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INTRODUCTION: 

 

This essay will try to give an understandable explanation of what is meant for design 

thinking. It will be discussed how design thinking as a discipline (Brown, 2008), followed 

an evolution in the time becoming a human-centered practice. The essay will show some 

of the basic theories for the application of design thinking attitude in business and in 

leadership. Some examples from real world application of design thinking will give a 

practical understanding to the reader. At the end this essay will have helped the reader to 

maturate an understanding of design thinking and its importance for business 

organizations.  



 4 

 

 

 

DESIGN THINKING DEFINITION: 

 

A brilliant definition of design thinking is given from Tim Brown, CEO of IDEO: “Design 

thinking can be described as a discipline that uses the designer’s sensibility and methods 

to match people’s needs with what is technologically feasible and what a viable business 

strategy can convert into customer value and market opportunity.” (Brown, 2008).  
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THE LITERATURE BEHIND DESIGN THINKING: 

 

As said from Tim Brown in his personal definition of design thinking, this subject is 

business focused. The unction of design thinking processes is to use the ability of the 

designer generate an applicable solution to a problem that can applied and converted in 

customer value from a company. According with (Brown and Kātz, 2009) design is not 

only the good image or the style that a designer gives to a new product. Design Thinking 

incorporates multiple disciplines and different processes e from different subjects to 

produce applicable and possible solutions. A more theoretical explanation of what is 

design thinking is given by (Martin, 2009). Martin succeeds to give an understandable 

explanation of the modern design-thinking trough a three-stage knowledge funnel theory. 

 

 

Figure 1- The Knowledge Funnel. 

As it is possible to see from figure 1, the knowledge funnel is based on three principal 

steps. The first step is the exploration of the mystery, which is really variable and 

applicable to infinite fields. The second step of the funnel is the heuristic step. In this step 
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a rule of thumb is created to reduce the amount of work and consequently move down 

the funnel. The third and last step of this theory is the algorithm. This is the step where 

non-specific rule of thumb became a fixed formula to solve the mystery. The formula 

generated is an algorithm. Martin defines design thinking as a third dimension between 

two principal ways of thinking. The first way of thinking he describes is analytical thinking, 

it is defied as more scientific and logical and is not leaving any space to mystery. The 

second way of thinking he describes is intuitive thinking. It is free from any role and 

methodology; however, most of the times it goes totally in the mystery. As a result, design 

thinking is the perfect balance between this two way of thinking. It uses the 

methodologies of analytical thinking and the freedom of intuitive thinking. However, a 

more scientific and methodological explanation of design thinking has been given by 

(Kumar, 2013). Kumar says that the methods of design thinking can be applied as a real 

science with a clear structure of methodology and theory. 

Another aspects that Martin brings to the attention of readers is that there have to be a 

balance between validity and reliability in Businesses. In fact, says Martin, usually 

business are not keen to change because prefer to use reliable processes that have 

already been proved and that generated positive results (value). For this reason some 

companies can find their selves in trouble not adapting to changes and evolution of 

competitors (Martin, 2009). 

Looking at the literature it is possible to understand that design thinking has numerous 

theories and methodologies that have been explained in the time. It is possible to 

understand that design thinking is nowadays a vital factor for a company in any business. 

By applying design thinking managers can drive innovation in a company and this 

represent a vantage on competitors.  
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HISTORY OF DESIGN THINKING: 

 

In the definition of design thinking given by Tim Brown and in the majority of the 

academic definition, design thinking is defined as a discipline. To become discipline 

design thinking passed trough an evolution process during the history.  

 

Figure 2 – the historical development of design thinking. 

As it is possible to see Figure 2 provides an easy to understand graph of the evolution of 

design thinking. It starts from Participatory design, it uses to involve the end-user in the 

design process, from that the name “participatory”. Than the second step is user-

centered design, it focuses more on the usability of the products and user’s interest and 

needs. The third step is Meta design, that is based on an holistic community development 
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being more collaborative. The forth step is service design, it is more multidisciplinary and 

is more concentrated on theory before the practice. The last step is the human-centered 

design; it is based on the human-centered interaction. 

When we look at design thinking as a strategic instrument in the business leadership 

world, we have, first of all, to analyze how the role of design thinking changed in the 

history of business organizations and how the meaning of “design” changed in relation to 

“management” and “leadership”. 

As stated by (Borja de Mozota, 2003) the word “design management” starts to be used as 

a way to describe the relations between design agencies and their clients in the 1960s. 

However, today that old vision is changed and the word “design management” took a 

different meaning that reflects in what was called “project design management”, and at 

the same time, “design leadership” is now used to describe the application of design 

processes used in companies to reach business goals (Gloppen, 2009).  
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PERSONAL DEFINITION OF DESIGN THINKING: 

 

Design thinking can be described as a process that comes in order to find a solution to 

solve a problem. It is everywhere around us because every product that is created has a 

function and that function is a response to a problem. Design thinking is a discipline that 

incorporate methodologies from vary fields and subjects. It aims to provide 

technologically feasible solutions to everyone’s daily problems that can create value on 

the business market.  
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DESIGN THINKING APPLICATION IN BUSINESS AND LEADERSHIP: 

 

Business application of design thinking: 

 

Design thinking as a discipline comes from the need of companies to fine solution to 

problems and create an advantage on competitors. This section will try to explain why 

design thinking is a vital process in business today.  

Basically, design thinking can be defined as a protocol that finds his most appropriate 

application in business. As said before, it combines creative thinking and analytical 

thinking to structure information and ides focusing on the possible solutions. This is the 

reason why design thinking should be a fundamental strategy to be applied in every 

company. It has to be the engine that moves the company trough changes and 

development. Most of the successful firms nowadays put design thinking as one of the 

most important factors for the development. Even if design thinking is one of the most 

difficult factors to improve, it can create a difference between success and failure (Ursrey, 

2014). 

As seen in the analysis of the literature from Martin (2009) the application of design 

thinking has to be based in the balancing of two principal way of thinking, analytical and 

imaginative. Figure 3 can give a visual explanation of how these two forces are 

combined. 
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Figure 3- The Innovation Framework 

 

This innovation framework represents the ideal application of design thinking process in 

business. It has been developed from an agency called The Moment and has been 

explained in an article from Mark Kuznicki a designer of the firm. As showed in Figure 3, 

everything is concentrated on finding a solution after having recognized the problem 

problem. The diagram starts from imaginative section that involves in the creative 

processes. Than the second part involves in that elements that are common in the 

traditional project management approach, where a more scientific and methodical 

approach actually makes the idea concrete. 

Looking at the economy and the business world around us we can see how the approach 

to the innovations is changing. 

Looking at the figures, the results of the last decade are incredible. 

Private and public firms around the globe increased their expenditure in design trough 

research and development projects from $525 billion 1996 to $1.1 trillion 2007 (UNESCO, 

2009). 

 

According to (Design management Institute, 2006) companies as for example Lego, 

Apple and Toyota have re-organized their budgets to put more and more effort in the 

research and development processes. 
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Oxo good grips: 

 

According with Martin (2009) the design thinking process comes from people trying to find 

solutions to everyday problems. An example of how design thinking can create a valuable 

business advantage is given from a company called Oxo. This company is nowadays 

designing all sorts of comfortable and easy to use kitchen utensils. The founder of this 

company is Sam Farber. Mr. Farber created his first product when looking at how difficult 

was for his wife to peel a potato with a traditional peeler suffering from arthritis. Starting 

from a problem, Farber unconsciously applied a design thinking process and designed a 

peeler with an easier grip.   

 

 

Figure 4- Farber’s peeler evolution. 

 

As it is possible to see from Figure 4, Farber created a business value from his idea by 

creating his own company called Oxo. Than, Farber increased the market value of his 

company expanding the business on the same idea. 
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Figure 5- Oxo’s products evolution. 

 

 

Design thinking application in leadership: 

 

Nowadays in a market where the competition is becoming stronger and stronger, the 

innovation makes the different and the only way to sustain a constant innovative 

development is to use a design leadership approach (Turner, 2006). The mission of the 

leader in this hostile and high competitive environment is to increment and favorite the 

innovation and not to remain focused only on profit. In fact, as said from Martin (2009) 

businesses try too often to concentrate on secure solutions something that has already 

proved and generated positive results. And the real mission of the leader is to try to move 

the company from this static way of development and guide a creative implementation to 

generate new results according with the corporation’s goals. 

 

Tom Ford in Gucci example: 

 

An example of how design thinking can be used as a tool in business leadership could be 

found in the experience of Tom Ford in Gucci. 

Ford arrived in Gucci in 1990 and at that time the sales of the brand was experiencing a 

drop. 

The figures show that only in 2003 the sales went down of $22 million. 
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Figure 6- Gucci advertising campaign 1990. 

 

But, when in 1994 Ford was appointed as a creative director of the brand, things started 

to change. Ford brought a flow of new fashion sexy and cool style in a brand that was 

appearing too aged (see the evolution from Figure 6 and Figure 7). As a result, already in 

1999 after only six years, Gucci was worth more than $4 billions. (Imran, 2013). 
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Figure 7- Gucci advertising campaign 2003. 

 

When looking at how Tom Ford made the fortune of Gucci, it is possible to recognize how 

he perfectly applied the creative process. 

Ford first of all recognized a problem that in the case of Gucci was a product too old and 

not really attractive for the new generations. 

After having recognized the problem he came out with his vision of bringing more 

freshness in the new collections and being the creative director he had the power to apply 

his ideas.  
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CONCLUSION: 

 

In conclusion, it is possible to say that design thinking is a process that helps people and 

businesses to find solutions for problems in a different way. It mixes creativity and 

business strategy to drive a constant development in companies. As we have seen 

design thinking is nowadays an imperative for companies looking to succeed. Leaders 

from all over the world started to realize the importance of this subject and the size of the 

literature behind this topic has expanded in the last century. At the end, from this essay 

has been possible to realize that design thinking has involved in the creation of all the 

human creations around us.  
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APPENDIX: 

 

Seminar activities: 

 

WEEK 1 ACTIVITY: 

In week one the students have been asked to attend one of the 300 events of the London 

design festival. I decided to visit the Victoria and Albert museum where there was some 

of the most interesting exhibition. Disobedient Object is an exhibition based on creation 

made from activists and social movements to protest again any form of restriction. The 

most important factor to underline from this exhibition is the fact that these creations are 

not made to generate any profit but are only the free representation of people’s creativity. 
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WEEK 3 ACTIVITY: 

The first activity in week 3 has been created with the purpose of explain that design 

thinking is everywhere around us. The students had to analyze a picture of a studio room 

and state in which objects there was a design influence and where not. Surprisingly 

students realized that everything that  is build or located in a certain place with a purpose. 

Everything is designed to solve a problem. As a result design thinking is everywhere 

around us. 
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WEEK 5 ACTIVITY: 

In week 5 students had the possibility to see how design thinking can find its application 

in business and in particular in marketing. First of all, the teacher showed an example 

from John Lewis (the hare and the bear). Than students had the opportunity to work in 
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groups of two and design their personal story to in correlation with a product. Being in a 

group with a South American partner the idea has been to choose a coffee brand and 

create a story that could have motivated families to buy its coffee. Students had the 

proving of a story can be designed to support the attitude and values of a company. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 30 

WEEK 7 ACTIVITY: 

 

In week 7 students had the opportunity to apply some of the key processes of design 

thinking. The task asked the students to try to design some new project that could have 

improved the use of the Tames River in London. The project should have benefit three 

different areas, tourism, businesses and people. The ideas have been all written on post-

it and presented in front of the class.  
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WEEK 11 ACTIVITY: 

Week 11 has been designed from tutors to help students to explore new sources and 

examples for this assignment. Using all the possible resources students had to focus on a 

business and to find a designer for each letter of the alphabet. 
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Comments on key readings: 

 

The Design of Business by Roger Martin: 

 

The book that most helped me in the understanding of design thinking and its application 

on business has been  “The Design of Business” from Martin (2009). Martin explains 

some of the theories behind the design thinking. He also focuses on the application of 

design thinking on businesses. Reading some key parts of this book I realized how the 

correct way of thinking can drive companies to succeed. 

 

Design thinking by Peter G. Rowe: 

 

This book is more focused on architecture and on planning design. However I found it 

particularly helpful in providing an understanding of how design-thinking process is a 

problem solving procedure. He provides some key models that facilitate the 

understanding of the function of design thinking in business. 


