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1. Abstract  

This thesis seeks to bring clarity both on Design Thinking (DT) approach and 

Service Design (SD) practice, particularly through the eyes of Service Designer 

professionals working in the UK. The focus of this work is in understanding these 

professionals’ perceptions on the value and benefits of DT, as well as the 

approach’s potential in creating a better and more sustainable world economy, for 

its citizens. 

 

This thesis begins with an explanation of its purpose, followed by a clarification on 

methodology, literature review on Design Thinking and Service Design, empirical 

research results, analysis of empirical results and, to cease this work, a small 

discussion and conclusion with the main points of the work are presented. 

 

Findings related to definition, models, teams, as well as characteristics of a good 

design thinker were among the most consistent ones, as empirical findings were 

closely related to what can be found in DT literature. As expected, empirical 

research confirmed that there is no singular definition of DT, that there are specific 

models that are consistently used among Service Designer professionals, that 

multidisciplinary teams are the rule and that there is a consistent understanding of 

what is expected from a good design thinker. Other less consistent topics such as 

interviewee’s perception on the roots of DT though, prove that more empirical 

research on DT is needed to make the approach’s understanding more robust.  

 

This thesis contributes for a better understanding of Design Thinking values and 

benefits that both academics and professionals can benefit from and adds to the 

little empirical research that exists on the approach.  
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3. Background - Design Thinking & Service Design 

3.1 Thesis Purpose & Research Question 

My main ambition with this thesis is to address both the potential of using DT 

approach in designing our way towards more sustainable industries, as well as to 

address how professionals working in Service Design Consulting companies 

perceive DT values and benefits. 

 

Having into consideration that the value of using DT is not well understood nor is it 

properly empirically researched (Carlgren, 2013; Hassi & Laakso, 2011), I intend 

to contribute to the comprehension of DT as an approach and add relevant inputs 

to the little empirical research that exists on it. Optimally, this will allow readers to 

better understand the value and benefits of DT in general and its application in 

Service Design Consulting companies in the UK, in particular. 

 

Empirical research for this thesis has been conducted with a focus on the UK for 

two main reasons: firstly, UK has a world-class design industry (the largest in 

Europe), supported by one of the largest design education systems that continues 

to train some of the world’s leading designers (Design Council, 2011). Secondly, 

many of the world’s best brands, buildings and products are designed from studios 

in the UK. Given these facts, researching the value and benefits of DT in the UK 

seemed to be a valuable and logical choice. Additionally, given the tight schedule 

on this thesis, I have decided to focus in one strong market only and explore it 

extensively, instead of exploring more markets and incur the risk of having less 

significant information. Lastly, regarding the focus in services, having into 

consideration that these are increasingly important and already comprise 60-75% 

of GDP in most EU member countries (Dervojeda et al., 2014), it makes sense to 

focus in services while addressing the value and potential of Design Thinking in 

creating a better economy.  
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Given all that was said regarding the purpose of this study, I’ve constructed the 

following research question: 

 

How do UK Service Design Consulting firms perceive the value and benefits of 

Design Thinking and what role does Design Thinking play in the sustainability of 

the industries that these companies do their projects for? 

 

This question allows me to draw both on theory and practice to make a rich 

analysis on the value and benefits of DT approach. 

 

3.2 Relevance of Design Thinking 

Brown (2008), one of the main proponents of Design Thinking, speaks about it as 

an approach to innovation that can help solve serious problems such as 

unaffordable or unavailable health care, energy usage that outpaces the planet’s 

ability to support it and education systems that fail many students. Although there 

is no proof that he is right, given the little empirical research that exists on DT 

(Carlgren, 2013; Hassi & Laakso, 2011), as well as the fact that there is a lot of 

confusion and debate around the term (Hassi & Laakso, 2011), there’s one core 

thing about Design Thinking that might make it a potential good candidate to deal 

with such problems: empathy (Brown, 2008). Empathy is essentially imagining the 

world from multiple perspectives (Brown, 2008), it’s the ability to deeply connect 

with people (Michlewski, 2008) and it is a characteristic that Michlewski (2008), in 

his empirical research on design attitude, found was mentioned time and time 

again by the people he interviewed as being a characteristic of designers. 

 

As said, Brown (2008) sees DT and one of its main characteristics - empathy - as 

having a huge potential in solving some of the world’s most critical problems. This 

perception on the potential of Design resulted in claims for a more strategical role 

of Design (Brown, 2008) and in the last decade, the term Design Thinking has 

gained popularity in business media, becoming label to symbolise that any kind of 
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business and organisation can benefit from the designer’s way of thinking and 

working (Tschimmel, 2012). Designers have not been seriously considered for 

important strategic decisions and roles in leading companies in the past decades 

(Johansson-Sköldberg et al., 2013; Brown, 2008), making it difficult to be certain 

on the impact of designers in a strategic role, still, one thing is clear: despite 

many companies claims on corporate social responsibility, the way we are 

currently doing business is not greatly helping to eradicate poverty, produce in 

sustainable ways and create a better world for everybody to live in. Regarding 

poverty for instance, and according to the World Bank, “despite the progress made 

in reducing poverty, the number of people living in extreme poverty globally 

remains unacceptably high” (“Poverty Overview”, 2016). Regarding sustainability, 

and looking at industries such as fast fashion and food industry, one can clearly 

see that these are not contributing for a better world with documentaries such as 

'The True Cost’ (2015) and ‘Food, Inc.’ (2008), somewhat shockingly showing that 

what matters for these industries is profits and profits only, while producing in a 

sustainable and empathic way is not part of the equation. Consequently, there is a 

need for change and part of constructing a meaningful change in our economy 

may be in considering designers (with their high empathy) for more strategic roles 

in business. It is at least worth asking and thinking if having more designers 

assuming strategic roles could be an important part of changing things for the 

better.  

 

More important than promptly trying to argue on these aspects though, is to reflect 

on the potential and effectiveness of empathy and DT in innovation and problem 

solving, as well as empirically investigating the validity of claims such as: DT is a 

potential solution to deal with increasing competition, DT has the potential to assist 

companies in developing new income streams (Cruickshank & Evans, 2012; Soila-

Wadman & Haselwanter, 2014) and DT helps companies gain competitive 

advantage (Martin, 2008; Razzouk & Shute, 2012). Such claims are investigated in 

this thesis. 
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3.3 Relevance of Service Design 

Studying Service Design now is important having into consideration that we live in 

a service economy (Dervojeda et al., 2014). The last thirty years completely 

changed the face of the global product-oriented economy and the service sector 

has been growing in size, employment and importance, especially in the 

economies of industrialised countries (Hollins et al., 2003). According to Dervojeda 

et al. (2014), over two-thirds of those employed in Europe now work in the service 

sector and between 60 to 70% of the annual gross value added figure achieved by 

most European states can be attributed to services. One of the main reasons for 

this increase in the importance of services comes from the fact that technological 

developments have blurred the boundaries between product and service 

(Dervojeda et al., 2014). Services are now satisfying needs that were, not so long 

ago, being satisfied by products and the consumer now expects a continuous 

relationship with products and brands that goes beyond the point of sale 

(Dervojeda et al., 2014). Economies are truly evolving from a focus on 

manufactured products to one that favours services and experiences (Brown, 

2009), a reality that can be seen when speaking of service-product hybrids 

(Stickdorn & Schneider, 2011) and product service systems (Morelli, 2002). 

Companies are now being challenged to develop and, as the names imply, 

combine, product and a service components in what is being offered (Stickdorn & 

Schneider, 2011) as we are clearly evolving to a reality where most manufactured 

products will also contain a large service element on which the product will be 

judged (Hollins, Blackman & Shinkins, 2003). 

 

Having into consideration the increasing importance of services in the economy, 

Service Design needs to be carefully dealt with. This is especially relevant not only 

given the growing importance of services in the Economy but also because, 

contrary to what companies believe, there are still too many poorly designed 

services (Dervojeda et al., 2014). As proof, a 2005 Bain & Company survey 

indicated that 80% of firms (based on 362 surveyed firms) believed they delivered 
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a “superior experience” to their customers, but when customers were asked about 

their own perceptions, a very different story emerged: they said that only 8% of 

companies were really delivering (Dervojeda et al., 2014: 5).  

 

The potential for using Service Design is in fact large and should not be ignored 

(Dervojeda et al., 2014). Not only can Service Design help in designing better 

services, it can also result in greater customer satisfaction, higher customer loyalty 

and decreased time-to-market, all positive aspects for organisations that pay 

attention to it (Dervojeda et al., 2014), and all relevant reasons to invest in better 

understanding this practice. Consequently, Service Design practice will be further 

investigated throughout this thesis. 

 

4. Methodology 

4.1 Methodological Approach 

This thesis has been constructed following a more deductive rather than inductive 

approach (Bryman & Bell, 2011). This is the case having into consideration that I 

have started an in-depth review to existent literature on Design Thinking and 

Service Design, prior to generating new knowledge via interviews. Upon 

completing interviews, some changes were made to the already completed “5. 

Theoretical Framing” chapter, however, such chapter clearly influenced the 

construction of this thesis as well as the approach to the interviews rather than the 

other way around.  

 

I have chosen to follow a more deductive approach to this thesis as I wanted to 

truly understand what has been written about DT so far and then explore if these 

concepts and ideas were empirically valid, given that most of what has so far been 

written on DT is non-empirical. Still, I am aware that my research is not purely 

deductive and that the open-ended and exploratory approaches taken to perform 

interviews have resulted in a somewhat inductive approach to this thesis as well, 
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with interviews’ output influencing the somewhat completed chapter “5. Theoretical 

Framing”. 

 

In what regards quantitative vs qualitative approaches, given my ambition in 

understanding professionals’ perceived value and benefits of DT, this thesis 

focuses on qualitative and open-ended data gathering. Qualitative interviews are 

in line with both my interest in perceptions (Carlgreen, 2013) and the lack of 

previous empirical research on DT, which make qualitative exploratory approach 

the more indicated research method for this work (Carlgreen, 2013; Carlgren, 

Elmquist & Rauth, 2016). 

 

4.2 Data Gathering 

Individual interviews were the primary technique to generate empirical data for this 

thesis. In-depth semi-structured interviews (Bryman & Bell, 2011) were performed 

to 11 individuals from 8 Service Design Consulting firms operating in the UK. The 

majority of interviews (eight) were performed via Skype (video-call), while non-

video Skype interviews were the minority (two). Lastly, one interview was 

performed via email. Regarding interviewees, these were User Experience (UX) 

Designers, Service Designers, Design Directors, Researchers and Founding 

Partners. 

 

Selection of companies to look for potential interviewees was based on reputation 

as Service Design Consulting firms, impact in the industry and referencing in 

previous research conducted on DT. In what regards interviewees, these were 

chosen based on their close relation to Service Design and Design Thinking. It is 

important to mention that, upon contacting potential interviewees, I have clearly 

informed them on the objective of my thesis, as such, it was not only me selecting 

individuals but individuals auto-selecting themselves to be part of this work as well. 
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Interviews have been conducted between March and April 2017, lasted between 

30 to 90 minutes and were transcribed while being performed. Typical questions 

involved asking for interviewees’ definition of DT, benefits and challenges of using 

DT, and the value of hiring an external Service Design team as opposed to clients 

having their own in-house design team. In analysing the perceived value of DT, I 

wanted to investigate if more than having a perceived value on the approach’s 

application to Service Design projects, interviewees saw DT’s approach as having 

a higher/broader application in the world we live in. As such, I kept this question as 

open as possible, never implying that I was asking about the value of DT applied 

to Service Design projects. Since the focus was on the perceptions of these 

professionals, multiple perspectives were generated. “Table 1 Data Sources” 

provides an overview of the 11 interviews performed. 

 

Table 1 Data Sources 

Consulting 

Firms 

Number of 

Interviews 
Position of Interviewees 

A 1 Senior UX Designer 

B 1 Service Designer  

C 1 Service Designer  

D 1 Service Design Director 

E 3 Service Design Consultant; Senior Service Designers 

F 1 Senior UX & Service Designer 

G 2 Founding Partner; Researcher 

H 1 Service Designer  

 

 

4.3 Analytical Strategy 

I have decided to analyse interview’s constructed data following a classical 

hermeneutic approach, interpreting the meaning of what was said, as well as using 
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theory to gain depth in such interpretations. I have found inspiration for this type of 

analysis in Alvesson and Sköldberg’s (2010) book - Reflexive Methodology. 

 

As I proceeded to analyse the data, I have identified numerous patterns, these are 

summarised and visually presented in a table divided into main topics (Empirical 

Categories) and main terms (Empirical Terms). This summary table - “Table 2 

Summary of Empirically Derived Categories” - is presented in the Empirical 

Findings chapter (“6.2 Empirical Findings”). 

 

4.4 Methodological Challenges 

Having into consideration that interviews were performed at a distance, this came 

with its challenges. One of the first that I have experienced was in setting 

interviews in different time zones, as many of the interviewees were not in the UK. 

I have interviewed professionals that were in Dubai, Brazil, Denmark and The 

Netherlands and extra carefulness with time scheduling and aligning agendas was 

both needed and not always easy to achieve. Yet, true challenges came from what 

made these long-distance interviews possible in the first place - technology. Even 

though I am thankful for technology, as it allowed me to conduct long-distance 

research, problems with internet connection and microphones did exist and made 

some of the interviews harder. Still, this was clearly the minority and most 

interviews ran quite smoothly. 

 

Another challenge that I have faced was in transcribing while interviewing. I have 

chosen this method for time saving reasons as well as a strategy to deal with the 

fact that most interviewees did not want to be audio-recorded. To keep a 

consistent method, I chose to always transcribe while interviewing and never 

audio-record prior to transcribing. The main difficulties with this approach were: a) 

being able to record everything that was said given that some interviews spoke 

very fast; b) being able to record everything given that the clearness of the sound 

was not always optimal; c) being able to record everything and still pay attention to 
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the interviewee to follow up on his/her answers and keep an interesting 

conversation going. Still, I am confident that the construction of insights for this 

thesis was either based on the exact words of interviewees, or very close to their 

exact words, with no perversion of the main points made by these professionals. I 

set up myself to this challenge with confidence that I was going to be able to do it 

and feel confident that I have completed the task with success.  

 

5. Theoretical Framing  

5.1 Design Thinking  

“Edison’s approach was an early example of what is now called “design 

thinking”— a methodology that imbues the full spectrum of innovation activities 

with a human-centered design ethos. By this I mean that innovation is powered by 

a thorough understanding, through direct observation, of what people want and 

need in their lives and what they like or dislike about the way particular products 

are made, packaged, marketed, sold, and supported. “ 

Tim Brown, 2008 

 

5.1.1 A General Understanding of the Concept 

Upon researching on Design Thinking, two things become clear: there is no 

singular definition of Design Thinking (Carlgren, 2013) and the term is considered 

confusing (Kimbell 2009b) and vague (Hassi & Laakso, 2011). Still, it is possible to 

see characteristics such as user-centeredness, focus on extensive user research, 

iterative working and prototyping being mentioned in most definitions of Design 

Thinking (Carlgren, 2013), allowing for at least a bigger picture or a general idea of 

what is meant by Design Thinking. Brown, the CEO of IDEO and clearly one of the 

main proponents of Design Thinking (Kimbell, 2011a), is credited for the label 

“Design Thinking” as we know it today (Johansson-Sköldberg, Woodilla, & 

Çetinkaya, 2013), consequently, his definition is one of the most used: “a discipline 
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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, 2008: 2). 

 

One interesting aspect of Design Thinking is that, although the term is poorly 

conceptualised (Carlgren, 2013) and there is little proof of its effectiveness (Hassi 

& Laakso, 2011), it has nevertheless gained much attention in the managerial 

discourse in the early 2000s, a period that marks the beginning of DT for many 

practitioners (Carlgren, Elmquist & Rauth, 2014a). One should then ask “why?”, 

why is there such a hype around the concept (Hassi & Laakso, 2011) when there 

is so little evidence and empirical research (Carlgren, 2013; Carlgren et al., 2016; 

Hassi & Laakso, 2011) on what companies can achieve with Design Thinking? Is 

Design Thinking a fad? (Johansson & Woodilla, 2010, as cited in Johansson-

Sköldberg et al., 2013) To try to understand what is it with Design Thinking, I now 

turn to differences between the “Designerly Thinking” discourse and “Design 

Thinking” discourse (Johansson-Sköldberg et al., 2013). 

 

5.1.2 Two Discourses: Designerly Thinking & Design Thinking 

The conceptualisation of Design Thinking is not the only source of confusion, it’s 

beginning is also a source of debate since, depending on the audience, different 

authors are associated with the emergence of Design Thinking (Hassi & Laakso, 

2011). To be clearer, Hassi & Laakso (2011) interviewed both academics from the 

field of Design methodology and practitioners such as CEOs or creative directors 

of Design consultancies and the difference is clear: “the academics considered the 

roots of Design thinking to go back to the 1960’s, whereas the practitioners 

considered the concept to be a rather recent one, spurring during the 2000’s.” 

(Hassi & Laakso, 2011: 5). This means that for academics the emergence of 

Design Thinking is attributed to authors such as Simon and Schön and for 

practitioners it is mostly attributed to IDEO and its CEO, Tim Brown, as well as to 
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the d. school of Hasso Plattner Institute of Design at Stanford University (Hassi & 

Laakso, 2011). 

 

There are major differences between the more recent management discourse 

(2000s) and the design discourse (1960s), to give three examples: first, design 

discourse focuses on the cognitive aspects of designing such as characteristics of 

designers’ work and practice (Johansson-Sköldberg et al., 2013), while 

management discourse focuses on the importance of improving manager’s design 

thinking skills for the sake of business success (Hassi & Laakso, 2011). Second, 

while design discourse focuses on designer professions, management discourse, 

more specifically Brown (2008) and Martin (2009), disconnect Design from the 

designer professions, implying that non-designers can have a natural aptitude for 

Design Thinking (Carlgren, 2013). Third, although design discourse has been 

reflected on by scholars over several decades, allowing it to build considerable 

robustness (Johansson-Sköldberg et al., 2013), the same can’t be implied about 

Design Thinking in management discourse where even its origin is not well 

understood (Hassi & Laakso, 2011). 

 

Hassi & Laakso (2011) pose interesting questions on the emergence of the later 

discourse: “what has originated this recent management discourse? Did 

something happen within the established design discourse that initiated this new 

discourse?” They uncover possible answers to these questions, ranging from 

design research failing to be relevant for design practice to the questioning of 

management education in what regards it’s overemphasising of analytical thinking 

and rational problem solving. Still, there are no clear answers to these questions 

(Hassi & Laakso, 2011). 

 

Another important aspect to be mentioned is the virtually non-existent connection 

between both discourses (Johansson-Sköldberg et al., 2013; Hassi & Laakso, 

2011). One would expect some sort of connection between the two, since both 

address Design Thinking somehow. This non-connection not only causes 
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confusion regarding what is meant by the concept but also hampers the validity of 

it (Johansson-Sköldberg et al., 2013; Hassi & Laakso, 2011). Adding to the 

isolated management discourse the fact that there is little empirical research on 

Design Thinking (Carlgren, 2013; Hassi & Laakso, 2011) makes some authors 

portray the recent descriptions of the concept as the latest management fad 

(Johansson & Woodilla, 2010, as cited in Johansson-Sköldberg et al., 2013).  

 

It is important to make a note that from here onwards, this thesis addresses 

Design Thinking as it is portrayed in the recent management discourse, not the 

previously existent design discourse. 

 

5.1.3 Design Thinking Models & Tools 

As Design Thinking started to gain popularity in the last few years (specially in IT 

and Business), with it came the demand for clear and absolute knowledge about it, 

as for instance a definition and a toolbox (Dorst, 2010). Coming from a business 

background myself, I have seen first-hand how in business it is important to have 

everything clearly defined and explained via polished models, leaving virtually no 

space for creativity or reinventions of knowledge. One of the major problems in 

trying to see Design Thinking as something that can simply be explained in very 

specific steps, or even understood in a very specific definition, just as it usually 

happens in business, is that it goes against the way design researchers have been 

portraying Design Thinking, trying not to oversimplify it and cherish its multiple 

perspectives (Dorst, 2010).  

 

Multiple models of Design thinking have emerged over twenty years of research 

(Dorst 2010) and, as Tschimmel (2012) states, “there is no universal best DT 

process model”. The best model for one manager may not be the best model for 

another manager and the decision is based on many variables such as personal 

taste or composition of the team working in the innovation process (Tschimmel, 
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2012). Ultimately, this “acceptance” of all the models highly contributes to the 

multiple perspectives so cherished by Design researchers.  

 

Tschimmel (2012) made a qualitative analysis of five well-known models of the 

Design Thinking and ten of the most applied DT tools. The five well-know models 

are: 3 I Model (by IDEO), HCD Model (by IDEO), Design Thinking Model (by 

Hasso-Plattner-Institute), Double Diamond Model (by the British Design Council) 

and Service Design Model (by Stickdorn and Schneider), which has been specially 

conceived for Service Design, as the name implies. The ten most applied DT tools 

are: Observation and register on place; Mind Maps and other kind of Information 

Maps; Personas and Empathy Map; Brainwriting and Brainsketching; Sketching; 

Visual and Semantic Confrontations; Storyboard; Rapid Prototyping; Storytelling; 

Learning experiences/Test. 

 

It is not within the scope and intention of this Thesis to look in full detail to each of 

the models and tools, however, and particularly for a better understanding of the 

models, a resume of each of these (as studied by Tschimmel (2012)) is here 

presented. The tools, though, are not explored further. 

 

3 I Model 

 

This is one of the models developed by IDEO. The three “Is” stand for Inspiration, 

Ideation and Implementation and this model was specially developed for social 

innovation.  

 

HCD Model 

 

Developed by IDEO with the objective of being a toolkit for NGOs and social 

enterprises. The acronym stands for Hearing, Creating and Delivering.  
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Design Thinking Model 

 

Developed by Hasso-Platnner-Institute, this model contemplates the DT process in 

six steps: Understand, Observe, Point of View, Ideation, Prototype and Tests. This 

model is one of the most evident in showing that the process in not always 

undertaken sequentially and there may be a need to loop back from more 

advanced stages to earlier stages as it visually presents this loop.   

 

Double Diamond Model 

 

Developed by UK Design Council, this model focuses on the divergent and 

convergent stages of the Design process. It visually shows these phenomenon, 

creating a visual representation of a double diamond (hence the name to the 

model). It is also known as “4D Model” as the name of each phase starts with a 

‘D’: Discover, Define, Develop and Deliver. 

 

Service Design Model 

 

Published by Stickdorn and Schneider, this model is composed by four phases: 

Exploration, Creation, Reflection and Implementation. The main difference 

between this model and the previously presented ones is that the outcome is a 

process rather than a finished product. Additionally, it was specially conceived to 

be used in Service Design, being, in principle, better suited for Service Design 

than the other models. 

 

Although trying to synthesise Design Thinking process into steps can be 

misleading, it does have the advantage of making the DT process more accessible 

and understandable for organisations and businesses (Tschimmel, 2012: 5). 

Consequently, it is interesting to see what these models have in common to move 

towards a more practical understanding of DT. Firstly, these models are all 

presented in stages, “following on from classical Design methodology where the 
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Design process has been divided into several stages to facilitate the planning of 

project tasks, collective and production activities, and timetables” (Tschimmel, 

2012: 5). Secondly, the stages themselves are somewhat similar from model to 

model. Even though stage names change, they tend to encompass the same type 

of activities: data collection in initial stages (via observation techniques, interviews, 

etc.) and making sense of data in later stages (using it to ideate and deliver). 

Lastly, most of these models see DT process as non-linear and iterative, much in 

the same way as Brown (2008) sees it: “The Design process is best described 

metaphorically as a system of spaces rather than a predefined series of orderly 

steps.” (Brown, 2008: 4) 

 

5.1.4 Personality Profile & Multidisciplinary Teams 

Brown (2008) separates Design from designer professions, implying that non-

designers can have a natural aptitude for Design Thinking (Carlgren, 2013). 

Hence, he states five characteristics to look for in design thinkers which are 

directly related to the characteristics of an individual’s personality: Empathy, 

Integrative Thinking, Optimism, Experimentalism and Collaboration. These 

characteristics are here analysed in detail, before understanding the importance of 

having multidisciplinary teams in the DT process (Carlgren et al., 2014a). The 

characteristics of a good design thinker, in detail: 

 

1. Empathy - the ability of imagining the world from multiple perspectives - those of 

colleagues, clients, end users, and customers (Brown, 2008). Also, a non-

judgemental understanding of people’s experiences and an emotional connection 

to different stakeholders (De Lille et al, 2012, as cited in New & Kimbell, 2013). For 

Brown (2008), empathy is an important characteristic in a design thinker because 

it allows him/her to “imagine solutions that are inherently desirable and meet 

explicit latent needs.” (Brown, 2008: 3) 
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2. Integrative Thinking - ability to rely on other forms of thought besides analytical 

(Brown, 2008). Martin (2007) speaks of Integrative Thinking as an escape of what 

seems to be an “either, or” situation and he sees Design Thinking as being a clear 

application of Integrative Thinking. He believes the most successful businesses 

will be the ones that balance analytical mastery and intuitive originality as neither 

alone is enough.  

 

3. Optimism - the “unshakable belief that things could be better than they are” 

(Brown, 2009: 76). Dealing with uncertainty in experimentation (essential to DT) is 

not always easy, it is important to assume that there’s always one potential 

solution that is better than the existing alternatives, otherwise the will to 

experiment will wither (Brown, 2009). 

 

4. Experimentalism - in it’s essence it is a bias towards testing and trying things 

out as well as moving between divergent and convergent ways of thinking 

(Carlgren et al., 2016). Brown (2008) believes that only through experimentation 

can design thinkers move to entirely new directions and create significant 

innovations.  

 

5. Collaboration - collaboration in DT relates to finding the richest insights in 

intersections between disciplines and perspectives (Simons, Gupta & Buchanan, 

2011), which can be achieved by bringing people from different backgrounds to 

work together. Although not contemplated in classical design research (Liedtka, 

2015; Carlgren et al., 2016), Brown (2008) considers the capacity to collaborate as 

an important skill in a design thinker. He justifies the importance of collaboration 

with the increasing complexity of products, services and experiences, which is 

best addressed via collaboration. 

 

This list of five characteristics brings clarity on design thinker skills, however, it is 

surely not exhaustive, it’s simply a “starting point” (Brown, 2008) of characteristics 

to look for in these professionals. 
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In what regards multidisciplinary teams, these are often mentioned in DT 

discourse (Carlgren, 2013). IDEO, a major responsible for the attention given to 

multidisciplinary teams in DT, has written in their Human Centred Design Toolkit 

(IDEO, 2011), that to deal with complex problems it is best to mix different 

disciplinary and educational backgrounds to have a better chance of coming up 

with unexpected solutions, as problems will be approached from different points of 

view. This belief in the power of multidisciplinary teams is backed up by research 

as researchers Beckman & Barry (2007) found out that teams with representation 

from the four learning styles - Assimilating, Converging, Diverging and 

Accommodating - outperform teams that are more homogeneous. Individuals with 

a preference for assimilating are good at taking in a lot of information and logically 

ordering it, individuals with a preference for converging style prefer technical tasks, 

diverging individuals are good in idea generation and accommodating style 

individuals prefer hands-on experience, as such, these individuals can 

complement each other and compose a strong team (Beckman & Barry, 2007).  

 

5.1.5 Value of Design Thinking 

There are some inputs on the literature regarding value and benefits of integrating 

Design in a company in general, and using DT in particular. Companies are 

starting to see Design differently, not only as a “late stage add-on” (Brown, 2008) 

but as a strategic tool (Boztepe, 2016) that has the power to improve innovation, 

competitiveness, profits and overall performance (Cruickshank & Evans, 2012; 

Brown, 2008; Martin, 2008; Boztepe, 2016; Design Council, 2011; Hollins, 

Blackman & Shinkins, 2003). This is the case given that Design helps link 

creativity and innovation as well as shape ideas that are attractive for users or 

customers (Cox, 2005; Design Council, 2011). The result is that global economies 

and organisations are increasingly building and utilising Design approaches in 

their businesses (Cruickshank & Evans, 2012).  
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Design Thinking is promoted as a potential solution to deal with increasing 

competition, to help companies develop new income streams (Cruickshank & 

Evans, 2012; Soila-Wadman & Haselwanter, 2014) and to help companies gain 

competitive advantage (Martin, 2008; Razzouk & Shute, 2012). In what regards 

these aspects, authors justify their arguments in various ways: Leonard & Rayport 

(1997) speak of empathic Design with its focus on observation techniques and 

understanding of what customers really need, as a potential source for creating 

competitive advantage. Martin (2008), sees DT as effectively balancing analytical 

and intuitive thinking, as well as exploration and exploitation, creating a “powerful 

formula” (Martin, 2008) for competitive advantage. Brown (2008) speaks of DT as 

an effective process to create innovations that go beyond incremental 

improvements and lastly, Tschimmel (2008), mentions how DT is an effective 

toolkit for innovation and how collaborative Design Thinking increases the 

effectiveness of innovation processes. 

 

In what regards the value that DT creates, as perceived by the organisations that 

put it in practice, Carlgren, Elmquist & Rauth (2014b) found in their empirical study 

that interviewees mentioned positive aspects in three main components: 

resources, processes and mindset. To give examples for each component, in 

resources, factors such as “democratisation”, “personal development” and “holistic 

understanding” were mentioned. In processes, interviewees mentioned aspects 

such as “more innovative output” and “creating solutions that were easier to 

implement”. For the third component - mindset - several interviewees mentioned 

“gradual changing of values and norms in the company” and “shift in the mindset 

of top management”. 

 

One should be careful when speaking about the value of DT though. This is the 

case because, even though some authors speak about it (as we have seen), most 

of their claims are not based on empirical research (Hassi & Laakso, 2011; 

Johansson-Sköldberg et al., 2013). Truth is, there’s little proof of DT’s 

effectiveness (Hassi & Laakso, 2011) and the added value for innovation practice 
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is unclear (Tschimmel, 2012). Consequently, as said, claims on the value of DT 

should be inferred with caution. 

 

5.1.6 Criticism on Design Thinking 

One thing is clear, Design Thinking has not escaped criticism. Critics are 

predominantly from the Design research community (Carlgren, 2013) and the main 

reasons for criticism are: lack of aesthetically discourse (Carlgren, 2013), lack of 

empirical research (Carlgren, 2013; Carlgren et al., 2014a; Hassi & Laakso, 2011; 

Kimbell 2011a) and non-reference to previous design discourse (Johansson-

Sköldberg et al., 2013; Hassi & Laakso, 2011). In what regards the lack of an 

aesthetically discourse, although Brown (2008) mentions that form and aesthetics 

are important, there is empirical evidence showing that Design Thinking is not 

usually associated to aesthetics. As an example, Carlgren et al. (2014b), in their 

study on the potential value of DT, had only a few interviewees mentioning 

something that could be linked to aesthetics. The authors see this as a 

confirmation of both Tonkinwise (2011) and Jahnke (2013) point to the absence of 

aesthetic/visual values in the managerial DT discourse. Being poorly empirically 

researched and making virtually no reference to the existing designerly discourse, 

are also among the major sources of criticism on Design Thinking. Little empirical 

research makes it harder to evaluate the approach’s effectiveness (Hassi & 

Laakso, 2011), as well as understand and conceptualise it (Carlgren, 2013). The 

lack of reference to designerly discourse on the other hand, makes it harder to 

validate the concept (Johansson-Sköldberg et al., 2013; Hassi & Laakso, 2011). 

 

Design researchers are trying to find ways to deal with problems and criticism in 

DT discourse. To name a few, Kimbell (2009b) introduces a pair of concepts: 

Design-as-practice and Design-in-practice to solve several problems facing 

researchers working in Design studies. Hassi & Laakso (2011) introduce a list-type 

framework to function as a base for further development of the understanding on 

the concept and Carlgren, et al. (2014b) introduce a framework of innovation 
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capability, useful to address long-term effects of using DT. Still, more research 

(both theoretical and empirical) is needed to further develop and validate the 

concept, just like these authors mention in their works. 

 

5.2 Service Design 

“Service Design is all about making the service you deliver useful, usable, efficient, 

effective and desirable. “ 

UK Design Council, 2010 

 

5.2.1 A General Understanding of the Concept 

Before truly understanding Service Design and its characteristics, it is important to 

understand what is meant by “services”. Researchers have not agreed on an exact 

definition of services (Kimbell, 2011b), these are usually defined in opposition to 

goods (Kimbell, 2009c), differing from manufactured products in up to five ways: 

Tangibility (as opposed to products, most services are intangible), Transportability 

(most services cannot be transported), Storability (as services tend to be 

intangible, it is usually not possible to store them), Quality (compared to products, 

it is more difficult to control the quality of a service) and Customer Contact (it is 

easier to be aware of how a service came about, when compared to products, as 

production and consumption tend to occur at the same time) (Hollins et al., 2003). 

Defining services opposed to products is not agreed among professional Service 

Designers though, some professionals see this distinction as something important 

while others do not see its relevance (Kimbell, 2011b). Something that is generally 

agreed in services literature though is that services are created through interaction 

between a service provider and a customer as the value is co-produced with and 

by the service user (Stickdorn & Schneider, 2011; Knight, 2013; Kimbell, 2011b; 

Vargo & Lusch, 2004). 
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In what concerns defining Service Design, just as it happens with Design Thinking, 

there is no singular definition (Stickdorn & Schneider, 2011). Dervojeda et al. 

(2014) give an enough broad and understandable definition of Service Design 

though, mentioning important characteristics such as “interaction between service 

providers and customers”, “creative” and “user-centred Design process”, which are 

often found in Service Design literature. This is their definition: 

 

“Service Design is the activity of planning and organising people, infrastructure, 

communication, and material components of a service in order to improve its 

quality and the interaction between service providers and customers. It is a 

creative, viable and user-centred Design process that is used by organisations to 

create value for their customers or users and serves as a competitive advantage 

for the service provider.” 

 

Service Design as we know it today emerged at the end of the 20th century 

(Kimbell, 2009c). The field evolved from a mix of established Design disciplines as 

well as business strategy, borrowing methods and tools from product, interaction 

and communication Design (Dervojeda et al., 2014) and it was established as an 

academic discipline in the early 1990s, while approximately one decade later, in 

2000, the first Service Design Consultancy came to exist (Dervojeda et al., 2014). 

To give a more tangible idea of the novelty of the term “Service Design”, in 2001 a 

google search for the term delivered no results; that same research today returns 

a vast amount of results from all kinds of sources: websites, consultancies, 

universities, etc (Kimbell, 2009a). Additionally, designers that are dedicated to 

services, just recently started calling themselves as “Service Designers” (Kimbell, 

2009c).  

 

The reality is that Service Design is not yet an established area of practice or 

theory, even among designers its vocabulary, methods and approaches are not 

well understood (Kimbell, 2009c). Still, with the increasing importance of services 
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in the economy (Hollins et al., 2003), Service Design is increasingly being spoken 

about (Kimbell, 2009c). 

5.2.2 Service Design Principles & Tools 

Before Service Design, all sorts of people who typically have not been to Design 

school, were designing services (Kimbell, 2009c). Nowadays, we have self-named 

Service Designers, educated in Design schools (Kimbell, 2009c), that are using 

their own tools and combining them with user-centric Design methods (Dervojeda 

et al., 2014). To bring clarity on principles and tools Service Designers use, 

Stickdorn & Schneider (2011) present five principles and 25 tools in their book 

“This is Service Design Thinking”. Starting with the five core principles, these are:  

 

1. User-centred - Services should be experienced through the customer’s eyes; 

2. Co-creative - All stakeholders should be included in the service Design process; 

3. Sequencing - The service should be visualised as a sequence of interrelated 

actions; 

4. Evidencing - Intangible services should be visualised in terms of physical 

artefacts; 

5. Holistic - The entire environment of a service should be considered. 

 

These five principles show how important it is for the construction of services to be 

user-centred, in order to co-create solutions with stakeholders and take into 

account the whole touchpoint sequence, provide evidences, and create holistic 

concepts (Stickdorn & Schneider, 2011). There are a variety of tools that can be 

used to achieve this: Customer Journey Maps, Service Blueprints, Contextual 

Interviews, Personas, Storyboards, Service Prototypes, Design Scenarios, 

Stakeholder Maps, are a few examples. For the sake of simplicity, only some of 

the most known and used tools will be explained: Customer Journey Maps, 

Service Blueprints and Service Prototypes. 
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Customer Journey Map 

 

The Customer Journey Map is a series of touchpoints (occur whenever a customer 

“touches” an organization, regardless the type of channel he/she uses) and it 

“involves all activities and events related to the delivery of a service from the 

customer’s perspective” (Zomerdijk & Voss, 2010: 74). The main objective of this 

tool is to “understand how customers behave across a journey, what they are 

feeling, and what their motivation and attitudes are across that journey” (Zomerdijk 

& Voss, 2010).  

 

Service Blueprints 

 

Shostack, a well-known contributor in marketing studies on services, considered 

Blueprints a fundamental step in the activity of Service Design (Morelli, 2009). 

These are essentially a way to specify and detail each individual aspect of a 

service, from involved stakeholder’s perspectives to behind-the-scenes processes 

(Stickdorn & Schneider, 2011). In terms of its value, service blueprints are crucial 

for defining the characteristics and qualities of service encounters (Morelli, 2009).  

 

Service Prototypes 

 

Service Prototypes are essentially a simulation of a service experience (Stickdorn 

& Schneider, 2011). The prototypes range from more informal to more detailed 

scale recreations with the objective of testing the service solutions that are being 

proposed in a somewhat “real-world” environment (Stickdorn & Schneider, 2011). 

 

One key aspect of these tools is in making the complexity of services visible, 

comprehensible (Kimbell, 2011b) and somewhat tangible (Kimbell, 2009a; Kimbell, 

2009c; Stickdorn & Schneider, 2011). The Customer Journey Map provides a 

visualisation of a service user’s experience (Stickdorn & Schneider, 2011), the 

Service Blueprint creates a visual schematic incorporating the user, service 
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provider and other relevant parties (Stickdorn & Schneider, 2011) and the Service 

Prototype generates a simulation of a service experience (Stickdorn & Schneider, 

2011). 

 

5.2.3 Service Design Consulting Firms & KIFs 

Definitions on knowledge-intensive firms (KIFs) tend to be vague, however, KIFs 

are normally portrayed in the literature as organisations that are dependent on 

highly qualified people to solve complex problems in a creative way (Rylander, 

2009). The vagueness, aligned with the fact that there is no set of distinctive 

characteristics that allow for the determination of which firms qualify as KIFs and 

which do not (Rylander, 2009), makes Service Design Firms, possible KIFs. But to 

look further at this possibility, a higher understanding of both is needed. 

 

There is an important similarity between Design firms and “typical” KIFs 

(management consulting firms), they depart from the same premise: “solving 

complex problems creatively under ambiguous and uncertain conditions” 

(Rylander, 2009: 12). The way these organisations address this premise though, 

varies significantly. As an example, they have different perspectives for framing a 

problem and different processes and resources to solve them, as management 

consulting firms tend to use a more analytical and rational approach when framing 

and solving problems, while Design firms rely on interpretative and emergent 

approaches (Rylander, 2009). The different approaches result from dissimilar 

symbolic meanings, with management consultants’ relying on analytical and 

rational approaches to compensate for the ambiguity inherent in consulting work 

(business environment feels uncomfortable with ambiguity) (Armbrüster, 2004, as 

cited in Rylander, 2009), and designers producing symbols of creativity, without 

feeling a pressing need to always speak the same language as clients (Johansson 

& Svengren, 2008, as cited in Rylander, 2009). 
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One could argue that the (similar) premise is of greater importance than the 

(different) approaches when classifying a firm as KIF, and therefore consider 

Service Design firms as KIFs. The problem is, Design work does not fit within the 

construction of knowledge (Rylander, 2009), consequently, Design firms do not fit 

in the knowledge-intensive firms “world”. This is the case because the construction 

of knowledge, as portrayed in the KIF literature, is based on intellectual work, is 

theory guided and uses verbal sense-making, making no contemplation for 

practical, reflection-in-action and visual sense-making that are so characteristic of 

Design (Rylander, 2009).  

 

Rylander (2009) argues that the way Design firms symbolise themselves as 

creative firms is probably contributing to their lower profitability when compared to 

the so-called KIFs in general, and management consulting firms in particular. As 

such, it becomes obvious that, as long as the inherently flawed (Rylander, 2009) 

construction of knowledge does not contemplate Design and its characteristics, it 

will be difficult to properly argue for possibly defining Design firms as knowledge-

intensive firms, and if we accept Rylander’s argument on profitability, for Design 

firms to become as profitable as other management consulting firms. 

 

6. Case - Design Thinking & Service Design in the UK 

6.1 UK Design Sector 

The UK Design industry is well-regarded internationally and was calculated as 

having 230,000 designers, making it the largest Design industry in Europe (Design 

Council, 2011). Considered to be a global success story and a powerful sector to 

help accelerate innovation and growth, the industry’s Design education system is 

also impressive, being responsible for educating some of the world’s leading 

designers for more than 150 years (Design Council, 2011). In reality, some of the 

best-known names in Design are British and many of the world’s best brands, 

buildings and products are Designed from studios in the UK (Design Council, 
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2011). The industry has been growing over the years both in consultancy and in-

house Design teams, where Design Consultancies are mostly micro businesses 

selling their services nationally (Design Council, 2011). Nonetheless, a high 

proportion of the leading Design firms export their services around the world, as it 

is the case with some of the top consultancies in Industrial Design and 

Architecture (Design Council, 2011). 

 

Globalisation has created tremendous opportunities as well as challenges to the 

UK Design industry that simply can’t be ignored (Cooper, Evan & Williams, 2009). 

More specifically, over the past two decades, UK has moved from an industrial-

based to a knowledge-based economy accompanied by alterations in the Design 

industry, in particular in the Design consultancy sector (Cooper et al., 2009). In line 

with this move, there has been a growing recognition that through the effective 

integration of Design companies are more likely to be innovative, become more 

competitive, increase their profits and boost their performance (Cooper et al., 

2009). 

 

Having into consideration the economic challenges that the UK economy is facing 

(given the mentioned increasingly competitive global economy), if it wants to thrive 

within such challenging international context, UK must rise to the challenge of 

achieving prosperity through increasing innovation (Design Council, 2011). The 

UK government’s strategy is clear that innovation, across the public and private 

sectors, is the only pathway to sustainable economic growth, higher real incomes 

and greater quality of life in the long term (Design Council, 2011). Accordingly, it 

will drive growth by addressing five critical areas: fostering scientific and 

technological breakthroughs, supporting business innovation across all sectors of 

the economy, encouraging high-impact collaborations, responding to the 

international challenges and opportunities of changing innovation geography and 

lastly, encouraging innovation in all parts of society (Design Council, 2011). All 

these initiatives have into consideration Design in one way or another, proving that 

UK government recognises the transformational role of Design in leading or 
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supporting product and process innovation across all businesses (Design Council, 

2011). The Design Council believes that good Design is essential to good 

business, this being the case because Design is perceived as a connector of 

creativity and innovation, both important in business with creativity allowing for 

origination of new ideas and innovation turning ideas into value (Design Council, 

2011).  

 

The expansion of Design into innovation management and economic strategy in 

the UK can’t be ignored: more than 80% of UK businesses believe that Design will 

help them stay competitive in the current economic climate and many UK firms 

consider Design to be the sixth most important factor driving business success - 

higher than R&D and marketing (Design Council, 2011). Still, many companies in 

the UK (especially SME’s) are missing the huge opportunity that Design has to 

offer, proving that the UK industry should find ways in which it could use Design to 

differentiate products and services in highly competitive markets (Cooper et al., 

2009). To help turn this situation around, in the last few years the Design Council 

has provided Design coaching to over 2,300 SMEs through a programme called 

“Designing Demand”, trying to counteract a lack of Design capability and 

confidence in SMEs (Design Council, 2011). Typical benefits for participating firms 

have been accelerated business growth, increased market share and successful 

new product, service and brand development (Design Council, 2011). 

 

This belief in the power of Design has contributed to the expansion of Design in 

policy, management and business education (Design Council, 2011) as well as to 

the emergence of a discourse in both Design Thinking (Cooper et al., 2009) and 

Service Design (Dervojeda et al., 2014). As examples, the Design Council states 

that Design Thinking is a key contributor to innovation (Design Council 2009, as 

cited in Kimbell, 2009b) and The Engine Group states that Service Design is 

becoming more prevalent within organisations and the public sector in the UK 

(Dervojeda et al., 2014). 
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6.2 Empirical Findings 

Upon completing all 11 interviews to professionals working in the Design sector in 

the UK, it became quite clear that strong patterns emerged in the data and that 

interviewees saw Design Thinking in somewhat similar ways. These patterns are 

presented in this section in the form of empirical findings and will not be analysed 

in any way for now, such task was left to the next section - section “7. Analysis” - 

where I will analyse empirical findings and make a bridge between theory and 

empirical data. 

 

Before mentioning the findings in more detail, a table summarising both 

“Empirically Categories” as well as “Empirical Terms” derived from interviews, is 

presented below. This table has the objective of presenting the readers with a “big 

picture” of the findings in this chapter, as well as the findings that will be analysed 

in the next section of this thesis - section “7. Analysis”.  

 

As a note, while addressing the findings in more detail, in some cases “Empirical 

Categories” presented separately in the table were combined for the sake of 

simplicity and storytelling. 

 

Table 2 Summary of Empirically Derived Categories 

 

Empirical Categories Empirical Terms 

Definition of  

Design Thinking 

Framework; process; user-centred approach; set of principles; 

multidisciplinary collaboration; holistic approach; way of looking at 

the world; toolkit; creative approach; way of exploring an issue in a 

human-centred way; attitude; approach to work. 

Roots of  

Design Thinking 

It goes way back; it does not have a specific starting date; it has 

grown from other areas; brings together focuses from different 

design disciplines; it has been around for a long time; it has not 

been the sole effort of one company nor person. 
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Models of   

Design Thinking 

Double Diamond adapted; Hasso Plattner Institute of Design Model 

adapted. 

Design Thinking  

Value & Benefits 

Reminding people of what is truly important; helping in framing and 

reframing problems; helping in building good experiences; leading a 

company to implement something that really makes sense; produce 

things that are actually relevant for people; alignment of different 

stakeholders; helping to transform organisations from within; 

breaking down silos; shift attitudes and build empathy towards 

users; help identify value for business and finding something new in 

a systematic way; validation before pulling things out at a big scale; 

allowing for a refreshing and valuable perspective to overly 

analytical organisations; helping solve problems in the complex 

world we live in; an important part of creating a better economy. 

Design Thinking 

Challenges 

Internal: people not fitting to the process, difficulties in using the 

same method strictly; struggles in finding a direction to start the 

process; consultants not truly believing in the process; different 

practitioners not being aligned in the process; keeping up with the 

vibe.  

External: client’s struggle to understand the value of doing research; 

clients tend to be too busy doing “business as usual”; clients are not 

used to a Design process and don’t feel comfortable with ambiguity; 

clients don’t see the benefit of the process, considering it just a lot of 

fluff and airy-fairy;  

General: difficulty in convincing people to think in a customer centric 

way; Design Thinking becoming a buzzword; DT not speaking the 

language of business; no unique jargon; difficulty in measuring the 

impact and the return on investment; the majority of projects don’t 

go through the whole process; people using DT without knowing it 

pollute the market;. 
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In-House Design 

Capabilities & 

External Teams 

Helping Clients Build In-House Design Capabilities: many clients 

want this knowledge transfer; it happens in projects informally; it can 

bring advantages to the consulting companies themselves; long 

process; transformation from the client’s side. 

Value of External Teams: bring external perspectives and 

complement the internal team; there should be both an internal team 

and an external team; consulting teams transfer expertise from one 

industry to another (cross-pollination); more holistic understanding 

of what a good service is; support networks; always up to date in 

what regards Service Design; bring external ideas and perspectives 

to a company that has probably become blind or biased towards 

their own reality; independency; permission to be controversial; 

freedom to give hard news; allow clients to increase capacity in 

bigger projects.  

Design Thinker 

Characteristics 

Willingness to think from the users perspectives; valuing research; 

having the ability to know that you are consciously doing something; 

being able to make the bridge between the service provider and the 

customer; having the ability to listen; being inquisitive, curious and 

having the capacity to ask the right questions; willingness to take 

risks; person of action and people person; good at visual and verbal 

communication; able to tell stories; willingness to be wrong and re-

work things; ability to empathise; analytical/rational mind; ability to 

work well with other people; capacity to deal with ambiguity and 

contradictions; move easily between macro and micro realities; 

creative yet structured; being humble because you are never the 

expert, the client is.  

Design Thinking 

Teams 
Multidisciplinary; Homogeneous. 
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Management 

Consulting vs  

Design Consulting 

Scale and agility; importance given to Design; focus on final users; 

predominance of analytical though vs more creative thinking; level of 

understanding of DT; profound differences. 

 

6.2.1 Definition & Roots of Design Thinking 

Starting with the definition of Design Thinking, interviewees defined it as a 

framework, a process, a user-centred approach, a set of principles, a 

multidisciplinary collaboration, a holistic approach, a way of looking at the world, a 

toolkit, a creative approach, among other used terms. A few interviewees have 

shown some resistance to the term though, calling it a buzzword or seeing it as 

something that is to be used by non-designers or for non-design challenges. Still, 

the majority recognised that they use the approach somehow or have been 

inspired by it in some way, just not necessarily the “IDEO way” which has, at the 

eye of the interviewees, been doing good marketing on Design Thinking. In fact, 

IDEO in general, and Tim Brown in specific, were repeatedly mentioned as being 

responsible for coining the term and for making the term famous, however, all 

interviewees mentioned in one way or another that Design Thinking goes way 

back. Interviewees have said various things to justify this belief, such as: the 

approach does not have a specific starting date, it has grown from other areas, it 

has been around for a long time and giving shape to the approach has not been 

the sole effort of one company nor person, rather, it has been built over time by 

many different designers and organisations.  

 

6.2.2 Models of Design Thinking 

In what regards the models that Service Design Consulting firms use to put Design 

Thinking in practice, these are usually based on the most used models of DT such 

as the Double Diamond - Discover, Define, Develop, Deliver - and the Hasso 

Plattner Institute of Design Model - Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype, Test. 

Nevertheless, many interviewees have mentioned that their companies have 
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adapted these models either as a way of branding themselves (having their “own” 

models) or from a natural way of adapting the models in a manner that made more 

sense to them. Interviewees also spoke about not really following a model strictly 

or thoroughly since projects change a lot from client to client and many times the 

whole process is not even completed, with each phase being negotiated and many 

projects not following all the steps.  
 
Having models and tools in place to keep consistency in communication with 

clients and between the different professionals and offices, having models to 

convince clients to go through all the process and keeping these somewhat loose 

in purpose so as not to restrict the teams that work with such models, were also 

mentioned when interviewees spoke about the use of models. 

 

6.2.3 Value, Benefits & Challenges  

Regardless the fact that definitions and models were spoken about quite lightly, 

interviewees did have very specific and strong opinions when speaking about the 

value and benefits of Design Thinking. Design Thinking was seen by interviewees 

as reminding people of what is truly important, as helping in framing and reframing 

problems through empathy and research, as an important approach to help build 

good experiences, as leading a company to implement something that really 

makes sense, as helping to transform organisations from within by bringing people 

together from different departments, breaking down silos and helping them change 

perspectives, shift attitudes and build empathy towards users, as a methodology 

that helps identify value for business, find something new in a systematic way and 

allowing for a refreshing and valuable perspective to overly analytical 

organisations, as being an adequate approach to help solve problems in the 

complex world we live in, as being an important part of creating a better economy. 

Most of these values and benefits do face some challenges and resistance prior to 

being seen/achieved and interviewees did mention many challenges associated to 

the use of Design Thinking. These were here separated in internal challenges 
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(struggles within the Service Design Consulting company itself), external 

challenges (struggles from the client’s side) and general challenges (struggles not 

related to the consulting company nor the client in specific).  

 

Starting with internal challenges, interviewees mentioned that there are people 

who do not fit the process, that it is difficult to use the same method strictly in very 

different settings, that they struggle in finding a direction to start the process itself, 

that some consultants do not truly believe in the process at times, and that 

different practitioners are not always aligned in the process. Regarding external 

challenges (where interviewees had the most to say if we compare both internal 

and external challenges), it was repeatedly mentioned that client’s struggle to 

understand what Design consultants do and how and why they do the process the 

way they do. More specifically, they struggle to understand the value of doing 

research at the beginning of the process, they tend to be too busy doing “business 

as usual” and hate to stop and think, they are not used to a Design process and 

don’t feel comfortable with ambiguity as they are used to more rational/analytical 

approaches, or they simply don’t see the benefit of going through such a process, 

considering it just a lot of fluff and airy-fairy. As general challenges that Service 

Design Consulting firms face, interviewees mentioned things such as difficulty in 

convincing people to think in a customer centric way even though they agree it 

makes sense, Design Thinking becoming a buzzword and kind of losing it’s 

meaning because everybody knows it and everybody does it but many times they 

don’t really know how to do it or it is done by people who are not convinced by it, 

DT as being too imprecise at times and not speaking the language of business nor 

having a unique jargon, the difficulty in measuring the impact and the return on 

investment and finally, the fact that the majority of projects don’t go through the 

whole process, meaning, they don’t get to the implementation phase for reasons 

such as internal politics, not enough stakeholder buy-in, clients getting scared, 

people not getting the big picture and the high amount of time and money that  
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need to be invested, all reasons that make many companies unwilling to go 

through the whole process. 

 

Interviewees did speak of ways to decrease their clients’ resistance towards the 

process, such as educating and taking clients through the whole process so they 

can better understand it’s value, showing what has already been done in other 

companies (case studies) to prove the value of the process, bringing data to help 

show the return on investment, doing workshops, doing demonstration projects or 

pitching the vision at first in order to show the potential of the process and get buy-

in for projects, being very communicative with clients and trying to use a language 

that clients can relate to (business vocabulary). 

 

6.2.4 In-House Design Capabilities & External Teams 

Almost all interviewees spoke about their companies helping their clients build in-

house Design capabilities through workshops or along the projects that they do for 

their clients and justified this by mentioning that many clients want this knowledge 

transfer and hire consulting companies to do so. Yet, there are also other 

incentives to do this as it can bring advantages to the consulting companies 

themselves. Creating better conditions to do good projects, helping to get the right 

things into market, reaching a common understanding and having right capabilities 

in place to implement the solutions derived from projects, were among the 

mentioned advantages. Interviewees mentioned that helping clients build in-house 

Design capabilities tends to be a long process though, as sometimes it involves 

considerable transformation from the client’s side - turning a non-user-centred 

company into a user-centred one for instance - but, as some interviewees 

mentioned, the process tends to be smoother when dealing with C-level 

stakeholders which are typically decision makers. 

 

One could easily think that helping clients build in-house Design capabilities may 

decrease the number of projects that Design consulting firms will do, however, 
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most interviewees believe that there should be both an internal team for 

continuous improvement and an external team that should be hired to bring 

external perspectives and complement the internal team. This is the case because 

interviewees see many advantages in hiring external teams even if the client has 

his own Design team in-house. For interviewees, consulting teams have a lot of 

experience in these type of projects as well as experience in various industries, 

allowing consulting teams to transfer expertise from one industry to another 

(cross-pollination), to have a lot of support networks (other clients and colleagues 

from the industry), to bring external ideas and perspectives to a company that has 

probably become blind or biased towards their own reality, to be independent (not 

influenced by internal politics), to have both the permission to be controversial and 

the freedom to give hard news, or it can simply be the case that external 

consulting teams allow clients to increase capacity in bigger projects.  

 

6.2.5 Design Thinker Characteristics & Design Thinking Teams 

For these consulting companies to be able to help their clients build in-house 

capabilities, bring the advantages of hiring an external team and implement 

successful projects, these companies need to have the right people with the right 

skills on board, as well as set up good design consulting teams. Interviewees 

spoke of some particular skills that they see are important to have in order to be a 

good design thinker, these are: willingness to think from the users’ perspectives, 

valuing research, having the ability to know that you are consciously doing 

something as Design is very much a conscious thing, being able to make the 

bridge between the service provider and the customer, having the ability to listen, 

being inquisitive, curious and having the capacity to ask the right questions, 

willingness to take risks, person of action and people person, good at visual and 

verbal communication, able to tell stories, willingness to be wrong and re-work 

things, ability to empathise, analytical/rational mind for the “thinking bit” of Design 

Thinking (breaking down what you are seeing, seeing causalities and patterns and  
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turning something that is complex into something simple), ability to work well with 

other people as Design Thinking is a collaborative co-creative approach, capacity 

to deal with ambiguity and contradictions and move easily between macro and 

micro realities, creative yet structured, being humble because you are never the 

expert, the client is. 

 

Regarding the type of teams that are set up to go to clients, most firms assemble 

multidisciplinary teams (different experts working together) for their projects, with 

only two firms having designers representing a clear majority of the workforce. For 

interviewees used to working in multidisciplinary teams, they see these as 

important in Design projects because they allow people with different perspectives 

to come together and solve complex problems that typically need people from 

different backgrounds to be well dealt with. Also, they help make sure that 

problems are well framed, they help bring more realistic and safer solutions to 

market and they help bring different lens into play, contributing for a decrease in 

the number of biased assumptions having into considerations that individuals are 

heavily biased by their experiences, gender, preferences and education. 

 

6.2.6 Management Consulting vs Design Consulting 

Another interesting topic addressed in interviews relates to the differences 

between Management Consulting Firms and Service Design Consulting Firms, as 

well as reasons to justify the latest trend of the former acquiring the later. 

Interviewees saw differences between these firms in what regards scale and 

agility, importance given to Design, knowledge of DT, focus on final users and 

predominance of analytical thought vs creative thinking.  

 

Differences between these companies help justify the trend of acquisitions. 

Interviewees have several justifications for such acquisitions and have mentioned 

things like Management Consulting Firms finding themselves losing market share 

for Design Consulting Firms, DT being the new sexy thing in the market so 
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management consulting firms just buy the new sexy thing, Management 

Consulting Firms finding ways to stay relevant and present in an industry that is 

growing, Management Consulting Firms trying to build capabilities that they don’t 

have and trying to strengthen their offer, or simply an understanding of the value of 

DT and a desire to be more creative in their approach. One interviewee concludes 

that it just shows that more and more people are understanding the value Design 

can bring to business. Nevertheless, some interviewees also referred to the fact 

that Service Design Consulting Firms also see value in the more strategic 

approach that Management Consulting Firms have, as such, Design Consulting 

Firms have been moving towards becoming more strategic, making the gap 

between these companies smaller. This is something that a few interviewees see 

with good eyes as they state that both a more analytical and a less analytical 

mind-set are needed to succeed and that this may be good for designers in the 

sense that the salaries of these professionals may increase to match those of 

Management Consulting professionals.  

 

7. Analysis 

This chapter is dedicated to the analysis of the main findings presented in “6.2 - 

Empirical Findings”. Here I make the bridge between empirical findings and 

concepts derived from theory to bring a rich analysis to this thesis. 

 

7.1 Definition of Design Thinking 

“There are so many different definitions depending on who you ask and I have 

also given so many definitions when people ask me what I do.” (Service Design 

Consultant, Company E) 

 

Just as it happens when researching DT theoretically, so it happens in empirical 

research: interviewees did not have a singular definition for DT. Carlgren (2013) 

speaks of Design Thinking as not having a singular definition and such reality 
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could be proved empirically as interviewees defined Design Thinking in different 

ways, using terms that seemed to make sense to them: “framework”, “process”, 

“user-centred approach”, “set of principles”, “toolkit”, “approach”, among others. 

Even though it is possible to see a certain pattern in the mentioned terms, 

suggesting that Design Thinking gives some sort of guidance to one’s work, a 

singular definition could not be derived from empirical data nevertheless.  

 

Brown’s (2008) definition in particular - “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, 2008: 2) - one of the most used definitions of DT, was 

never mentioned. Still, some aspects that interviewees referred to seem to be 

aligned with this definition, even though I have not asked to any of the 

interviewees if they knew about it, meaning, I don’t know if they are aware of this 

particular definition or not. Brown’s definition speaks of “Designer’s sensibility and 

methods to match people’s needs” and “what a viable business strategy can 

convert into customer value and market opportunity”, aspects that many 

interviewees mentioned in their own words. As an example, an interviewee who 

spoke of “user-centred approach” seems to resonate with the first part of Brown’s 

definition - “match people’s needs” and an interviewee mentioning the ability to 

“make the bridge between service provider and customer” seems to resonate with 

the second part of the definition - “what a viable business strategy can convert into 

customer value”. 

 

7.2 Roots of DT 

“The way of Design Thinking has been around for a long time, putting yourself in 

the context of the user. Design Thinking is common sense and based in things that 

people have been doing for a long time.” (Senior Service Designer, Company E) 
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For interviewees, Design Thinking goes way back, they don’t see it as a new thing 

that started with IDEO or Tim Brown as, according to Hassi & Laakso’s (2011) 

work, some practitioners do. In Hassi & Laakso’s (2011) work they found that 

depending on the audience, different authors are associated with the emergence 

of Design Thinking. More specifically, for practitioners such as CEOs or creative 

directors of Design consultancies, DT started in the 2000’s with IDEO and Tim 

Brown, while for academics, the roots of Design Thinking go back to the 1960’s 

with the emergence of Design Thinking being attributed to authors such as Simon 

and Schön.  

 

The practitioners that were interviewed for this thesis are closer to the perception 

of academics in the field of Design research than they are to the practitioners that 

participated in Hassi & Laakso (2011) study. Many interviewees did mention IDEO 

and Tim Brown when asked about the beginning of DT, however, they see them 

(both the company and its CEO) as being responsible for coining the term as we 

know it today or for marketing it very well, not as accountable for introducing DT to 

the world. 

 

7.3 Models of Design Thinking 

“We do a Design Thinking process but with different names for the steps because 

we need to brand our model” (Service Designer, Company B) 

 

Tschimmel (2012) states in her work that there is no universal best DT process 

model. This can be backed up by this thesis empirical research as interviewees 

mostly mentioned two models that the companies they work for follow or found 

inspiration in: The Double Diamond and the Hasso Plattner Institute of Design 

Model. Having into consideration that no one single model was mentioned by 

these professionals, this somewhat proves that there is no universal best DT 

model. Additionally, interviewees commented that companies adapt the known 

models either as a way of branding themselves or simply because they feel they 
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need to make some changes for these to make more sense to the company, again 

proving that there is no universal best DT process model as each company is 

using/adapting/creating models as they see fit. One thing was clear though: there 

may be many models and companies may speak of them in different ways but in 

the end, they all focus on the same things in one way or another: research, vision, 

prototyping and development.  

 

Interviewees have also spoken about models as a way of keeping consistency in 

communication with clients and between the different professionals and offices. 

This has similarities with Tschimmel’s (2012) work as she states that having 

models has the advantage of making the DT process more accessible and 

understandable for organisations and businesses. Still, some interviewees felt the 

need to say that they don’t follow a strict process/model but rather keep these 

somewhat loose in purpose, not only because models should be adapted to the 

client but also not to restrict the teams that work with such processes/models. This 

has similarities with Dorst’s (2010) work as he refers to Design researchers trying 

not to oversimplify DT and cherish its multiple perspectives. 

 

7.4 Design Thinking Values & Benefits 

“The biggest value of DT is the fact that you are recommending/implementing 

something that is thought of from the beginning and that really makes sense. It is 

not jumping to solutions immediately. It is an actual approach to come up with the 

idea itself. It is a holistic approach, you take into account many sides and 

stakeholder’s points of view. You really understand and get involved in the 

problem and people’s lives.” (Senior Service Designer, Company E) 

 

Inputs on the value and benefit of Design Thinking resulted in some of the richest 

information for this thesis. I believe this was the case because some interviewees 

really believe in the approach (“I truly believe in it”), others see it as something 

exciting (“It’s the most exciting time for designers, the value of Design has 
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increased exponentially”) or simply because they see its value as going much 

beyond economical/business value (“people in companies change perspectives 

not only in their companies but in life itself sometimes”).  

 

There are many similarities between what interviewees have mentioned and what 

has already been written and researched on Design Thinking. To better see these 

similarities and present all the points, I chose to address the topic of Value & 

Benefits of Design Thinking in bullet points: 

 

- Brown (2008) speaks of Design as moving away from being simply a “late stage 

add-on” and other authors such as Boztepe (2016), Cruickshank & Evans (2012) 

and Martin (2008) also address this point and speak of Design becoming a 

strategic tool and contributing to improving innovation, competitiveness, profits and 

overall business performance. One interviewee spoke of an increase in the value 

of Design just as these authors do: “the value of Design has increased 

exponentially, it changed from appearance to becoming the driver for innovation”. 

 

- Cox (2015) speaks of Design as helping link creativity and innovation as well as 

shape ideas that are attractive for users or customers. Interviewees also spoke of 

this reality as they made comments such as: “creativity in a structured sense”, “the 

whole idea of human-centered Design makes something so desirable that you 

don’t even need marketing as opposed to the “old way” of trying to influence 

people to buy something that you’ve made with marketing” and “constantly involve 

people to make sure that what you deliver in the end is accepted internally and 

externally”. 

 

- Cruickshank & Evans (2012), as well as Soila-Wadman & Haselwanter (2014), 

speak of Design Thinking as a potential solution to deal with increasing 

competition and helping companies develop new income streams. Martin (2008) 

and Razzouk & Shute (2012), see it as a way to gain competitive advantage. One 

interviewee also sees Design Thinking in these ways as he comments: “there’s so 
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much competition between organisations, clients are able to compare everything 

now before a purchase, so finding ways to stand out is crucial, finding ways to 

deliver value that can’t be easily compared by customers.” 

 

- Martin (2008) sees DT as effectively balancing analytical and intuitive thinking, as 

well as exploration and exploitation, creating a “powerful formula”. One interviewee 

also sees this balance as something valuable important, as he states: “they have 

to complement one another - analytical and less analytical, you need both to 

succeed.” 

 

- In Carlgren, Elmquist & Rauth's (2014b) study regarding the value that DT 

creates as perceived by organisations that implement it, aspects such as “holistic 

understanding”, “more innovative output” and “gradual changing of values and 

norms in the company” have been mentioned. Interviewees in this thesis also 

referred such aspects: “it is a holistic approach, you take into account many sides 

and stakeholder’s points of view”, “sometimes it is not that disruptive but they get 

very impressed that we don’t start with a solution in mind and come with 

something innovative.”, “(…) and at the same time, when done properly, even 

change the culture of an organisation in order to set them up for innovation.” 

 

- Brown (2008) speaks about DT as an approach to innovation that can help solve 

serious problems such as unaffordable or unavailable health care, energy usage 

that outpaces the planet’s ability to support it and education systems that fail many 

students. Interviewees see Service Design and Design Thinking as having such 

disruptive implications too, they see DT as having the capacity to help create a 

better economy and even make the world a better place as they have made 

comments such as “Design could be applied in other contexts and in solving 

bigger problems”, “I think Design Thinking is an important part of creating a better 

economy” and “For me this is the war that DT is trying to win, winning small battles 

for a better world.” 
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Given all the similarities between what interviewees have mentioned and what has 

already been written regarding the value and benefits of Design Thinking, it seems 

that even though for some points of Design Thinking there is no consensus (such 

as in defining it), in this specific topic, consensus and consistency seem to reign.  

 

7.5 Design Thinking Challenges 

“Clients sometimes are not willing to pay for the service because they don't see 

the benefit, they see the process as a lot of “fluff” and don't trust it.” (Senior UX & 

Service Designer, Company F) 

 

As Carlgren (2013) mentions in her work, DT faces some criticism, predominantly 

from the Design research community that sometimes sees it simply as a 

hype/buzzword, given aspects such as lack of aesthetically discourse and lack of 

empirical research. In practice, a sort of criticism/resistance can also be perceived, 

with some consultants and clients not truly believing in the approach, resulting in 

challenges in a Design Thinking process. Interviewees have mentioned internal 

challenges such as “people not fitting” and “people not believing in the process, 

even the ones leading it”. They have mentioned external challenges such as 

“many clients don't see the value of research”, “companies are too busy doing 

business as usual and focusing on their crisis mode”, “they are less comfortable 

with ambiguity” and seeing the process as “a lot of “‘fluff’”. Finally, in terms of 

general challenges, interviewees mentioned things like “convincing people to think 

in a customer centric way even though they agree it makes sense”, “not speaking 

the language of business” and “80% of the projects don't actually get 

implemented.” 

 

Resistance is usual in emergent fields, still, “first mover consultants” (if we can call 

them this way) have been finding ways to decrease clients’ resistance towards 

Design Thinking. Consultants educate their clients into the process, show case 

studies, show the potential return on investment, try to adapt the communication to 
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their client’s terminology (to make it easier for them to relate to the process) and 

do workshops and demonstration projects to quickly show the value of the 

approach. 

 

7.6 In-House Design Capabilities & External Teams 

“We educate clients by talking to them and taking them through the process. We 

need to help them trust the process, show them that it works through a project - 

teaching through doing basically” (Service Designer, Company B) 

 

Typical management consulting teams are hired by their clients to help them solve 

complex problems, that’s what Rylander (2009) states KIFs do. What justifies the 

high demand for this type of service, as well as the high rates payed to these 

consultants, is the value that results from hiring these external teams to solve 

complex problems.  

 

Interviewees do see value in this hiring, as they mentioned things such as: 

“external teams bring external perspectives”, “external teams work in many 

industries and clients which makes them experts on this” and “external teams are 

independent and have the “permission” to be controversial, to give the hard news”. 

Nevertheless, many interviewees recognised that it was important for clients to 

have their own internal teams as well. For them this is the case because “an 

interior team helps to continuously improve” and “in an ideal world innovative 

companies should have their own service Design teams, who should be focused 

on designing the best possible service experience”. With this is mind, most 

interviewees said that their companies help their clients build in-house capabilities 

either informally in projects or because clients hire Service Design Consulting 

companies to help them do so. One could easily think that by transferring such 

capabilities consultants may not be called as much to do projects but consultants 

have a different perspective on this, they see many advantages in transferring 

skills to their clients and they have proof that even when they help clients build in-
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house Design capabilities, they still get called for projects. This is specially the 

case because the advantages of hiring external teams don't change when a client 

builds his own in-house team, in fact, the advantages of hiring an external team 

may even be potentiated when a client has his own internal Design team. For 

interviewees helping clients build in-house Design capabilities makes sense 

because: “a client that does not have the capability may corrupt the concept that 

we’ve built or not implement it at all”, “we want to be able to build these internal 

capabilities because they become more mature and we start thinking how we can 

take them further and further”, “you have to empower teams in order for them to 

understand what you are talking about and to make things fast, not taking too long 

because they don’t understand things.” 

 

7.7 Design Thinker Characteristics 

“I think that to be a good design thinker you need to: be able to understand the 

problems from a systemic point of view, not in isolation; be empathic, not only with 

the user but also with the organisation you are working with; be curious, look for 

problems and opportunities beyond the typical places; be able to tell good, 

compelling, inspiring stories about the solutions we are designing; be creative, yet 

structured” (Service Designer, Company H) 

 

Brown (2008) states five characteristics to look for in design thinkers which are 

directly related to the characteristics of an individual’s personality: Empathy, 

Integrative Thinking, Optimism, Experimentalism and Collaboration. Most of these 

characteristics have been mentioned by interviewees either with the same words 

or with other synonyms. Empathy has been constantly mentioned both using the 

exact same term or in other ways such as “likes to hear other people speak”, 

“really thinks from the user’s perspectives”, “people person”, “ability to listen”. 

Integrative Thinking was also somewhat mentioned but not using those exact 

words, interviewees mentioned things like “being able to see things in a different 

way”, “rational plus open mind thinking”, “ability to deal with ambiguity and 
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contradictions”, “move easily between macro and micro realities, obsess about 

details but also step back and look at the overall picture”. Optimism and 

Experimentalism can be seen in comments such as “willing to take risks”, “willing 

to be wrong and re-work things” and “push boundaries and open up to get the right 

solutions”. Finally, Collaboration was also mentioned either using that exact word 

or as one interviewee put it: “be able to work with other people”. 

 

All the characteristics mentioned by Tim Brown have also been mentioned by 

interviewees directly or indirectly, proving that there is some consensus on, and a 

general understanding of the characteristics to look for in a good design thinker. 

 

7.8 Design Thinking Teams 

“You can be as intelligent as Einstein but you’ll never fully understand or solve a 

problem on your own. In huge corporations, there are so many things going on, to 

make sense of complexity you need more than just one brain and one type of 

background to deal with it. You have to extract knowledge from many different 

places to get an overview of a bigger picture. Generally, there’s always just 

benefits to being a multidisciplinary team.” (Service Designer, Company C) 

 

Most interviewee’s firms (6/8) work with multidisciplinary teams. At the eyes of the 

interviewees this is the case because there are many advantages in having 

multidisciplinary teams such as “people having different lens”, “making sure the 

problem is well framed”, “bringing different insights/knowledge into the process” 

and “bringing better, more realistic and safer solutions”. This shows that having 

various perspectives looking at the same reality is regarded as being a strong 

advantage as opposed to relying on individuals with somewhat similar 

backgrounds (in the educational sense at least), which is typical in more 

homogeneous teams. 
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IDEO is a major responsible for the attention given to multidisciplinary teams in DT 

as it argues that to deal with complex problems it is best to mix different 

disciplinary and educational backgrounds to have a better chance of coming up 

with unexpected solutions, since problems will be approached from different points 

of view. Beckman & Barry (2007) also believe in the power of multidisciplinary 

teams as they have researched the dynamics of multidisciplinary vs homogeneous 

teams and found that the former outperforms the later. They justify these findings 

based on the fact that multidisciplinary teams will have learning styles that 

complement each other - assimilating, converging, diverging and accommodating. 

Even though interviewees have not mentioned any of the technical terms used by 

Beckman & Barry (2007), comments such as “people having different lens” and 

“bringing different insights/knowledge into the process” shows that interviewees 

believe that there’s value in people complementing each other, given their different 

experiences, gender, background, preferences, education, etc. 

 

7.9 Management Consulting vs Design Consulting 

“Simply, we use user-centred Design. We come from focusing on users and are 

now heading towards a more strategic/business focus. They have always been 

strategic/business focused and focused on their client, not the final users. We 

have to educate many people that come from those management consulting 

companies in understanding the final user because they don’t come with that 

mindset at all.” (Service Designer, Company B) 

 

Rylander, (2009) sees traditional Management Consulting Firms and Service 

Design Firms as departing from the same premise of solving complex problems 

creatively, however, she argues that the way they do so does vary significantly. 

For Rylander (2009) these firms have different perspectives for framing a problem 

and different processes and resources to solve them, with management consulting 

firms using a more analytical and rational approach when framing and solving 

problems, while Design firms rely on interpretative and emergent approaches. 
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Interviewees did acknowledge this difference in perspectives as well and see 

Management Consulting Firms as having an “old way of thinking”, as being 

“scientific”, as coming from a “different mindset”, as having an “analytical approach 

to bring value” and as having a “completely different approach” when compared to 

Service Design Consulting Firms.  

 

The question that remains is if they can both be considered KIFs and if such 

classification makes sense for Service Design Consulting Firms. One could argue 

that the (similar) premise is of greater importance than the (different) approaches 

when classifying a firm as a KIF and therefore consider Service Design firms to be 

so, however, Design work does not fit within the construction of knowledge 

(Rylander, 2009), consequently, Design firms do not fit in the knowledge-intensive 

firms “world”. But what if Design work did fit within the construction of knowledge, 

would it then make sense to call Design Consulting Firms, KIFs? From the inputs 

of the interviewees it seemed quite clear that they see their companies as being 

very different from the traditional management firms and have no intention of being 

perceived as this type of firm, even though they are moving towards becoming 

more strategic as the market is demanding so. The movement is stronger the 

other way around though, with many traditional management consulting firms 

acquiring Service Design Consulting Firms and wanting to be perceived as the 

later. Interviewees justify this movement by mentioning that these companies 

“found themselves losing market share for companies like IDEO”, that “DT is the 

new sexy thing in the market so they just buy the sexy thing”, that “it’s a way of 

making sure they stay relevant and are present in an industry that is growing”, and 

that these companies are “trying to build the capabilities that they don’t have”, 

“want to be more creative” and “want to strengthen their offer.” 

 

In a world that is becoming more and more aware of the advantages that Design 

can bring to business, the amount of acquisitions of Service Design Firms is quite 

high and can’t be ignored. This movement is simply a natural consequence of the 
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mentioned awareness and knowledge of successful business cases where Design 

has been used at a strategic level 

 

8. Discussion  

There are some interesting findings in this thesis that are worth discussing. My 

impression is that, going through an empirical research is bound to provide the 

researcher with surprises and unexpected findings, regardless the amount of 

theoretical research that the researcher has done previously (considering the case 

of a more deductive approach to a thesis). This has been the case with this thesis 

as interviewees spoke about new realities that I haven’t come across with in my 

extensive theoretical research. Additionally, some of the insights provided by 

interviewees were contrary to what I was expecting when I set foot in empirical 

research. Still, it has also been the case that many comments done by 

interviewees quite clearly related to what I had come across in the literature. 
 
Starting with the most surprising findings, these relate to Service Design 

Consulting firms helping clients build in-house design capabilities, to interviewee’s 

perception on the roots of DT and interviewee’s comparison between Management 

Consulting and Design Consulting firms. Firstly, regarding in-house design 

capabilities, I had a pre-conceived idea that helping clients build their own in-

house design capabilities would not be of interest to Service Design Firms as it 

would result in a loss for their business. However, interviewees spoke of many 

reasons to do so, with one of the most mentioned being that there should be both 

an internal team for continuous improvement and an external team to bring 

external perspectives and complement the client’s team. Secondly, interviewee’s 
perception on the roots of DT related more to what academics in the field of 

Design research defend than they relate to the practitioner’s perception in Hassi & 

Laakso (2011) study, which was also surprising. A possible explanation for these 

differences may be time, as Hassi & Laakso have made their study more than six 

years ago and since then a lot has happened in the Design sector. Design 



55 

Thinking is increasingly being spoke about and all this proliferation makes people 

more informed, consequently, practitioners may have become more aware of the 

roots of Design Thinking as, for instance, academia has heavily criticised the new 

discourse for not making mention to previous discourse on Design Thinking (as it 

happens in Johansson-Sköldberg et al. (2013) and Hassi & Laakso (2011) work). 

Still, it is not possible to explain the differences found in this thesis vs Hassi & 

Laakso’s work through the empirical research taken for this thesis. Thirdly, having 

Rylander’s (2009) work in mind, I had a pre-conceived idea that Design 

Consultancies would like to be compared to Management Consultancies, as the 

later has a quite established and respected place in the market. Professionals 

working in Design Consulting do not want to be perceived as working in 

Management Consulting though and gave many justifications for this, such as the 

differences in culture and the attention given to the final consumer. 

 

In terms of new realities that I have not truly come across in the literature, this has 

been the case for topics such as value, benefits and challenges of DT, as well as 

value of external teams. Firstly, regarding value and benefits of DT, I came across 

very specific insights in the literature such as DT helping companies develop new 

income streams and DT allowing a firm to reach competitive advantage. Even 

though interviewees have spoken about such specific topics, they also spoke 

highly of DT, seeing it as having the potential to create a better economy, 

something that I was not quite expecting. Secondly, regarding challenges, it was 

surprising to hear things such as “consultants not truly believing in the process” 

and “the majority of projects don’t go through the whole process”. Even though the 

literature addresses some challenges related to DT approach, as I was doing 

interviews, professionals seemed, not surprisingly, to be aware of many more 

challenges than what is being portrayed in the literature. Thirdly, regarding 

external teams (even though this is a quite studied reality), I have become quite 

informed about the advantages of hiring an external team while talking to 

professionals as they mentioned advantages that ranged between more complex 
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(“freedom to give hard news”) to very simple and logical ones (“allow clients to 

increase capacity in bigger projects”). 

 

In what regards topics that interviewee’s comments quite clearly related to what I 

had come across in the literature, this has been the case for definition and models 

of DT, as well as characteristics of a good design thinker and DT teams. As 

expected, empirical research confirmed that there is no singular definition of DT, 

that there are a few models that are consistently used, that multidisciplinary teams 

are the rule and that there is a consistent understanding of what is expected from 

a good design thinker. One possible explanation for this may be that these are 

very specific and less complex topics (when compared to other topics addressed 

in this thesis) that have been studied quite extensively and, as a result, 

interviewees are quite aligned with the literature in these topics. 

 

Finally, and directly related to the main focus of this work in understanding 

professionals’ perceptions on the value and benefits of DT, as well as the 

approach’s potential in creating more sustainable industries, it was interesting to 

see that interviewees perceived DT as having very tangible values (“leading a 

company to implement something that really makes sense”; “breaking down silos”) 

as well as more abstract/high level ones (“helping solve problems in the complex 

world we live in”; “an important part of creating a better economy”). Also, other 

comments such as “reminding people of what is truly important” or “shift attitudes 

and build empathy towards users” make one reflect about a somewhat “higher 

power” of DT, something that can also be found in the literature and is now 

addressed to finalise this discussion chapter. 

 

UK government’s strategy is clear that innovation, across the public and private 

sectors, is the only pathway to sustainable economic growth, higher real incomes 

and greater quality of life in the long term (Design Council, 2011). If we assume 

that a better economy is one which is more sustainable and more focused in it’s 

customers’ happiness rather than in profits above everything else, then 
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interviewee’s comments and UK’s government belief in the power of DT applied to 

innovation, leads one to believe that DT can really contribute in building better and 

more sustainable industries. If we think about the fashion industry and the food 

industry for instance (so shockingly portrayed in documentaries “The True Cost” 

and “Food, Inc.”, respectively) and we remind people at the top of “what is truly 

important” (as one interviewee put it), then maybe we can move towards a better 

economy, as these industries (as well as any other less humane industry) become 

more emphatic and more sustainable. As I come to the end of this thesis, I am with 

academics and practitioners in this belief of DT’s “higher power”. 

 

9. Conclusion 

This thesis was conducted with a very specific purpose: contributing to a better 

understanding on the value and benefits of Design Thinking approach, as well as 

understanding the approach’s potential in creating more sustainable industries. I 

believe the objective has been achieved given that this thesis findings contribute 

for a better understanding of Design Thinking values and benefits, both in more 

concrete terms (such as DT helping in “breaking down silos”) as well as more 

abstract/high terms, (such as DT being “an important part of creating a better 

economy”), allowing academics and professionals to better understand how and 

for what reasons DT can be used in business and in the construction of more 

sustainable industries. 
 
There were less and more consistent findings in this thesis. Findings related to 

definition, models, teams, as well as characteristics of a good design thinker being 

among the most consistent where deviation between theory and practice was little. 

As expected, empirical research confirmed that there is no singular definition of 

DT, that there are a few models that are consistently used in practice, that 

multidisciplinary teams are the rule and that there is a consistent understanding of 

what is expected from a good design thinker, just as it is portrayed in the literature. 
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Regarding limitations of this work, the most obvious and critical limitation relates to 

the research topic itself. As the research focus on a not yet well understood and 

robust approach - Design Thinking - while doing interviews, it was often the case 

that interviewees would intercalate the terms “Design Thinking”, “Service Design” 

and simply “Design” making it more difficult to study Design Thinking in specific 

and possibly jeopardising some of this thesis results. Also, as this work focused on 

the value and benefits of Design Thinking as perceived by Service Design 

professionals in the UK, extending the findings beyond this domain may not be 

possible. Further and more varied research is needed if results are to be 

generalised.  
 
Regarding implications of this work, given that there is little empirical research on 

DT (Kimbell 2009b) and that this type of research is important in bringing 

robustness and clearness to a still confusing approach (Kimbell, 2009b), this 

thesis makes its contribution by adding valuable insights to the limited empirical 

research that exists, as well as adding insights that can serve as a baseline for 

further research on the value and benefits of Design Thinking. It also contributes 

for a better understanding of how and for what reasons DT can be used in 

business and in the construction of more sustainable industries (as said in the 

beginning of this section) and finally, as this thesis is both based on theoretical 

and empirical research, it contributes in decreasing the gap between academics 

and practitioners understanding of DT, which in turn will help spread a more clear 

and consensual understanding of DT. 
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11. Appendix - Interview Guide 

Hi XXX, first of all thank you for your time, I really appreciate it. As I told you, I am 

doing my thesis on Design Thinking and it is of extreme value to be able to talk to 

professionals like you in order to complement my theoretical approach. I just have 

three practicalities to discuss with you before we start: 

 

1. It is somewhat difficult to be precise on the duration of the interview but my 

prediction is that it will be something from 30min to 1h. Is that ok? 

 
2. I don’t want to talk about what I have written so far prior to having your answers 

because I don’t want to influence you in any way. I will either share some of my 

insights with you in the end or follow your lead if I feel I have something to share 

after you answer a specific question so we can make this somewhat a 

conversation. Is that ok? 

 

3. It is not in my intention to mention your name or the name of YYY in my thesis. I 

will only do so if you ask me to. 

 

So, before I start making you more specific questions, I would just like to hear a bit 

from your story and the work you do at YYY and if you usually have a “hands-on” 

approach to Design Thinking or if Design Thinking is just something you know of 

but don't actually use. This is important for me in order to understand how I should 

guide the interview.  

 

On Design Thinking 

 
1. How do you define DT and what is your opinion on the methodology? 

 

2. To whom do you attribute the beginning of DT? 
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3. What (or what do you believe) were the motives that led YYY to adopt DT 

methodology? 

 

4. Do you believe DT methodology has helped YYY design superior customer 

experiences to your clients’ customers?  

 
5. What are for you the value and benefits of DT methodology? 

 

6. What would you say are the main challenges involved in using DT? 

 

7. Do you feel some resistance when speaking of DT methodology with your 

clients? What do you do when you feel this resistance?  

 

8. Do you help your clients build in-house DT capabilities? (Why/Why not?)  

 

9. There are several models of DT out there, do you have a specific DT 

model/process that you use? (Why/Why not?) 

 

10. Regarding teams in your projects, are they usually homogeneous or 

multidisciplinary? Can you tell me why do you believe they are built this way?  

 

11. What are for you the characteristics of a good design thinker? 

 

Company & Industry 

 

12. What percentage of YYY employees are designers and what type of people do 

you have that are non-designers? (why?) 

 
13. What do you believe to be the advantages of hiring an external service design 

team from YYY as opposed to the client having his own in-house service design 

team? 
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14. How would you compare YYY (a design consulting company) to a 

management consulting firm?  

 
15. Why do you think many management consulting firms are acquiring design 

consulting companies? (e.g. Accenture acquired Fjord, Deloitte acquired Doblin) 

 

Ok, we have finished the interview, thank you very much for your time and 

valuable insights! 


