educational background and your professional 
work with Design Thinking.  
 
I got my Master’s degree in Denmark, majored in product innovation and user-centred 
design. I joined Company B China right after my graduation and worked at the user interface 
design team since then. We started the Design Thinking program in Company B China in 
2012 and I am leading the program since 2014. 
 
What is Design Thinking for you personally and why do you think Company B is 
implementing Design Thinking? 
	   
I see Design Thinking as a mind-set. As a technology company, Company B should train 
management to not only use critical thinking but also use Design Thinking to identify new 
innovation opportunities on an application level. 
	   
How would you describe the experiences you made with Design Thinking in China 
compared to the ones you made in Denmark if you had any? 
 
First of all, I think Design Thinking is a relatively emerging terminology in China. So 
previously, we had this so-called usability engineering or user-centred design in China, which 
is rather a traditional way of naming it, now we have this new terminology Design Thinking. In 
my opinion, it’s basically the same, the core philosophy is the same, the focus is on human 
beings, we study human behaviour, and cultural needs and come up with innovations based 
on the study. This is something I would like to mention in the beginning.  
 
As also I mentioned in the E-Mail, in China we started the Design Thinking program 3 years 
ago. Until then, it was headed by Dr. [Name of Interviewee 5]. Prior to that, we had the 
usability-engineering program for more than 15 years. Previously, I studied in Denmark and 
worked on the human-centred design project, I also did projects for companies. After I came 
back to China, I started to work at Company B and worked on this user-interface design 
project and did user studies. Then 2 years ago, I started to manage the Design Thinking 
program, which I also heavily participated in the project. In terms of the methodology or the 
process I would say there are more similarities than differences, however, I would say 
Design Thinking is a much better way, a clearer way to put all the methodologies in a 
framework. So when we are communicating with other people, it is easier to communicate to 
other people, it’s also easier for them to practice it. Because now if we talk about our model 
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we have these 5 stages, need finding, ideation, it’s very straightforward and simple in terms 
of communication.  
 
Explaining it to non-professional background people, this is the major difference I would say. 
In the past, when we talked about, user centred design, we didn’t have such a framework or 
process to explain the methodology and philosophy. 
 
So actually Design Thinking has been in China before but it is a better way to explain 
human-centred design, right?  
 
Exactly, that’s my understanding; it’s the most important aspect from my point of view. 
Another difference I would say is that Design Thinking not only focuses on understanding 
human behaviour or human needs but Design Thinking also emphasizes taking 
consideration not only in the need part but also on the technology feasibility. So in the past 
what we have been doing is, we are usually the experts for understanding the human need 
or behaviour and we are not so much focusing on if technology is feasible or if there is a very 
successful business model, these were the areas that we didn’t get in touch with, the 
elements that other departments have to think about. Now that we are doing Design 
Thinking, we have to somewhat understand a little bit about the technical feasibility, it’s really 
meaningful and useful for business. This is a major difference between Design Thinking and 
human-centred design.  
 
Do you see whether the Chinese culture is influencing the way Design Thinking is 
executed?   
 
This is a very difficult question to answer because I don’t have a benchmark to compare, but 
I can tell you one thing that might be different from other cultures. In the Chinese culture, 
right now we are very enthusiastic about innovation, the terminology of innovation itself, so 
anything that is related to innovation is very interesting, very attractive to the business world. 
We are thinking one of the benefits of using Design Thinking is to generate innovation. We 
link the Design Thinking mind-set to generate new innovation or innovation opportunities. 
That is the reason why I think there is such hype in China and people put more focus on 
Design Thinking, because they start to see that this is a good way to create innovation and 
will be very valuable for a lot of companies in China. 
 
In short, the need for a method like Design Thinking in China is very strong, because people 
are looking for ways to create new ideas, innovations and product solutions.  
 
So Design Thinking is embraced by the business world in China. What kind of 
companies in China work with Design Thinking?  
 
I think Design Thinking is emerging in China, I know for sure that Multinational companies 
like IBM, SAP, AUDI in China are using Design Thinking. There might be smaller companies 
but I don’t know. There are schools as well that are using Design Thinking.  
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When you think about Design Thinking, there are a lot of processes and methods 
involved. When you think about China, do you think Chinese are working differently 
with Design Thinking? 
 
I think when you ask me what are the challenges when utilising Design Thinking, not only 
Design Thinking but also the previous user-centred methods, for example prototyping or 
brainstorming, all the types of methodologies that encourage people to do things and say 
things out loud, at least in the past, they are relatively difficult for the Chinese people and 
culture, because if we look at traditional Chinese education system, we are trained and 
educated in a way that we are encouraged to follow things, people are telling us what to do. 
This is a very traditional engineering way of solving problem, now we are dealing with a new 
way of doing things, a way that designers are using, making things and make mistakes, to 
learn from the mistakes and make it better, this is something that I think at least for the older 
generations is very difficult, who are trained to not make mistakes, and now we are 
encouraging them and allowing them to make mistakes. This is something that we always 
need to encourage people, to moderate that aspect. 
 
How are you implementing Design Thinking at Company B? What are you using it for? 
 
In Company B, we are working at corporate technology, so it’s the central R&D centre 
providing R&D services for business units at Company B. So when we are doing Design 
Thinking projects, we firstly get a request from the business unit – for example the business 
unit wants to create a new product, and then we have to form a team of different people, not 
only Design Thinkers, but also technical experts, sometimes we also involve R&D engineers 
from the business units, because they are more familiar with their own products, and then we 
work with the team together to define a problem, meaning that we have a goal. Usually a 
project lasts between 3-4 months, and we are going through the whole Design Thinking 
stages, meaning that we are going on-site with the customers, observe customers, how they 
use the products, how they use the systems. Based on that raw data, we analyse the data, 
looking for opportunities. All these activities are done collaboratively within the team. Once 
we agreed on the opportunity areas, we do ideation sessions, meaning brainstorming, where 
we analyse and evaluate these ideas in terms of different criteria, for example technology. 
Then we select a couple of these ideas and move on to the next phase, prototyping. We start 
with low-fidelity prototypes, which are made of paper or cupboards or whatever. Then if it is 
necessary, we move on to more advanced tools such as 3-D printer to make high-fidelity 
prototypes to validate the idea. Then we present idea to different people, stakeholders such 
as potential users and then we get feedback to re-evaluate ideas. Then we present the final 
concept to the business unit management. Deliverables will be transferred to the business 
units. They decide how to move on with the project. 
 
Earlier, you mentioned the challenges, for example it is difficult for Chinese people to 
make mistakes. Can you think of more similar experiences? 
 
It’s not a challenge, in my view it’s more the problem of process. I think the challenging part 
is always for organisations like us, we are delivering eventually a concept, and then we 
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deliver the concept to the business units and they have to decide how to move on with the 
concept. So when we are presenting the concepts we are always judged by the business 
value or business impact of the concept, which is very difficult for us, if it is not a product that 
will sell on the market. It is not a Chinese challenge but rather a business specific topic, how 
to evaluate and how to judge the outcome of the Design Thinking projects. 
 
Can you give examples of concrete situations where you modified Design Thinking 
due to the special working culture in China? 
 
I don’t think that we adapt certain methodologies but there are methods that we rarely use, 
for example role-play, I think sometimes they are not easy for many Chinese people, role-
play is a method that we seldom used. 
 
Why? 
 
I think it is a cultural phenomenon, I can’t explain why. Maybe because Chinese people are 
very shy, they don’t want to go on a stage and play a role, this is not a method that can be 
easily used in the Chinese culture. I think if you are interested you can do Internet research, 
there are several studies in this area to compare these so-called human behaviour methods, 
under different cultural influences. Actually there is one student at Copenhagen University 
that did the study. She previously studied in China at the psychology school and her optic 
was dealing with the cultural differences in human behaviour methods. But I don’t remember 
the name of the paper or the person, it’s long ago. If you want to do research on the Internet 
you should do it. 
 
Then other examples is “thinking out loud”, this is something I didn’t find during Design 
Thinking projects but in user-centred design projects, it is something that Chinese 
participants don’t feel easy to do, probably something because of the Chinese culture as 
well.  
 
Do you have the feeling that there are methods that fit very well with the Chinese 
culture? 
 
Not really, this is something I really don’t have a clear opinion on. In order to make such 
generalizations, you have to have a larger sample; you have to control the experiences in 
order to generalize this conclusion. You have to understand when we are doing a Design 
Thinking project, we are not doing research, we are working with a lot of people and these 
people are not controlled or selected by us, so we have to work with them. There are a lot of 
factors on the performance of each individual. I can’t say there are special methodologies 
that are good and special methodologies that are not good. The reason I told you that role 
play and thinking out loud are not easy to use is because I remember I saw studies in the 
past mentioning this and I also see a lot of participants who are failing this when they do the 
usability test. This is the reason why I share this with you. But other than that there is nothing 
significant I can share with you.  
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Then one last question, what is your personal experience when working with Design 
Thinking?  
 
I think the challenge is that...  Design Thinking offers a framework that can be easily 
communicated to other people, I can tell you it has 5 stages, starting from define to test the 
innovation, people can easily remember this. If you are making sure that they are practising 
these processes seriously, with high quality, this is something that is really difficult. You have 
to be patient, curious when you do the observation, that is something that is not easy to 
teach to other people, because I think it’s a mind-set, you have to keep this mind-set in your 
head, sometimes it takes time to be patient, observe user and understand the user’s context 
and it takes a long time to know that, understand, although you are expert, but you will 
always see something new from user side. This is something I think that is really difficult to 
say people to other people. They have to change their mind-set and keep on practising. 
 
Thank you very much for your time.  
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Appendix 9: Transcript of Interview 9 

Role    Innovation Manager & Concept Designer 
Institution   Company D 
Industry   Automotive 
Number of Employees < 86,000 
Length of the Interview 42:28 
 
Vielen Dank, dass Du dir die Zeit genommen hast um mit mir das Interview zu führen. 
Vielleicht können wir einfach damit anfangen, dass Du etwas zu deiner Person 
erzählst und was Du mit Design Thinking bei Company D machst. 
 
Ich komme ursprünglich aus Bulgarien, habe Informatik in München studiert. Im Master habe 
ich mich mehr mit Human Computer Interaction beschäftigt und eine Masterarbeit in diesem 
Bereich geschrieben. Ich hab zu dem Zeitpunkt etwas Research in dem Bereich gemacht 
und auch ein Teil handelte vom Design Thinking Prozess. Dann habe ich mir den Prozess 
näher angeschaut und irgendwie ist der Prozess zu meinem Job geworden. 
 
Bei Company D bin ich für die Innovationsprozess und Konzeptdesign von Apps zuständig. 
Ich kann dir kurz erklären worum es da geht. Es gibt da zwei Aufgabenarten, zum einen “Wie 
machen wir Innovation. Was für Informationen brauchen wir um nutzerorientierte, 
nutzerfreundliche Lösungen für den asiatischen Market zu finden. Was müssen wir aus 
Nutzerresearch und Trends erfahren um Produkte zu entwickeln. Das Zweite ist, wenn wir 
schon eine Idee haben, mit welchen Problem wir uns auseinander setzen müssen, dann 
müssen wir uns konkret überlegen: Wie schaut das Konzept aus, welche Features muss es 
haben, wie interagiert der Nutzer mit dem Feature. Konzeptdesign ist also die zweite 
Aufgabe. 
 
Und bezüglich Design Thinking bei Company D in China sind wir, ist meine Gruppe eine der 
wenigen, die sich mit Design Thinking beschäftigen. Also in Deutschland sind mehrere 
Gruppen, die Design Thinking machen, aber da weiß ich auch nicht genau, was sie machen. 
Wir versuchen bei den sogenannten Vorentwicklungsprojekten, also Innovationen, die noch 
nicht marktreif sind, wir versuchen diese Ideen mit Design Thinking zu entwickeln, auf 
Nutzerprobleme zu kommen und langsam das Konzept herauskristallisieren, indem wir 
Design Thinking verwenden. Das Ergebnis sind Prototypen, die dann irgendwann beim 
Management vorgestellt werden und irgendwann prototypisch in den Autos implementiert 
werden. Bei der Autoindustrie ist der Produktentwicklungszyklus ein bisschen länger als bei 
allen anderen Industrien und wenn wir jetzt über etwas nachdenken müssen wir 4-5 Jahre 
voraus denken. Deswegen haben wir mit Design Thinking versucht diese Brücke zu 
überwinden, wir versuchen nutzer-orientiert zu arbeiten aber trotzdem nutzernah zu sein.  
 
Wie groß sind eure Teams und sind das eher Chinesen? 
 



 
 
 
 

129 

Ich bin der einzige Ausländer im Team, alle anderen sind Chinesen. Wir sind insgesamt 8 
Leute im Team. Und wir arbeiten trotzdem mit vielen anderen Abteilungen zusammen, wir 
organisieren Workshops, auch in anderen Ländern, z.B. Korea und Japan. Dann, 
ausschließlich mit Leuten, die vor Ort sind. Wenn ein Workshop in Korea z.B. veranstaltet 
wird, dann versuchen wir mit Koreanern zu arbeiten, weil sie die Kultur kennen, ihre Nutzer... 
sie sind die Experten in dem jeweiligen Land.  
 
Das heißt ihr benutzt Design Thinking vom human-centred-approach aus. Ihr 
verwendet Techniken, um herauszufinden was Kunden wollen? Habt ihr dann direkten 
Kundenkontakt im Team?  
 
Das ist alles projektabhängig. Wir versuchen möglichst nah am Kunden zu sein. Das 
funktioniert nicht jedes Mal, aus unterschiedlichen Gründen, aber wenn die Möglichkeit da 
ist, dann versuchen wir ganz von Anfang anzufangen, das Problem zu definieren bzw. wenn 
wir bereits ein Problemgebiet haben, versuchen wir die richtige Problemstellung zu finden 
durch reframing, point of view, welches Problem wir wirklich lösen wollen. Das ist so der Teil 
wo Design Thinking für uns Wert bringt.  
 
Der zweite Teil ist bei der Ideengenerierung, beim Brainstorming, wo wir nicht direkt 
versuchen das Nutzerbedürfnis zu lösen, sondern durch point of views, Innovationsbereiche 
abzudecken und in diesen Innovationsbereichen entwerfen wir unterschiedliche Lösungen. 
Also das klassische point of view Konzept. Wir versuchen systematisch reinzugehen und 
unsere Denkräume zu gestalten, um auf mehr Ideen zu kommen. 
 
Und wenn Du siehst, wie deine Chinesischen Kollegen die Methoden anwenden, 
findest du, dass es da Herausforderungen von der Kultur her gibt? 
  
Ich glaube das was man merkt, nicht nur in China sondern auch in Japan, zuerst sollen die 
Leute so eingespielt werden, dass keine Hierarchie Atmosphäre im Raum ist bei 
Diskussionen. Zum Beispiel, wie ein Kollege von mir sagt: “the boss must go out of the 
room”, die Hierarchiestruktur ist hier so stark eingeprägt in der Kultur, wenn der Hierarchie 
höhere am Tisch sitzt, alle anderen hören zu trauen sich nicht mehr auszusprechen.  
 
Wir versuchen natürlich bei uns die Kultur von Feedback und Offenheit schrittweise 
einzuführen, aber das ist etwas, dass wir immer wieder sehen. Zum Beispiel, wenn wir Leute 
aus verschiedenen Abteilungen zusammenführen, müssen wir darauf achten, dass es Leute 
aus der gleichen Hierarchiestufe sind.  
 
Das was wir auch immer wieder erleben ist, dass die chinesischen Kollegen immer auf 
Anweisungen warten. Wenn ich z.B. Design Thinking Workshops organisiere, dann muss ich 
pro-aktiv Themen ansprechen, ich muss sehr oft  hier und da lenken und das tue ich sehr 
ungerne, weil so treffe ich  zu viele Entscheidungen und beeinflusse den ganzen Prozess.  
 
Deswegen versuchen wir Methoden zu entwickeln, mit denen wir den Kollegen die 
Möglichkeit geben, selbst den Prozess von Anfang bis Ende zu sehen und zu verstehen, ok 
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das ist was am Ende rauskommen soll und jetzt können wir alles selbst in die Hand nehmen, 
jetzt können sie die Workshops selbst veranstalten. Klar muss ich hier und da eingreifen, 
aber so wenig wie möglich möchte ich das machen. Diese Übergabe vom Moderator zu den 
Teilnehmern, das ist etwas, mit dem wir kämpfen müssen.  
 
Hast Du eine Veränderung mit der Zeit gesehen? Dass Du am Anfang noch alles 
zeigen musstest, dass es aber mit der Zeit selbstständiger geworden ist?  
 
Ja, generell schon, Leute, die die Workshops ein paar Mal mitgemacht haben, die wissen 
genau, was erwartet wird, und sie sind auch überzeugt vom Prozess, vom Konzept DT. Da 
muss man nicht so viel machen, sie selbst zeigen Initiative und versuchen, den neuen 
Leuten beizubringen, was sie gemacht haben.  Ich würde nicht sagen, dass sie immer starr 
sind und sich auf den Moderator verlassen. Mit der Zeit verschwindet das. 
 
Du meintest, dass sie überzeugt vom Konzept sind. Haben sie sich am Anfang 
besonders schwer mit bestimmten Dingen getan? 
 
Ich würde sagen, am Anfang ist das auch ein Problem von Ingenieuren “Ja das mach ich 
nicht, das versteh ich gar nicht, das ist mir zu ungenau, ich sehe keine Zahlen, keine 
Reihenfolge, gefällt mir gar nicht”. Sobald sie aber etwas kreieren, einen Prototypen, dann 
stellen sie fest, “oh ich wäre nie auf die Idee gekommen, hätte ich nicht das und das 
gemacht, mit dem Menschen gesprochen, gleich meine erste Idee als Prototypen gebaut”. 
Genau in diesen Momenten stellen sie fest, “ok, das Ergebnis meiner Arbeit hat sich ergeben 
aus einem Prozess, der für mich neu ist, der mir aber mehr Wert bringt als meine übliche 
Arbeitsweise. Genau das war in unserem Fall, in vielen Fällen, sehr nützlich, dass wir so 
einen IntroWorkshop hatten, wo sie die Prozesse sehr komprimiert,  von Stufe 1 Emphasize 
und Interviews durchführen bis Prototyping und Nutzerfeedback holen, arbeiten, und das 
Design Thinking Konzept insgesamt im Kopf hatten. Erst dann haben wir sie zu den großen 
Workshops, die mehrere Tage laufen, eingeladen.  
 
Eine der schwierigsten Sachen, nicht nur für Chinesen sondern allgemein, ist die 
Formulierung der POVs, wie komme ich auf die Frage, die breit genug ist um alle POVs zu 
haben und gleichzeitig einen Rahmen setzt, wo die Leute kreativ sein können. Das ist sehr 
herausfordernd in vielen Fällen, wie soll die Frage formuliert werden. Ich glaube das ist eine 
der mit Abstand schwierigsten Phasen von Design Thinking. Einfach den Umfang zu 
definieren, das was man ab und zu sieht ist, dass die Fragen zu genau sind, dass viele 
Lösungen einfach wegfallen, und manchmal ist die Frage zu allgemein.. Wenn man keine 
Bedingungen hat, dann lässt die Kreativität ein bisschen nach.   
 
Würdest Du sagen, dass Design Thinking etwas ist, dass gut funktioniert bei euch in 
Company D China? 
 
Ich glaube das hängt davon ab, was für Ergebnisse erwartet werden. Man kommt auf gute 
Ideen, was manchmal fehlt ist die Technologiemachbarkeit und den Business Case 
miteinzubeziehen, zu sagen “ok, die Idee, die wir entworfen haben, ist nicht nur 
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nutzerfreundlich, sondern auch praktisch und zeitnah umsetzbar. Wir versuchen Ideen zu 
entwickeln, die dem Nutzer etwas bringen aber gleichzeitig den Businessanforderungen 
entsprechen. Wir kommen also auf sehr gute Ideen, haben auch erfolgreiche Projekte mit 
dem Prozess vorgestellt, und hoffentlich werden sie bald in die Autos eingeführt, aber bei 
manchen Projekten ist es der Fall “ok, wir haben so viel Budget für die Idee, unter diesen 
Bedingungen sollen wir weiter am Konzept arbeiten. Muss aber auch nicht unbedingt 
schlecht sein, weil wir wissen was die Ideallösung darstellt und dann versuchen wir sie so 
anzupassen, dass sie technisch machbar ist und zum Konzept passt. 
 
Generell, wie schätzt Du den Einfluss des Business Environment auf Design Thinking, 
wenn Du jetzt zum Beispiel mit dem universitären Kontext vergleichst? 
 
Ich muss sagen wir sind sehr glücklich, wir haben sehr viel Spielraum und Freiheit um mit 
den Sachen zu experimentieren, ich glaube wir sind nicht repräsentativ fürs ganze 
Unternehmen. Was ich für nicht selbstverständlich halte, ist, Entscheidungsträge zu 
überzeugen, dass es wertvoll ist, Kosten und Menschen zu investieren, um Design Thinking 
zu machen, sie wollen natürlich Ergebnisse sehen. Für unsere Gruppe ist es so, wir 
versuchen kleinere, greifbare Ergebnisse mit Design Thinking zu erreichen und erfolgreiche 
Projekte als Beweis darzustellen, “ok dieses Projekt würde nicht existieren hätten wir Design 
Thinking nicht verwendet”. Kleine Schritte sind ein Beweis,  KPIs für Design Thinking. An der 
Uni habe ich mit Start-ups gearbeitet, wir machen auch mit ihnen Design Thinking, und es ist 
so dass sie nicht unter solchen constraints stehen, die sind bisschen freier und investieren 
gerne zeit in solche Fragestellungen, aber bei ihnen ist das Problem, oder bei den 
chinesischen Start-ups ist es so, wir kennen unsere Kunden schon, wenn man sie aber mal 
aussprechen lässt und guckt, was sie unter dem Kunden verstehen, dann sieht man dass 
das Wissen über die Kunden nicht auf dem gleichen Stand ist. Sie benutzen das Feedback 
der Kunden auf unterschiedliche Weise und Design Thinking ist eine Plattform zum 
Austauschen, zum abgleichen, ist es wirklich das gleiche. Ich denke Design Thinking hat 
unterschiedliche Herausforderungen in unterschiedlichen Kontexten, es ist nicht so dass an 
der Uni die Leute voll frei sind.  
 
Glaubst Du wenn ihr nicht so viel Spielraum hättet, um mit Design Thinking zu 
experimentieren, wäre es dann schwieriger, Design Thinking so auszuüben?  
 
Ich glaube für Design Thinking sollte man Unterstützung vom Management bekommen, so 
eine Art Champion im Unternehmen oder in der Abteilung, der sagt “Ok nehmt euch diese 
Leute, und macht es und schauen wir wie es aussieht”. Die Einstellung sollte da sein. Es ist 
schwierig abzuschätzen, ob Leute außerhalb der Gruppe etwas machen würden. Ich glaube 
es hängt davon ab, ob die Leute an innovativen Projekten arbeiten oder nur im 
Tagesgeschäft, im operativen Modus arbeiten. Ich hab das Gefühl die Leute denken nicht 
außerhalb des Produktes, an dem sie arbeiten und das ist ein bisschen schade. 
 
Du hattest erwähnt, dass ihr in Teams darauf achtet, dass die Leute aus der gleichen 
Hierarchiestufe sind, oder dass ihr mit kleineren Projekten anfangt, bevor es richtig 
losgeht. Gibt es noch mehr Sachen, die ihr adaptiert hattet? 
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Also z.B. was ich ziemlich interessant fand, zwei Kenntnisse aus Japan und Korea bzgl. 
Zukunftsdenken. Wenn wir Methoden verwenden wie z.B. das Projizieren von 
Nutzerbedürfnissen in die Zukunft, dann haben wir gesehen, dass die Koreaner und 
Chinesen sich wohl fühlen, in die Zukunft zu schauen und Vermutungen auszusprechen. Die 
Japaner dagegen, sie taten sich mit dem Konzept sehr schwer. Die Leute im Workshop sind 
sehr bodenständig, und wir wurden dazu gezwungen, ihre Meinung abzuleiten, ohne sie 
dazu zu bringen, über ein bestimmtes Jahr in der Zukunft zu denken und wie die Nutzer 
dann ausschauen werden. Ich glaube diese kulturellen Unterschiede drücken sich in 
verschiedenen Verhalten während des Workshops aus, und wir versuchen nicht 
entgegenwirken sondern durch Umwege auf das gleiche Ergebnis zu kommen, damit sich 
die Leute wohler fühlen.   
 
Denkst Du der Hierarchiefaktor oder dass der Chef zu sehr respektiert wird, dass sie 
sich da nicht trauen, Sachen zu sagen, meinst Du das ändert sich auch mit der Zeit? 
 
Also ich sehe das nicht im Moment, aber man sollte eine Kultur entwickeln lassen und mit 
der Zeit entwickeln lassen und den Leuten sagt es ist in Ordnung, den Chef zu kritisieren. Es 
kann sein dass das mehr und mehr umgesetzt wird, viele Chinesen studieren im Ausland 
und kommen zurück, um hier zu arbeiten und sie bringen diese Kultur mit. Wenn sie zum 
Beispiel Unternehmen gründen, sind die Struktur vielleicht flacher, aber es ist schwierig zu 
vermuten, wie sich das entwickeln wird.   
 
Generell, denkst Du dass Design Thinking in der Zukunft implementiert werden kann, 
auch in chinesischen Unternehmen?  
 
Vielleicht kann ich dir ein bisschen erzählen, wie Innovationen in China stattfinden, vor allem 
im Digitalbereich. Mein Eindruck ist der folgende. Alle großen Unternehmen, vielleicht kennst 
Du „B.A.T.“, Baidu, Alibaba und Tencent, das sind die großen drei Konzerne, aber auch viele 
drum herum, die bewegen sich sehr schnell, die machen schnelle inkrementelle 
Innovationen, das heißt sie machen ein Feature in einem Rhythmus von 2-3 Wochen, jede 2-
3 Wochen kommt etwas neues raus. Sie machen sehr gute User Research und usability 
studies, aber was ich allgemein gehört habe, ist: Sie scheuen sich, drastische, große, 
disruptive Innovationen einzuführen, einfach, weil sie nicht wissen, wie die Kunden darauf 
reagieren werden, und weil sie denken, das passt nicht zur Geschwindigkeit, wir können 
nicht mithalten, wenn wir an zu großen Innovationen arbeiten. Das Ziel ist es, nicht viel mehr 
anzubieten als Wettbewerber auf dem Markt. Deswegen bin ich mir nicht sicher, in dem 
Kontext, wenn wir Design Thinking für disruptive Innovationen verwenden, ob das ein 
Lösungsansatz für chinesischen Unternehmen sein kann. Sie arbeiten in kleineren 
Schritten... Der Traum von Start-ups in der westlichen Welt ist es, generell etwas neues zu 
entwerfen, was es noch nie auf der Welt gab. Und viele Unternehmen streben das an. In 
China habe ich das Gefühl, dass sie sich kleinere Ziele setzen und darauf fokussiert sind, 
den Nutzer glücklich zu machen und ein bisschen mehr anzubieten als der Wettbewerber. 
Deswegen kann ich mir vorstellen, dass Ansätze von Design Thinking übernommen werden 
aber Design Thinking als ganzer Prozess, weiß ich nicht ob es mittelfristig übernommen wird. 
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Ich hab auch nicht gehört, dass eine der Unternehmen Design Thinking benutzen. Sie sind 
sehr nutzerorientiert aber benutzen nur Teile vom Prozess. 
 
Auf welche Teile des Prozesses konzentriert ihr euch? 
 
Am stärksten verwenden wir Design Thinking bei der Definition des Problems und beim 
Brainstorming, also Stufe 2 und 3 wen man die 5 Stufen hat, weil wir viele Kenntnisse von 
unserer Marketingabteilung bekommen. Wir müssen nicht viel User Research machen, was 
sich aber vielleicht in der Zukunft vielleicht ändern kann. Wir sind sehr aktiv dabei, Probleme 
zu definieren und umzuformulieren und daraus Ideen zu generieren mit Prototypen 
Gibt es sonst noch etwas, das Du mit mir teilen möchtest? 
 
Ja, also was ich wirklich spannend finde, ist dass die Leute hier eher in Geschwindigkeiten 
denken als in disruptiven Innovationen. Schneller sein ist viel besser als etwas Großes auf 
den Markt zu bringen. Ich habe auch viel experimentiert Kennst Du XiaoMi? Die zum Beispiel 
haben eigene Handy-brands mit eigenem Betriebssystem. In diesem System testen sie in 
einem Rhythmus von 2 Wochen Features und sie machen auch gar kein User Research. Sie 
validieren einfach im Markt, weil der Markt so riesig ist. Sie wählen also eine Provinz aus und 
testen es da. Sie haben dann bestimmte Kick-Out Kriterien, und wenn die Kriterien erfüllt 
sind dann wird das Feature verworfen. Für sie ist es viel effizienter zu sagen, ok wir bringen 
das in der Provinz X raus, testen das und dann probieren wir etwas anders.  
 
Vielen Dank für das sehr interessante Gespräch. 
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Appendix 10: Transcript of Interview 10 

Role    Developer and Design Thinking coach 
Institution   Company A  
Industry   Enterprise Software 
Number of Employees < 74,000 
Length of the Interview 47:17  
 
Hi [Name of Interviewee 10], good to have you here and thanks a lot for taking your 
time. Maybe we can just start really quickly with your educational background with 
Design Thinking and your work at Company A. 
 
Yes, so my name is [Name of Interviewee 10], I’m a native from France… might be surprising 
for a French man working in a German company in China but it’s a global world and maybe I 
start with.. I graduated from an IT engineering school back in 1999, then I started working in 
the software industry very early on. After my graduation, I worked in the US, California, then I 
moved back to Europe, landed a job at Company A. Step by step, I got more into design, I 
was always interested in software design and looked into methods, tools, I looked more into 
User Experienced Design Part. From 2004, I was asked to build the UX team in China in 
2007. Right now I am in China but it’s my second stay, I’ve been in China before. After 2 
years I left Company A to join Microsoft and did the same job, building up a UX team in 
China. Then I moved back to Europe and got my job at Company A again, looking more into 
strategy and integration of UX into software development models and this is when I first 
heard about Design Thinking in 2011.  
 
We thought a lot about how to integrate UX into the software development strategy and we 
got different attempts in the past to integrate design into the software development. Then 
came Design Thinking and I could feel there was a difference. UX design was run by 
designers, at Design Thinking it was more inclusive, for looking across disciplines and 
bringing them together from the very beginning. In the end, it’s to create better products, no 
matter whether UX or Design Thinking. But Design Thinking was more inclusive and it 
started with involving everyone, developers, architects, product managers, and designers. 
The designers were not running the show but the whole team was contributing. So I liked that 
very much and back in 2011... I’m sorry I’m jumping around but I guess that’s what interviews 
are for… 
 
So Design Thinking has not been new at Company A, it has been here for over 15 years 
now; maybe you heard the story before? 
 
I only know that Company A is investing a lot in Design Thinking [Name of founder of 
Company A] is also doing a lot of research himself in this field. But I don’t know the 
whole story. 
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Yes, [Name of founder of Company A] fell in love with the approach and tries to infuse it at 
Company A for the past and is experimenting with. In 2012 they started to go broad and 
made it the standard for everyone in Company A that needs to solve customer problems. So 
this is where I came in. In 2011, before the big wave I was with with the people who were 
more senior, talking to [Name of the founder of Company A], to people from IDEO and I 
could see there was something cooking. I went to HPI in Potsdam, got trained with Design 
Thinking experts and became more knowledgeable around the topic. In 2012, they said “OK, 
we want you to spread Design Thinking around the organization. [Name of interviewee 10] 
you know Design Thinking, you know China, why don’t you go there and spread the word.” I 
accepted that and since 2012 that is what I’ve been doing, spreading Design Thinking as a 
new way of working or set of tools to create better products and innovations. 
 
So you have been working with Design Thinking in China for quite a while, trying to 
spread the word. How would you describe the experiences you made with Design 
Thinking in China in general?  
 
Well, I’m not sure if that has anything to do with China because I can sense some similarities 
between the people, people that are… let’s say, converted to Design Thinking, driving 
Design Thinking and being enthusiastic about Design Thinking. I’m not sure if I want to say 
life-changing experience, but it is, because it has extended my horizon quite a lot, in the 
sense that I am myself as a driver for the topic, I am not somehow contemplating one 
product forever. There are people at [Company A], they are working on same product for 10-
15 years, even in China, when you have the chance to spread new method, you can 
approach a lot of different people. And I like that. And that’s not something... that was 
common for me, I worked at the same product for a while. And that gave me the chance to 
look around, realize that there is so much more that we can take into account in product 
design, in software development than just UX. To me, that was a great chance. I also think 
that has the same effect on people who take Design Thinking as a chance to change.  
 
In terms of personal development, Design Thinking had an impact. But also in projects and 
products that I have seen that have been developed around me in China, or I see people 
who are feeling more involved and engaged, I’m thinking of the example of developers that 
before have only been asked “Hey, these are the specifications, just go ahead and code. But 
now, they can contribute, they can go out and meet customers, meet users, go around and 
do their own research, analysis, contribute with ideas, participate… for them its a new 
experience, going from writing this piece of code to building something bigger that has an 
effect for people, and that makes everything more meaningful. 
 
So there wouldn’t be anything that you specifically describe for Chinese? 
 
The thing is… maybe I don’t have all the pieces. And I’ve been focusing on China only. I 
haven’t seen what is going on in other locations, a little bit. But the bit I saw they also go into 
the same direction. Of course there are exceptions, but what I’ve seen in other locations like 
Palo Alto, [headquarter in Germany], Israel, Singapore, it all goes into same direction, 
holding a workshop and I see people lighten up, get engaged, what kind of feedback they 
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give… I don’t think it’s specific to China but specific to Company A and the way they used to 
work.  
 
How would you describe the typical process an employee goes through when being 
confronted with Design Thinking? What’s the biggest hurdle for the people? 
 
The biggest hurdle for the people is probably to be willing to go further to where they have 
gone to before, in terms of exploration, in terms of their own motivation. Design Thinking 
gives them the tools and the keys to do more but then it is up to them to do more. Design 
Thinking is not going to do things for themselves. “Let’s go talk to people, find their point of 
view. Let’s do observations.” You give the people all these tools but if they are not confident 
enough in themselves to go out and do it, then it’s useless. So pushing the boundaries, 
believing in you that you have the ideas and can contribute, I think that’s the biggest hurdle. 
The rest is just training, you get a coach, they will take you by the hand, and you try, you 
practice, it’s like playing an instrument. It’s about pushing your own limits. 
 
Are there cases where people are just resistant and say that this is nothing for me? 
 
Yes of course, they lack motivation, the intrinsic motivation to develop themselves, or maybe 
it’s lack of self-confidence, so it’s basically fear, fear of the unknown, fear of change. 
Because it is a change and I’m still not convinced that Design Thinking is for everyone, for 
every team, for every organisation. I’m trying to convince myself but the more I go about the 
more I see there are parts of the company and some people that will never get it.   
 
What kind of people or personality would you say does Design Thinking prefer? How 
do you need to be to completely embrace Design Thinking? 
 
I don’t know, because when I’m looking at the people there … sometimes you see people 
who are very extroverted or introverted and that has nothing to do with it that. Introverts just 
have a lot of ideas but they don’t express these ideas. If they get the right questions or the 
right coaching, then it comes out, and of course they will always be introverts. I know guys 
they even became coaches, they then have a different approach of coaching, maybe the 
laissez-faire approach, they go and ask few questions, they are still introverts but they 
believe in Design Thinking. I think it’s more about this openness and the honesty. Some 
people just can’t deal with ambiguity, because that’s what Design Thinking is also about, 
dealing with ambiguity. When you look into people, because Design Thinking is a people-
centric approach, you get a lot of contradiction. They say something and do something else... 
and maybe think something completely different. So all this, for some people it’s just too 
difficult to accept and they want to keep things simple, and it’s just not. People are complex.   
 
I’m wondering, so in your opinion there are no cultural specific challenges in China, 
because e.g. Hofstede suggests that hierarchy structure or the power distance is 
higher in China, and you would say there is no impact on Design Thinking? 
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Whatever method you use, you bring in hierarchy in China, it doesn’t work anymore, that has 
nothing to do with Design Thinking. With or without the manager in the team, you have a 
complete different result, that’s not only for Design Thinking. Again, I don’t think it’s respect, I 
can’t really be free around that person. But first of all, this is not related to Design Thinking. 
Any kind of happening where management is around. Also it has nothing to do with China. I 
see the same in Germany, France... Once we have managers I see people deviating from 
their opinion and just follow what the leaders are saying. I don’t know that’s my feedback. 
 
Which methods and tools are you using or process steps of Design Thinking are you 
using for China and which ones you don’t? 
 
I have a very broad understanding of Design Thinking, I know there is a basic process or 
basic approach at Company A, this is what you learn and what we train people. I of course 
encourage people to expand on this, build up their own toolbox. I always find it bad when 
people get stuck in the tools, the basics, I always encourage people to come up with their 
own tools, be inclusive, be iterative, try things out, apply Design Thinking itself in the way 
they approach it, looking at the situation, looking at the needs and trying to find out what’s 
the best way to get around this.  
 
And techniques I would never use… I don’t know, never say never, I can’t say anything. 
There are a lot of technicalities, when you prepare a workshop, you can’t talk about the 
whole philosophy of Design Thinking you have to present specific techniques and methods. 
 
From your understanding, do you see if Design Thinking is working at Company A in 
China and whether people are working with and accepting it after three years? 
 
In China, it’s a strong yes. I have seen teams really struggling in the first place, because they 
were early adopters. Early adopters, because it came from within. They saw it and they said 
ok, we got to try, try things out, they saw the benefit and they struggle, because it’s not easy. 
Everyone who says it’s easy, they are lying, because it is not. Coming up with a statement 
that sums up the whole problem situation, that’s really not easy. So we have the early 
adopters, and now they are converted. And they convert others, other teams might be more 
reluctant, they not got forced, but they got convinced after seeing the others doing it. So first 
we have the early adopters and then we have the followers. The third were the more 
reluctant ones, they were forced to do it, it was a top-down decisions, and it was the worst 
thing you can do, looking back, don’t force it upon people, don’t make it a KPI and force 
people who don’t want to do it.  
 
On the other hand, just let things happen, go to the early adopters, let them try out, let them 
convince the other teams. Let’s say if you have 10% early adopters, approximately 80% will 
follow. But don’t force it. By the way, we still a few reluctant people, they will never change, in 
any way, not for Design Thinking or anything else. Frankly enough, at Company A, it’s not 
the first time we introduced a new method, a few years ago we tried to introduce Agile and 
Lean, and interesting enough the same teams that have not adopted agile, they have not 
adopted Design Thinking either.  
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So it’s the reluctance to change, I understand when you say it has nothing to do with 
Design Thinking, it’s more about change in general. Is that probably part of the 
personality? 
 
I think it as a lot to do with management. If management is not supporting and they don’t 
believe in it, they are themselves reluctant to change, then it ripples down to the very last 
person. Either way, it’s a good sign, it has a bad effect but it’s a good sign, because once the 
switch is on, the whole organization changes. 
 
In general, how does Company A introduce Design Thinking?  
 
I will spare the part before 2012. But in when I was sent out to China, we had drivers 
nominated. Our first intent was to build coaches, because we are talking about 3500 people 
in China and of course on my own it would have been impossible. I had other people helping 
me, consultants in the first place, because we didn’t have the staff or the skills in-house, to 
build up a pool of coaches that act multipliers in organizations. Again, we were really 
targeting 100%. So yes, the early adopters and then the followers, and then we started with 
the reluctant ones. We didn’t know they were reluctant in the first place. We went for the 
multiplier approach, training coaches so they multiply in their organization with our help, with 
the help of the driver.  
 
And then you started to implement Design Thinking? 
 
Then you get it in people’s heads right. Let’s say one angle was the coaches, the multipliers, 
the people, the skill. And the other was having examples, having projects. Those drivers 
were then using real projects to get Design Thinking started, so we can have something 
successful, something to show around. Looking into real projects, looking at people who 
have been trained as coaches so that in the end, they can run the project on their own and 
run subsequent projects.  
 
Yes, I think I understand it. What’s your impression of the status of Design Thinking in 
China, because former interviewees said that it is a quite recent phenomenon in 
China? 
 
You mean beyond Company A? Because at Company A, it’s basically on everyone’s lips.  
 
Yes, exactly, beyond Company A. 
 
Beyond that, there are other companies out there, who are subsidiaries of multinationals and 
also somehow following this trend, or even setting the trend. IDEO has offices in Shanghai 
and there are other companies like IBM who opened a design studio following the Design 
Thinking approach. I used to work at Microsoft and when I was there they didn’t say they 
were using Design Thinking but they were advocating scenario-based engineering. And 
when you look into the details it’s basically Design Thinking. When you look at multinationals 
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if they have R&D centres in China, they probably use Design Thinking. At IBM, Microsoft that 
is true.  
 
For other companies, looking at Alibaba, Tencent, they don’t use Design Thinking. And 
maybe they don’t need to, because they don’t have the legacy that bigger software 
companies from the Western world have, they are being agile and customer focused, they 
are iterating much faster than Company A or Microsoft, so Design Thinking is not necessary. 
For us, it’s a jumpstart. Going back to the basics, look through the customer eyes and the 
end-user’s needs, coming together, when we tended to overspecialize and do things on our 
own. At Alibaba or Tencent, there are still very agile, they don’t have too many processes in 
place, they talk to people, so to me, they don’t do it, and they might not need it. Why make it 
complex when it’s already running and simple enough? Could be an interesting thought to 
say, the next step at Company A or wherever is to go one step further in the implication and 
remove Design Thinking and let the team be self-empowered and do all this without saying 
it’s Design Thinking. I think that’s very ironical.  
 
Yes, that is an interesting thought. Thanks for the great input, it was great to listen to 
your stories although it’s a pity that you don’t see any particular challenges related to 
culture...  
 
Maybe a few word on that side, there are a few cultural issues but it’s not really about Design 
Thinking, it’s about the way people approach changes, maybe as a general fact. One thing is 
the management, if management supports it, then people will follow.  
 
I’ve been looking at individual workshops, and of course there are different kind of people, 
and I think… maybe I am overgeneralizing, but Chinese or people in China, they tend to 
embrace change, they are giving change a chance, that’s were in my opinion, going in and 
saying let’s try Design Thinking, in the first year, I think everyone wanted to try it, whereas in 
Germany the first question was “Warum”, why, should I do that, tell me, I’ve been working in 
this company for 25 years, what are you going to teach me now. Same for France. “I know it 
already”. 
 
So that was even easier in China to implement Design Thinking, because people were 
embracing change?  
 
Honestly yes, I find myself lucky. I think the playfulness... Design Thinking has a playfulness 
to it, I call it serious fun, and people like that, we always have this stereotype about Chinese, 
you know, grey suite, and its not like that at all, people game, they have fun, they drink, sing, 
laugh, even more than in a lot of other countries. They like the playfulness, they enjoy 
workshop, in the end they see there is a difference, it gives me progress in my projects. And 
when the playfulness might be seen as not serious enough in Germany. But I’m hearing 
different things, depending on where you are and what people you talk to. I’m sure you 
embrace playfulness, I can hear it.  
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Haha, yes, I tend to. Thank you very very much for the time you took although you are 
super busy. 
 
I have a proposal for you, I know somebody else you can talk to, it’s a member of my team, 
now you get the “Lǎowài’s view”, it means foreigner’s view, on the topic, why don’t you get 
the Chinese view. I know you talk to Kenny, I suggest you talk to someone called [Name of 
Interviewee 11], she’s been a coach in my team for 1.5 years now and she can probably tell 
you something completely different.  
 
Yes, I would love to talk to her and hear her point of view. Thank you so much for your 
time and the chance to talk to you. 
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Appendix 11: Transcript of Interview 11 

Role    Design Thinking Coach 
Institution   Company A  
Industry   Enterprise Software 
Turnover   € 17.56 billion  
Number of Employees < 74,000 
Length of the Interview 50:07  
 
OK, if you have any questions just let me know. Otherwise we can just start with you 
telling me a little bit about yourself, your educational background and your work with 
Design Thinking? 
 
Yes, I talked to [Name of Interviewee 10] and he said it’s quite interesting to share some of 
my experiences with you. So the background about myself. I’m working with [Name of 
Interviewee 11] and we are responsible in China in terms of Design Thinking and other 
methods. We don’t only have Design Thinking methodology but also others. I am a full-time 
Design Thinking trainer and also coach. Coaches mainly focus on the labs of the 
development teams, not including marketing, consulting. With  methods we support the team 
to build their product. Usually we conduct workshops with these methods together with the 
team to guide them how to better get the user in charge, get the customer feedback 
considered into the products they design… 
 
So you are working with Design Thinking and other methods to develop software and 
getting feedback into it. Ok so one question in the beginning, [Name of Interviewee 10] 
mentioned that you identify early adopters, multipliers. How do you identify these and 
do they approach you? What kind of people are these multipliers? 
 
Talking about multipliers, I am one of them. We have different kinds of measures. Usually we 
are target to support the development teams, so in Labs China, we already know that we 
support this team and we are running for a few years now. I missed to tell you some 
information about myself. I joined Company A in 2004, working at Company A for more than 
10 years. I used to be Quality Management project manager and consultant. And now I am 
working with Design Thinking. 
 
So coming back to the multiplier approach, usually the product team will approach our team 
to ask for support with Design Thinking methods or other methods. Based on the 
requirements, we are looking for what problems they have or how we can support them well.  
 
In the very early stages, when we tried to spread the word about Design Thinking, we did a 
lot of trainings and workshops to let the people know that we are now working with Design 
Thinking so they can get an overview about that method. Sometimes we proactively 
approached them, we started the discussion that we can help you with any problem. For 
example Design Thinking can help you so that the team works together better to better 
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involve customer feedback. Here in China, most of the teams started to use Design Thinking. 
Most of the teams … now all of the teams know about Design Thinking. 
 
You are Chinese yourself, so when you first worked with Design Thinking, what kind 
of experience was that for you?  
 
Ok, my impression is... it is kind of open culture compared to the traditional Chinese way, to 
discuss together, or to collect customer feedback. They kind of have an open culture, to let 
people speak out what they have in mind, don’t consider which role you are, even Junior 
people can have good ideas and opinions, they encourage people to speak out, not only 
Senior people can say something. They also encourage people to not judge each other’s 
ideas. Another point is, somehow compared to other ways where they are just doing 
research by their own, now we have an open door research. Design Thinking encourages 
people to go outside to the field, to go talk with end users, try to talk with different kinds of 
end users and collect their feedback. That’s the second point. And the third point is diversity.  
They encourage to have diverse teams, with different kind of people with different knowledge 
levels, get together, have a different background or different understanding of topic, so 
Design Thinking get the people as a team together to brainstorm together. And it could help 
them to come up with good ideas.  
 
So you were not used to work in an open culture before? And go out to do your 
research? All these things were new for you and came with Design Thinking? 
 
Well we also work in diverse teams, but Design Thinking more emphasized that. We are... I 
cannot say that the previous traditional way is close. But I can see that Design Thinking is 
emphasizing more openness and diverse teams to really respect every idea… Yeah it’s not 
that previously we worked very closely but Design Thinking is emphasizing the two points. 
 
Ok. Would you say that, because I want to see what kind of influence the Chinese 
culture has on adopting Design Thinking and also implementing Design Thinking, 
working with Design Thinking. When you think about your culture, was it difficult to 
work with specific aspects of Design Thinking?  
 
No I wouldn’t say it was difficult but... hmmm. I would say it is more encouraged. Let’s say 
you have a meeting...then Design Thinking… through the process they give the opportunity 
to everyone to speak up about their ideas, but compared to the usual ways, they were just… 
we just sit together, and anyone who wants and who is talkative talks more, but with Design 
Thinking, during the workshops, we have more opportunity to let several people speak out. 
That’s one point I want to emphasize. You know people have different characters. Some 
people tend to keep silence although they have good ideas, some people like to talk, from 
this point it’s not about the culture but about the personal characteristic. So I think the Design 
Thinking method, the process to leverage this, to give people the chance to speak up... 
yeah… 
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You mentioned that usually Junior people tend to be silent and Senior people talk. 
Would you say this had impact on Design Thinking?  
 
Yeah, if ... how to say… if one person who is working here more than ten years compared to 
a person who is working on his topic for only one year, so usually Senior people have their 
approaches... but Design Thinking is encouraging people to speak out, it doesn’t matter how 
many years you work in this area, it encourages everybody to respect everyone’s idea. We 
try to treat everyone in the team as equal participants instead of... you know Senior and 
Junior… But of course some Senior people are influencing others. 
 
If you see that what do you do as a coach? 
 
I will give some suggestions, or like… tell them don’t judge others! Because through the 
Design Thinking process, we have some… processes to fill out the good ideas instead of.. 
When someone has an idea, the Senior judges the idea. That’s not the right atmosphere, it 
will lead to Junior people stop talking, they will think my idea is not good because the Senior 
one has a different opinion on that.  
 
Which processes do you use to filter your ideas? 
  
For example… you know the process, the 6 steps, right? 
 
Yes, I do. 
 
So for the ideation phase, we encourage people to have wild ideas, to have a long list. Then 
we cluster. Then we prioritize, we do feasibility or impact assessment to... pick up the better 
ideas out of the idea list. Yeah that’s one way to filter the good ideas. 
 
Generally, which parts of Design Thinking... you mentioned the 6 steps for example, 
are you going through all the 6 steps? 
 
If you want to design a new product, somehow you have to go through all 6 steps. But we 
also… for some teams they have the interviews already, we are just start from the synthesise 
part, or for example some teams, they have done some steps but not in Design Thinking way 
but in other ways, and they need to go back, then we just directly jump into customer 
feedback and then we do iteration again. Some teams approach me and they already have a 
prototype. And they just want me to help them discussing the feedback. For me, I get the 
project at that point and if they need, case by case, whether we need iteration to understand 
again... This is for product design. 
 
But we also do Design Thinking methods to help the teams to solve... sometimes process 
problems, sometimes brainstorm to have new ideas to solve their problem. For these kinds of 
cases, based on their situation I design something for them, not go through all the steps but 
just do brainstorming or prototyping, it’s based on the case. Sometimes they 
vote...everybody can just vote on what they want.  



 
 
 
 

144 

 
So basically you use everything, it depends on the case and problems that your 
colleagues have and come to you with? 
 
Yes, right. 
 
How many people are in your team approximately? 
 
In China, full-time, it’s only [Name of Interviewee 10] and me. In Germany we have more. 
Have you interviewed somebody from Germany? 
 
No, I’ve actually only talked to people who are involved with Design Thinking in China. 
 
So full-time, it’s just [Name of Interviewee 10] and me and currently, we have another fellow. 
And we are also working with colleagues from other departments, but only for a few months. 
Yeah, and then they get back to their team. So basically, plus one fellow we have three. And 
we have a coach community. We train quite a lot of coaches who work partly with us. 
 
So you work a lot with colleagues as coaches and these coaches go to their 
colleagues at Company A and work with Design Thinking methods and processes, 
right? 
 
Usually, first we have a request. We already passed the promoting phase for Design 
Thinking, so we are based on request. For example one team, they want to use Design 
Thinking to collect customer feedback and they want to come back to Design Thinking 
workshop because they need a coach. Or approach me and I will assign them a coach.  
 
When you talk to the coaches or meet with them, are you also talking about their 
experiences, which things are especially difficult for Chinese people to work with 
when they get in touch with Design Thinking because of the culture?   
 
Yeah, one difficulty is...  we put customer in the centre. In the second phase, we encourage 
people to go outside, to really talk to the end users. And this is a common problem that it is 
not easy for … for quite some projects, for quite a lot of teams it is difficult to get in touch with 
end users, to talk to them. Some difficulties is because... because the information they need 
to keep inside the company, like finance errors, it is difficult to get real end users to talk to 
and give them all the information. We also encourage the engineers to go to their workspace, 
to see and observe how do they work in real life. That is a common way. Also for some it is... 
they are just developing a new project, and we don’t have the existent customer yet and they 
have to find customers and end-users to talk to, this is a difficult point. 
 
Because they never did that before or where do you see the problem? 
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Because… the project is not at the market yet and they are not marketing people, they are 
developers or product owners, it’s not their responsibility to really spend a lot of resources or 
time to find end users, so for them to find a real end user to talk to, it’s not easy.  
 
And you also mentioned the culture, I don’t think it’s a big problem, it’s more the soft skills to 
talk to the end users. That’s not the biggest difficulty. The difficulty is to GET the right people 
to talk to. How to get the right people to get to, I mean the end user. And even for some 
existing customers when we do interviews, they are not very active to support us. For 
example when you observe the working space you first need to talk to the boss of the 
customer or something like that. Ya ya. 
 
So its about the operational aspect, how you talk to the people etc. 
 
Yes. 
 
When you think about... when your colleagues work with Design Thinking, you 
mentioned user-research already, when you think about other aspects like fail early, 
rapid prototyping, etc. Do you think that culture is influencing this in any way?  
 
Yes, I think now… the people start to buy in it. In the beginning they know the tools but don’t 
know them very well, then we have get the team together to have a workshop. In the 
beginning, for 1-2 days, they spend a lot of time. In the beginning maybe they think that 
product design is the product owner’s responsibility, they think I need to focus on my coding, 
why do I product owner’s responsibility task. In the beginning they don’t understand well or 
they tend to keep thinking about Design Thinking as time and effort to invest. Also some 
managers have this concern. They have a team of 10, have workshops of 1-2 days. It’s a lot 
of time.  
 
Yes, definitely, but now you have passed this phase right? 
 
Yes, in the beginning they had this concern, maybe the first two years, quite some managers 
had the concern, because in every team, they have a goal to achieve, like how many projects 
you have done, 10 people were on it but compared to previous way, only few people need to 
sit together to work on it. But they literally did not understand that it reduces the transfer time, 
that the team has all knowledge and is on the same page. That it avoids future 
misunderstanding.  
 
For example... ok you have a project and the design phase is finished, you start the 
development phase, and the developer just gets involved instead of understanding the 
process, what the business process involves, what the architecture is, the real customer 
needs… Actually for Design Thinking in the beginning of design they will involve every 
member and needs, every role will be represented, you reduce the transfer time, also avoid 
the misunderstanding to make a quite big mistake. 
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Also another good point I want to mention is, Design Thinking is encouraging people to try 
out, to make prototypes, to test with customers, if you fail you fail early. This is another good 
point of the methods instead of after finishing half year development with a team of ten, you 
find out there is no customer need, its not what the market wants, you realised you failed, 
this costs a lot.   
 
So you said in the beginning, when your colleagues started to think about Design 
Thinking they said it’s a lot of effort and time… Now after a while, would you say 
Design Thinking is working at Company A in China? 
 
Yes, I would say it works quite well at Company A Labs China. We receive more and more 
requests, to support them and to do workshops. Compared with previous experiences, when 
we approached them, now they approach us, ask us for support, even some managers 
approach us about Design Thinking. I think they start to buy in and really start to use these 
tools to improve collaboration and product design.  
 
Do you think the people change the mind-set when they started to use Design 
Thinking? Or maybe yourself, after using Design Thinking and working with Design 
Thinking?  
 
Yes yes, people.., first for me, in the beginning I said ok it’s quite an innovative approach, 
because it let people do wild open brainstorming together.. In the beginning I also had the 
consideration that sometimes we go very wild ideas, with 10 people or even more, we 
discuss together, and I thought is it worth it. 
 
Now I think that… how can I say. First, it is a good way to let people open themselves, and 
also let people start thinking about how to make better products, not separate it by different 
roles. The product design previously maybe was completely with the solution manager or the 
product owner, but now we ask the whole team, try to make it better, and if I have good idea I 
really want to show it to others, if it’s a very good idea I want to include it in my product. 
 
So everyone can participate, everyone feels responsible for the product? 
 
We also use Design Thinking to support for some... as I mentioned before for software team 
problems, it respects everyone’s idea, for example when a team asked me... it was quite in 
the beginning… when they asked me to use Design Thinking to brainstorm for team building, 
because in a team with more than 10 people, different people have different wishes, they 
cannot get together. Then we use Design Thinking in a way to brainstorm, converge and 
diverge, we list all wishes and then we cluster, we picked up, we asked them to vote for 
where they want to go, when they want to go, it is not decided by boss or certain members, 
but decided by the team. That’s fair right, nobody can complain because they voted. It’s a 
good example for you, because sometimes... when you lack transparency, the team 
complains but if you let everyone can see how you get to the results, everyone was involved, 
ultimately they stop complaining.  
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Do you have other stories about what problem Design Thinking solved in you 
company? 
  
Let me think about examples, wait… Hm I think a good project about finance feature, before 
they did the interview with customers, they just think by themselves, all of the insights and 
information is from them. But after the interview, a lot of this they don’t know before, they find 
different insights, yes, it is something about finance errors, like the different culture … 
something everybody knows but they don’t say it, before you research it you don’t know, you 
not only talk but you observe… that’s the error, everyone thinks that way but nobody says it.. 
I don’t know if you understand it, I just wanted to give you some information. 
 
You mean making the information more explicit? Everyone does it but they don’t know 
why, what it is... 
 
Let me tell you, they know why but they just don’t mention it to you, or they tend to avoid 
mentioning it to you, so you need to discover it. In that working area, everyone knows it but 
you don’t know it, you need to discover that. If you don’t do field research you don’t know. 
Only if you go there, observe them, … some information from talks, some information during 
coffee breaks, some information they don’t want to talk to you in a formal way. 
 
Ah I understand. Thank you very much, that was really interesting to hear about your 
experiences. 
 
Yes there is really interesting things about vote as well...I emphasized that let everybody 
speak out not only talkative people, to encourage open culture, we have during the ideation 
phase, we have different ways to ideate, through discuss or other ways, like we have team of 
10 and some people are shy, they don’t want to talk, and some are very talkative, so during 
brainstorming, we encourage them to write down all ideas on the topic, and then I ask 
everyone to share, to speak out, to share their ideas… give a chance to let people speak out. 
 
And for several people when they introduce their ideas, it’s very simplified. You can inspire 
them to talk more by asking questions, to argument the points, you can then find really 
interesting points, they get into the conversation and know what to talk instead of preparing 
everything.  
 
Thank you, it is really interesting to hear opinions from Chinese people on what they 
think about the Design Thinking approach… 
 
Yes you are very welcome. Compared with others, Chinese I think is become more and more 
open, in the beginning compared to Western cultures they are shy... but now I experience 
people tend to talk, people start to talk a lot... 
 
So they changed during the process… 
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Ya I think one thing is that Chinese culture tends to be more open, people speak out, and 
second I think the Design Thinking method, there are some process that inspire them to talk 
more. Yes right.   
 
Yes, thank you very much. I’m so glad this interview worked out. If you have any 
questions, you can always call or Skype me. 
 
Yes, if you have any further questions you can always ask me.  

 

 

 

 


