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Abstract 

Design has demonstrated to be a driver of growth and revenue where Design Thinking has 

received appraisal in organizational studies and management disciplines. Here, Design Think-

ing is seen as a concept in which people without a design background can apply a designer’s 

mindset and tools to drive innovation and development of e.g. products. This appraisal is 

deemed to have followed the commercialization of Design Thinking by Design agencies that 

advocate for the value of Design Thinking for organizations throughout industries and busi-

ness domains.  

  

This thesis seeks to dive into the understanding of Design Thinking, its foundation, and the 

emergence of the concept as well as to grasp how Design Thinking can add value to organiza-

tions throughout different business domains. By posing the research question “How might 

principles of Design Thinking be applied to domains outside of innovation practices”, this the-

sis provides further insights into the field of Design Thinking regarding the generalizability of 

Design Thinking into other domains than the traditional innovation practices in which Design 

Thinking especially has found popularity. To do so, this thesis investigates discrepancies be-

tween the theoretical understanding of Design Thinking and the practical utilization of Design 

Thinking.  

 

To provide an intelligible tentative answer to the research question, the research is conducted 

with a pragmatic research design, in which qualitative research methodology is applied. Fol-

lowing a conceptual framework derived from reviewing relevant literature, a tentative best-

guess to the research question is evaluated through interviews with leading practitioners of 

Design Thinking to nuance the conceptual understanding which then provides new manage-

rial implications as well as implications for future research.  

 

The findings of this research suggest that the value of Design Thinking is found in the inherent 

mindset that can be traced back to Designers, and not in the specific methods and tools from 

which Design Thinking has been popularized. It is found that the underlying principles of De-

sign Thinking, combined with the right situational circumstances of leadership buy-in and 

open problem statements, set the application of Design Thinking up for success, which is be-

cause Design Thinking is to be seen as a problem-solving approach rather than a set of meth-

ods and tools. This is exemplified through the domain of sales practices that Design Thinking 

can provide value if the situation can benefit from having a designer’s mindset. 
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Introduction 

Design has demonstrated to be a key driver of growth and revenue. According to a report 

conducted by McKinsey Design, companies scoring in the top-quartile in design efforts meas-

ured by the McKinsey Design Index outperform their peers with up to 32% faster revenue 

growth and up to 56% return to shareholders (McKinsey, 2018). This is true across industries 

thus indicating that product development based on Design can lead to a competitive ad-

vantage.  

 

Design has for non-designers been popularized by Design Thinking which has grown to be a 

popular method when seeking to innovate and come up with new ideas (Brown, 2008; 

Liedtka, 2014). Design Thinking is defined as “... a human-centered approach to innovation 

that draws from the designer’s toolkit to integrate the needs of people, the possibilities of 

technology, and the requirements for business success.” (IDEO.com, 2020).  

 

Traditionally, design has been added later in the product development phase to make prod-

ucts and solutions more attractive to users. However, today this has shifted towards involving 

designers in an earlier stage to drive innovation by creating ideas that meet customers’ de-

mands (Brown, 2008). For this reason, Design Thinking has at its outset been used as a prob-

lem-solving methodology primarily in product development to create innovative products, 

transform user experiences, and build brands. In the further use of this methodology, Design 

Thinking has been used in service-, process- and strategy development as it reveals latent 

needs and opportunities and shortens the time from idea to successful implementation 

(Liedtka, 2014; Garbuio et al. 2018; Kelly, 2001).  

 

The increasing demand and use of Design Thinking come as a response to users’ growing de-

mand for personalized experiences. The shift from industry-led innovation to user-centric in-

novation is driven by the development of economies and technology, where the supply-vari-

ety of solutions and products has been steadily increasing (Brown, 2008). Companies must be 

able to react to market changes and offer tailored solutions that cater to the needs of its 

users. This is especially the case for B2B solutions and product providers as their customers 

demand an increasingly tailored offering to cater to their unique needs to better serve their 

users (Brown, 2008; Liedtka, 2014).  

 

With the increased popularity of Design Thinking, many companies have adopted Design 

Thinking practices as working methods where e.g. consultancies offer it as a service (IDEO, 

2020a).  However, with the popularization and increased commercialization of Design Think-

ing, there seems to be a tendency that Design Thinking has been susceptible to becoming a 

management fad with limited impact as Design Thinking evolved to become something many 

thought would always lead to great results (Mejlhede, 2019; Liedtka, 2015). As an example, 

Salesforce has adopted Design Thinking as an approach to help drive sales (Salesforce, 2020) 
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which demonstrates that companies also find value in adapting Design Thinking to practices 

outside the traditional Product Development and Innovation practices where it first got pop-

ularized. From this, it can be assumed that Design Thinking is coming out of its silo which is 

an interesting trend as it implies that Design Thinking can be worked with more strategically 

throughout domains, which is a surprising phenomenon to the researchers. With this field of 

interest, this thesis will investigate the problem statement:   

 

How might principles of Design Thinking be applied to domains outside of 

innovation practices? 

 

This problem statement follows a logic in which it is necessary to understand how Design 

Thinking can be applied within innovation practices before it can be understood how it can 

be applied outside of innovation practices. For this reason, this thesis will investigate how 

Design Thinking came to be, and how it is applied, by first reviewing relevant literature on the 

matter which will form a basis for a conceptual understanding, followed by an evaluation of 

this conceptual understanding by collecting empirical data from practitioners.  

 

By doing so, the research will seek to close the gap between a theoretical understanding of 

the problem field with that of practical understanding of the problem field. By evaluating em-

pirical data based on a theoretical understanding, it is possible to examine where the theo-

retical understanding is sufficient to describe empirical findings and where it must be adjusted 

to grasp potential new findings.  

 

Accordingly, the findings of this thesis are expected to provide further knowledge to the field 

of Design Thinking where the study will investigate the practice of Design Thinking practition-

ers, as well as how Design Thinking can be used in other domains which will be exemplified 

through sales. Here, the outcomes are expected to be threefold:  

1. Understanding of disparities in Design Thinking between theory and in practice 

2. Understanding of the feasibility of generalizing Design Thinking to other domains ex-

emplified through sales 

3. Implications for future research and practitioners in regards to Design Thinking   

 

The thesis is set up after academic standards, having a literature review following this intro-

duction, going over important literature in Design Thinking, leading up to a conceptual frame-

work of the understanding of Design Thinking. Afterward, a research design section is cover-

ing the philosophy of science behind the thesis and the arguments behind the chosen meth-

odology and methods. Following this is an outlining of a set of best-guesses based on the 

conceptual framework, and an operationalization of these to the qualitative findings. These 

are then unfolded and put under scrutiny before the implications of these are considered in 

relation to the conceptual framework, research on Design Thinking and practice, before re-

flecting on the underlying considerations of the thesis.  
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Literature Review  

“Design thinking is a human-centered approach to innovation that draws from the designer’s 

toolkit to integrate the needs of people, the possibilities of technology, and the requirements 

for business success.” (IDEO, 2020b)  

 

To explore the viability of Design Thinking in other domains, Design Thinking must first be 

understood. For Design Thinking to be understood, the concept must be defined, analyzed, 

and discussed. Here, Design Thinking is drawing on design capabilities, which means that to 

understand what Design Thinking is, Design by itself must first be defined. For this reason, the 

following literature review will cover the history of how Design Thinking has emerged from 

Design into Design Thinking.  

 

Following this exploration and understanding, the literature review will include a classification 

of selected tools and methodologies used in Design Thinking, and uncover how this can be 

leveraged valuably through use-cases. Afterward, the feasibility of Design Thinking outside 

product development practices is briefly outlined and exemplified through sales, before 

providing some critical notes on Design Thinking and the overall problem relevance of this 

thesis. 

A brief history of Design 

As the capacity of shaping the environment to serve our needs is as old as mankind itself, 

Design can be argued to always have been around throughout the history of the intelligent 

human being (Heskett, 2005). However, it was not until 1338 that Design was identified as a 

verb in the Oxford English Dictionary, where Design as a noun emerged even later in 1565 

(OED, 2020a). For this reason, Design is by default ambiguous as the word itself can be under-

stood in two ways. As a verb, Design can be a process or an action that one applies to an 

object. As a noun, it can be used as a description of an object’s characteristics (ibid). 

 

Heskett (2005) outlines the ambiguity of Design by highlighting the fact that Design does not 

have a unified description, meaning that it can be applied to everything related to either a 

product, service, experience, process, etc. However, stripped to its essence, Heskett (2005, p. 

5) defines design as “the human capacity to shape and make our environment in ways without 

precedent in nature, to serve our needs and give meaning to our lives”. Following this defini-

tion, Design has been applied in various forms and different schools of thought. Heskett 

(2005) argues that Design has developed as a layered phenomenon as new developments 

continuously are added through the innovation of what already exists, not replacing anything. 

Hence, the application and understanding of Design is developing and expanding along with 

the environment, which due to technological and economic progression is becoming increas-

ingly more complex, following larger varieties in supply and demand. 
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Accordingly, Buchanan (1992) argues that Design doesn’t fit as a science, as it has spread out 

to many disciplines from the very beginning. The definition of science is defined as a specific 

branch of knowledge meaning that the out-spread of Design is considered unscientific. In-

stead, Design has been a means to connect theory with practice, where rather than being 

occupied by belonging to science by itself, designers have been concerned with connecting 

and integrating knowledge from arts and sciences. This is where Design is unique, as it ac-

cording to Buchanan (1992) brings people together who don’t share the same definition and 

understanding of design but instead the common theme of “the conception and planning of 

the artificial” (ibid, p. 14). The artificial represents the fact that designers have to plan and 

conceive something that still doesn’t exist by itself as design by itself doesn’t have subject 

matter. Instead, Design is only conceivable when applied to something tangible. For this rea-

son, Design doesn’t fit as a science, as sciences have their unique subject matters that they 

are occupied with (ibid).   

 

With Design being potentially universal and ever-expanding in scope, designers have been 

occupied mainly in 4 major categories or orders of design (ibid). 1: Design of symbolic and 

visual communication; 2: Design of material objects; 3: Design of activities and organized ser-

vices; 4: Design of complex systems or environments for living, working, playing, and learning. 

The take-away from this is that Design is applied to a range of different orders where the 

understanding and application of design are intrinsically different from each other. The 4 or-

ders mentioned follow an order where the complexity of what is to be designed is increasing, 

demonstrating how Design is applied in not just material objects but also to abstract concepts. 

However, the 4 orders are not mutually exclusive from each other when it comes to the ap-

plication of design. Buchanan (1992) notes that the 4 orders intertwine, as material objects 

from a designer’s point of view should not only be concerned with the material object in itself 

but also think about how it might fit into e.g. a certain lifestyle. 

 

Following the multi-faceted nature of Design as a term, the practice of Design is also complex. 

First, Design practice is not limited to one profession or science as virtually everyone can be 

a designer and deploy their practices (Cuff, 1992). This is also stated by Herbert Simon (1996a, 

p. 111) as his take on design is that “(...) everyone designs who devises courses of action aimed 

at changing existing situations into preferred ones”. The connection of design to the change 

of existing situations into preferred ones, therefore, detaches design practice from the pro-

fession of designers and opens the term to involve every practice that deals with the creation 

of artifacts which can be seen as everything that is “to be” (Simon, 1996, b). Adding to this 

complexity, Dorst & Cross (2001) even find that within the profession of Design, the Design 

practice varies from designer to designer. In their study, they investigate how designers from 

various design consultancies tackle a design assignment. Here, they found that the under-

standing of the assignment, problem framing, tools used, and solutions were all different from 

each other. Having reviewed how Design as a term is ambiguous and multi-layered, the emer-

gence of Design Management will be reviewed in the following.  
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From Design to Design Management 

Looking back in history, Design as its own discipline emerged into management studies by 

first being applied as a part of the process in the development and building of products 

(Cooper et al., 2009; Svengren-Holm, 2011). In the 1960s, Design Management as a term 

emerged (Cooper et al.,  2009). Before this, the early stages of design management emerged 

during the 1950s, as the post-war industry growth stimulated production and the prospect of 

reaching new markets. The Second World War came with the consequence that there was a 

shortage of metal and steel resulting in the need for thinking products differently. Following 

this, designers were added to the process of product development thus adding design to the 

scientific management field (Cooper & Junginger, 2011). The scientific management field, laid 

out by Taylor (1911), analyzes workflows and synthesizes processes to optimal output where 

the addition of design came as a convenient contribution to the field. The connection be-

tween Design and scientific management is described by Cooper et al. (2010) as the “creation 

of products, places, and communications which involves managing the process, the people, 

and promoting the role of design in the creation of physical contribution to organizations’ 

strategic goal” (p. 27). Here, the role of design is seen as integral in contributing to the 

achievement of strategic goals thus describing that Design in Design Management is seen as 

a part of a process.  

 

In 1964, Farr was the first to put a definition on Design Management as “Design Management 

is the function of defining a design problem, finding the most suitable designer, and making it 

possible for him to solve it on time and within budget” (Farr, 1965; cited in Cooper & Junginger, 

2011, p. 6). With this definition, Design Management emerges as a natural extension of sci-

entific management as designers are engaged in a specific part of a process. It is further em-

phasized that designers must not be occupied by management issues, as the designer is only 

a part of a process that should be added and then replaced if necessary. This line of thought 

also coincides with the post-war emergence of designers in product development, as design-

ers were added only as a part of a process to define what products could look like alterna-

tively. The notion that Design in Product Development is to be “added” thus stems from the 

tradition of scientific management (ibid). Design Management can, therefore, be seen as the 

concept of managing Design in management processes e.g. product development. 

 

Looking at the research of Design Management, Cooper & Junginger (2011) divide the re-

search into two different focus areas. One of them is the aforementioned definition of Design 

Management linked to scientific management, regarding it as “the creation of products, 

places, and communications which involves managing the process, the people, and promoting 

the role of design in the creation of physical contribution to organizations’ strategic goal” (ibid, 

p. 27). The other focusing on ‘creating an organizational capacity to adapt and use the design 

approach as part of an overall response to change and external challenge’ (p. 27). According 

to Erichsen and Christensen (2013), the latter transitioned into Design Thinking. Therefore, 
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Design Management has transitioned into two different fields. One focusing on the input-

output factors of innovation and product development. The other focusing on integrating De-

sign as an integrated part of organizational management (Erichsen & Christensen, 2013). 

Kolko (2015) argues that it is important to note that the strands of Design Management, seen 

as an addition to scientific management, still exists today. The emergence of Design Manage-

ment entering the field of Organizational Management Studies, resulting in Design Thinking, 

is thus not a replacement. Rather it is a symptom of a dual transition (Kolko, 2015).  

 

Onwards, this thesis will focus mainly on the latter strand of Design Thinking that seeks to 

leverage the way designers think and work, as an organizational capacity. In doing so, the 

following sections will include a review on the emergence of Design Thinking, an unfolding of 

principles and methods of Design Thinking, and a look towards the value of applying Design 

Thinking in the different contexts by designers and non-designers. 

The Emergence of Design Thinking 

One of the early works on Design Thinking was written by Peter Rowe (1987), with his book 

“Design Thinking”. In this book, Peter Rowe addresses Design Thinking as the thought pro-

cesses happening within a designer’s mind. However this understanding of Design Thinking 

shifted to an understanding that this mindset could be applied outside designers’ minds thus 

entering the field of organizational strategy and design (Kimbell, 2009). The argument to this, 

is that organizational strategy and design require insights into stakeholders’ preferences and 

perceptions which designers are occupied with and experts in (McCullagh, 2010). This comes 

as a response to the fact that relying on historical data and benchmarks have proven insuffi-

cient when dealing with innovation (ibid).  

 

Here, pioneers in popularizing Design Thinking e.g., Roger Martin (2009), Tim Brown (2008), 

Brown & Katz (2011), and Jeanne Liedtka (2010; 2014; 2018) have used various definitions of 

Design Thinking. Roger Martin (2009), describes Design Thinking as “(..) thinking as a designer 

would” (p. 62), Tim Brown (2008) defines it as “(..) a discipline that uses the designer’s sensi-

bility 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.” (p. 2), and 

finally, Jeanne Liedtka (2011), inspired by Roger Martin (2010), defines it as “a process of con-

tinuously redesigning a business using insight derived from customer intimacy” (p. 13).  

 

Having presented the emergence of Design Thinking and its pioneers, the following section 

focuses on some principles and methods of Design Thinking. Applying the wording of methods 

and tools with a tautological assumption, focus will be put on an academic’s point of view and 

a practitioner’s point of view, based primarily on the works of Jeanne Liedtka and Tim Brown. 

The reason why is to be found in the extensive work that covers not only principles but also 

tangible tools that they both have covered in their work on evangelizing Design Thinking.   
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Principles of Design Thinking 

The Oxford English Dictionary defines principles as “A fundamental truth or proposition on 

which others depend; a general statement or tenet forming the (or a) basis of a system of 

belief” (OED, 2020b). The principles of Design Thinking will for this reason be found in the 

high-level descriptions of what Design Thinking is occupied with and the beliefs guiding the 

practice of Design Thinking. The definition of a method is “a way of doing anything, esp. ac-

cording to a defined and regular plan; a mode of procedure in any activity, business, etc.” 

(OED, 2020c). Accordingly, the section of Methods in Design Thinking will focus on examples 

of tangible action plans one can make to leverage the value of the principles of Design Think-

ing.  

 

Starting from an academic point of view, Jeanne Liedtka’s principles of Design Thinking are 

derived from a range of articles and books written or co-authored by Liedtka (2010, 2013, 

2018). In this review, the main takeaways of Design Thinking principles are included to form 

a basis to understand her perception of what Design Thinking is at its foundation.  

 

 

Jeanne Liedtka’s Design Thinking principles  

Look for real-life behavior rather than theory 

Design assumes human experience to be forever messy thus sees objectivity as impossible 

when dealing with design (Liedtka, 2010). The reality for designers is socially constructed 

where decisions are driven by emotion rather than logic.  

Prototype and iterate to find better answers 

Design Thinkers, in their quest for innovation, react to ambiguity and uncertainty. Rather 

than finding the explanations in historical data, Design Thinkers look to prototype and iter-

ate their way to a better answer (ibid). Through testing “far from finished” products, proto-

types can ensure learning-in-action (Liedtka, 2018).  

Ensure employee buy-in 

To ensure innovation is successful, the organization must get behind it. One way of achiev-

ing this is by involving employees in the process. Here, the possibility of chaos and unstruc-

tured processes due to different backgrounds can be administered by Design Thinking (ibid)  

Communicate structure and linearity  

Experienced designers might criticize the fact that Design Thinking is too structured and 

linear with its processes. However, this is the strength of Design Thinking, as structure and 

linearity help managers adjust to this new way of working and give tangible tools to better 

deal with uncertainty (ibid).  

Identify the “job to be done” through customer discovery  
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“The job to be done” as noted by Christensen et al. (2016) is the understanding of what the 

customer hopes to accomplish when using a product, service, experience, etc. Here, Liedtka 

et al. (2013) outlined how Design Thinking is occupied with how to identify this by looking 

at the hidden needs through empathy.  

The Opposable Mind 

Following the logic put forward by Roger Martin in 2009 in his book by the same name (The 

Opposable Mind), Liedtka outlines the principal necessity of a design solution, which is to 

reconcile what seems like an inevitable trade-off (Liedtka et al., 2013). This is sought to be 

done by finding a higher-order idea that in this principle is soon to be the ability of design 

solutions. 

The Power of Diversity 

As Design Thinking often seeks to solve problems that require out-of-the-box thinking, this 

principle focuses on fostering a team where this is possible (ibid). Here, an important aspect 

of one such team, is that it has a high degree of diversity, through which the power of such 

can be leveraged by looking “into the boxes” of other people in combining different ways 

of thinking and solving problems. 

 

 

Moving on to a practitioner’s point of view, Tim Brown introduces the idea of Design Thinking 

in the book, Change by Design: How Design Thinking Transforms Organizations and Inspires 

Innovation (Brown, 2009). In this book, Brown (2009) draws on his experience from the Design 

Consultancy, IDEO, which he has been part of from the beginning, now acting as Executive 

Chairman (IDEO, 2020c). The below table, derived from Tim Brown’s book, is an overview of 

the Design Thinking principles used at IDEO.  

 

 

Organizational Design Thinking Principles (Brown 2009) 

Take a human-centered approach  

By default, Design Thinking integrates the business, technology, and users. However Design 

Thinking must never be business- or technology-driven, as Design Thinking seeks to identify 

and understand unstated and latent needs. For this reason, Design Thinking is “human-cen-

tered” as Design Thinking seeks to connect innovations with existing behavior and percep-

tions  

Begin at the beginning 

Design Thinking starts with expanding the range of opportunities rather than narrowing 

down options. The exploration of new opportunities must come at the beginning of every 

process, meaning designers must be integral from the beginning  



Master’s thesis 16364  Christian Jin Frederiksen, 101115 
CMIBO1000E  Anders Bang-Larsen, 102380 

Page 11 of 92 

Fail early, fail often  

Management should encourage a culture of experimentation where failure is accepted if it 

happens at the beginning which the organization or team can learn from. Here, prototyping 

is key as a means to explore solutions before they are invested heavily in. Also, prototypes 

can be a source of motivation as they can be potential investment projects where a vision 

can be lived out. Prototypes do not have to be tangible but can also simply be a drawing on 

a whiteboard. 

Get professional help 

There are times where it is necessary to go outside your own organization to get inputs that 

can spark innovation and development. This can be from professionals that are key special-

ists in fields where oneself is not an expert. It can also be from users lead users who are 

using products, services etc. in new or extreme ways. 

Share the inspiration 

Collaboration across the organization is a driver of Design Thinking as building on the ideas 

of others is often where innovation occurs.  

Blend big and small projects 

There is no way of guaranteeing innovation which is why it is necessary to blend big and 

small projects. These projects must be diversified in terms of risk and whether it is radical 

or incremental innovation that is sought. 

Budget to the pace of innovation 

Funding for Design Thinking projects must be done with agile resource allocation thus en-

suring that funding occurs at the pace of the project’s development. Instead of relying on 

milestones to be reached etc., funding should instead be managed by e.g. senior leadership 

rather than some algorithmic process. 

Find talent any way you can 

Inside organizations, Design Thinkers must be sought within the employees that demon-

strate talent in the principles of Design Thinking. Here, it can be beneficial to look for, e.g. 

employees that are skilled in listening to customers, who prefer prototyping over writing a 

memo, and get motivated by working in teams. It can also be employees who have an atyp-

ical background from the rest, who can give inputs that would not have been thought of 

otherwise, which can also be thought of in terms of recruitment efforts.  

  



Master’s thesis 16364  Christian Jin Frederiksen, 101115 
CMIBO1000E  Anders Bang-Larsen, 102380 

Page 12 of 92 

Methods for Design Thinking 

Following the logic from the previous section, this thesis will initially undertake a researcher’s 

point of view, exemplified through the immense face of research undertaken by Jeanne 

Liedtka and co-workers. In the 2013 book, “Solving Problems With Design Thinking” (Liedtka 

et al., 2013), 10 stories of ‘what works’ are being exhibited along with a number of design 

tools leveraged in solving specific organizational issues far beyond the scope of product de-

velopment.  

 

The 24 tools are an extension from the ten tools that Liedtka and Ogilvie (2011) laid out in 

their first edition of “Designing for Growth”. An interesting aspect to this, is that these tools 

described by Liedtka & et al. (2013) all follow an underlying process of moving through four 

specific stages of Design Thinking, similar to the processes advanced by eg. IDEO.  

 

For this part of the thesis, a decision about focusing on the specific methods rather than the 

aforementioned process has been taken, while still acknowledging one specific aspect of the 

Design Thinking process which most practitioners have agreed upon - the importance of 

blending and combining divergent and convergent ways of thinking (Liedtka et al, 2013; 

Brown & Katz, 2011). This mix of convergent and divergent methods exists in most Design 

Thinking toolboxes, and seeks to widen up and narrow the scope of the specific projects re-

spectively. The focus on the specific methods in this section is chosen to see if the specific 

methods and tools are an enabling factor in making Design Thinking useful and value-adding. 

 

Looking into the methods that Liedtka et al. have proposed and exemplified, the grouping of 

methods as put forward by IDEO (Design Kit, 2015) is applied, which will be described further 

in the coming section where the grouping of methods into categories of Inspiration, Ideation 

and Implementation will be used.  

 

The placement of specific tools into groupings or phases are decided by the researchers and 

are not a result of the Liedtka et al. (2013) nor the Design Kit (2015). What is true for this logic 

of grouping which follows the logic of many similar taxonomies, is that it splits the tools into 

the usability for specific aspects of the process; the former groupings occurring earlier in the 

Design Thinking process than the latter. These tools are shown in the table below. 

 

Design Thinking Methods (Liedtka et al, 2013) (researchers interpretation) 

Inspiration (10) Ideation (10) Implementation (4) 

Secondary research Mind mapping Learning launch 

Visualization Design Criteria Show, Don’t Tell  
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Boundary-Crossing Teams  Cards Prototyping 

Ethnography Posters Minimum Viable Product  

Reframing Metaphor  

The Possibilities Question  Social Graph  

Journey Mapping The Power of Play  

Journaling Personas  

Projective Technique Co-Creation  

Trigger Questions World Café   

 

As is clear in the outlining above, there is a vast body of tools and methods through which 

Design Thinking principles can be used in practice, and in turn be leveraged in a value-creation 

process. A similar set of methods and tools can be found in moving to a practitioner’s point 

of view, following the logic of Tim Brown and his colleagues at IDEO.  

 

IDEO have with their status as one of the frontrunners in Design Thinking in practice been an 

advocate for using the tools from Design Thinking and have developed a step-by-step guide 

(IDEO Design Kit, 2015), in which they attempt to embrace the principle of taking a human-

centered approach and bring it to the masses.  

 

This specific set of tools described in the Field Guide to Human-Centered Design split the pro-

cess of Design Thinking into the three aforementioned phases; Inspiration, Ideation, and Im-

plementation (ibid). This leads to the table below with an overview of the 57 methods. 

 

Design Thinking Methods (IDEO Design Kit, 2015) 

Inspiration (19) Ideation (24) Implementation (14) 

Frame Your Design Challenge Download Your Learnings Live Prototyping 

Create a Project Plan Share Inspiring Stories Roadmap 

Build a Team Top Five Resource Assessment 

Recruiting Tools Find Themes Build Partnerships 

Secondary Research Create Insight Statements Ways to Grow Framework 
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Interview Explore Your Hunch Staff Your Project 

Group Interview How Might We Funding Strategy 

Expert Interview Create Frameworks Pilot 

Define Your Audience Brainstorm Define Success 

Conversation Starters Brainstorm Rules Keep Iterating 

Extremes and Mainstreams Bundle Ideas Create a Pitch 

Immersion Get Visual Sustainable Revenue 

Analogous Inspiration Mash-Ups Monitor and Evaluate 

Card Sort Design Principles Keep Getting Feedback 

Peers Observing Peers Create a Concept  

Collage Co-Creation Session  

Guided Tour Gut Check  

Draw It Determine What to Proto-

type 

 

Resource Flow Storyboard  

 Role-Playing  

 Rapid Prototyping  

 Business Model Canvas  

 Get Feedback  

 Integrate Feedback and Ite-

rate 

 

 

There might be an opportunity to dive into the results of the comparison between the two 

tool-boxes which from an initial view invites to further research in terms of a) their focus on 

tools in the different groupings, which will realistically be biased as Liedtka doesn’t use the 

same grouping herself, b) the repetition of specific tools across the figures with no less than 

9 overlaps, or similar direct comparisons.  
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Instead, this thesis intends to emphasize on the fact that research into the many different 

methods and tools for how to apply Design Thinking provides another insight, which is that 

there is an infinite amount of tools. As a result, the value-addition understood as the feasibil-

ity for practitioners from the specific methods is very limited.  

 

Because of this, the next section will consider what value that Design Thinking has proven to 

create in a management context, and what exactly it is that Design Thinking can do, rather 

than solely focusing on specific methods of how to use it. This will be considered from a re-

searcher and a practitioner’s point of view like it has been done up until this point. 

Utility of Design Thinking 

When going through specific cases of successful application of Design Thinking in a broad ar-

ray of organizational contexts, Liedtka et al outline 10 different stories, and for each describe 

the business problem, the context, and the contribution of design. In doing so, an important 

underlying aspect of the application of Design Thinking is taken for granted, which lies within 

the definition of the business problem that the principles and specific methods didn’t account 

for explicitly.  

 

As the application of Design Thinking by definition cannot be strictly theoretical and academic, 

the thesis doesn’t interpret this solely as the application from academia exemplified through 

the work of Liedtka et al, as was otherwise the case with the principles and methods previ-

ously explained. An overview of the different contexts, problems, and contributions of design 

from their perspective is provided in the table beneath. 

 

 

Design Thinking applications (Liedtka et al, 2013) 

Context The Problem The Contribution of Design 

IBM; redesign-

ing the trade 

show experi-

ence 

Differentiating IBM’s character 

and brand experience at thou-

sands of trade shows around 

the globe 

Allowing the IBM team to generate in-

sights from a wide-ranging study of hu-

man interaction and translate these into 

design criteria and then ultimately learn-

ing launches that transformed the IBM 

trade show into a collaborative experi-

ence 

SunCorp; post-

merger inte-

gration 

Integrating two highly success-

ful but different organizations 

without loss of momentum in a 

Facilitating a strategic conversation to 

build alignment on strategy and vision us-

ing the design tools of visualization, met-

aphor, and storytelling 
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cutthroat competitive environ-

ment 

3M; customer 

management 

Helping a component supplier’s 

salesforce interest customers 

in new product possibilities 

 

 

Equipping the sales force to engage cus-

tomers in co-creating new value proposi-

tions by moving beyond a sales process 

focused on presenting technical specs to 

one aimed at demonstrating the power of 

new materials, using design tools such as 

ethnography, visualization, and storytell-

ing 

SAP; strategic 

planning 

The classic strategy conun-

drum: how to translate market 

threats and opportunities into 

new business strategies that 

feel real to those who must im-

plement them 

Melding Design Thinking with traditional 

approaches to strategy to compose and 

communicate new strategies, making 

them shared, meaningful, and tangible 

for employees at all levels of the organi-

zation 

Toyota; Custo-

mer Contact 

Center 

Providing high-quality and effi-

cient answers to customers’ 

complex questions 

 

 

Engaging a cross-functional team of call 

reps, software engineers, business lead-

ers, and change agents in a design process 

that transformed the service center expe-

rience for both customers and frontline 

employees 

MeYou Health; 

social media 

networking 

Helping large employers and in-

surers reduce employees’ 

health care costs by creating a 

business model based on the 

notion that social networks can 

improve well-being and help 

people help themselves 

Bringing qualitative approaches to a 

quantitative corporate environment 

Project FiDJI; 

industry colla-

boration 

Developing a deeper under-

standing of consumer issues in 

the financial services sector 

and fresh perspectives for ad-

dressing them 

Using the traditional tools of design—

with an emphasis on ethnography, per-

sonas, and co-creation—to pioneer a new 

approach to innovation and create a col-

laborative spirit among industry competi-

tors 



Master’s thesis 16364  Christian Jin Frederiksen, 101115 
CMIBO1000E  Anders Bang-Larsen, 102380 

Page 17 of 92 

The Good 

Kitchen; subsi-

dized meals 

Improving the nutrition of the 

elderly 

 

Using the tools of Design Thinking to de-

velop deep insights into both customers 

and employees to reframe the possibili-

ties for improving the nutrition and health 

of the elderly by creating a more appeal-

ing meal service 

City of Dublin; 

engaging its 

citizens after 

the “Celtic 

Tiger” 

Helping public administrations 

engage members of the general 

public in revitalizing their com-

munity 

Helping innovation-averse bureaucracies 

generate new opportunities by marshal-

ing residents’ energy and ideas and turn-

ing them into tangible prototypes and, in 

the process, equipping citizens with the 

tools to create their own future 

Intuit; scaling a 

Design Think-

ing compe-

tency 

Maintaining leadership in cre-

ating customer value through 

innovation 

 

Providing a set of principles and tools for 

engaging employees across the organiza-

tion to think more creatively about en-

hancing value for customers 

 

 

Based on the learnings from the above cases and especially the inherent focus of the actual 

problems to which design can deliver value, it is evident how Design Thinking can contribute 

to organizational development in multiple contexts.  

 

Similar findings can be found in some applications from a practitioner’s point of view, exem-

plified through the aforementioned Design Kit, where three case studies with an impact-per-

spective are brought forward. As mentioned, this dichotomy between researcher and practi-

tioner is less strictly enforced in this area, but is still chosen to be kept to provide a clear 

structure and to share applications from different perspectives, with the taxonomy used by 

Liedtka et al. is applied to IDEO too. 

 

 

Design Thinking applications (IDEO, 2015) (researchers interpretation) 

Context The Problem The Contribution of Design 

Vroom; IDEO part-

nership with The 

Bezos Family Foun-

dation  

A lack of directives for influ-

encing behaviors of positive 

interaction with babies and 

toddlers, as America under-

Providing the framework for which ID-

EOs design team gathered key insights 

and developed them with The Bezos 

Family Foundation through IDEO’s three 
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invests in children and fami-

lies during the earliest years 

phases of Design Thinking. A special em-

phasis was on the interviewing of low-

income communities, who were hypoth-

esized to be at higher risk of under-de-

veloping the children's brain develop-

ments as a result of tough upbringings. 

Asili; an initiative 

by American Refu-

gee Committee 

(ARC) with IDEO to 

better health care 

to children in 

Congo 

One out of every five chil-

dren don’t live to their fifth 

birthdays in the Democratic 

Republic of Congo, in part 

because of a lack of good 

health care 

A main contribution of design was im-

mersing in the context of Asili, the end-

solution to the problem. Combined with 

co-creation sessions together with the 

local community, a sustainable business 

model with transparency was imple-

mented as a scalable solution. 

Clean Team; an ef-

fort by IDEO, Unile-

ver and WSUP for 

developing a sani-

tation system in 

Ghana 

Several million Ghanaians in 

urban areas live without in-

home toilets and lack the 

basic sanitation functions 

that these normally provide 

Through the use of design- and anthro-

pological research methods including 

shadowing, ethnography and interview-

ing, IDEO faced the problem as a sys-

tems-level challenge by creating not just 

toilets, but an entire ecosystem for san-

itation in Ghana. 

 

 

By looking into 13 different cases discussed by Liedtka et al. (2013) and IDEO (Design Kit, 

2015), several findings can be highlighted, including the diversity in the business contexts in 

which the applications reside, which differ vastly from the typical use of Design Thinking in 

innovation and product development domains. It is equally interesting to consider the diver-

sity in which methods were applied and thus how design contributed to the different cases, 

supporting the previous point of the limited usability and utility of a listing of the methods 

themselves, as it will then be a context-specific result from the problem-solving. 

 

However, one clear finding from considering the utility and contribution of Design Thinking in 

these specific cases is on the importance of a clearly outlined problem to which Design Think-

ing principles and methods can be of use. The necessity of a clear framing of and focus on the 

specific problem might sound like an obvious necessity for any successful business-case, but 

somehow still seems unclear when reviewing the vast body of literature on Design Thinking 

principles, methods, and the underlying origins of Design Thinking. Furthermore, the many 

applications shown hints that Design Thinking has potential feasibility outside of innovation 

practices, which will be put under further scrutiny. 
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Design Thinking in Sales 

One specific domain where instances of applying Design Thinking with success surprisingly 

has been prevalent is in sales. To aid in making sense of the phenomena of applying Design 

Thinking in a sales context, a brief description is provided, based primarily on Naked Sales 

(Welch & Jones, 2017) and their work with the sales division at Salesforce. 

While the understanding of Design Thinking throughout Naked Sales might be simplifying the 

concept and come short in equating Design, Design Thinking, and Human-Centered Design as 

one (ibid), some of the primary notions leveraged are very similar to those mentioned in the 

literature reviewed. Here, Design Thinking is described as “a creative problem-solving meth-

odology used in the pursuit of innovation” (ibid, 25) to which the book places an extraordinary 

emphasis on the ‘user’, seen as one who is sought to be influenced by the innovation. In doing 

so, the value of Design Thinking is leveraged largely in creating connections for salespeople 

with their users through empathy, emotion, and a vision of possibility. 

In the outlining of the Design Thinking process in the book, it is boiled down to three stages: 

Discovery, Insight, and Acceleration (ibid, p. 33). At its core, these steps are similar to many 

stage-process models proposed in Design Thinking literature, and a direct overlay to sales of 

one specific Design Thinking model covering user research, insight generation, and solution 

experimentation. For each stage there are specific tools, but it is the underlying mindsets that 

based on this methodology are bringing the change to sales. 

The Discovery stage is simply about connecting with the users, seen as their clients and their 

clients’ clients, and to uncover the human elements behind the data attempted to gather. 

Following this comes the Insight generation where interesting new insight-points can be con-

nected to bigger questions, which eventually leads to the third stage. This third and final stage 

of Acceleration is about validating the solutions to the questions they uncovered through pro-

totyping, co-creation, and iteration (ibid, p. 36).  

All in all, it’s a process very similar to most Design Thinking processes outlined, and similarly, 

a process that ends at a result very similar to an alternative sales-approach called Solution 

selling that started running its course in the 1980s, and focuses on a salesperson diagnosing 

prospect's needs to then fulfill these needs (Bosworth, 2002). The goal of Sell by Design, which 

quite frankly is similar to that of Solution selling, is to use a methodology to sell solutions 

rather than specific products, which drives increased revenue.  

While Naked Sales attempts at distinguishing itself by focusing on ‘the art of selling’ rather 

than the ‘science of selling’ that many alternative sales-approaches do, it can be questioned 

whether it is ‘new wine on old bottles’ - an argument often used for the logics and principles 

of Design Thinking on a more general level too. However, the findings in the book and several 

blog posts (Salesforce, 2020) show that the methodology has given impressive increases in 

revenue and employee motivation, which prompts this thesis to dive deeper into this poten-

tial application of Design Thinking in another business domain i.e. sales. 
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Critical notes on Design Thinking  

It can be argued that the application of any set of methods and principles depend at large on 

the context and problem at hand. The popularization and the intuitive nature of Design Think-

ing have made Design Thinking a widespread tool. Johansson-Sköldberg et al. (2013) argue 

that Design Thinking is often referred to as a tool-box where methods have been taken di-

rectly out of designers’ competences and way of working. This is problematic according to the 

authors as to when being removed from the designers, Design Thinking appears to be an iso-

lated tool-box that everyone can use without respect for the designers’ subject-knowledge, 

education, and pride.  

Another critical note is from Amacker (2017), who criticizes the application of Design Thinking 

as maltreatment of design practice, as Design Thinking verbalizes and rationalizes something 

as complex as creativity. Adding to this, Mejlhede (2019) found in her study that the literature 

behind design practice and design research is paradigmatically incommensurable as para-

digms behind design practice and organizational management are intrinsically different. The 

problem of Design Thinking being paradigmatic incommensurable is that there is no common 

ground between the Design and Organizational Management study which exposes a weak 

foundation on which Design Thinking is built (ibid). By relying on a weak foundation, Design 

Thinking is at risk of becoming yet another management fad (Johansson & Woodilla, 2008)  

Problem relevance 

Having reviewed Design Thinking as a concept based on its origin and emergence followed by 

some of the principles, methods, and utilities, a conceptual understanding of Design Thinking 

has been achieved. This conceptual understanding reveals that there are areas of Design 

Thinking that remain unclear, namely, when and where does Design Thinking make sense and 

when and where it does not. Most cases portrayed have been in the product development 

domains which also shows that the understanding is mostly based on this part. This also sup-

ports the notion that the concept needs to somehow be reframed or revamped to be under-

stood from a different angle to fulfill its potential. The potential vagueness in the perceptions 

of Design Thinking between academia and practice as a method, principle, tool, or methodol-

ogy adds to this complexity, which grounds an issue in the conceptual framework.  

 

For this reason, what is needed to answer the problem statement “How might principles of 

Design Thinking be applied to domains outside of innovation practices?” is an explorative re-

search study that aims to synthesize and understand what the practice of Design Thinking 

actually is, as well as explore where the boundaries are.  The findings will be able to further 

the conceptual understanding of Design Thinking which will then lay a new foundation of how 

Design Thinking might be used outside of its offspring. 
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Despite this ambiguity in the understanding of Design Thinking, it has demonstrated to be a 

key driver of growth and revenue in industry and a topic of rising importance in academia. 

According to a report conducted by McKinsey Design, companies in the top-quartile in design 

management efforts measured by their McKinsey Design Index outperform their peers with 

up to 32% faster revenue growth and up to 56% return to shareholders (McKinsey, 2018). This 

can be a result of users’ growing demand for personalized experiences, where the shift from 

industry-led innovation to user-centric led innovation is driven by the development of econ-

omies and technology, where the supply-variety of solutions and products have been steadily 

increasing (Brown, 2008). 

 

It thus stands clear that Design Thinking has some inherent aspects that can be leveraged in 

the current market-situations in bringing a competitive advantage to firms. Following this, the 

utmost importance for managers seeking to leverage this must be in assessing how and where 

to consider Design Thinking as a feasible option. However, there is no clear definition or a 

framework available regarding when Design Thinking should be considered by a manager, 

which makes this process more difficult for practitioners. 

 

Based on this ambiguity in the understanding coupled with the proven business potential of 

Design Thinking, this thesis seeks to dive into the utility of Design Thinking in different areas. 

In doing so, the research is looking to shed light upon how using Design Thinking might be 

feasible, where sales processes are a potential exemplification of how it might be leveraged 

outside traditional practices, based on the surprising phenomenon found in the sales domain.  

Tentative conceptual framework 

Based on the literature review, the tentative conceptual theoretical framework below will 

serve as the guiding lens in which the analysis is based on. The theoretical framework is de-

rived from the literature review where key concepts are listed to serve as an overview of 

which lenses are applied when understanding the empirical data. The framework will serve 

the purpose of defining key concepts and propose the relationship between them in which 

this research is based upon. By this, the overview of the conceptual framework is a simplifi-

cation of relevant chosen concepts.  

 

Concept Theoretical understanding 

Design Design is the “conception and planning of the artificial” (Buchanan, 

1992; p. 14). 

 

4 major categories or orders of design that intertwine (Buchanan, 1992).  

1: Design of symbolic and visual communication.  

2: Design of material objects. 
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3: Design of activities and organized services. 

4: Design of complex systems or environments for living, working, play-

ing, and learning. 

Design Manage-

ment 

Design Management to divided into two strands: 

 

1: as an addition to scientific management i.e “the creation of products, 

places, and communications which involves managing the process, the 

people, and promoting the role of design in the creation of physical con-

tribution to organizations’ strategic goal” (Cooper & Junginger, 2011; p. 

27). 

 

2: as ‘creating an organizational capacity to adapt and use the design 

approach as part of an overall response to change and external chal-

lenge’ (ibid, p. 27). 

 

The latter turned into Design Thinking (Erichsen & Christensen, 2013). 

Design Thinking  Applying a designer’s mindset to organizational management and strat-

egy by “(..) thinking as a designer would” (Martin, 2009).  

 

Applying a designer’s mindset and tools to be human-centered (Brown, 

2008; 2011), (Liedtka, 2010; 2013; 2018). 

Applying design as an organizational resource to build an innovative or-

ganization (Martin, 2009), (Brown, 2008; 2011), (Cooper & Junginger, 

2011). 

Design Thinking 

principles 

Jeanne Liedtka (2010; 2013; 2018):  

● Look for real-life behavior rather than theory  

● Prototype and iterate to find better answers 

● Ensure employee buy-in 

● Communicate structure and linearity  

● Identify the “job to be done” through customer discovery  

 

Tim Brown (2011)  

● Begin at the beginning 

● Take a human-centered approach  

● Fail early, fail often  

● Get professional help 

● Share the inspiration 

● Blend big and small projects 
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● Budget to the pace of innovation 

● Find talent any way you can 

Design Thinking 

Methods 

Liedtka & Ogilvie (2011): Designing for Growth & Liedtka et al. (2013): 

Solving Problems with Design Thinking 

- 24 applied Design Thinking methods covering different aspects 

of the Design Thinking process 

 

IDEO: Design kit  

- 57 specific methods grouped into the three phases of Design 

Thinking as laid out by IDEO: 

- Inspiration, ideation, and implementation 

Utility of Design  

Thinking 

Liedtka et al. (2013): Solving Problems with Design Thinking 

- Ten cases showcasing the contributions of design on vastly dif-

ferent problems, covering examples from the nutrition of the el-

derly to increased customer management and everything in-be-

tween 

 

IDEO: Design kit  

- Three cases exemplifying the utility of Design Thinking in a not-

for-profit setting 

 

Several insights were found, with the main findings being a) the diversity 

of business contexts and b) the necessity of a specific (wicked) problem 

for a successful application. 

Design Thinking 

in Sales 

Design Thinking as being leveraged in sales is exemplified through Naked 

Sales (Welch & Jones, 2017). 

- Three stages of the Sales by Design process; Discovery, Insight 

and Accelerate 

- A mindset and a toolbox that has proven profitable in numerous 

sales departments 

Criticism of De-

sign Thinking 

Paradigmatic incommensurability (Dorthe Mejlhede, 2019). 

 

Design Thinking is at risk of becoming yet another management fad (Jo-

hansson & Woodilla, 2008). 

 

An isolated tool-box which everyone can use without respect for the De-

signers subject-knowledge, education, and pride (Johansson-Sköldberg 

et al. 2013) 
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Research Design 

To build the research design of this thesis, a choice regarding the metatheoretical perspective 

must be taken to properly address the research question “How might principles of Design 

Thinking be applied to domains outside of innovation practices?”. 

 

Metatheories are theories about theories, which means general considerations about central 

questions in research that determines what good research is and is supposed to do (Egholm, 

2014). The abstract nature of meta-theories results in the fact that they are rarely used to 

research specific phenomena as they are occupied with more fundamental questions such as: 

what is knowledge (ontology) and how knowledge is to be obtained (epistemology). These 

fundamental questions help researchers in determining the field of research to be focused 

on, formulate research questions as well as decide methodology and methods (ibid.). In other 

words, the philosophy of science that research decides to follow will put a lens on how to 

conduct and understand the research.  

Philosophy of science 

In answering the research question of this thesis, the philosophy of science called pragmatism 

will be guiding the choice of research design influencing the methodology and methods to be 

applied. The reason why pragmatism is chosen, is to be found in the nature of Design Thinking 

which involves principles such as practical experimentation, prototyping, human cen-

teredness in the offset of experience, convergent and divergent thinking processes, and ap-

plying Design Thinking as a mindset to problem-solving.  

 

These principles correspond very much to that of pragmatism, which seeks to understand 

how individuals act in practice and how past experiences influence the present and how it 

might influence the future (Lorino, 2018; Rylander, 2012). Design Thinking is embracing the 

specific moment and understanding what the “job to be done” is i.e. what the right problem 

to be solved is by applying methods that tackle each problem uniquely (Brown & Katz, 2011; 

Liedtka, 2010; 2018). The design process consisting of e.g. sketching and prototyping to get 

feedback and iterate solutions is at its core experimental, similar to a pragmatic approach 

where best-guesses are built based on past experience, then examined, and then revised.  

 

In adhering to a pragmatist perspective, this thesis is thus attempting to apply as much of a 

Design Thinking lens as possible for the research itself, following the logic of abduction similar 

to the emergent and convergent notions of many Design Thinking theories. Having stated the 

reason why a deeper understanding of what pragmatism is will be presented to build the 

research design of this thesis.  
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Pragmatism 

The roots of pragmatism can be traced back to 1872 where a club named “The Metaphysical 

Club” consisting of Charles Sanders Peirce, William James, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Nicholas 

St. John Green, and Chauncey Wright, got together to discuss philosophical matters regarding 

the contemporary movements in their time (Lorino, 2018). Despite being different in many 

regards, they shared a critical belief towards the abstract European dichotomous idealism, 

which separates thought from action and mind from the body. To this, they found support in 

the Darwinian thoughts of evolution. Here, the continuation of the species is not anchored in 

stability and permanency, instead, life itself is developed through dynamic and processual 

interaction with the environment. These beliefs resulted in a disbelief towards determinism 

which states that the world is fixed and final (ibid).  

 

To conceptualize the thoughts that started in “The Metaphysical Club”, Charles Sanders Peirce 

and William James continued their research on what were to become classical pragmatism 

(ibid). Charles Sanders Peirce noted down a lot of his thoughts and held lectures regarding 

pragmatism which William James used as inspiration, citing Peirce in his work (ibid). Of other 

prominent contributors to classical pragmatism, John Dewey and George Herbert Mead are 

recognized. John Dewey was a student of Charles Sanders Peirce which has proven to be 

highly influential in his work, as many of Dewey’s references are of Peirce. During his career, 

Dewey published more than 700 articles and 40 books thus contributing greatly to the devel-

opment of pragmatism (ibid). A friend of Dewey was George Herbert Mead who is regarded 

as one of the fathers of social psychology. Some of Mead’s most prominent works include his 

theorization of how the emergence of one’s mind and self is developed out of the social pro-

cess of communication thus connecting psychological and sociological approaches (ibid). Hav-

ing presented the roots of pragmatism, the following sections will present the implications 

that pragmatism has on research thus laying the foundation of how pragmatism is influencing 

this thesis.  

 

Even though the foci of these pioneers in pragmatism were different, some common themes 

and beliefs can be seen (Lorino, 2018; Egholm, 2014). Among these is the belief that thought 

and learning are embedded within experience. The ontology of pragmatism is for this reason 

not to be considered realistic nor constructivist. Instead, phenomena are to be explored 

through a processual approach where the understanding of the phenomena is based on the 

consequence of the actions undertaken. For this reason, the focus of pragmatism is to under-

stand how past experience influence and is used in present actions and how these present 

actions will influence the future. By focusing on past, present, and future human action, the 

only way to determine what is considered to be “true” is by looking at whether the phenom-

ena studied are considered to be represented by the actors in the specific context. This means 

that truth occurs when knowledge is condemned useful and helpful to understand past expe-

rience and help guide future action (Lorino, 2018). Accordingly, Peirce (1998) wrote “A con-
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ception, that is, the rational purport of a word or other expression, lies exclusively in its con-

ceivable bearing upon the conduct of life” (Peirce, 1998, p. 332, cited in Lorino, 2018, p. 70). 

This means that a concept is only the sum of the perceived practical effects it can have. Sum-

ming up, pragmatism is not occupied by “what is” but how things emerge. 

 

This implies that theories, concepts, and mindsets can only be studied, developed, and criti-

cized by understanding how such things come to life in practice (Lorino, 2018). Here, it is im-

portant to note, that merely observing how “A affects B” is not enough as it is necessary to 

also take into consideration how “A affecting B” has discursive consequences that might af-

fect other things than the direct relationship between “A and B”. Of methodological conse-

quences by following pragmatism, it is therefore not enough to study the processes of what 

people do but also studying what is socially meant by what people do (ibid).  

 

This implies that to study, develop, and criticize theories, concepts, and mindsets, one must 

not only be preoccupied with the action itself but also how others might see it and what ac-

tions outside the action itself have affected it. By this, the epistemology focusing on how 

knowledge is obtained and understood is ideographic as the action in its current situation is 

both unique and subjective, as the action can be explained both from the dyadic relationship 

(A affecting B) but also from the triadic relationship (A affecting B means C) (Lorino, 2018). 

 

Following the epistemology of pragmatism that is understanding phenomena ideographically, 

the practice of obtaining knowledge starts with signs and interpretation of actions. The prac-

tice of obtaining knowledge is through the methodology called abduction. Abduction is by 

Peirce defined as the logic of discovery (ibid). Abduction was at the beginning seen by Peirce 

as “the only logical operation which introduces any new idea” (Peirce 1998 p. 216 cited in 

Lorino 2018, p. 113), while “induction does nothing but determine a value, and deduction 

merely evolves the necessary consequences of a pure hypothesis” (Peirce 1931–1958, p. 5.171 

cited in Lorino, 2018, p. 113).  

 

Abduction was then seen as a logical operator but was later in Peirce’s work developed to be 

a methodology of inquiry that follows certain steps in the inquiry process (ibid). The inquiry 

process starts out by observing and using all cues including the small and apparently insignif-

icant ones to describe a phenomenon through what Peirce calls qualified guesses (ibid). The 

qualified guesses are hypotheses or best-guesses generated by former experience, related 

knowledge, and a general understanding of other phenomena that are used to develop mul-

tiple plausible explanations. This means abduction unites induction and deduction which will 

be further explained in the following section.  
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The inquiry process of abduction 

In pragmatism, the process of abduction starts with a best-guess to a given phenomenon, e.g. 

a problem statement or an unsuspected occurrence of a phenomenon. Peirce describes ab-

duction as the logic of discovery in which phenomena are first described by a hypothesis or 

best-guess that can be based on former experience and knowledge (ibid). The process of ab-

duction thus takes its offset in filtering out possible explanations to phenomena which are 

then tried or examined through a deductive inquiry process followed by an inductive inquiry 

process to constitute new theory and thus new best-guesses.  

Deductive approach 

The way of using deduction in other philosophies of science e.g. critical rationalism and logical 

positivism is occupied with testing hypotheses to consider them to be objectively true or not 

(Egholm, 2014). However the hypotheses generated in pragmatism are often not directly test-

able as the goal of the deductive process in pragmatism is not to condemn anything objec-

tively true. Instead the hypotheses might be a mix of multiple plausible solutions, explana-

tions, etc. to a specific phenomenon. To avoid confusion, the term hypothesis will not be used.  

 

This thesis going forward will use “best-guess” to encapture what Peirce believed to be hy-

potheses that are to be tried or examined in the deductive inquiry process. By this, the term 

hypothesis that is traditionally used in other philosophies of sciences to describe objectively 

testable phenomena will not be used. The best-guesses must be transformed into something 

possible to examine whether the qualified guess is a viable explanation or not (Lorino, 2018).  

 

In this way, the deductive inquiry process, that is moving from theory to result, is followed - 

however, whether the result is “true”, is as aforementioned not a matter of objective truth, 

but instead whether the result is considered a good explanation of the phenomena by the 

actors embedded in it. This means that whether something is true or not depends on whether 

the qualified guess is accepted as a viable explanation. By this, the deductive inquiry process 

allows the researcher to point at both known and unknown phenomena and make a qualified 

guess, which is then examined and findings are derived. 
 

Followed by the deductive inquiry process, the abductive researcher can decide to take the 

findings derived from the deductive inquiry process and move to theory through an inductive 

inquiry process.  

Inductive approach 

The inductive inquiry process is moving from result to theory (Egholm, 2014). Induction takes 

its offset in the situation where the best-guesses are examined or tried in practice. The trial 

is therefore central in the inductive inquiry process as it is through the result of the trial that 

the qualified guesses can be adjusted, expanded, and/or revised given the outcome (Lorino, 

2018). The movement from result to theory is thus followed, as new best-guesses can be de-

rived from the findings of the trial, which will then constitute new theory on the phenomena.  



Master’s thesis 16364  Christian Jin Frederiksen, 101115 
CMIBO1000E  Anders Bang-Larsen, 102380 

Page 28 of 92 

The ending of the abductive inquiry process  

In the abductive inquiry process, there is not set in stone a specific criteria to determine if a 

process of inquiry is completed. Accordingly, Peirce states that “The opinion which is fated to 

be ultimately agreed to by all who investigate, is what we mean by the truth” (Peirce, 1931–

1958, CP 5.407, cited in Lorino 2018, p. 116). The inquiry process thus concludes when the 

participating actors agree that the best-guess is viable to provide an understandable and ac-

tionable response. The conclusion is never an end as new future unexpected findings may 

trigger the need for new inquiry processes to understand and explain phenomena.  

Methodology  

Having established the foundation of the research design by presenting the philosophy of sci-

ence, the following part will describe the approach that will be followed.  

 

The methodology of the research for this thesis will follow the abductive inquiry process that 

has been described above. The following model illustrates an example of the process. 

 
Figure A 

 

Best guess start: Based on the theoretical framework that was established after reviewing 
relevant literature on Design Thinking, the abduction starts with five best-guesses that to-
gether constitute a conceptual answer to this thesis’s overall research question, “How might 
principles of Design Thinking be applied to domains outside of innovation practices?”.  
 

Deductive move: The best-guesses are then evaluated through a deductive inquiry process 

where the best-guess to the research question is transformed into a series of meaning units 

that will be evaluated based on the data collection. The transformation of the best-guesses 

will assist in guiding which questions need to be asked and answered to better evaluate 
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whether the best-guesses need adjustment to give a more viable answer to the thesis’ re-

search question. 

 

Inductive move: The findings of the deductive inquiry process will be used to adjust or change 

the conceptual answer i.e. best-guess to this thesis’ research question. Here, the process is 

moving the results of the deductive inquiry process to theory by leveraging the findings to a 

new conceptual answer and best guess.  

 

Implications and recommendations: Having possibly adjusted or changed the conceptual un-

derstanding, implication, and recommendations can be derived through a deductive move 

where the findings of the research might lead to new implications and recommendations.  

 

These implications and recommendations might demonstrate surprising findings or reveal ar-

eas and phenomena to be further investigated as well as guidance to practitioners. This step 

of the abductive inquiry process illustrates a tentative conclusive answer to the research 

question which can then be used to start the abductive inquiry process all over again if one 

wishes to continue the inquiry process.    

Data collection  

The methods applied in this thesis will be based on what is virtually possible following the 

COVID-19 situation which has resulted in the fact that physical contact is limited. The data 

collection is therefore limited to virtual alternatives, meaning interviews have been con-

ducted via services such as Skype, Zoom, Microsoft Teams, or Google Hangouts. 

 

In the deductive step of the abductive inquiry process of this thesis, qualitative methods are 

used to gather data that can be used to evaluate the best-guess to this thesis’ research ques-

tion. Here, interviews with relevant stakeholders is conducted to achieve an understanding 

of the practice of Design Thinking. These stakeholders are understood as being on the supply- 

or demand-side of Design Thinking capabilities, where the suppliers are understood as com-

panies seeking to evangelize Design Thinking, such as Design consultancies, Design organiza-

tions, and the like. The demand-side in this understanding is an incumbent firm that seeks to 

leverage Design Thinking as a way of adding value to their existing organization. The distinc-

tion between companies belonging to the supply- or demand-side will be used throughout 

the analysis. 

 

For the research, qualitative methods are used to capture the nuances of the interviewees’ 

individual perspectives on the matter. Here, semi-structured interviews are used as this 

method ensures that the different interviews can be compared to each other as well as allows 

the interviewer to go more into depth with certain interesting points (Kvale & Brinkmann, 

2015). According to Kvale & Brinkmann (2015), semi-structured interviews seek to explore 

the individual’s perspective on the problem or matter that is in focus.  
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This type of interview seeks to gather statements from the interviewee’s opinion and experi-

ence which is then interpreted by the interviewer. The interpretation of the statements is 

conducted throughout the interview to explore deeper the opinions and experiences stated 

by the interviewee as well as analyzed and interpreted afterward (ibid). With the semi-struc-

tured interview, it is up to the interviewer to keep the conversation open while still maintain-

ing a focus on specific themes and/or questions that need to be answered. For this reason, a 

semi-structured interview must follow an interview-guide that covers themes and possible 

questions to be asked, allowing the interviewer to stick to a course while also being able to 

open the conversation towards e.g. surprising findings, revisiting already asked questions, 

and/or follow-up questions (ibid). Semi-structured interviews can have a variation in how fo-

cused and open the interview should be.  

 

For this thesis, focused semi-structured interviews are chosen where a set of standardized 

questions are included. For this reason, the interviews are thus neither forced structured with 

only standard questions nor completely uncontrolled. The objective of this type of interview 

is to guide the interviewee to specific themes without enforcing specific answers, as it is up 

to the interviewee to express the opinions and perspectives that are found relevant (ibid). In 

appendix 1, examples of questions posed are showcased in the form of interview guides, 

which serve in exemplifying the process of preparing for the interviews. 

 

As described, practitioners from both the supply side of Design Thinking and the demand side 

are interviewed, and each of these is given an alias. The interviewees were chosen based on 

recommendations, desk research, and through the researchers extended network, and will 

be described further in the analysis-part. What they have in common is that they are all lead-

ing practitioners within their field.  

 

The interviews were conducted via skype, zoom, and google hangouts. Iacano et al. (2016) 

argue that these types of VOIP (Voice Over Internet Protocols) tools for qualitative interviews 

provide new opportunities such as expanding geographical reach, time, and financial re-

source-saving, while still maintaining the non-verbal cues as real-time video can be enabled.  

 

However, the authors also argue that there are limitations e.g. the fact that only the shoulders 

and face are visible, thus excluding potentially vital non-verbal cues, as well as limiting inter-

personal dynamics, possible resistance to technology from some people, and data-ethical is-

sues regarding the ownership of the content since the software is owned by third parties. It 

is recommended by the authors, that VOIP tools for qualitative research are only complemen-

taries, as they should not replace the face-to-face qualitative methods. However due to the 

COVID-19 situation, a choice was made that VOIP tools were the best alternative to data col-

lection.  
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Following Iacano et al. (2016), the interviews were conducted with precautionary measures 

to mitigate the limitations of VOIP tools for qualitative research. 

1: Cameras were by default enabled to establish an interpersonal dynamic with the interview-

ees. 

2: Interviewees were asked for consent regarding the audio recording of the interviews. 

3: Interviewees were asked to send calendar invites, ensuring that the VOIP software of their 

preference was used for the interviews.  

 

The conduction of the interviews followed the aforementioned focused semi-structured na-

ture. Notes were taken during the interview to better recall interpretations for the later anal-

ysis as well as better guide the interview (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). The two interviewers 

take turns in being the primary interviewer, where the secondary interviewer would take 

notes and ask follow-up questions. 

 

The interviews were held in both English and Danish depending on the first language of the 

interviewees. This was chosen to limit the impact of possibly wrongful translations and lan-

guage confusion, as the researchers’ primary language of this thesis is Danish. The tran-

scripts are following this also in their respective languages. For the purpose of this thesis, 

quotes that are included for analysis purposes are taken directly from the English tran-

scripts, where quotes from the Danish transcripts are translated by the researchers.  

  

Data synthesis 

The after-treatment of the interviews first includes transcribing the interviews. Kvale & Brink-

mann (2015) argue that the level of detail in transcriptions is up to the researcher but that it 

always should be kept in mind that a transcribed passage can mean different things depend-

ing on the level of detail that the transcription includes. Here, some transcriptions include 

pauses, repetitions, and voice tone. This is especially important in psychological analysis and 

in-depth interviews where the focus is on maybe phenomenological matters (ibid). For this 

thesis, the transcriptions do not include this level of detail and will solely stick to transforming 

speech to text without fillers. This style of transcription is argued by Kvale & Brinkmann (2015) 

to be useful to highlight nuances between statements as well as ease the communication for 

the reader to understand what is meant by the interviewee. 

 

To get an overview of the interviews, a resume of each is made. After this, a break-down of 

the transcribed interviews is done through a concept-driven coding method where state-

ments from the interviews are divided into categories (Gibbs, 2007) predefined based on the 

conceptual framework. From this stage, a meaning condensation methodology is conducted 

on each interview to better bundle statements to be analyzed. 

 

The break-down of interviews follows this process, inspired by Kvale & Brinkmann (2015): 



Master’s thesis 16364  Christian Jin Frederiksen, 101115 
CMIBO1000E  Anders Bang-Larsen, 102380 

Page 32 of 92 

1. Determining meaning units based on the conceptual framework 

2. Reading and transcription of the interviews 

3. Grouping of quotes into categories assisted by the concept-driven coding  

4. Reformulating the quotes in the categories to descriptive statements and notes  

5. Choosing statements to be scrutinized based on relevance to the best-guesses or the 

tentative conceptual framework 

 

This reduction technique will assist in breaking down large quantities of qualitative data by 

getting an overview of statements that are relevant to be analyzed as well as provide insights 

into where interviewees are similar and where they are different in their statements which 

can then be analyzed. An overview of the process is shown in figure B below. 

 

 
Figure B  
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Analysis 

As described in the methodology section, the abductive inquiry process will start with a best-

guess on a hypothesized answer to the research question, where the conceptual framework 

derived from the literature review will be activated. The best-guess will be formulated as clear 

statements that capture the essence of the theoretical framework and leveraged to provide 

a conceptual answer to the research question. Following this, the best-guess is transformed 

into problem elements where critical questions can be raised which will enable the evaluation 

of the conceptual answer to the research question.  

 

To provide an intelligible best-guess, the theoretical framework will be activated through es-

tablishing an understanding of where Design Thinking comes from, how it is applied in the 

traditional sense, what limitations Design Thinking has, and finally describe how a tentative 

understanding of how Design Thinking can apply value to business domains other than prod-

uct development. The reason why multiple elements such as the origin and application of 

Design Thinking is included is to establish a foundation of what Design Thinking is and is not. 

This is necessary before it is possible to make a best-guess on how Design Thinking might be 

applied inside and outside of traditional product development and innovation practices.  

 

Tentative best-guesses 

The following is the unfolding of the five specific best-guesses as laid out by the researchers 

in the conceptual answer to the research question. These are outlined followed by the con-

ceptual argumentations, and will be followed by a transformation of these best-guesses to be 

activated and moved towards empirical data.  

 

Design Thinking has become increasingly popular following commercialization, and this has 

made it susceptible to being a management fad with limited impact.  

The development of Design Thinking has been a result of the increasing interest in the value 

of designers’ toolbox. Design thinking as a practice has changed over time following the wider 

application by incumbent firms and (design) consultancies. With this wide adoption, Design 

Thinking has become a buzzword. The problem with Design Thinking being a buzzword is that 

it can become a management fad. One way to overcome this, is for Design Thinking to rely on 

a solid foundation of what it can do and what it can’t do.  

 

Design Thinking adapts a designer’s mindset to be human-centered 

Design Thinking applies a designer’s mindset to be human-centered which can be used for 

management purposes. This is in part because Design Thinking is seen to have evolved out of 

both design as an art, and management as a science - a multidisciplinarity which has covered 

grounds of design management and similar perspectives in the process. These perspectives 

have most commonly considered innovation and product development as domains where this 
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multidisciplinarity can add value. To apply a designer’s mindset to be human-centered, Design 

Thinking follows specific processes and tools to align processes and conceptualize how de-

signers work and think.  

 

Design thinking can be an organizational resource, thus expanding Design Thinking to be 

more than just processes and tools, which can add value to several business domains 

Design Thinking can be adapted by the whole organization to make it more innovative and 

human-centered. By focusing on creating an organizational capacity, Design Thinking can be 

an overall strategic response to support innovation and adaptation to change. The structure 

of Design Thinking can help the organization to collectively work more human-centered and 

be curious about innovation. Furthermore, it is a mindset and a set of principles that can be 

incorporated in various settings. This also means that Design Thinking can be applied by indi-

viduals without a design background.     

 

Design Thinking has some limitations and is not a one-size-fits-all  

Design Thinking as a methodology can be intuitive and easy to follow. However it is important 

to note that Design Thinking takes practice and is not a tool that can solve every problem nor 

should be used in every case. Adding to this, the vast amount of tools that can be used in 

Design Thinking can make it difficult to maneuver which tools should be applied and when.     

 

Design Thinking can add value to other domains exemplified through sales 

A business domain in which human-centeredness is key is sales. Because it is necessary for 

sales personnel in B2B companies to be able to analyze and understand customers’ needs on 

a deeper level, Design Thinking can serve as a possible solution for how B2B sales represent-

atives can better understand their prospects and provide a customer-centric sales experience 

as stated in the sales framework from Naked Sales called Sell by Design. 
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Transformation of best-guesses  

In attempting to bring the five best guesses to the field and evaluate based on the empirical 

data collected, a transformation of the best-guesses for qualitative research purposes is nec-

essary. Therefore, an outlining of the interview guide as a basis for comprehension is pre-

sented. This frame will be based on the five best guesses, and provides a basis for investiga-

tion of the empirical data. 

 

To make the findings intelligible, a range of questions have been prepared and asked the in-

terviewees. The questions hitherto prepared are outlined in the table in appendix 1, and are 

grouped into 15 categories, from which meaning can be condensed and activated in under-

standing the insights. The 15 categories are the following: 

 

● Interview-background 

● Design Management 

● Emergence of Design Thinking 

● Designer’s mindset 

● Principles behind Design Thinking 

● Tool, method, and process 

● Design Thinking as a management fad 

● Commercialization of Design Thinking 

● Value of Design Thinking 

● Limitations of Design Thinking 

● Use-cases of Design Thinking 

● Design Thinking as an organizational resource 

● Design Thinking throughout business domains 

● Design Thinking  in Sales 

● New discoveries 

 

The questions prepared for each category exemplified in the appendix 1 leaves room for in-

terpretation and for follow-up questions, which creates a requirement for some extra cate-

gories for the subsequent grouping of meaning, including a section on surprising findings and 

additional information. 

 

Before diving into the analysis of the specific findings in relation to the tentative best-guesses, 

an overview of each of the six interviews is provided in the following. 
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Results  

In the following, an overview of the six interviews is provided, before scrutinizing specific as-

pects of these results. 

 

Interview A – 17.03.2020 

Company and Industry The Danish Design Centre, Public Design-center 

Interviewee alias Anna 

Position of interviewee Project manager 

Interviewee’s Relation to 

Design Thinking 

Educated in Design Management from Copenhagen Busi-

ness School in 2000, and has worked strategically with De-

sign Thinking in Danish Design Center since then, including 

contributions to the development of Danish Design DNA, 

Nordic Design Resource and The Design Ladder 

Overview 

The interview with Anna sought mainly to evaluate the first three best-guesses of the thesis, 

and to get her insights into her evolution of Design Thinking in a Nordic context. This included 

topics around Design Thinking as evolving out of design management, the change in practices 

exemplified through Nordic Design Resource, the commercialization of Design Thinking, and 

best-practice cases from her experience. 

Her understanding was that Design Management is born out of product-development, which 

is not necessarily true for Design Thinking. The importance of design management is to lead, 

control, and maneuver how companies communicate and develop products, whereas Design 

Thinking is something more strategic. This can be understood as moving further up The Design 

Ladder, and often follows a more proactive way of seeing the organizational surroundings 

than the reactivity seen in companies seen as being located on the lower steps of the ladder. 

When considering Design Thinking in a Nordic context, Anna emphasizes the importance that 

Tim Brown and IDEO have had in the commercialization and popularization of the concept, 

despite it being like concepts born out of Denmark. This was accelerated further in 2015 when 

Design Thinking hit the front page of Harvard Business Review, which helped in placing design 

in the strategic considerations of the C-suite.  

At the Danish Design Centre they have welcomed this acceleration and wish to further edu-

cate about the usefulness and limitation of Design Thinking. To her, it is basically a set of 

principles which could seem to have lost its core as it has seemed to be a solution by itself, 
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rather than a method for solving problems. She does however expect a counter-reaction to 

this cross-disciplinary process, and see a change of paradigms happening these days, that will 

take Design Thinking back to the basics. 

Lastly, she mentions some Nordic companies that in her experience excel at Design Thinking 

at a strategic level, which includes Coloplast, ISS, lEGO, Kvadrat, Too Good To Go, and points 

to the fact that these also manage to use Design Thinking outside of the domains of product 

development. 

Tentative contributions to best-guesses 

From the interview, several new findings were uncovered, many of which were based on 

Anna’s understanding of the evolution of the Nordic landscape of Design Thinking capabilities. 

One of the main learnings that could contribute to the best-guesses was on her understanding 

of Design Thinking as being a Scandinavian concept, with many of the principles adhering to 

cultural norms in the Nordic. This line of thought was brought to the US and commercialized 

by e.g. IDEO, and is then being taken back to the Nordics, which can seem counterintuitive, 

but has proven necessary for adoption. 

The Design Ladder was introduced to the researchers and can prove helpful in providing an 

alternative understanding of how Design Thinking has evolved, and in mapping the maturity 

of Design Thinking competencies between companies.   
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Interview B – 18.03.2020 

Company and Industry McKinsey Design, Management consultancy 

Interviewee alias Ben 

Position of interviewee Design Director 

Interviewee’s Relation to 

Design Thinking 

With a background in digital design, he was headhunted to 

the realms of management consulting in 2014, when Design 

Thinking was starting to pick up the pace in this industry, 

and McKinsey wanted to be more hands-on with actively 

doing work with their clients, rather than just providing 

strategic proposals. He has since been involved in numer-

ous projects, bringing design and Design Thinking on the 

agenda in McKinsey projects.  

Overview 

The scope of the interview with Ben was to get information to evaluate most of the best-

guesses with an emphasis on understanding the perspectives of a professional with a design 

background working in the field of management consulting. The interview thus included his 

path toward using design as a management practice, the assumptions of designers to Design 

Thinking compared to those of non-designers as well as the evolution, usability, and limita-

tions of Design Thinking. 

Ben describes his entrance into the overlap between design and management as accidental, 

after spending too much time working with unnecessary aspects of design that didn’t make 

an impact. He sees the time around 2015 at which he entered McKinsey as an important pe-

riod in the evolution of Design Thinking, as this was the point where typical management 

consultancies started to understand the value of multidisciplinary teams and the expertise of 

designers in this setting.  

Interestingly, Ben does not see Design Thinking as Design - rather, he sees Design Thinking as 

a mindset and approach that anyone can add to their own personal toolkit, which by itself is 

a great thing. This does however still require the craft and the principal knowledge of design-

ers, to get the best results; and points to the analogy of knowing ‘how’ to play football, and 

being a good football player. To this aspect, his main caveat is the perception that is seen in 

some parts of the management discourse, that it is possible to take a one-week Design Think-

ing course and that you’re all of a sudden a designer, who can apply Design Thinking to take 

concepts into life. 
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Following this, Ben outlines one understanding of Design Thinking as a toolkit for problem-

solving - not the only possible way to do things, and definitely not the right toolkit to apply 

for any problem or situation.  

At McKinsey, they work with four different problem-solving toolkits, and each of them can be 

applied to different projects, depending on the scope of the problem and the situation. This, 

however, doesn’t by itself encompasses the entirety of Design Thinking, as the understanding 

of Design Thinking as a methodology misses the fact that it isn’t about the steps to take, but 

about the mindsets and principles to have. 

As a result of this understanding, Ben sees the fundamental principles of Design Thinking as 

being applicable in a multitude of business settings, which might be easy on paper, but hard 

in real life. He outlines a few examples where this has been done successfully, including cases 

from a context of a call-center and support-staff, which Ben sees great value to be derived 

from. 

Tentative contributions to best-guesses 

Based on the interview, an emphasized focus on the time around 2015 for the evolution of 

Design Thinking was found to be relevant, which supported claims from Anna's interview. This 

was more relevant than ever from a consultancy point of view, where Design Thinking could 

be seen as an alternative approach to traditional consultancy thinking traditions that, based 

on Ben’s understanding, can only help clients in catching up rather than innovating. 

The understanding of Design Thinking that Ben showed was quite ambiguous, and outlined 

Design Thinking both as one of several specific problem-solving tools, and as an underlying 

set of principles. Important for this however, was his emphasis on the limited feasibility of 

Design Thinking as a one-size-fits-all, and the necessity of seeing thinking as a means to an 

end rather than an end in itself. 
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Interview C – 24.03.2020 

Company and Industry Charlie Tango, Digital Consultancy 

Interviewee alias Clara 

Position of interviewee Director of Innovation & Intrapreneurship 

Interviewee’s Relation to 

Design Thinking 

After getting a bachelor at Copenhagen Business School in 

2000, Clara took a master's in IT and eBusiness at the IT Uni-

versity of Copenhagen, where she was taught in Design 

Thinking methodologies based on the IDEO-school of 

thought from IDEO U courses at Stanford University. Since 

then, she has leveraged Design Thinking in multiple ways, 

currently in Charlie Tango.  

Overview 

For the interview with Clara, the emphasis was on best-guesses regarding the evolution of 

Design Thinking and Clara’s view on the limitations to the application of Design Thinking in 

practice. The insights were based on first-hand experiences from a specialist working almost 

20 years with Design Thinking understanding both the designer and management perspec-

tives from experience. 

Clara describes her understanding of Design Thinking as an explorative method, which can be 

extremely helpful in exploring latent customer needs, development experimentation, and a 

more general mental mindset. For Design Thinking as a tool to live up to its full potential, it 

requires a multidisciplinary team, for whom Design Thinking can be a way to cooperate.  

Concerning the evolution of Design Thinking, Clara describes how it has been more acknowl-

edged over time, but that very little has changed when it comes to Design Thinking itself. 

However, considering the utility of Design Thinking, she sees it as an important skill for leaders 

these days, but emphasizes two caveats to this; it’s not necessarily something everyone can 

work with, and it’s not something to be taught in a one-week workshop. Furthermore, Clara 

emphasizes that Design Thinking is a tool and a method, and not magic - it’s not right for every 

case, and can often be troublesome to use when working with legacy-businesses.  

Working with Design Thinking at Charlie Tango, Clara is leveraging Design Thinking from the 

beginning of the conversation with clients to scope and dive into and understand the actual 

problem that the clients are seeking to solve. This is a result of a misunderstood focus on 
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solutions to the ‘wrong’ problems, in which Design Thinking can help battle both by under-

standing the actual problems and by providing a common language and tool for a multidisci-

plinary team to leverage. 

Based on this, Clara’s understanding of the Design Thinking toolbox is a natural extension to 

that of innovation-methodology principles, to which she mentions Business Model Canvas, 

The Golden Circle, Ask Why 5 Times, and similar innovation- and market-test tools. This fol-

lows her arguments about Design Thinking being a valuable driver for progress in early phases 

of development, and to being more difficult to leverage in large established businesses, which 

requires a wish for experimentation and an openness to failure by management. 

Tentative contributions to best-guesses 

Several contributions to the current best-guesses and aspects for consideration were outlined 

from the interview, grouped into the usability of limitations of Design Thinking respectively.  

One main aspect of the usability of Design Thinking seen as a tool, is of outlining the actual 

value to be created through the ongoing development process and to test and validate as-

sumptions related to this. Following this, it can serve as a common language and collaboration 

tool for multidisciplinary teams, and as a way to examine a process with a client to create and 

evaluate shared assumptions. Furthermore, the specific aspect of the Minimum Viable Prod-

uct inherent in most Design Thinking methodologies can act as an important mediator in so-

lution proposals or solution selling when considering the usability of Design Thinking in a sales 

process. 

Two limitations to Design Thinking outlined that weren’t previously considered, are those de-

pendent on the client-side of a consultancy task of this sort. One aspect to this is that compa-

nies that inherently aren’t geared towards direct customer-communication about needs and 

wants or have a culture that enables experimentation and trial-and-error, will be less likely to 

succeed in a process based on Design Thinking. Following this, a second aspect to these same 

types of companies and beyond, is that a successful application of Design Thinking can create 

issues similar to those deriving from innovations, being that it can undermine the traditional 

businesses of the organization.  
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Interview D – 24.03.2020 

Company and Industry IBM Garage, IBM’s Innovation consultancy 

Interviewee alias Dan 

Position of interviewee Product Designer and facilitator 

Interviewee’s Relation to 

Design Thinking 

With an education in engineering and background as a de-

signer, Dan joined IBM in 2015 working with UX and Visual 

Design. Since 2017 he has been a part of IBM Garage, an 

innovation engine at IBM, where he represents Design 

Thinking in client interactions and runs workshops as a de-

sign strategist on the topic of reaching MVPs through De-

sign Thinking application. 

Overview 

The purpose of the interview with Dan was to evaluate best-guesses regarding a) the utility, 

value, and limitations of Design Thinking, b) the evolution of Design Thinking including con-

siderations of the future, and c) Design Thinking as a capability in IBM Garage as an innovative 

consulting company. 

Dan has, with a background in design and with a current position in the realms of strategic 

design, followed an evolution similar to that of Design Thinking emerging out of design. De-

spite this, he doesn’t distinguish between design and Design Thinking as such, as the princi-

ples are the same, while the frameworks and methods for application are different. Therefore 

he believes that everyone can ‘do’ Design Thinking, even though the mindset can take longer 

for non-designers to grasp. 

Dan focuses on the benefits to be reaped by leveraging Design Thinking principles and em-

phasizes the aspects of including people through the entire process through co-creation and 

having a multidisciplinary team to solve specific problems as two of the main utilities. Fur-

thermore, he outlines the importance of successful projects of aligning people on a vision, 

product or plan, in realizing what can possibly be done, for which Design Thinking can serve 

as a great tool in saving time and creating this type of alignment. 

While the outlined benefits can help in solving many types of problems, Dan stresses that it 

isn’t a universal solution to solve all problems that work like magic - there is always a necessity 

of having interactions, the right mindsets and to go through a specific process. Even with 

these, it doesn’t mean that the process will end up with the perfect solution; which by itself 
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also doesn’t make sense, as there are no such things as perfect solutions in Design Thinking, 

as everything is a prototype. 

Considering the evolution, Dan sees the landscape of Design Thinking as getting out of specific 

silos where it has previously been residing, and gaining more traction generally. In this, he 

emphasizes how success-stories has popularized the principles and exposed it to a larger au-

dience by demonstrating the value of Design Thinking. However, for even broader adoption 

and evolution to take place, he believes that the principles behind Design Thinking will have 

to merge with other methodologies, to which he sees great potential. 

Specifically for IBM, Dan focuses on the adoption of Design Thinking throughout the company 

within the last five years or so, both as a mindset and as a means of execution. He elaborates 

that most products that are being internally are more or less leveraging Design Thinking, 

which is a result of an intention residing within all of IBM, that everyone adopts to these prin-

ciples.  

This is being done through internal learning platforms where employees earn IBM Badges 

based on self-education, and where everyone is to be educated on the same principles of 

Design Thinking. As one result, the approach seeks to merge different aspects of the company, 

exemplified through the combination of design with state-of-the-art technology and sales 

management as a journey of solution-adoption selling method instead of just pushing tech-

nologies to customers. 

Tentative contributions to best-guesses 

From the interview with Dan, several findings around the relationship between Design Think-

ing and the product development domain surfaced. This extended to the usability as a method 

for alignment and as being feasible in sales processes and the like. 

At IBM, Design Thinking is used as the first point of entry for any project, where these princi-

ples are fantastic for the early stages of a project, which resembles the relevance often found 

in product development. This follows the logic shared by Clara in the usability between 

startups and legacy-businesses, where an application of Design Thinking might meet more 

resistance in incumbent firms. From this, it can be argued whether Design Thinking resides 

largely in the new product or business development, or has a more general use. 

Considering other forms of usage, Dan outlines the inherent value in the alignment of under-

standings and tools that follows the application of Design Thinking through eg. workshops or 

internal training. He believes that this also has usability in for example sales processes when 

working with a solution-adoption method, in understanding the latent needs for customers 

and actual value creation. For these aspects to stay relevant, he briefly mentions the necessity 

of merging with other methodologies. 
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Interview E – 24.04.2020 

Company and Industry VELUX, window-manufacturing company 

Interviewee alias Eric 

Position of interviewee Strategic Design Lead 

Interviewee’s Relation to 

Design Thinking 

With an educational background in Industrial Design from a 

School of Architecture in Denmark, Eric has been working 

with a Designer’s mindset in various companies since 2000. 

These stints included him leveraging what is now known as 

Design Thinking principles in several design firms and con-

sultancies that he worked in before transitioning to the ‘de-

mand side’ in VELUX in 2018. 

Overview 

The interview with Eric sought mainly to increase the understanding of Design Thinking for 

professionals in incumbent firms working strategically with Design and demanding compe-

tencies in this area. The purpose of this was to better the understanding of Design Thinking 

as an organizational resource and its limitations and to provide grounds for a potential dis-

tinction between suppliers of Design Thinking competencies and actors on the demand side. 

Eric has transitioned from working with providing Design as a service from the supply side, to 

working in an incumbent firm demanding and leveraging Design capabilities for creating bet-

ter products and services. Throughout his career he has been working with embedded princi-

ples similar to what is now understood as something ‘new’ through Design Thinking, espe-

cially on the demand side. To him, this is interesting but mostly deemed positive.  

While he heard about Design Thinking for the first time around 20 years ago, he understands 

that it is currently trending, largely as a result of being a structured method through which he 

and others with a design background could begin a conversation. From his experience in the 

design consultancy world, it is an extremely important tool in outlining the process strategi-

cally and to go through when innovating and developing something with a client. In this, De-

sign Thinking at large can be leveraged as a communication tool. 

He sees Design Thinking as something logical to most professionals with a background in de-

sign, but still believes that it has helped him make his way of working and thinking more struc-

tured. Furthermore, it has helped in making designers’ work more recognized throughout the 

business world, and to put it on the agenda as a strategic consideration to move organiza-

tions, and by doing so, also becoming more of a business development tool. 



Master’s thesis 16364  Christian Jin Frederiksen, 101115 
CMIBO1000E  Anders Bang-Larsen, 102380 

Page 45 of 92 

Eric outlines how they in VELUX the last 2-3 years have developed their own development 

process based to a large extent on the Design Thinking method. Principles similar to those of 

Design Thinking have however been embedded in the culture as a dogma from the founding 

fathers of the company through the extensive use of testing, and with the principles that “a 

thousand tests are better than a few smart people”. Eric hypothesizes that this newer distinc-

tive formalization of a process has been a result of top management realizing that the markets 

are changing and that Design Thinking can be leveraged to cater to these changes. 

The process developed, that they call the Front-end process is mainly in the Concept Explora-

tion team, in which Eric resides. It is also at times used as a guiding framework if his team 

provides workshops on the process to colleagues throughout the company when requested 

by top management. As so, the process very similar to Design Thinking is not actively used 

throughout the entire organization, but is embedded as a capability in the specific team and 

can be leveraged in other teams. 

Considering when and where to leverage Design Thinking, Eric emphasizes the needs and 

scope of the specific projects considered when deciding whether it makes sense. To this, he 

argues that Design Thinking is more feasible for projects with a longer time-horizon, more 

complexity, and with a less defined expectation of the solution. In this argumentation he 

draws a line between incremental and radical innovations, arguing that Design Thinking is 

more well fitted for the latter kind with open-ended problems and an unfamiliar landscape. 

For incremental changes, typical methodologies such as stage-gate processes might be more 

well-suited, which might also require a lesser extent of leadership buy-in. 

Lastly, considering where Design thinking might be going from here, Eric expects that a ‘new 

wave’ might be emerging with a new name and be carried out by professionals even more 

specialized in fields from specific elements of the Design Thinking process. In this, he’s afraid 

that people working with these elements might lose the red thread and the holistic under-

standing, which to him is a very important aspect and something to be wary about. 

Tentative contributions to best-guesses 

In the interview with Eric, three main findings were uncovered. The first finding is similar to 

what is found in some of the other interviews, about seeing Design Thinking as a communica-

tion tool between designers and professionals without design competencies, in understand-

ing the process and capabilities. Following this, Eric outlined how he sees Design Thinking 

bringing value to individuals with design principles embedded in their way of working, by 

bringing more structure to ways of thinking and working, even for professionals as himself. 

Lastly, he emphasized the feasibility of Design Thinking as being increasingly high and useful 

in more complex projects with longer time horizons, following a situation of open problems 

and unfamiliar landscapes. To this, there’s a necessity of leadership buy-in and acceptance of 

the possibility of failure, also leading to the openness towards adaptation and trial and error. 
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Interview F – 07.05.2020 - Frida 

Company and Industry Consultancy providing services for teaching Design in Sales 

Interviewee alias Frida 

Position of interviewee Co-founder 

Interviewee’s Relation to 

Design Thinking 

After having worked more than 20 years in sales, Frida dis-

covered the value of Design around 2015, and set out to re-

search how the domain of sales could merge with the value 

to be leveraged through Design Thinking, and soon after co-

founded a successful consultancy providing services in this 

realm to large clients globally. 

Overview 

Going into the interview with Frida, the purpose was to get insights about how she helps cli-

ents leverage Design Thinking in a sales context and to understand her understanding of the 

aspects of Design Thinking relevant for this. Furthermore, the interview sought to investigate 

discrepancies between the framing of Design Thinking in the sales context and the framing 

typically found in practice and the tentative framework. 

Frida transitioned from her sales background after learning about Design Thinking through a 

task at the consultancy she worked in, where she ‘fell in love with Design’. She ascribes this 

to the inherent curiosity and empathy in Design Thinking, which she saw leading to amazing 

solutions through a process that was much more fun that what she had previously been used 

to. She found that the characteristics of a great design thinker are the same as those of a great 

salesperson, which led her to believe that she was onto something. 

These characteristics are according to Frida about being rapidly curious, looking at oneself 

from a customer point of view, and wanting to co-create and iterate together with said cus-

tomer. Based on these assumptions about what Design can bring to the table, she saw the 

opportunity of becoming a ‘translator’ of these principles and tools, in bringing them to sales 

in a way that is easily understood and made tangible and useful, which led her to co-fund a 

consultancy on Design in Sales. While she doesn’t talk in the language of Design Thinking 

when teaching these practices to sales divisions, she emphasizes that the tools are aligned 

tightly with principles and tools of Design Thinking and translated into a three-stage model of 

the deal cycle. This model includes Discovery, Insight, and Acceleration, and has an underpin-

ning set of mindsets of ruthless curiosity, iteration, co-creation, and a search for unmet needs, 

motivations, and emotions, which to her is a direct result of leveraging Design. 
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Considering any distinction between mindsets and tools of Design Thinking, she believes that 

they serve different purposes but must co-exist and are equally important. They are both 

means to the end of being curious in figuring out what a customer and their customers care 

about to build an authentic connection and thus uncover opportunities that lead to a bigger 

sale, which at large is the goal of Design in a sales context. 

Coming back to her role in bringing Design Thinking to sales, she emphasizes that she is acting 

as a translator or curator in making the principles easily understood and that once they are 

understood and implemented, a great deal of impact is found. To this, she puts a specific focus 

on the necessity of a leadership buy-in which cannot be neglected as it can potentially dimin-

ish any potential value that Design may bring to sales. The notion of leadership buy-in is found 

in several interviews, but seems more relevant in the context of sales, as the indicators 

through which a sales team are normally evaluated are easily measurable day-to-day, and 

doesn’t leave a lot of room for experimentation, trial and error. 

When comparing the methodology leveraging Design in sales with typical sales-approaches, 

Frida says that this focuses more on the art of selling than the science of selling. This is under-

stood in the way that it isn’t about e.g. the number of outbound calls or specific steps in a 

process, but instead about providing some tools and a mindset, and about teaching the sales-

people how to be an artist in using them, which makes the process more fun and profitable. 

In conclusion, Frida describes how she believes that everybody can benefit from being more 

curious, empathic, and putting themselves in their customers' issues, and that Design Think-

ing is one way of doing this. However, she emphasizes that it is more valuable in situations 

with a more complex sale and where the path is not necessarily clear, as this would mean 

better room for experimentation, iteration, and co-creation. This is very similar to the argu-

ments put forward by Eric in a product development setting and can be understood based on 

the types of problems that Design Thinking excels at tackling. 

Tentative contributions to best-guesses 

From the interview, several contributions to the tentative best-guesses can be found. Most 

of these lie within the possibility of leveraging Design Thinking throughout business domains 

exemplified through sales, but also to the necessities for successful implementation overall.  

To the latter, Frida outlined the necessity of leadership buy-in, which might be harder in sales 

than in other domains which by default are more long-term oriented. For the feasibility as-

pect, she emphasized the additional value to be found for Design in more complex situations 

and sales. The value found in Design is mainly on emotion, curiosity, and empathy, which in 

her consultancy is adding a lot of value to the art of selling. This way of understanding sales 

as an art is in itself a distinctive difference between Sell by Design and alternative sales ap-

proaches, to which Frida described the purpose; “At the end of the day, our mission is to 

humanize sales”.  
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Findings 

Following the overview of each of the interviews, the findings for each of the five best-guesses 

will be presented. In doing so, a consideration of several aspects to each of the best-guesses 

based on the findings are provided. After this, a specific focus on surprising findings is uncov-

ered. In this, an overview of the usage of the different meaning units per best-guess is pro-

vided in appendix 2, which can guide the understanding of which themes are covered in each.  

Design Thinking has become increasingly popular following commercialization, and 

this has made it susceptible to being a management fad with limited impact 

Design Thinking has according to Anna gotten its reason for existence in a world where com-

panies must strive towards adapting to change where former business models must be dis-

rupted. Design Thinking is here a means to constantly search for new opportunities, as relying 

on former business models is not enough if a company wants to survive. She argues that 

change is the only parameter that is constant, which is why Design Thinking has been de-

manded for its ability to view the world more holistically and not solely relying on what data 

is currently at hand (Interview A. p. 2 & p. 4). Accordingly, Eric and his team of 18-20 employ-

ees from VELUX work with product development with a scope of around 5 years. They are 

designated to constantly seek new opportunities which can be seen as a corporate strategy 

to constantly search the market for new opportunities where they can adapt to a world in 

constant change (Interview E, p. 4)   

 

How Design Thinking came to be popularized and commercialized can according to Anna be 

traced to America, more specifically IDEO which corresponds to the fact that pioneers such 

as Tim Brown and Roger Martin have strong ties to IDEO (Brown & Martin, 2015). Anna points 

to the publishing of Tim Brown & Roger Martin’s (2015) article “Design for Action”  which 

landed on the cover of Harvard Business Review as a defining moment, where IDEO were 

some of the first to successfully commercialize Design Thinking (Interview A, p. 2). Further-

more she states that “.. Americans are phenomenal in commercializing and take it (Design 

Thinking) to strategic levels. What I’m thinking that also happened was that these Manage-

ment Consultancies like McKinsey and Accenture made gigantic acquisitions of Design agen-

cies in the past 5-7 years. And they have done this because they have seen that they fell short 

with their traditional approach of doing business development based on historical data” (ibid, 

p. 7. line 10-15).  

 

Accordingly, Ben from McKinsey & Company states that the acquisition and development of 

Design Thinking capabilities in McKinsey happening around 2015 is something that has por-

trayed its value by exactly challenging the traditional ways of doing consulting. Ben states “I 

guess the traditional consulting way of approaching things is, OK, let's look at what's best 

practice. Let's look at what the competition is doing and let's do some analysis and find what 

levers are the people who are best practice today pulling. And then we also need to pull those 

levers to also be best practices. But that only helps you catch up. And so it's always kind of the 
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people with a design background in the room that is thinking differently and bringing a differ-

ent approach to the table and say that best practice only gets you so far.” (Interview B, p. 12, 

line 18-15).  

 

Putting things together, Management Consulting has seen the value of Design Thinking as a 

new approach to dealing with a world where looking at historical data and benchmarks is no 

longer enough, as simply catching up with competitors is not a viable strategy to remain rel-

evant at the market, as also stated by McCullagh (2010). This value of Design Thinking as being 

an alternative to traditional ways of developing businesses has been popularized by consul-

tancies as stated by Anna (Interview A, p. 2). Consequently, Eric argues, that the supply side 

of Design Thinking capabilities, such as IDEO and other consultancies, has pioneered it but it 

is mainly the demand-side that has profited from it (Interview E, p. 3).  

 

Interestingly, Anna points out that Design Thinking was initially presented as human-centered 

design at the beginning of the 2000s by the Americans as being centered on the human needs, 

which solutions were created upon. This is opposite to technology-driven design that takes 

its offset in the technology and how it can be applied by humans. When inviting some of these 

pioneers in human-centered design to speak at a conference, Anna mentions that they were 

hesitant in doing so as they believed that it was something that the Nordics had been doing 

for years already, referring to Nordic design traditions (Interview A, p. 8). This is also one of 

the criticisms that Mejlhede (2019) raises, as the Design Thinking principles have already been 

developed and applied by design communities, especially in the Nordics for years but is being 

presented as something novel. 

 

Clara also points out that Design Thinking has been commercialized by consultancies under 

their own names where Design Thinking has been reduced by various iterations of tools and 

processes, even though they are based on the same principles (Interview C, p. 10). Anna fol-

lows this logic, and sees a problem in this in that Design Thinking, as a result, is losing its core 

as the roots are being increasingly blurred out (Interview A, p. 8). A negative consequence of 

this is that Design Thinking risks becoming a management fad as Design Thinking reduces the 

complex skills of designers to a toolbox that can be applied by essentially everyone without 

respect for its offspring as found by Johansson-Sköldberg et al. (2013).  

 

To the recent popularization of Design Thinking, Eric argues that it is almost embarrassing to 

talk about Design Thinking as a buzzword today when being in Design communities, as this is 

something that has been done for many years (Interview E, p. 9). With a design background 

himself, Eric highlights that he feels this increasing popularization of Design Thinking as an 

ambivalent feeling, since these ways of working have been applied by him for the past 15-20 

years, finding it a little odd how popular it is now (ibid).  
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Conversely, Eric also finds it great that more people are starting to eye the value of Design 

Thinking, as it will create better products (ibid). Ben who also has a designer background 

agrees “I think it's a positive that Design Thinking is now out there in the ether and that it's 

kind of being sold as something that everything everyone can do.”. (Interview B. p. 4, line 27-

28). However adding to this, he stresses the fact that people must realize that Design Thinking 

is not something one can just learn after a 1-week course (ibid. p. 4). Clara agrees with this, 

stating that “It is a way of working. Not just something that one acquires in one week.” (Inter-

view C, p. 4, line 23-24).   

 

In Ben’s interview, he also questions the value of Design consultancies selling one-week de-

sign sprints that can suddenly create innovation and solve complex problems. He states that 

“There's probably tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands of times they've been run around 

the world in different companies. And I wouldn't want to guess how many times that has ac-

tually eventuated in something that has been extremely impactful and has turned into some-

thing real. I wouldn't want to guess, but I'd say it's probably a low number. And so I think 

unless I see the real results, I am fairly indifferent to that.” (Interview B, p. 7, line 24-29).   

 

When asked about her thoughts on the commercialization of Design Thinking, Anna mentions 

that Design Thinking has been popularized into something that is a set of tools rather than a 

set of principles (Interview A, p. 7). The difference is here, that the principles and the whole 

way of working rather than applying tools take a lot of practice, and as stated by Ben and 

Clara, not something that can be taught and applied in a short matter of time. To this, Anna 

sees that there is a change going on with the notion of Design Thinking, as the concept is 

losing its core as a consequence of the increasing commercialization. As she states, “It is not 

there yet but it is on its way. Something like cut the f****** c***, and all the bulls***-bingo. 

Back to basics!” (ibid, p. 8, line 3-4).  

 

The necessity of going back to basics referred to by Anna, is a consequence of the increasingly 

blurred idea of what Design Thinking is and can do. This comes as a response to Design Think-

ing being pushed out as something that can create innovation and solve problems easily in all 

cases (ibid, p. 8). This is problematic, as there is now a task in educating people in what Design 

Thinking is and what it is not. Adding to this, Clara also emphasizes the title of a webinar by 

Bill Burnett from Stanford University with “Design = method. Not magic” (Interview C, p. 14, 

line 20). The point of this webinar is that Design Thinking is not a one size fits all that can 

suddenly solve all problems overnight.   
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Design Thinking adapts a designer’s mindset to be human-centered 

As articulated in the conceptual framework, Design Thinking applies a designers’ mindset 

(Martin, 2009) and tools to be human-centered (Brown, 2008; Liedtka, 2010; 2013; 2018). 

This mindset is referred to by Liedtka (2010; 2018) and Brown & Katz (2011) as a set of prin-

ciples that people apply in their jobs. This mindset, i.e. set of principles, is also what is em-

phasized by the interviewees to be the key to Design Thinking, meaning it is not the tools or 

processes that are important, but the underlying principles that make the difference between 

Design Thinking and other ways of working. Ben argues “I think Design Thinking as a mindset, 

an approach that anyone can kind of add to their own personal toolkit, I think it's a positive 

because you can only kind of get to good places if multiple people on a team or in an organi-

zation are thinking customer first and iterative” (Interview B, p. 4, line 16-17). He emphasizes 

further, that it is not the steps one takes but it is applying those principles more so than simply 

doing workshops etc. (ibid, p. 7).  

 

Adding to this, Anna states that the important thing to get right about Design Thinking is the 

fact that Design Thinking is about having a mindset, which e.g. isn’t about what the company 

sells, but about what the customer buys. This mindset is what Design Thinking seeks to place 

throughout an organization as found with designers themselves (Interview A, p. 6). Accord-

ingly, Dan states that when they are working with Design Thinking at IBM garage, the new 

people joining must be aligned with a certain set of principles that make sure that the princi-

ples of Design Thinking are shared, which is something that employees coming with a design 

background typically have (Interview D, p. 2). This is also a symptom of what Eric outlines 

about how Design Thinking captures principles of working that he has been applying for the 

last 15-20 years (Interview E, p. 9).  

 

Furthermore, Eric comes with an example from a conversation that he had with a design col-

league years back about the difference between Design and Design Thinking as “Then I tried 

explaining it (Design Thinking) to him, where he answered “that is just logic”. To him it is just 

natural”. (ibid, p. 2, line 14-15). This designer’s mindset that is referred to as logic by Eric, is 

one important element of what Design Thinking encaptures. 

 

Ben sees it as a mindset that can be added to one's own personal kit of problem-solving. He 

explains that “how we (McKinsey) look at it, is that you have a toolkit of different approaches 

to solving problems, of different problem-solving approaches” (Interview B, p. 2, Line 13-14). 

Here, Design Thinking is just one out of many approaches thus seeing it as a mindset that one 

can adopt to solve problems.  

 

By referring to it as a problem-solving approach, Ben opens up to the fact that Design Thinking 

is not always the best approach, as the right approach depends on the given situation. This is 

also something Eric points out, as he also sees Design Thinking as a problem-solving approach 

where the principles can help deliver better results (Interview E, p. 10).  
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From the many described principles in the conceptual framework from both Liedtka (2010; 

2018) and Brown (2009), four are recurring in the interviews. These are 1) being customer 

first, 2) being iterative, 3) being empathic, and 4) having a diverse team. When asked about 

these principles of Design Thinking, Ben states “So everything that you just mentioned, are 

principles that I bring into every project that I work on and that I make sure that we kind of 

follow in as much as we can.” (Interview B, p. 3, line 33-35).  

 

Adding to this, Ben states “we trust more that if we have the right people in the room, then 

those people bring the right approaches into the path.” (ibid, p. 4, line 3-4). The recognition 

of having a multidisciplinary team as pointed out specifically by Brown & Katz (2011) can thus 

also be implied to be a driving principle. However, Ben points out that it is not something that 

is written on a wall or something. He states “we don't have one approach or the McKinsey 

approach to design that we follow every time and that everyone has to learn and follow.” 

(Interview B, p. 3, line 20-21). In this, he emphasizes that Design Thinking principles are not 

explicit with them, it is just something that they bring into their work, and depending on the 

situation, they are flexible in their approaches (ibid, p. 3).  

 

Ben’s view also corresponds very well to that of Anna who argues “Basically, Design Thinking 

is a set of principles. I almost don’t want to call them methods. I would rather say they are 

principles, so it is a way of thinking and a way of handling things. But it is not necessarily a 

way of doing something specifically” (Interview A, p. 6, line 32-34). To this, she says it is not 

the universal solution that everyone needs to adopt, implying in a logic similar to that of Ben, 

that it is one out of many problem-solving approaches (ibid, p. 6). Looking at the principles of 

Design Thinking, she mentions that it is about being customer-centric and having “The ability 

to view the world holistically, the ability to relate to the future more than the past, and the 

ability to work very multi-disciplinary” (ibid, p. 2, line 28-30).  

 

To Eric, it is important to think holistically about Design Thinking, and only use it where it 

makes sense, which depends on the given problem and whether it is possible to implement 

given the organizational structure, as he also sees it as a problem-solving approach (Interview 

E, p. 7). The principles of Design Thinking that he and his team apply are stated as being cus-

tomer-centric and identifying the job-to-be-done, understood as what the customers buy and 

demand, as well as looking for root causes to problems (ibid). Furthermore, the principles of 

iteration and prototyping are inherent at VELUX. Eric states “Our founding father has a dogma 

where he says “a thousand tests are better than a few smart people” (ibid, p. 6 line 7-9) 

 

Conversely to Ben, Anna and Eric, Clara sees Design Thinking more as a method and a tool in 

which processes for how a company works can be set. Even though Clara refers to Design 

Thinking as more of a method than principles, many of the same arguments about how it is 

applied are recurring. One example of this is the need for multiple professions to leverage 

Design Thinking (Interview C, p. 5). The difference is however not in what these tools are 



Master’s thesis 16364  Christian Jin Frederiksen, 101115 
CMIBO1000E  Anders Bang-Larsen, 102380 

Page 53 of 92 

based on, but rather in where the communication of it lies and how it is applied. Conversely 

to McKinsey, where Ben stated that Design Thinking is not explicit, it is explicit at Charlie 

Tango, where the principles of Design Thinking are followed more explicitly thus enacting it 

more as a method and a tool that facilitate collaboration (ibid). For this reason, it can be ar-

gued that there are differences in whether Design Thinking is something that is explicitly fol-

lowed or not, where the explicit following of Design Thinking principles thus constitutes the 

specific use of more methods and tools.  

 

This is also seen in the interview with Dan, who sees Design Thinking principles, methods, and 

tools as being equally important. However at IBM garage, it is followed more explicitly, thus 

being referred to as a method that everyone who starts at the company ‘should’ be able to 

follow (Interview D, p.2). However, Dan also mentions that there of course is a layer of prin-

ciples beneath this way of working, which essentially is consistent with that of designers’ 

mindsets. This is also why Dan doesn’t distinguish between Design and Design Thinking as 

such, because they are both human-centric approaches (ibid, p. 1).  

 

Taking a look at what the implications are for how Design Thinking is used in practice, there 

seems to be a notion that Design Thinking is both the underlying principles and the practice 

of applying it through methods and tools. The important thing is however, that it is the prin-

ciples that are the key driver of its application in practice, meaning that just doing a workshop 

itself that might be based on Design Thinking methodology, is not necessarily Design Thinking 

done right. For this reason, it is the principles that can be found in a designer’s mindset, that 

are the key to Design Thinking. To evaluate how this is applied in practice, it is the mindset 

behind more so than the methods and tools that must be looked at. Here, the different inter-

viewees have different ways of working with Design Thinking both due to their different back-

grounds, and different work foci. Examples of how the interviewees apply Design Thinking 

specifically in their respective work domains will be presented in the following paragraphs.  

 

To exemplify, Eric applies Design Thinking through VELUX’s approach. This approach is divided 

into five phases that are not necessarily communicated as being Design Thinking but just as a 

way of working. These phases specifically entail a process consisting of 1) starting with either 

a hypothesis or assumption, 2) gathering data from interviews, observations, etc, 3) idea gen-

eration, 4) testing, 5) evaluation (Interview E, p. 6-7). This process is developed and adjusted 

to VELUX’s situation and setting but is built upon Design Thinking principles.  

 

At Charlie Tango, Clara states that they also have their own process that consists of 1) a mo-

bilize phase, focusing on building hypotheses and problem statements, 2) building a minimum 

viable product, or mock-up of a suggested solution, 3) testing the solution, 4) follow-up.  

 

While Charlie Tango has a four-phase process, Dan outlined a similar process at IBM that is 

divided into 1) Understand the problem, 2) Explore the solution, 3) use lean start-up to arrive 
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at a minimum viable product1, 4) test solution (Interview D, p. 3).  

 

The take-away from these practitioners’ different versions of applying Design Thinking in their 

work, is that they are built on the same principles. Dan further states that it is the execution 

that might make them distinct from IDEO and other design consultancies, while the principles 

behind the majority of these essentially are the same (Interview D, p 3). This also underlines 

the findings that the important thing about Design Thinking is not methods or tools, but 

whether the principles of Design Thinking are followed as pointed out by several of the inter-

viewees.  

 

Design thinking can be an organizational resource, thus expanding Design Thinking 

to be more than just processes and tools, which can add value to several business 

domains 

While Design Thinking literature shows ambiguity in the understanding of the basis of Design 

Thinking as being boiled down to a set of principles, processes or tools (Liedtka 2010; Brown 

& Katz, 2011), the interviews aid in outlining some of the capabilities underpinning Design 

Thinking, which makes it useful in the understanding as an organizational resource.  

 

One of the main arguments emphasized in this, is that Design Thinking is more than just a set 

of tools, methods, and principles. Ben attests to this in saying “I think when people take it as 

a methodology, it doesn't tend to lead to great results, because they tend to miss the fact that 

it's not about the steps you take - it's about the mindset” (Interview B, p. 7 line 9-12). The 

mindset referred to here is naturally an underpinning element of the many sets of principles, 

methods, and tools described throughout literature, but cannot be entirely boiled down to 

being these.  

 

When considering the actual value that this mindset can add to organizations generally and 

not just in specific domains, several aspects are put forward. One aspect is emphasized by 

Anna, who ascribes working with Design Thinking to tackling uncertainty through a holistic 

and user-driven way of working typically found in the DNA of Design (Interview A, p. 4).  

 

For companies to reap the value that Design Thinking can add throughout the organization, 

Dan emphasizes that a structural change in the landscape of Design Thinking needs to happen 

- a change that Dan sees as having already started, “I think Design Thinking is getting out of 

the silos, and it's a good practice to pair that with other practices” (Interview D, p. 8, line 1). 

This argument links to a statement by Anna, who talks about Design Thinking as being able to 

bridge separate silos and their specific practices. 

 
1Lean start-up is a methodology that aims to shorten the process of business and product development by ar-

riving at a minimum viable product quickly through a process that follows: 1) build the product, 2) measure 
test results, 3) learn from tests and adjust product (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010)   
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Inside McKinsey, Design Thinking has transitioned from being limited to specific steps of a 

development and is globally in the organization seen as one of five recognized problem-solv-

ing approaches (Interview B, p. 15). Ben states that “how we look at it is that you have a toolkit 

of different approaches to solving problems, of different problem-solving approaches” (ibid, 

p. 2 line 13-14), thus outlining how McKinsey sees the approaches built on the Design Thinking 

mindset as one of five organizational capabilities through which they are helping solve their 

clients’ needs. 
 

In the context of IBM where Dan elaborated that Design Thinking has gotten out of the silos 

some years back, Dan also mentions a global organizational rollout of a Design Thinking prac-

tice in IBM five to seven years back (Interview D, p. 2) - something that is well-known in the 

supply-side of Design competencies and mentioned by Clara as being one of the main reasons 

for IBM’s current results that are better than previously found (Interview C, p. 7). 

 

A similar trend is found inside VELUX, where Eric shares the example of Design as becoming 

an embedded organizational resource over the last three years, exemplified by him being 

prompted by newly hired CBS-students reminding him, a Design-veteran, to remember the 

principles of Design Thinking (Interview E, p. 12). To Eric this is positive, and an example of 

seeing how the schemas and mindsets that Designers have had for ages, are being codified 

and embedded throughout the organization, even to freshly graduated management stu-

dents (ibid).  

 

These statements about bringing Design Thinking out of its silos and leveraging it more gen-

erally throughout the organization follows the logic applied by several academics, in that De-

sign can be applied as an organizational resource to build an innovative organization (Martin, 

2009; Brown, 2008; Cooper et al, 2011). For the case of IBM, Dan says that “I think Design 

Thinking is leveraged very broadly in the IBM organization today because there is an intention 

that everyone adopts those principles” (Interview D, p. 8 line 31-32) which in that case could 

be one of the aspects that leads IBM to be an innovative organization; a case in point sup-

ported by Clara as mentioned earlier, and also found throughout the interview with Dan. 

 

The understanding of understanding and being able to use Design Thinking as an organiza-

tional resource is very similar to a project undertaken by Anna that is described by her in the 

interview. The specific project ended up in the creation of the Design Ladder, a typology seek-

ing to understand the maturity and extent to which companies in Denmark are working with 

Design Thinking strategically (Interview A, p. 3; DDC, 2016). Here it was found that companies 

using Design as a strategy throughout the organization are the most advanced companies in 

terms of Design Thinking resources, and also most likely to benefit in having higher earnings 

and bigger exports. From both the Design Ladder and the understandings in the interview, it 

is thus argued that Design Thinking can be embedded in an organization as a resource to an 

extent, which might be connected to a higher degree of innovation and financial returns. 
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Another way of understanding Design Thinking that hasn’t been explicit in the literature re-

view, is in the use as a collaboration tool, which can seem vastly different from the notions of 

using Design as a problem-solving approach. The use of Design Thinking as a collaboration 

tool came about in several of the interviews and was mentioned by Clara who experienced 

this way of working with it in her education at the IT University of Copenhagen, where people 

with vastly different bachelor’s degrees were enrolled in the same master’s program. She ex-

plains that “We were forced to learning how to understand each other, and if you are to do 

so, you need to have some kind of common language” (Interview C, p. 4, line 6-7, paraphrased) 

to which Design Thinking was leveraged for creating this basis of understanding, and thus 

acted in bridging between the different professions. 

 

Clara further elaborates how they in Charlie Tango are using Design Thinking in a very similar 

way when bringing different professional groups together in their cross-functional teams. For 

this, Design Thinking is a common methodology bridging their professions and facilitating col-

laboration (ibid, p. 5). Building upon these logics, Dan emphasizes the value of how Design 

Thinking can enable alignment at IBM Garage (Interview D, p. 7) that further extends to the 

communication and co-creation phases with their clients. In these terms, Dan limits the un-

derstanding of alignment to specific workshops carried out on the topic of Design Thinking 

between the consultancy and clients. However, borrowing from the statements made by 

Clara, it can be argued that Design Thinking can be used for aligning inside in the team and to 

the client throughout the entire process. 

 

Coming back to the insight from Clara in using Design Thinking as a collaboration tool and 

going into the specific aspect of leveraging it as a common language, an interesting line of 

argument can be traced back to the unique features of Design as outlined by Buchanan (1992), 

as it succeeds in bringing people together who don’t share the same definition and under-

standing. Eric shares a similar understanding in the use of Design Thinking as a communica-

tions tool as well. In sharing this story, he experienced a colleague, with a design background, 

not understanding the value of Design Thinking (Interview E, p. 2). In convincing his colleague 

about the value, Eric said that he received a comment from his designer colleague that “It is 

just logic!?” (ibid, line 15) which to him exemplifies how something can be embedded in pro-

fessionals to such an extent that it might seem counterintuitive if being taught as something 

‘new’. While this could be seen as a pitfall of Design Thinking in being used as a communica-

tions tool, Eric instead continued from the example that it helped non-designers in under-

standing and communicating with designers about the process and the value-added from this. 

 

Because Design Thinking throughout the interviews and in the above is seen as something 

that can be built and leveraged as an organizational resource, it can be argued that it has the 

potential of adding value to several different business domains throughout organizations, and 

not only inside product development, which it has typically been ascribed to. Anna supports 
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this notion and even states that she disagrees about Design Thinking being born into product 

development, and rather sees that as a feature of Design Management (interview A, p. 1). 

 

While there are several examples provided by the interviewees as to where specifically Design 

Thinking alternatively could add value if not being seen entirely holistic as an organizational 

resource, the focus in this part is mostly to scrutinize whether it is possible, which it seems to 

be based on the interview. 

Design Thinking has some limitations and is not a one-size-fits-all  

Linking back to the findings to the first-guess, Design Thinking has been susceptible to becom-

ing a management fad, in part as a result of the heavy commercialization from the supply-

side. To this aspect, there is a second influencing factor that increases the risk of Design Think-

ing of being seen as just another buzzword. This factor is the belief that it can be a magical 

one-size-fits-all solution that can be applied in every case and lead to great outcomes every 

time. The following seeks to unfold and question this myth, and to focus on some of the lim-

itations inherent in Design Thinking by itself and in the application of it. 

 

The notion of Design Thinking not being magic is outlined by Clara in the first best-guess, and 

is supported by Anna who argues that Design Thinking practitioners need to be explicit, about 

what Design Thinking is and isn’t, for Design Thinking not to become a buzzword (Interview 

A, p. 7). To enable this, an important aspect is on understanding the natural limitations inher-

ent in Design Thinking. 

 

For these types of limitations on Design Thinking by itself, Ben talks about this in terms of 

caveats and pitfalls that people typically fall into when attempting to leverage Design Think-

ing. For him, these typically fall into three categories, the first of which is the belief that taking 

a one-week Design Thinking course makes anybody a designer, which to him is a misunder-

standing that neglects the value of craft (Interview B, p. 4).  

 

To Ben, this is exemplified through attempting to become a great footballer by reading a book 

about all the rules (ibid, p. 5). This is obviously not the case, and draws back the analogy to 

the belief that everyone can champion any phase of a product development process as a de-

signer could do it, through participating in a design sprint. This is however not meant by Ben 

in a way that he believes that some people should be limited from learning about the mind-

sets in Design Thinking, but rather to emphasize that he sees the value of also having design-

ers included in the process rather than everyone being a design thinker (ibid, p. 9).  

 

To the notion above, he adds a second pitfall again emphasizing the need of designers, in 

saying that “by applying Design Thinking, you will actually be able to have enough to build or 

make something real, which is never the case because it gets you only so far” (ibid, p. 6 line 

30-31). While this comes back to the aspect of craft that to Ben is neglected in the appraisal 
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of Design Thinking as a method of creation, it must be understood that this is seen from the 

lens of a design professional working in a management consultancy setting, which might make 

it especially important in his specific situation. 

 

A third pitfall described by Ben differs the first one as being more on the perception of Design 

Thinking, to which he says that a big pitfall is “kind of believing that by applying Design Think-

ing you will get to you will always get to a great outcome” (ibid, p. 6 line 28-29). This supports 

the statements made by Anna and Clara described above, in Design Thinking being misunder-

stood as a one-size-fits-all which in turn can make it a buzzword. Attesting this logic and sup-

porting the pitfall outlined by Ben, Dan says “I think the biggest myth about this Design Think-

ing is that people think it's magic. Especially in our context, people think that, hey, we have a 

problem, let's use Design Thinking and they then understand that it's something that will solve 

all problems” (Interview D, p. 7, line 15-18). 

 

An alternative understanding of the limitations of and to Design Thinking is found in several 

of the interviews, where the focus is on the limitations of the use of Design into some types 

of settings, and thus on the organizational and situational requirements for it to add value. 

Eric shares his point of view to a caveat that lies between these understandings between be-

ing something inherent in Design Thinking and being a situational aspect. 

 

In elaborating the need for patience when working with Design Thinking and expecting re-

sults, he describes the process as being simplified into a set of three or five phases, of which 

the first ones are costly and takes a lot of time (Interview E, p. 9) as elaborated in the findings 

on the Designer’s mindset above. To Eric, the limitation and issue emerges when an impa-

tience causes people to attempt skipping some phases deemed less important to reach the 

outcome faster (ibid), which to him often is an example of a misunderstanding of Design 

Thinking from a leadership or practitioner point of view. 

 

Considering the importance in understanding of and buy-in to the process from management, 

this was an often mentioned limitation and necessity throughout the interviews, which was 

of focus to a lesser extent throughout literature. While Eric described it mainly as a manage-

ment support in accepting Design Thinking as a process to which each phase is equally im-

portant that might or might not lead to useful outcomes, Frida attests to the necessity of 

leadership buy-in and in having a leader that is interested in this (Interview F, p. 9). To her, 

this buy-in and interest in wanting to change something from leadership will result in leader-

ship creating room for experimentation and cutting some slack on the traditionally expected 

results (ibid, p. 8).  

 

This openness to experimentation and failure is similar to what Clara is mentioning as an im-

portant aspect to delivering good products to their customers, and is a place where she often 
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meets hesitation from managers wanting to see results (Interview C, p. 17). This experimen-

tation is to her a core necessity for successful Design Thinking (ibid p. 13), and a limitation is 

thus when processes lack leadership buy-in. 

  

To an aspect that is similar and often follows the same trajectories, Eric emphasizes the im-

portance of considering the specific problem statements at hand for any project where Design 

Thinking is sought applied (Interview E, p. 8). To this aspect, the management will for specific 

projects have a more or less open definition of the problem at hand, and thus a corresponding 

specificity in the complexity and expectations of how the problem will be carried out. This 

correlates, according to both Eric (ibid, p. 10) and Frida (Interview F, p. 8), often to a longer 

or shorter time horizon for the project, to which both attest that Design Thinking is much 

more feasible when the situation deals with open problem statements with a long time hori-

zon. Examples are shared by Eric to cases of the opposite situation (Interview E, p. 11) with 

very specific problems with a short time horizon, where Design Thinking simply isn’t feasible, 

and goes a step further in connecting this to typical examples of incremental innovation (ibid). 

Design Thinking can add value to other domains exemplified through sales 

Sales was initially the puzzling phenomenon exemplifying a specific domain where Design 

Thinking potentially could be applied outside its traditional domains of product development 

and, more broadly, in innovation practices. When the first five interviewees were asked about 

Design Thinking in sales practices, no natural connection as such was unfolded, as they hadn’t 

seen it being applied, however, nobody disregarded the idea of it.  

 

Clara argues that she doesn’t use Design Thinking directly in her sales practice, however, she 

is using it when creating her proposals and learning about the customer’s needs. Here she is 

very conscious about not being product-driven i.e. pushing products to customers. Instead 

she is occupied by challenging her clients on their actual needs. As an example, Clara mentions 

how a client of hers once reacted to Charlie Tango’s capabilities within AI and blockchain 

technology and thought this was the products needed, but after she challenged them on what 

their actual need was, the solution ended up having nothing to do with these elements (In-

terview C, p. 7). She argues “Actually, it is maybe not in the sales process that I use it. I use it 

(Design Thinking) more when I have to tell them (her clients) how I’m going to challenge them 

on what the real problem is” (ibid, p. 16). For this reason, it can be argued that in the case of 

Clara, she is applying Design Thinking principles more indirectly in the discovery phase of her 

sales process, as it is the insights and solutions that she comes up with, which in the end are 

bought by her clients.  

 

To Eric, Design Thinking in sales is not something that he has come across in his work. How-

ever, he does see the potential and states “To me, it (Design Thinking) is a problem-solving 

tool, and if there are problem statements in a B2B sales division, then it might be that it can 

be used as a mindset, i.e. having a holistic approach, go out and research things, conducting 
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interviews, etc. And then to define problem statements where proposed solutions are tested. 

It might very well be, that I can easily imagine” (Interview E, p. 10, line 19-24). The take-away 

from this is that if the right problem statement is found in a sales practice, then Design Think-

ing principles can be applied.  

 

Accordingly, Ben also sees it as having potential as he doesn't see that sales traditionally have 

this approach to look at new problems and be customer-centric, following Design Thinking 

principles (Interview B, p. 10). Adding to this, Ben mentions a case that he was on, where they 

worked with a sales division with applying Design Thinking principles. In this case, they cre-

ated a separate lab environment for one department where they gave them the empower-

ment to actually test out different approaches and be iterative in their sales efforts. The re-

sults of this environment spoke for themselves, and they were able to show off a huge payoff 

(ibid, p. 10-11).  

 

However, Ben also emphasizes that it was never explicitly mentioned as being Design Think-

ing, however, it was indeed Design Thinking principles that the solution was based on. Here, 

the approach to use Design Thinking in this specific manner just felt natural and right in this 

particular context (ibid, p. 11). This also underlines Eric’s point that if the right problem is at 

hand in the situation, then Design Thinking as an approach can serve as a good solution.  

 

How IBM is using Design Thinking in their sales efforts can be seen more holistically, as the 

products they are selling comes from a process that is based on the Design Thinking principles. 

Here, Dan states that they try to merge the customer insights that they get from their efforts 

from following Design Thinking principles, in e.g. workshops and testing of minimum viable 

products with their extensive suite of different products and solutions (Interview D, p. 3-4). 

Here, he also points out that they are setting them up for success as there is a higher chance 

of solution adoption with the client (ibid, p. 4).  

 

When asked about how sales professionals could adopt Design Thinking, Dan believes that 

that sales professionals would indeed benefit from following Design Thinking principles. Dan 

argues “sales could try to understand their customer better, or they could understand what 

the weak spots are or what they actually need. By the value that he could create instead of 

selling the product. And kind of understanding that concept of your client, talking to him, help 

telling him what tone to use, how to arrive at the person, and so on” (ibid, p. 10, line 30-33). 

However, Dan also states that he might not be the right person to ask, as he believes that 

sales professionals are already doing a good job and that he doesn’t have experience with this 

field (ibid, p. 10). 

 

For this reason, it is interesting to look at the findings from the interview with Frida. As pre-

sented already, Frida is running a consultancy that specializes in evangelizing Design Thinking 
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in sales. Having worked with sales for more than 20 years and afterward researched how De-

sign Thinking can be applied, her contribution to this best-guess is crucial.  

 

To Frida, the characteristics of a great salesperson are the same as that of a great designer 

“There's so much relevant from the world of design for the world of sales, and that is particu-

larly the characteristics of a great design thinker are the same characteristics of a great sales-

person, which is the rapidly curious, looking at themselves from their customers (point of 

view), who wants to be co-creator and iterate with their customer“ (Interview F, p. 1, line 13-

16).  

 

However the issue is that there are contradicting incentives when salespeople try applying 

Design Thinking principles to their work “There's like the prepper of sales as well as the prom-

ise of pay money, like if I get paid a lot of money. So those two things in particular sort of shut 

down people's curiosity and ability to feel open and connected to really what the customer 

cares about and consultative and stuff they just start to run the club” (ibid, p. 1, line 21-24). 

This is an issue according to Frida, as the sales person’s incentive for pushing a product can 

be contradicting with the interest of the client, as there is a risk that a less valuable product 

is pushed by a salesperson to realize a benefit that follows from selling this product. Here, 

Design Thinking can help salespeople to stay open, curious, and customer-centric, which ac-

cording to Frida will eventually lead to bigger sales (ibid, p. 1).  

 

To drive adoption with salespeople, Frida was first encountered by a resistance by many of 

the salespeople she worked with as it was difficult for her to tell them to adopt a new mindset. 

To do so, Frida explains that Design Thinking had to be made simple and practical with a few 

steps that salespeople could apply as methods and tools, thus making Frida and her company 

translators of Design Thinking (ibid, p. 1). Frida states that they often didn’t call it Design 

Thinking but simply presented it as a new sales framework that sellers could apply, called Sell 

by Design. They would tell them that it was based on Design Thinking principles, but not tell 

them that it was Design Thinking (ibid, p. 2).  

 

This corresponds to Liedtka’s (2018) arguments about how Design Thinking should ensure 

structure and linearity which will make it easier for employees to adopt a designer’s mindset. 

This is also pointed out by Eric as he sees it as a positive that Design Thinking methods and 

tools are becoming increasingly popular as it drives adoption and clarity by people who might 

not have it as a mindset yet. The thing to be conscious about is not to follow it rigidly without 

sense for the underlying principles (Interview E, p. 13). The same phenomena can be seen in 

Frida’s translation of Design Thinking principles to a sales framework.  

 

In a conversation she had with a salesperson, it was stated that “I don't even care what Design 

Thinking is. Give me tools that are going to help me to sell and I'm interested. But short of 

that, I'm not interested in your big theory.” (Interview F, p. 1). For this reason, it can be argued 
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that even though Design Thinking is subject to criticism for reducing a designer’s mindset to 

a toolbox, as pointed out by Johansson-Sköldberg et al. (2013), the examples show that it 

might be necessary to start with if wider adoption is the goal.  

 

To Frida, Design Thinking gives sales professionals a ‘muscle’ to become trusted advisors to 

clients, as Design Thinking provides an approach to become curious about unmet needs (In-

terview F, p. 3). As she mentions, finding unmet needs is a seller’s dream as these unmet 

needs are where there is a great potential for selling products. Here the whole process of 

discovery of these unmet needs can be assisted by Design Thinking (ibid, p. 3). More specifi-

cally, she mentions that hacks i.e. alternative ways to arriving at a solution is what great sales-

people are looking for. This is for example done through observation or interviewing clients, 

exactly as designers would do when gathering data to e.g. come with ideas for new products 

(ibid, p. 3). For this reason, Frida’s point, that a great salesperson shares the same character-

istics of a great designer, can be seen, which is why the application of Design Thinking in sales 

makes a lot of sense.  

 

Specifically, Frida and her company developed a 3-stage sales framework that is built upon 

Design Thinking principles. These principles are already mentioned in the literature review, as 

consisting of: 1) Discovery, 2) Insight, and 3) Accelerate. These stages are similar to many 

other Design Thinking processes, as they are based on the same principles but boiled down 

to something that salespeople can easily follow (Welch & Jones, 2017).  

 

An interesting thing about Frida’s perspective on Design Thinking in sales, is that she believes 

that emotion will trump logic. “There's all these numbers and data that people are obsessed 

with, which is all good. It's not bad. It's very good. But that would be trumped if all of a sudden 

I, for whatever reason, I feel like I don't trust you, or are best friends with the person who's 

selling some other solution that may not be as good. So we're always saying that we cannot 

forget this element of the emotional piece to both understand as well as to connect people 

around your story.” (Interview F, p. 6, line 3-7).  

 

This is where Design Thinking in sales is different from other approaches, as it is occupied with 

the art of selling rather than the science of selling. According to Frida, it is more about how 

one shows up, how one relates to the customers as well as knows where to use different tools 

and combinations given the specific situation, rather than counting how many cold calls can 

be made and saying that e.g. customer journey mapping should always be applied when XYZ 

happens (ibid). This also relates to the findings of e.g. Ben and Eric who stated that it is about 

following the principles and being able to be flexible depending on the given situation where 

a pitfall is to perceive Design Thinking as a series of steps one must follow.  

 

Frida emphasizes that the Sell by Design methodology works best with complex sales such as 

big technology solutions or financial solutions, as there needs to be room for many different 
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paths that the engagement can take depending on the customer’s real needs (ibid, p. 6-7). 

With these complex sales, there’s most often a longer time-horizon where there is room for 

experimentation and adjustment of the solution which is crucial if Design Thinking principles 

are followed. The challenge for adopting this approach is, as already touched upon, the in-

centive structures many sales organizations have. An example of this is the widely used 

“SPIFFs”, that incentive structures that consist of a reward every time X is sold meaning that 

it incentivizes salespeople to push products to their buyers (ibid, p. 7).  

 

Frida refers to this challenge as a positive tension, as it is here where learning occurs between 

sales practices and Design Thinking. To this, she argues “Sales have to go on, right? We have 

to sell things and we have to sell and to keep ourselves going. And at the same time we need 

to be really attentive to what our customers care about and not sell things that they actually 

don't need or can adopt. And so I think we learn from sort of the rigor of sales how to do some 

of this stuff may be faster or in ways we wouldn't have thought of, so that we can keep the 

numbers growing.” (ibid, p. 8, line 11-15). Here, the balance between having sales go on to 

run the machinery and caring for the customer’s real needs is an interesting balance that 

doesn’t necessarily have to be a trade-off between the two or a merge but there is reason for 

sales to learn to be more human-centric (ibid, p. 9).   

 

Wrapping up, Frida uses the metaphor of cooking with salt to that of applying Design Thinking 

in sales. The idea is that if one adds a little Design Thinking here and there in sales practices, 

it will always be better, as phrased “I think anybody can be more successful using these tools. 

I mean it's kind of like I always say it's like adding salt when you're cooking; you add a little 

salt and it always gets better. If you add a little Design Thinking it always gets better. It's just 

a matter of how much and how you think about it and not throwing the whole bottle of salt 

in”. While it can seem contradictory to previously outlined findings about Design Thinking not 

necessarily being useful in all situations, it does go to show that Frida believes strongly in the 

value that Design Thinking can bring to other domains exemplified through sales. 
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Surprising findings 

As stated in the intro to analysis, the best guess to this thesis problem statement consisted of 

5 sub-best guesses that together form the argumentation. In the following section, these 

best-guesses and their tentative descriptions will be compared to the findings of the qualita-

tive research that was outlined above. The surprising findings will consist of insights that are 

surprising compared to the theoretical framework where they either demonstrate something 

different or simply add a nuance that was not thought of.  

 

Together with pre-existing knowledge, these findings will contribute further knowledge that 

can be considered to be included in the tentative conceptual framework, in which the best-

guesses were initially formulated.   

 

 

Design Thinking has become increasingly popular following commercialization, and this has 

made it susceptible to being a management fad with limited impact.  

The development of Design Thinking has been a result of the increasing interest in the value 

of designers’ toolbox. Design thinking as a practice has changed over time following the wider 

application by incumbent firms and (design) consultancies. With this wide adoption, Design 

Thinking has become a buzzword. The problem with Design Thinking being a buzzword is that 

it can become a management fad. One way to overcome this, is for Design Thinking to rely on 

a solid foundation of what it can do and what it can’t do.  

 

Considering the development of Design Thinking into what it is today, it is found to be a result 

of the wider application in both design consultancies and incumbent firms. A finding that was 

not surprising, as already stated by Mejlhede (2019), but had more implications than initially 

thought, was the emphasis put by Anna on the American influence in commercializing Design 

Thinking (Interview A, p. 7). While the Nordics have a long design tradition, Design Thinking 

didn’t become popular until 2015 where it was commercialized by American consultancies. 

For this reason, it can be argued that the commercialization is seen as a necessary means for 

more people to follow Design Thinking principles. 

 

It is found that the commercialization of Design Thinking is positive, in the point that even 

though it might be sold as an easy fix and something everyone can learn, it still drives the 

understanding of Design, as it for many is the first encounter with incorporating design prin-

ciples. Commercialization aside, the findings suggest that there is a big task in teaching people 

about what Design Thinking is and what it is not. The negative consequence of wide commer-

cialization is that some companies might capitalize on selling Design Thinking as a magic tool 

that suddenly fixes innovation problems. This is for instance seen in Ben’s doubtfulness of the 

short design sprints that are being sold by many companies (Interview B, p. 7).  
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A surprising finding was the statements about Design Thinking going back to its roots. The 

findings demonstrated that there is a problem in the fact that Design Thinking in many cases 

has been commercialized based on methods and tools, rather than the principles behind it. 

This means, that rather than finding a solid foundation as outlined in the above statement, 

Design Thinking must instead take a step back and go back to its roots, which are the princi-

ples and mindsets, for Design Thinking not to become a management fad. 

 

Design Thinking adapts a designer’s mindset to be human-centered 

Design Thinking applies a designer’s mindset to be human-centered which can be used for 

management purposes. This is in part because Design Thinking is seen to have evolved out of 

both design as an art, and management as a science - a multidisciplinarity which has covered 

grounds of design management and similar perspectives in the process. These perspectives 

have most commonly considered innovation and product development as domains where this 

multidisciplinarity can add value. To apply a designer’s mindset to be human-centered, Design 

Thinking follows specific processes and tools to align processes and conceptualize how design-

ers work and think.  

 

For this statement, the definition of what Design Thinking is in the best-guess corresponds to 

the findings. However, instead of perceiving Design Thinking as a management tool, the find-

ings suggest that it should instead be seen as a problem-solving tool in which the principles 

of Design Thinking can be leveraged. Here, the findings show that it isn’t the methods or tools 

in Design Thinking that are important, but instead the underlying principles. The argument 

for this, is that following Design Thinking processes rigidly can be a pitfall as it is under the 

assumption that following certain steps will make you end up at a specific outcome. This is a 

pitfall, and Design Thinking must instead be perceived more holistically as the designer’s 

mindset and an approach that is correct to use in certain situations, such as when there is a 

long time horizon as well as open problem statements.  

 

The findings suggest that the interviewees to a large extent have the same principles regard-

ing Design Thinking. However, the execution varies from organization to organization, as a 

result of Design Thinking being adapted to the specific needs of the respective organizations. 

For the principles generally ascribed to, recurring principles such as being customer-centric, 

iterative, empathic, and work in multi-disciplinary teams were mentioned frequently.  

 

For this reason, the notion as stated in the above statement that “Design Thinking follows 

specific processes and tools to align processes and conceptualize how designers work and 

think.” is not exactly what the findings suggest. Instead, they suggest that this is due to the 

underlying principles of Design Thinking rather than following specific processes and tools. 

However, as outlined in the previous section, these tools and methods might be a good start-

ing point for non-designers to the practice. 
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Design thinking can be an organizational resource, thus expanding Design Thinking to be 

more than just processes and tools, which can add value to several business domains 

Design Thinking can be adapted by the whole organization to make it more innovative and 

human-centered. By focusing on creating an organizational capacity, Design Thinking can be 

an overall strategic response to support innovation and adaptation to change. The structure 

of Design Thinking can help the organization to collectively work more human-centered and 

be curious about innovation. Furthermore, it is a mindset and a set of principles that can be 

incorporated in various settings. This also means that Design Thinking can be applied by indi-

viduals without a design background.     

  

There was overall a large extent of alignment between the logic applied in the description 

above and the findings from the interviews. While it wasn’t equally clear in all cases how ex-

actly Design Thinking can add value to an organization as a resource in terms of how embed-

ded or explicit it was required to be, several ways not previously considered in the conceptual 

framework were uncovered.  

 

The first finding consists of a historical evolutionary aspect outlined in the interview with 

Anna, Dan, and Eric, who ascribed to see a change in the landscape of the focus on Design 

Thinking capabilities throughout organizations in the Nordic over the last five or so years. In 

the case of IBM, Dan elaborated on how Design Thinking in this period has gotten more out 

of its silos and that there is an inherent intention that everyone in the organization adopts 

those principles. A similar finding was outlined on the demand-side in the case of VELUX, 

where Eric shares insights following a similar pattern over the last three years; both of which 

were emphasized by Anna in connection to Design Thinking making headlines globally in 2015. 

 

The second aspect uncovered in the interviewee’s understanding of Design Thinking as an 

organizational resource is a specific understanding of how it can be leveraged throughout the 

organization in facilitating and enabling collaboration for multidisciplinary teams. This was 

mentioned by Clara, while Dan added to this that this enabled him to use it from the supply-

side as a way of creating alignment throughout the team and to the client for the entire pro-

cess. While this type of alignment is very similar to what Liedtka (2018) describes, Dan is ar-

guing for this alignment to be valuable because of its capability as a means of collaboration. 

 

Following the finding outlined above, a similar notion was found in Design Thinking being un-

derstood as a tool for communication by Clara and Eric. This was, like the usage as a collabo-

ration tool, true for groups of people that can be very different from each other, often found 

in multidisciplinary teams or consultancy settings. While it can be argued that seeing Design 

Thinking as a communications tool is a subgroup of the description above as a means of col-

laboration, Eric kept referring to it as a communication tool and emphasized its value in cre-

ating a shared understanding between designers and non-designers, in e.g. what has other-

wise been an inherent and embedded logic limited to designers. 
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Design Thinking has some limitations and is not a one-size-fits-all 

Design Thinking as a methodology can be intuitive and easy to follow. However it is important 

to note that Design Thinking takes practice and is not a tool that can solve every problem nor 

should be used in every case. Adding to this, the vast amount of tools that can be used in 

Design Thinking can make it difficult to maneuver which tools should be applied and when. 

   

As made clear after scrutinizing the first best-guess, Design Thinking may fall into the trap of 

becoming a management fad and a buzzword, as it has received a misunderstood appraisal 

for being able to solve all problems and give a perfect solution in every case. Several of the 

interviewees attest to this, and put forth limitations to Design Thinking that falls into one of 

two categories, which combined can help tackle the misunderstandings of Design Thinking. 

 

The first type of limitation found, uncovered in the interviews, regards the understanding of 

the process of Design Thinking itself. To this, it is initially outlined the notion that Design 

Thinking is ‘method, not magic’, a phrasing Clara borrows from Bill Burnett, which follows the 

logic shared by both Ben and Dan that Design Thinking has been misinterpreted as always 

leading to a great outcome.  

 

Adding to the limitations inherent in Design Thinking and the understanding of it, Ben de-

scribes a neglection of the craft as an important aspect in leveraging the full value of Design 

Thinking. Dan and Clara provide a similar set of statements emphasizing that while everyone 

is capable of ‘doing Design Thinking’, it doesn’t mean that you can come to great solutions in 

all situations without the help of designers who are experts in the craft. 

 

Considering the second category of limitations, a focus throughout the interviews is on the 

situational limitations and the usefulness and feasibility of Design Thinking to some but not 

all processes in specific organizations. One aspect of this is described by Eric and Frida in terms 

of the necessity of leadership buy-in and management support for Design Thinking to have 

any chance of adding value to the situation, as a lack of patience to the process or the results 

expected will diminish any potential feasibility there might be in the situation. Following this, 

Clara adds the importance of an openness to experimentation that enables the success of 

Design Thinking processes, but is rarely found throughout incumbent firms. 

 

Staying in the realms of situational limitations, Eric adds to the nature of projects that are 

leveraging Design Thinking well, and points to several aspects that enable this. In doing so, he 

puts forward the limitations of Design Thinking in being less feasible when used in projects 

with short time horizons and closed problem statements, which is often found in types of 

developments leading to incremental innovation. As such, Design Thinking can be argued to 

be limited to organizational situations where the process is characterized with open problem 

statements with no clear solution, long time horizons, and room for experimentation and fail-

ure with management support and leadership buy-in. 
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Design Thinking can add value to other domains exemplified through sales 

A business domain in which human-centeredness is key, is sales. Because it is necessary for 

sales personnel in B2B companies to be able to analyze and understand customers’ needs on 

a deeper level, Design Thinking can serve as a possible solution for how B2B sales representa-

tives can better understand their prospects and provide a customer-centric sales experience 

as stated in the sales framework from Naked Sales called Sell by Design. 

 

The above statement was formulated based on the literature review that suggested sales to 

be a business domain in which Design Thinking potentially can add value. For this reason, the 

research conducted seeks to understand how Design Thinking exemplified through sales in 

providing value throughout domains. When the first five interviewees were asked about their 

take on Design Thinking in sales, the findings showed that they saw it mostly as something 

that could be applied from a holistic point of view. This means that it can be an enabler of 

processes were depending on the specific situation, they believe it to be an approach that can 

add value. The take-away from this is that if the goal is to e.g. be more customer-focused, 

understand the client needs in-depth, experiment with solutions, etc., the principles of Design 

Thinking can demonstrate as a potentially valuable approach to salespeople. 

 

Frida, who works with Design Thinking in sales argues that Design Thinking gives salespeople 

the ‘muscle’ to become trusted advisors through an approach, that if followed, will make 

them more curious about the real and unmet needs. This approach might contradict the typ-

ical behavior of salespeople that often is driven by incentives of pushing certain products. A 

surprising finding here was the emphasis on how Design Thinking adds an element of emotion 

to sales practices, where the seeking of finding emotions with customers will trump logic.  

 

For salespeople to adapt to this mindset, she argues that it must be boiled down to a process 

that is easy to follow for salespeople, in which the Design Thinking principles lie inherently. 

This is to be seen as an extension of the former interviewees, as she also believes that it is the 

principles that are the most important. However to drive adoption, something that is easily 

comprehended must be the point of departure for sales professionals learning about Design 

Thinking. Putting things together, it can be concluded that what is important, when applying 

Design Thinking approaches to sales, is not the toolbox or methods from a designer that must 

be applied but rather the mindset. Here, different methodologies and tools that are applied 

by designers will not necessarily be what creates the value, as it is more the principles of e.g. 

being curious, being customer-centric, and embracing experimentation that provides the 

value. To this, the practitioner must be able to be flexible in their approach and specific tool 

depending on the situation which will take practice following the section above on the de-

signer’s mindset. However, to teach salespeople how to apply Design Thinking principles, it 

might initially be necessary to have specific methods and tools that serve as a condensation 

of the mindset of a designer, even though there might be a risk of salespeople applying it 

rigidly in certain situations, thus not reaping the potential value.  
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Refinement of conceptual framework 

Based on the interviews conducted and the findings analyzed, the tentative framework has 

been scrutinized. In this process, several new findings have been uncovered that are outlined 

above, which have implications for the conceptual framework upon which the insights have 

been found. Following this, these findings are to be included in the conceptual framework 

seen below, which is a combination of the initial conceptual theoretical understandings and 

the findings uncovered through the best-guesses and its operationalization.  

 

This adjustment to the framework is followed by a discussion of the implications this might 

have on practitioners and researchers. 

Concept Theoretical and practical understanding 

Design Design is theoretically seen as the “conception and planning of the arti-

ficial” (Buchanan, 1992; p. 14). This is unfolded in 4 major categories or 

orders of design that intertwine (Buchanan, 1992):  

1: Design of symbolic and visual communication.  
2: Design of material objects. 
3: Design of activities and organized services. 
4: Design of complex systems or environments for living, working, play-
ing, and learning. 
 
Amongst practitioners, Design is used to describe two distinct elements; 
the underlying mindset of Designers and the craft and experience these 
bring to processes through a specific skill set.  
 
Despite being used interchangeably in everyday terms, Design differs 
from Design Thinking and Design Management in practice, in that Design 
encompasses both the mindset and the skill sets as outlined above. This 
is neglected in both Design Management and Design Thinking, where 
the prior emphasizes the skill sets and the latter emphasizes the mind-
set.   

Design Man-

agement 

Design Management in its current form is based on one of two theoret-

ical strands, where it is seen as an addition to scientific management i.e 

“the creation of products, places, and communications which involves 

managing the process, the people, and promoting the role of design in 

the creation of physical contribution to organizations’ strategic goal” 

(Cooper & Junginger, 2011; p. 27). 

 

Design Management is found to have reached its natural limits in this, 
as it is seen as a science focusing on managing design processes rather 
than applying it as an overall response, thus agreeing with Erichsen & 
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Christensen (2013). In this, Design is simplified as something to be man-
aged as a part of a process, and thus doesn’t attempt bringing the arts 
into the science of Management theory. This limits the use of Design 
Management to processes where a smaller aspect of the values inherent 
in Design is sought leveraged. 
 

The other theoretical strand sees Design Management as ‘creating an 

organizational capacity to adapt and use the design approach as part of 

an overall response to change and external challenge’ (ibid, p. 27), which 

has evolved into Design Thinking (ibid). This is thus separated from De-

sign Management in practice. 

Design Think-

ing 

Design Thinking was theorized to be applying a designer’s mindset to 
organizational management and strategy in: 
 “(..) thinking as a designer would” (Martin, 2009). 
“(..) in order to be human-centered” (Brown, 2008), (Brown & Katz, 
2011) (Liedtka, 2010; 2013; 2018). 
“(..) as an organizational resource to build an innovative organization” 
(Martin, 2009), (Brown, 2008), (Cooper et al, 2011). 
 
The findings of this research regarding the definition of Design Thinking 
are aligned with the definitions provided by the above. Nuances and in-
sights about what Design Thinking is, are further through the following. 
 
One finding is that many of the same thoughts that Design Thinking is 
based upon already existed in Nordic tradition, but it was not until 2015 
where the Americans conceptualized their version of these, that Design 
Thinking hit the headlines.  
 
After this, it was found that two things happened to Design Thinking:  
1) It became susceptible to becoming a management fad 
2) It made designers’ mindsets more generally understood and accepted 
and helped in explicitly lifting Design Thinking to an organizational re-
source that are more widely used as a mindset throughout organizations  

Design Think-

ing principles 

Academia shows a vast body of literature on specific principles of Design 
Thinking, exemplified by Jeanne Liedtka (2010; 2013; 2018) and Tim 
Brown & Barry Katz (2011). These are similar and closely related to those 
of a Designer’s mindset, and similar principles are generally found 
throughout the practice. 
 
The findings suggest that a specific list of principles is less important as 
the interviewees agree with these. The findings call for an emphasis on 
high-level descriptions of principles such as being iterative, curious, cus-
tomer-centric etc., which can be boiled down to empathy, curiosity, and 
continuous iteration. In this, it is important to question the roots of 
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these Design Thinking principles rather than merely looking at the incon-
sistencies between different approaches, i.e. from Brown and Liedtka. 

Design Think-
ing Methods 

Literature provided a wide array of different Design Thinking methods 
by e.g. Liedtka & Ogilvie (2011), Liedtka et al. (2013), and the IDEO De-
sign Kit (2015), to which some corresponded to practitioners’ empha-
sized tools and methods.  
 
A finding similar to that of Design Thinking principles is, that the specific 
methods are less relevant and merely exemplify a codification of an un-
derlying mindset and an application of these, and should not be the 
main focus, despite being easily understood. 
 
The value of Design Thinking is thus not to be found in the methods, 
which is why it should be questioned whether including specific meth-
ods are necessary for any conceptual frameworks. As found in research, 
methods and concrete tools might be necessary to drive adoption. For 
this reason, it can be argued that instead of having these tools and meth-
ods as an integral part of the framework, they could be submerged un-
der a theme called “adoption drivers” or similar. By this, it is emphasized 
that methods and tools are not equally important as e.g. principles in 
the application of Design Thinking. 

Utility of De-
sign Thinking 

The academic understanding of the utility of Design Thinking was boiled 
down to the exemplification through specific use-cases and the situa-
tions in which Design Thinking was leveraged. The insights provided use-
cases similar to academia and didn’t dispute any of these, despite focus-
ing differently on the utility inherent in Design Thinking. 
 
One of the two main findings is on utility as being dependent on the 
situational needs and requirements necessary for a valuable use of De-
sign Thinking. This includes the necessity of open problem statements, 
longer time horizons, leadership buy-in, and management support. 
These situations are typically found when seeking to solve wicked prob-
lems, for which Design Thinking excels.  
 
Another aspect unfolded is on the utility inherent in Design Thinking as 
evolving out of Design, in bringing an aspect of art into the science of 
management leveraged throughout different business domains. 

Design Think-
ing in Sales 

Design Thinking is seen as being leveraged in sales in a narrow body of 
literature exemplified by Welch & Jones (2017). The specific process and 
insights described were found in practice in this same specific context 
and value was deemed as being added. 
The findings align with academia in this, thus using the exemplification 
in sales to argue that Design Thinking can be applied in adding value 
throughout business domains. 
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In this, it was found that Design Thinking principles are the main drivers 
of the value to sales rather than specific methods and tools. For this rea-
son, the framework needs adjusting by going into depth about which 
principles that can add value as well as assessing which domains where 
the situation and problem is allowing Design Thinking to be applied. In 
the case of sales, it was found that the specific situation and problems 
at hand made Design Thinking applicable in the case examined, and thus 
potentially useful. 

Criticism of 
Design Think-
ing 

Academia put forth several points of criticism to Design Thinking based 
largely on arguments to the incommensurability in the emergence of 
Design Thinking, the neglect of craft in Design Thinking, or in the view of 
Design Thinking as a management fad. 
 
It was found that Design is not equal to Design Thinking, as Design Think-
ing may neglect the craft of Design. For this reason, the paradigmatic 
incommensurability of having Design as an art, and merged with organ-
izational management reveals problems as distinguishing between De-
sign and Design Thinking tend to not be clear. Here, the criticism raised 
by Mejlhede (2019) and Johansson & Woodilla (2008, 2011) regarding 
the paradigmatic incommensurability of Design Thinking can be inter-
esting to further investigate in the theoretical framework, as it might 
explain why Design Thinking has become ambiguous.  
 
The criticism of Johansson-Sköldberg et al. (2013) is still relevant, as it 
states that Design Thinking treats a designer’s mindset as an isolated 
tool-box that everyone can use without respect for the Designers sub-
ject-knowledge, education, and pride. This demonstrates the potential 
problems between designers and design thinkers.  
 
The criticism of Johansson-Sköldberg et al. (2013) is however in the find-
ings also seen as a positive driver of awareness of Design Thinking, with 
the notion in mind, that there indeed is a challenge in educating people 
on what Design Thinking is and what it is not. For this reason the criti-
cism is important to have in mind, but equally important to also have in 
mind that there is a positive side to this as well.  
 
On a similar note to what Design Thinking is and what it is not, Design 
Thinking is criticized by practitioners for a lacking focus on when to use 
Design Thinking and when not to use it, to which the utility aspects out-
lined provide inputs.  
 
Following the discussion of findings from using Design Thinking in sales, 
similar philosophical and underlying essential questions can be posed by 
many suppliers of Design Thinking capabilities in the critique of the 
value-add to the field in relation to a reaping of a trend.  
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Discussion and implications 

The following seeks to provide an overview of some of the implications that the findings from 

this research can have on researchers and practitioners in the field.  

 

The first part of this section focuses on the implications for research that is occurring of having 

arrived at the results presented previously. This seeks to make sense of the findings and their 

contributions to the conceptual framework in relation to the theoretical field upon which the 

framework is built. In unfolding the implications for research, that these results have brought, 

the initial focus is on considering how the surprising findings can be further understood and 

researched, and whether these can bring valid contributions to the field. This is combined 

with a suggestive outlining of research to be carried out that could deepen and scrutinize the 

understanding of findings in terms of the value-added and the understanding of such. 

 

Implications for research 

While the research gave quite a few surprising findings that contributed to the conceptual 

framework, these statements naturally have to be re-tested and validated on a larger scale, 

before being the basis for changing the current literature. While this is especially true for 

findings based on pragmatist research that often lack validity, which is a weak spot to this 

philosophy of science, there can still be made inferences towards the implications for re-

search based on the findings. This is sought done based on the new findings described in the 

previous chapter, which are incorporated into the conceptual framework. 

 

The first finding considered is on the aspect that the designers’ mindset is more important 

than the specific methods and tools that are typically used in leveraging and exemplifying 

Design Thinking. For research, this would thus mean an increased focus on going back to the 

roots of the principles of Design Thinking rather than provide further research on the vast 

amount of literature on the specific tools and methods, which by themselves are merely a 

specific codification of the mindset applied to a specific situation.  

 

This type of research would be focusing on the designer's mindset, both in classical designers 

and in the designers who have transitioned to a typical business setting. While these might 

make it easier for non-designers to understand, the value of Design Thinking neglects the im-

portance of the underlying mindset and the value it can have for problem-solving, which is 

one inherent quality of this mindset. This type of research might seem counterintuitive to 

researchers and seem to be going back in the emergence of Design Thinking, but can aid in 

refining and emphasizing the most important aspects of Design Thinking, being the mindsets. 

In undertaking these types of research, academia can also attempt to tackle the risk of Design 

Thinking becoming a buzzword and a management fad, which is found to be one potential 

result of a too high emphasis on specific methods and tools. 
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Another insight uncovered in several interviews is on the understanding of Design Thinking as 

a communications tool and a language throughout organizations with multidisciplinary teams. 

The finding complements some of the principles of Liedtka put forward in the conceptual 

framework, but takes it a step further in the operationalization of Design Thinking as not only 

being used for solving problems, but also for aligning individuals with different backgrounds 

for the specific processes at hand. To understand and research this further, projects including 

ethnography or hermeneutic readings could assist in understanding the actual use of Design 

Thinking as a language in literature and practice, and to see whether this is actually an em-

bedded element or merely a finding based on individual cases.  

 

Assuming that the finding shows signs of the same insights, there might be several implica-

tions for organizational theory in the realms of collaboration, communication, and teamwork, 

to which Design Thinking can be applied and add value. While this might seem contradictory 

to the previous section, the finding surpassed the understanding of Design Thinking as being 

applicable mainly as a problem-solving tool, which by the logic applied in said section, makes 

it more susceptible to being a management fad. This will be addressed in the later section of 

this discussion in the contribution regarding when to use Design Thinking. 

 

Additionally, further research is suggested to be conducted on the use of Design Thinking in 

the specific domain of sales. While sales as a domain was chosen in this thesis to exemplify 

the validity and usefulness of Design Thinking outside of product development based on a 

surprising phenomenon, which has been discussed previously, it was found to be feasible in 

the cases researched. However, as it was found that the amount of literature on the specific 

use of Design Thinking in a sales context is very limited and based mainly on a practitioner-

point of view from the supply side, there is room for an increased amount of scrutiny under-

gone by academia in critically evaluating the feasibility.  

 

In this potential research, metatheoretical considerations have to be made in the sense that 

pragmatist and hermeneutic logic would adhere to a line of argumentation similar to that 

found in the interviews of it being useful because it adds value to the companies, while argu-

ments put forth by e.g., Mejlhede (2019) and Johansson & Woodilla (2008, 2011) would ques-

tion the commensurability and validity of these findings.  

 

Following the potential research suggested above, an alternative aspect to consider is of quite 

a different nature, and considers the type of value-added for the use of Design Thinking to be 

deemed feasible. The potential of distinctive findings in this realm was uncovered through 

insights put forth by interviewees in both sales and product development domains, who in-

dependently described the value-added of Design Thinking both in terms of being ‘fun’ as an 

addition to the traditional managerial understandings of value. This vastly different type of 

value-added is an aspect much less considered in the world of management and the sciences, 



Master’s thesis 16364  Christian Jin Frederiksen, 101115 
CMIBO1000E  Anders Bang-Larsen, 102380 

Page 75 of 92 

than it is in the arts, where examples include the focus on the experience. For this type of 

research, the findings where several interviewees mentioned that working with Design Think-

ing was more ‘fun’, should be considered both in terms of the feasibility of using Design Think-

ing, and in the implications this has for practitioners. This could move towards research to be 

considered in the lens of more modern management literature that moves away from the 

traditional management theories and towards the newer regimes, in which Nordic leadership 

tradition provides several interesting inputs, although being a vastly different type of re-

search. 

 

Taking a step back and returning to the main findings of the research, the discussion seeks to 

unfold what is deemed the biggest contribution to the conceptual framework and thus bring-

ing vast implications to research. The finding in question is that of an alternative focus on the 

situational aspects, in considering ‘when’ Design Thinking might be used rather than the focus 

found in the literature on ‘how’ to make use of it. This was a point for several interviewees 

who deemed this misfocus to be a contributing factor in making Design Thinking a manage-

ment fad, as academia and practitioners alike were too focused on how to use it and not when 

it would make sense to use. As so, further research is suggested to be undertaken on seeking 

to understand which situational aspects play a role in the succession of Design Thinking use-

cases, and similarly which aspects are to be found in unsuccessful applications. The errand of 

this type of research would be that of tackling the susceptibility of becoming a management 

fad, which would be done by increasing the rate of which Design Thinking is successfully ap-

plied by lowering the number of attempts at using Design Thinking in situations where it is 

not deemed realistic and useful. 

 

This type of research could build on the tentative findings from the research on the im-

portance of having leadership buy-in and management-support, and on the increased feasi-

bility for projects with more open problem statements and unclear expectations of solutions, 

which is often found in processes with longer time horizons. These types of situations might 

seem similar to those in which designers typically work and have time to perform their craft, 

but are found less often in the workforce today. This in itself can also be a contributing factor 

to the specific focus of Design Thinking in being applicable mainly in product development as 

a result of it being a residence of designers, rather than it necessarily being the only place 

with the suitable situational aspects. 

 

While this notion of having situational aspects similar to those that are fruitful for Design 

Thinking are found less often in the current state of the workforce, which by itself can be seen 

as a limitation to Design Thinking, it can also be seen as a prompt for reconsidering the status 

of the workforce in some or all organizations. To this type of question, academia can tap into 

findings from research in the area of highly innovative organizations such a Google with its 20 

percent time policy that has led to large innovations, which are at large ascribed to the situa-

tional aspects placed in these 20 percent of the time.  
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While an argumentation for this type of implementation throughout organizations globally 

might be impossible and not necessarily to be hoped for, research on the situational require-

ments and enabling factors for Design Thinking could provide a first stab in the abovemen-

tioned and in lowering the chance of it becoming a management fad and limited to being seen 

as a buzzword.  

 

For this specific type of research on when Design Thinking should be considered, a valuable 

contribution would thus be a framework that is applicable in every situation for evaluating 

whether using Design Thinking should be considered. This would follow the notions put forth 

by e.g. McKinsey, that Design Thinking is one of several tools for solving problems, and while 

Ben outlines the necessity of the craftsmen in deciding whether Design Thinking could add 

value, research could through academia seek to outline the situational aspects and criteria to 

be considered for a successful application, measured by value(s) added. 

 

The last aspect of the findings that could be relevant to bring to further research outlined 

here, is on the insights that have emerged without being explicit in definitive terms. These 

consist of the underlying understanding of Design Thinking as being a way to merge the world 

of arts through Design with the world of science through Management studies. This argument 

came forth throughout the interviews in aspects related to the emergence of Design Thinking 

and Design Management’s role in this, including the perceived value of Design Thinking in 

sales. For this, it can prove useful to revisit whether this potential merger of underlying para-

digms results in a paradigmatic incommensurability as laid forward by e.g. Mejlhede, or it can 

instead help to bring aspects of arts into management theory, which since the emergence of 

Taylorism has become increasingly scientific that modern organizational theory is putting un-

der reconsideration. This is briefly touched upon in the self-reflection following the discus-

sion, but requires a larger theoretical and methodological discussion left out here. 
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Implications for practitioners 

The following sections will discuss the implications that the findings of this research may have 

for practitioners. To do so, the section will be divided into implications for: 1) the supply side 

of Design Thinking, i.e. consultancies and agencies, and 2) the demand side of Design Think-

ing, i.e. companies that apply Design Thinking in their organization. 

  

Supply-side implications 

The findings suggest an increased emphasis on viewing Design Thinking as a problem-solving 

approach, in which the approach needs to be applied under the right circumstances. To do 

so, the underlying mindset must be guiding rather than the methods and specific tools. 

 

One implication for practitioners of the supply side of Design Thinking is therefore to be crit-

ical about what service they are providing. For Design Thinking principles to work, the supply 

side must be conscious about not promising too much, as the idea that Design Thinking auto-

matically leads to magic and innovation is putting Design Thinking at risk of becoming a man-

agement fad. For this reason, it can be argued that practitioners should be conscious about 

not pushing fancy Design Thinking workshops for the sake of a sale but rather go into dialogue 

with their customers, about which principles of Design Thinking that are important and how 

it is something that can be implemented in their daily lives. 

 

As uncovered in the findings, several interviewees have seen too often that companies send 

their employees on weekly training camps and then think that is enough, only for the employ-

ees to return to their daily schedule and routines. Instead it is suggested to anchor Design 

Thinking as one of many problem-solving approaches where practice over time will lead to 

better and correct utilization. This implies that rather than working with Design Thinking as 

methods and tools, it could be an idea to work with it as principles and be explicit about it.  

 

In practice this would mean that e.g. consultancies could focus on teaching the theory behind 

and observe how employees try to adapt to it, where the specific methods and tools will be 

presented along the way. By this, consultancies will ensure that their ‘students’ are principle-

driven rather than method- and tool-driven. This could mean that instead of having con-

densed sessions where Design Thinking is worked with, it would be dispersed over a longer 

period of time, where the focus is more on e.g. problem-solving through various approaches, 

in which one of the approaches is Design Thinking. This will eventually lead to reflections re-

garding when Design Thinking principles are applicable and not applicable.  

 

The same logic can be applied to how consultancies work internally with Design Thinking. 

Instead of being focused on using Design Thinking methods and tools as a golden way to solve 

problems, it is important to first understand what the situation and problem at hand are, and 

then assess whether Design Thinking methods and tools are applicable. By this the solution 

to a problem is not driven by methods or tools, but instead by the actual need under the 
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constraints that the situation dictates. To understand what this need is, consultancies can be 

better at having Design Thinking principles as something they embed when going into client 

discussions, which will help in understanding the client’s real needs through e.g. being curious 

and iterative. This might sound counterintuitive, but the point is that Design Thinking should 

be applied by consultancies to first assess needs, where the solution should then be based on 

those needs. A pitfall to this is the assumption that specific Design Thinking methods and 

principles are always the solution to e.g. innovation problems. Because of this, consultancies 

need to know the difference between applying Design Thinking as a latent approach when 

talking to clients, and in engaging clients in Design Thinking methods and tools.  

 

Drawing on the findings of this research regarding the application of Design Thinking outside 

product development and innovation practices exemplified through sales, the main implica-

tions for practitioners are similar to those already mentioned. For Design Thinking to apply 

value outside its typical business domains, it is not the methods and tools that should be 

looked at. As exemplified through sales, it is the mindset based on the principles of Design 

Thinking that should be adopted as a problem-solving approach, that can help solve problems 

in the different domains. This means that the application of Design Thinking is not dependent 

on whether it is in product development, sales or HR, but on the situation at hand. Because 

of this, if a problem in another business domain is related to humans and the right situation 

i.e. leadership buy-in, time horizon, etc. is there, then Design Thinking principles can very well 

add value.  

 

Demand-side implications 

For the demand side, the key implication of this research is on understanding the necessity of 

having a holistic view of Design Thinking. The findings suggested that a pitfall arises when 

organizations think that simply following a method rigidly will lead to great things. Instead of 

thinking about how the demand side can apply Design Thinking to their processes, the de-

mand side should instead focus on how it can be an organizational resource as a mindset and 

way of collaboration. This can involve training in problem-solving methodologies where De-

sign Thinking is presented as one approach thus drawing on the learnings of how e.g. McKin-

sey is working with Design Thinking. As found in the research, leadership buy-in is crucial, and 

includes a necessity of understanding the need for experimentation and the willingness to 

risk, although many ideas created never will be implemented.  

 

For this reason, the supply side can as an example look to how VELUX is applying Design Think-

ing. VELUX is being explicit about the fact that the projects that follow the Design Thinking 

methodology by default are strategic as they are occupied with what future solutions should 

look like. At VELUX, Design Thinking is not applied when the innovation is incremental, as 

incremental innovation often is driven by a closed problem statement, where, Design Think-
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ing rarely is the best methodology. This is also emphasized in the findings, that Design Think-

ing as a methodology is great if the problem at hand is to e.g. figure out what future offerings 

should be.  

 

However, as an approach to problem-solving, Design Thinking can demonstrate to be some-

thing that can be organization-wide, where the mindset of the employees can shift to have 

Design Thinking principles embedded in doing their everyday work. An issue that organiza-

tions may encounter in this, is as stated in the results, that employees and managers might 

be averse to less tangible concepts. As a result, they might request tangible tools and methods 

that boil down Design Thinking to something easily understandable and applicable. Because 

of this, there is a risk that Design Thinking in these cases will have little effect, where employ-

ees will adopt the methods for a short period and then forget about it again. On the other 

hand, these tangible methods and tools can be deemed necessary to spark the curiosity of 

employees as having specific guidelines, and a set of tangible tools might be the zone of prox-

imal development for many employees.  

 

Following these points, an implication for how companies can try and find a way in between, 

thus making sure that principles are adopted, can be by fostering a culture that is built or 

informed by the Design Thinking principles. A good example of this is how VELUX’s founding 

father believed that a thousand tests are better than a few smart people, thus already mani-

festing a culture that values Design Thinking principles. By this, the tangible tools will be de-

ployed in a culture where the actual application is valued, which will enable employees to get 

concrete experience from trying out different methods that are tied to a common set of prin-

ciples. This is naturally a challenge in many companies.  

 

As mentioned earlier, the results showed that leadership buy-in is necessary. In one case it 

was mentioned, how the designer is met in many cases by a management that is not willing 

to experiment, and needs to see results after a year, before wanting to invest more in a pro-

ject. This type of top-down management found in many incumbent firms will not foster a 

culture, where it is enabling employees to properly learn Design Thinking. Because of this, 

Design Thinking has experienced difficulties in proving worth in these situations, which is why 

other methods and tools might be more suitable in these cases. Considering this, many com-

panies can learn from e.g. VELUX’ approach, where a designated department is chosen and 

allowed to do experimentation through its own adaptation of Design Thinking, where the top 

management already has approved its worth.   
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Reflection and critique 

The following sections will discuss and reflect upon the methodology and limitations of this 

thesis’ research. To do so, the sections will be divided into reflection and critique of 1) the 

theoretical conceptualization, and 2) the operationalization and methodology. In these sec-

tions, the results will be discussed by looking into the implications that the thesis' theoretical 

focus and research have had and which limitations this have possibly brought.  

Reflection upon theoretical conceptualization 

Looking at the initial conceptual framework that was since adjusted with the findings of this 

thesis’ research, it is relevant to discuss the underlying theoretical considerations and which 

possible measures could have been taken to possibly come up with different findings for 

bringing insights to the research statement. Therefore, the following section will discuss the 

theoretical framework in which the best-guesses to this thesis’ research question was based 

following the literature review.  

 

In comparing the conceptual framework to the findings, it was demonstrated that the frame-

work needed adjustment to encapture the new findings, which can be a symptom that some-

thing in the framework needed review in the first place, as the theoretical understanding 

demonstrated not to be strong enough. The following section will thus address the discrep-

ancies between the theoretical framework and the findings to point out potential limitations 

inherent in the conceptual theoretical framework.  

 

One of the key findings of this thesis is that the principles of Design Thinking are more im-

portant than the specific methods and tools. In the theoretical framework, there is an empha-

sis on how different academics conceptualize Design Thinking, i.e. listing principles, specific 

methods, and tools. The findings suggest that it is not important whether a person follows 

the IDEO way or something else, as the execution will be different. It is stated that there is a 

problem in people believing that specific things must be fixed to do Design Thinking. This dis-

crepancy is based on the fact that the theoretical framework narrows down Design Thinking 

to be seen from e.g. Tim Brown & Katz’ (2011) and Liedtka’s (2010; 2011; 2014) principles. 

Instead of viewing Design Thinking from their perspectives, it could be interesting to take a 

step back and look at what the principles a designer has rather than what principles a Design 

Thinker has.  

 

In doing so, the theoretical framework could consist of a definition of what Design Thinking 

is, e.g. that of Martin (2009) “thinking as a designer would”, which then would be supple-

mented by theory about how Designers work. This would shift the focus of the conceptual 

understanding from emphasizing Design Thinking principles as outlined by Brown and Liedtka, 

to focusing on reviewing what constitutes the principles of the work of designers. This was 
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neglected in the theoretical framework, as the assumption was that Design history had to be 

understood before Design Thinking could be understood. Instead, the findings suggested that 

it is actually the roots themselves that are important to understand to get Design Thinking 

right. This is also emphasized by the fact that the understanding of Design Thinking is largely 

based on the commercialization of Design Thinking by American design consultancies, which 

is how these concepts have been popularized. This is however a pitfall according to the find-

ings, as it can be perceived that Design Thinking is outlined as e.g. being a sequence of steps. 

 

For this reason, it can be argued that the theoretical framework could have provided alterna-

tive insights by focusing more on the Designer’s mindset rather than principles and methods 

of Design Thinking. This comes as a response to an increased tendency, that was pointed out 

in the findings, that e.g. design communities are starting to focus more on the roots of Design 

Thinking. The implication for this would be that instead of basing the understanding of Design 

Thinking on e.g. Brown and Liedtka, it would instead be based on research on Designer’s ways 

of working and the development of the design profession. In nuancing this, it could be inter-

esting to dive into the Nordic Design context, and review which developments were discussed 

before the Americans came up with Design Thinking, as they essentially are based on the 

same principles. Summing up, a theoretical framework could be guided by the work of de-

signers rather than Design Thinking. The logic is that it is the principles of Design Thinking that 

are found to add value, but a deep dive into what constitutes those principles is missing.  

 

Another discussion point that is worth addressing, is how the usage of the Naked Sales theory 

was added to the theoretical framework. A limitation to this can be seen from the fact that 

this specific book was developed from a direct focus on Design Thinking and sales. To go more 

critically about it, it could be interesting to involve more diverse literature on sales practices 

to address the characteristics of various sales practices. The framework doesn’t take into con-

sideration other sales practices, which would be beneficial to have a more nuanced view of 

what constitutes sales. While it was a choice not to go into depth with sales in this research, 

as it was emphasized that sales is simply an exemplification of which knowledge about the 

application of Design Thinking could be derived, this doesn’t exempt other research from do-

ing so. 

 

Furthermore, the theoretical framework could have included other domains than sales, which 

would help the research in looking for more variety in how Design Thinking is applied outside 

product development and innovation practices. Since sales were found in the literature to be 

a domain in which Design Thinking is applied, the thesis went further into this domain. How-

ever, it could be of interest to look into more broadly where Design Thinking is applied. This 

was challenging as most examples that were covered in the literature review were from either 

product development or innovation practices, but not deemed impossible, especially if the 

focus is broadened to Designers mindsets throughout business domains. 



Master’s thesis 16364  Christian Jin Frederiksen, 101115 
CMIBO1000E  Anders Bang-Larsen, 102380 

Page 82 of 92 

Another point that could influence the theoretical framework could be uncovered by looking 

more into the criticism of Design Thinking that e.g. Mejlhede (2019) states. She argues that 

Design Thinking is paradigmatic incommensurable. As mentioned in the literature review, the 

incommensurability of Design Thinking stems according to her from the fact that the para-

digms of design and organizational management studies are paradigmatically different which 

draws on the findings by Johansson & Woodilla (2008, 2011). The reason is that Design 

emerges out of what is stated as being a radical humanist paradigm2, whereas management 

studies emerge out of the functionalist paradigm3. To put it a little more simple, Design 

emerges from the arts, whereas Organizational management is more of a science. For the 

purpose of this research, the critical voices of the paradigmatic incommensurability of Design 

Thinking was neglected as the conceptual understanding of the application of Design Thinking 

didn’t take this into account directly.  

 

The emergence of Design Thinking was addressed in the literature review, but not critically 

taken into account for the research, as it was decided that the definition of Design Thinking 

following e.g. Brown and Liedtka were the theoretical lenses that were applied in the re-

search. The limitations of this approach is to whether this is the best approach to answering 

the research question. It can be argued that to come with a more intelligible best-guess, the 

thoughts about paradigmatic incommensurability could be incorporated earlier in the stage.  

 

The implication for this could be that commensurability in the research would be sought 

through e.g. first reviewing literature about which business domains that might be considered 

to be commensurable with that of design principles, and then research whether these design 

principles can be applied. This could for instance be through looking into whether there is a 

notion of perceiving selling as an art and then explore whether design principles can be ap-

plied.    

  

 
2 The radical humanist paradigm is by Morgan (1980) characterized as a paradigm in which reality is socially 

created and sustained. Here, humans are bound and constrained by the reality that they create.  
3 The functionalist paradigm is according to Morgan (1980) a paradigm in which reality is a concrete form in 

which humans are participating. In this paradigm, the assumption is that there is an objective, value-free exist-
ence of reality. 
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Reflection upon operationalization and methodology 

For the methodological considerations, the discussion seeks to consider in two parts which 

alternative methods of working towards the research question could have been applied, and 

what kind of findings this could have brought to the research. For the sake of simplification 

and understanding, the discussion is initially considering alternative methodological consid-

erations in pragmatist philosophy, after which an alternative philosophy of science is consid-

ered in bringing other aspects to the research question. 

 

Methodological considerations in a pragmatic philosophy 

In undertaking qualitative interviews in a semi-structured fashion, the role of the interviewers 

are those of both a critical questioner and a facilitator of the conversation based on a concep-

tual understanding. For this to provide insightful findings, a certain amount of critique must 

thus be applied in evaluating the insights gathered when considering the agenda of the inter-

viewees and their normative errands. For this, it stands clear that all of the professionals in-

terviewed are pro-Design Thinking, coming from design backgrounds and a career in which 

they have applied Design Thinking for many years.  

 

To better grasp the nuances of Design Thinking, it could have been interesting to learn from 

e.g. former participants of Design Thinking courses or more general practitioners who are not 

explicitly stating that they are using Design Thinking. The reason for this is that there is a 

possibility that the chosen interviewees are affirmative towards Design Thinking as this is such 

an integral part of their career. It could add more diverse perspectives to interview more crit-

ical voices. Frida stated that she was met by resistance from sales professionals which implied 

that she had to reevaluate her approach. This is an interesting insight, as this was the foun-

dation of finding that it might be necessary to ‘dumb’ things down to drive adoption. This type 

of insight was generated by looking into more criticized notions about Design Thinking, which 

is why it could be interesting to interview e.g. employees who haven’t found value in Design 

Thinking principles or have decided to not apply it after e.g. a Design Thinking course. 

 

Another point of the interviews relevant to be discussed is the fact that only one person was 

interviewed from the demand side. Since a lot of the findings are based on this person, it 

would be interesting to get further nuances into how other design-driven companies work 

with Design Thinking. Here, companies such as LEGO and Coloplast could be interesting to 

interview as these companies also are leading in applying Design Thinking according to the 

findings. This would nuance the data derived from the demand side and could either 

strengthen the arguments of the results or reveal new aspects to further be investigated.  

 

Alternatively, instead of diversifying into interviewing professionals from different compa-

nies, it could also be of relevance to more into depth with a specific company. The interview 
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with Eric from VELUX only revealed his perspective on working with design and on their take 

on Design Thinking as e.g. an organizational resource. Here, it could be interesting to inter-

view e.g. upper management level to hear their takes on why Design Thinking is in focus, as 

well as employees from other business domains. This is based on the fact that the findings on 

how Design Thinking can be applied outside product development and innovation practices, 

are based on assumptions that Eric specifically has regarding this matter. To be critical about 

this, it could, therefore, be of interest to investigate how Design Thinking is perceived in the 

wider organization of VELUX.   

 

Research methods and data collection 

Due to Covid-19, the data collection of this research was limited as the opportunity of con-

ducting face-to-face interviews was taken away. Where data collection could have provided 

added-value to the nuancing of the results could be by applying ethnography in the research. 

It was therefore chosen that interviews would be the means to getting insights into practi-

tioners’ work with Design Thinking, however, the risk of this is that the data might be biased 

since there might be differences between what is said, and what is done (Kvale & Brinkmann, 

2015). To mitigate this limitation, ethnography could be applied through observing e.g. a De-

sign Thinking workshop. Ethnography is often used in pragmatism according to Lorino (2018), 

and by using this, it would have been possible to a larger extent to understand the ‘worlds’ in 

which the practitioners considered are actually ‘living’ Design Thinking, rather than how they 

talk about it.  

 

In the traditional understandings of the abductive process of inquiry, Peirce described hy-

pothesizing as the first element, which should afterward be sought tested (Lorino, 2018). As 

mentioned in the methodology section, this wording has not been used in the research, as it 

has connotations to hypothetico-deductive methods, which differ from the abductive inquiry 

in several aspects. However, in its original form as described by Rylander (2012), Peirce out-

lined the scientific method at large to be based on quantifiable data which could be obtained 

through experimental tests (ibid). 

 

The empirical data gathered throughout this research has been based solely on qualitative 

findings, however, it would be beneficial for the inductive move to be able to directly test the 

best-guesses outlined. This would require a transformation of the best-guesses to testable 

hypotheses in which quantitative research methods can be applied. This could be in e.g. test-

ing whether there are differences between two sets of data, for example before and after 

effects of Design Thinking, multiple regressions to demonstrate variables' effect on the suc-

cessful adoption of Design Thinking, etc. This would generate broader insights that could pro-

vide further insights to adapt the framework and provide implications from.    
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As an alternative way to choosing between qualitative and quantitative data collection meth-

ods, research can be done using a mixed methods research design (Creswell, 2014). Doing so 

would help in dealing with the limitations inherent in each of the methods, as blind spots in 

each empirical methodology is enlightened by the other. With this, the research would be 

capable of examining the hypotheses or best-guesses and reaching an understanding of the 

value added by Design Thinking based on both quantitative and qualitative data.  

 

The research could apply a convergent parallel mixed design in understanding the two types 

of data separately and then integrate the results to arrive at new best-guesses. This would be 

true for the use of interviews as well as ethnography and could thus be combined with quan-

titative findings of either a large-scale understanding of Design Thinking in the form of a sur-

vey, or with a quantitatively based evaluation of the actual value-added from financial data 

compared to the qualitative findings. Using a method of this sort might seem like the optimal 

choice, but was deemed unrealistic in the Covid-19 situation with its inherent limitations. 

 

Complementary aspects of pragmatism 

Despite the generally accepted notion that Peirce’s additions of the abductive inquiry process 

have constituted to being one of the most prevalent aspects of classical pragmatism, comple-

menting aspects of this pragmatist paradigm could be considered in seeking to answer the 

research question through the lenses of other prominent pragmatists. Two such additions 

could be found in the work of William James and John Dewey, who is referred as some of the 

most prominent contributors to classical pragmatism, as often understood as an important 

triad in early pragmatism, sometimes coupled with George Herbert Mead in a myriadical per-

ception (Rylander, 2012). Interesting findings could thus have been uncovered by moving 

away from Peirce’s scientific understanding of pragmatism towards James’ more humanistic 

interpretation, or from Dewey who is deemed placed between these two approaches in a 

combination of the approaches.  

 

James is attributed to making Peirce’s work famous, as he didn’t manage himself in his life-

time. James’ work resolves mainly around the stream of thought and stream of consciousness, 

with the main argument being that the reason we call things true is that they perform the 

function of marrying previous parts of experience with newer parts. This understanding builds 

on the notion that there are no general truths, and that things can only be true in their par-

ticular context to the extent that they work in that particular context (ibid). Following this, a 

more humanistic approach could have led to findings focusing more on the subjective truths 

of the interviewees, which could add further value in a direct comparative analysis between 

practitioners and their theoretical counterparts. 
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Dewey is considered as having contributions to the classical pragmatism with underlying met-

atheoretical considerations placed between Peirce’s scientific approach and James’ more hu-

manistic one, and focuses his research on embodied experiences. These are described as sci-

entific attitudes that advocate for exploration and experimentation intending to prove human 

lives, firmly grounded in experience. Interestingly, these logics adhere closely to underlying 

mindsets and principles of Design and Design Thinking as mentioned throughout this research 

and in the initial reasoning for deciding on pragmatism (ibid).  

 

While Dewey provides less of a clear process of inquiry and a specific approach to evaluating 

the experiences than e.g. Peirce, as he was focusing more on philosophical thinking, these 

notions can be useful in diving deeper into the experiences and the use of art as a language 

between designers and non-designers, exemplified through ethnography as earlier men-

tioned. To Dewey’s pattern of inquiry that is focusing on particular indeterminate situations 

that are somehow unsettled and thus open to inquiry, this example could furthermore seek 

to provide insights to ambiguity in the phrasing of Design Thinking between interviewees and 

across organizations, possibly categorizing the answers based on both being described from 

the supply- or demand-side, and in coming from designers or non-designers. 

 

Alternative philosophies of science 

Taking a step further back than what has been done in the operationalization and methodo-

logical considerations, the second half of this part of the discussion considers how alternative 

metatheoretical paradigms can be considered in bringing other aspects to the research ques-

tions at hand. While an array of different philosophies of science could bring insights to the 

research, this discussion limits itself to bringing in one alternative. The specific alternative 

chosen is based on a similar normative errand inherent in the creating forces of the philoso-

phies of science, in the contribution to an alternative to the Cartesian dualist assumptions 

and its dichotomies that prevailed well through the 1900s (Bineham, 1994; Lorino, 2018).  

 

Therefore, while it would be possible to consider alternative paradigms that have vastly dif-

ferent understandings of this underlying dichotomy, for this discussion of an alternative phi-

losophy of science applied to the research question, a school of thought with a similar under-

standing to the dichotomy as pragmatism is sought considered, which is that of hermeneutics 

(Bineham, 1994). This decision is based on the irrelevance of the dichotomy in the specific 

case of Design Thinking, from the interpretation that it in itself is a discipline that disconsiders 

dichotomies in seeking to merge arts and sciences, when disregarding the claims of incom-

mensurability as put forward by e.g. Mejlhede. 

 

Approaching the research question with a hermeneutic logic, a quite different set of ap-

proaches and ways of interpretation will be applied, and as such the findings will vary vastly. 

To this, it is expected that a set of findings such as these would be closely linked to those of a 
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research based on a Deweyan pragmatic approach as was outlined above, based on a similar 

focus on the individual evaluation and interpretation of the language that constitutes experi-

ences (Rylander, 2012). The increased focus on the language and the individual interpretation 

and understanding of this is a theme in both the hermeneutics and the later pragmatist 

schools in the logics applied by e.g. Richard Rorty (ibid). Rorty’s attempt at reviving pragma-

tism with the linguistic turn and the increased focus on either of these modes of thought 

would thus dive deeper into the constitution and interpretation of specific linguistic aspects 

of the communication around and about Design Thinking. 

 

Following the increased interest in interpretations, an increased focus would thus be on the 

individual interviewees and their understandings which would be a larger importance to the 

research than its direct contribution to any expected outcomes or best-guesses, which could 

prove to help uncover previously unconsidered ways for Design Thinking to bring value to 

domains outside of innovation practices. This could be done in either a qualitative, quantita-

tive, or mixed-method approach, and seek to uncover the specific ways that professionals see 

Design Thinking creating value throughout organizations. 

 

While the above sought to provide a brief account of the reflections to the thesis and its find-

ings, several other considerations to the theoretical conceptualization and the methodologi-

cal operationalization could be unfolded.   
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Conclusion 

This thesis sought to understand how Design Thinking might be applied outside of innovation 

practices. To understand this, the research initially unfolded theoretical and practical insights 

to the emergence of Design Thinking to management practice, its initial emphasis and value 

inside product development practices, and examples of domains outside of product develop-

ment where Design Thinking has proven to be valuable. 

 

It is found that Design Thinking must go back to its roots where the underlying principles are 

what provides value when applying Design Thinking, although it to a large extent are through 

the tools and methods that have emerged with it, that Design Thinking has been popularized. 

According to the findings, this is an aspect that many people misinterpret about Design Think-

ing, as the tangible and easy-to-follow methods and tools can lead to a misguiding adoption 

of what the core of Design Thinking is. Instead, the underlying principles, i.e. being customer-

centric, iterative, curious, and having a diverse team must be applied as a problem-solving 

approach that is applied if the situation dictates it, rather than believing that a fixed set of 

methods and tools will lead to a specific outcome.  

 

These principles follow the insights about the designer's mindset, which can be enabled by a 

willingness to experiment and an openness to different solutions. This might be mitigated if a 

set of specific steps are followed in e.g. a workshop, which is why Design Thinking is much 

less about having workshops or design sprints than it is about the mindsets behind, which can 

be applied throughout organizations across domains in everyday work. This is important to 

be aware of, as having this mindset can demonstrate to a means for applying Design Thinking 

outside of innovation practices and as an organizational resource. Following this logic, it was 

found that Design Thinking can serve as a communication tool in aligning and enabling collab-

oration in cross-functional teams, and thus act as a resource throughout the organization ra-

ther than in specific domains.  

 

Exemplified through the domain of sales, Design Thinking can be a value driver if the principles 

are applied as a way of engaging with users. It must be evaluated whether the situation and 

problem at hand is adequate in terms of whether it is the best approach. In this understand-

ing, Design Thinking as a problem-solving tool can be applied across domains such as sales, 

where insights uncovered how Design Thinking can give an approach to counter a typical 

mindset found in sales of selling products instead of solving customer problems. An interest-

ing finding to this regard, is that sales and other domains might demonstrate resistance to 

adopting a more general mindset. Therefore, while seeming counterintuitive based on the 

previous findings, tangible tools and methods of Design Thinking as codifications of principles 

applied to specific situations can be necessary when introducing the mindset, as they can aid 

in driving adoption. 
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