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Today, in a world that is increasingly driven by faster cycles of 
change, the need to radically remake—as opposed to just modify 
or optimize—a business to ongoing environmental changes is 
greater than ever. Confronted with such disruptive situations, the 
managerial practice of trying to “fix” something established that 
is suddenly broken becomes misleading if not unfeasible. It entices 
one to seek something one does not wish to go away rather than 
to create something one really desires to exist in the future. The 
distinction between the two is fundamental. In problem solving, 
in analytically identifying flaws in existing situations, established 
products, processes or organizational structures are adapted to a 
changing business environment; in creation, energies are expended in 
establishing those resources that possibly generate value in light of a 
vision a business is seen as evolving towards in the future. 

HENCE, WHEREAS THE FORMER 
ATTEMPTS TO MODIFY OR OPTIMIZE 
PREVAILING KNOWLEDGE, SKILLS, AND 
CAPABILITIES, THE LATTER IS FORCED 
TO ASK A NEW SET OF QUESTIONS 
ABOUT HOW TO RUN THE BUSINESS.

This book addresses the question of how design—here not 
understood as a way of form shaping but as an iterative process of 
learning and creation—is able to innovate today’s businesses. People 
from the world’s leading companies such as Arup, IDEO, Nike, Shell 
Innovation Research and Siemens, and from the fields of consulting, 
academia, and research present their insights on design thinking. In 
addition to its focus on the operative nature of design methodology, 
this books highlights the relevance of the design approach for 
future management practice and education. Cases are cited where 
appropriate.
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david Griesbach < 

In recent years, design thinking increasingly gained the attention 
of academic scholars (Boland Jr. and Collopy, 2004b) as well as 
of business practitioners (Brown, 2008). Based on these readings 
I understand design thinking as a special way of problem solving 
which creates more value by better satisfying human needs in the 
long run than other ways of problem solving might do. 

in this reGard, desiGn thinkinG 
can help to create better 
futures and is therefore 
Worth beinG further 
discussed and studied.

In this essay I will first critically reflect on the current 
conceptualization of design thinking and suggest an alternative 
viewpoint. Second, I will critically reflect on the empirical focus 
on specific professionals such as architects or graphic designers. 
Based on this reflection I suggest that design thinking should 
additionally be studied within management practices and that one 
should be aware of the reasons why certain practitioners such 
as architects or graphic designers are often regarded to be more 
experienced in design thinking than other professionals. 

Reflecting on the Conceptualization and the Empirical Focus of Design Thinking
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Towards a new Conceptualization of Design Thinking
Tim Brown (2008), CEO and President of IDEO, an innovation 
and design firm with headquarters in California, defines 
design thinking in a recent article 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" (p. 86). Boland and Collopy (2004a: 
6) regard design thinking as a process of finding the best 
answer possible, given the skills, time, and resources and 
taking for granted that it will require the invention of new 
alternatives. They contrast design thinking to analytical 
thinking which implies that there is a good set of options 
already available and that the core of the human ability lies 
in choosing the best option.

Based on the existing literature, design thinking can be 
regarded as a certain way of problem solving which creates 
more value by better satisfying human needs in the long 
run. Today's management practices often seem to consist 
of copying and slightly improving the established and 
well known and only a few companies truly differentiate 
themselves within most of the markets and industries. Their 
way of problem solving might create economic value but not 
create enough of the other values that satisfy human needs 
as well: e.g. beauty, easy handling, or sustainability. Let 
us consider Apple computers which is a good example to 
exemplify design thinking and which are very successful in 
the computer and entertainment industry. Why are they this 
successful? They differentiate themselves through products 
and communication. Their products show very simple and 
appealing designs, they are easy to handle, they are small 
and they are lightweight. Until Apple's iPod and MacBook 
were created, mp3-players and notebooks were ugly, heavy 
and very difficult to navigate. Interestingly enough, no 
competitor really managed until now to imitate the success 
factors of Apple even though these factors appear very 
clear and simple from the outside perspective. Why are the 
competitors not able to copy this success? Apple seems to 
be better at problem solving and creating value that better 
satisfies human needs in the long run, than its competitors 
are. Regarding the value creation, Apple seems to be a good 
example of an organization practicing design thinking. 
The definitions of Brown (2008) and Boland and Collopy 

(2004a: 6) contain such a way of problem solving which 
creates more value. However, these conceptualizations do 
not describe how the value is created in the making but that 
the value has already been created when we are aware of 
this value post-hoc. Brown's definition promotes the idea 
that design thinking distinguishes itself from other ways of 
thinking through integrating usually separated practices 
of matching people's needs, of achieving technological 
feasibility and of converting ideas into customer value and 
market opportunities. 

the main aspect of the 
definition is represented by 
the ability of inteGratinG 
different demands Which 
are difficult to aliGn, but 
if achieved create neW 
value exactly throuGh 
the inteGration itself. 

According to Brown, design thinkers should know better 
than others what the people's needs are and they are better 
able to transform these needs into technologically feasible 
products which can then be exploited as a promising market 
opportunity. When looking back to well-known success 
stories, such a definition seems adequate. Though, the 
conceptualization does not tell how the value was created 
without being totally aware of what the value consists of 
and if it will be successful. I assume that when the iPod was 
created, Apple was only aware of very simple customer 
needs such as for example that the handling of an mp3-
player should not be complicated and that an mp3-player 
should show an appealing design. The core value Apple 
created with the iPod was the idea to navigate a very simple 
user interface by just one button and a wheel and that this 
idea has enabled the creation of a very minimalistic and thus 
appealing design. The combination of these ideas builds 
one of the main success-factors of the iPod. Of course, 
Apple attempted or at least hoped the iPod to become such 
an economic success as we are aware of today. However, 
Apple could not have known that people want a wheel, 
a button and a very simple user interface ex-ante. This 
means that Brown's definition of design thinking is true 
post-hoc but does not tell exactly what design thinking is in 

the making when we do not know what the people's needs 
are, if new ideas are technologically feasible and if it will 
become a success. On the other hand, Boland and Collopy 
(2004a: 6) define design thinking by explicitly distinguishing 
it from analytical thinking, which is assumed to be the 
opposite of design thinking. The main aspect of their idea is 
the ability of creating new alternatives in order to invent and 
deliver new products, processes and services which serve 
human needs (p. 7). While this conceptualization does refer 
to the value creation in the making it does not tell how these 
alternatives are being invented and how the successful 
alternative has been chosen and commercially exploited.

In my opinion, a new conceptualization of design 
thinking should include the way how people's needs, 
technological feasibility and market success can be 
matched at a time when we do not know enough about 
the needs, the feasibility and the market success. And 
a new conceptualization should include the way how 
new alternatives are created, chosen and commercially 
exploited. To do this, my suggestion is to regard design 
thinking as a special way of problem solving. It is important 
to be aware that the problem can be positively connoted 
(e.g. a promising customer need) as well as negatively 
connoted (e.g. a successful product of a competitor). 
Furthermore, neither the problem nor the solution is clearly 
defined until we know post-hoc what the problem was and 
which solution is successful. In this sense, design thinking 
involves working intensively on the problem and solution 
spaces (see figure 1): 

Design thinking regarded as working on and matching problem and 
solution spaces (source: author)

1<
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In addition to an extensive and continuous opening up 
and closing of problem and solutions spaces, design 
thinking involves as well a continuous matching and even 
blurring of these spaces. It may sometimes be difficult 
to distinguish between problem and solution in reality. 
However, this conceptual distinction stresses that design 
thinking involves working on the problem and the solution 
at the same time and that matching the two is crucial in 
design thinking. Referring once more to the iPod example, 
the wheel, the single button, the simple user interface 
and the minimalistic design are the outcome of a design 
thinking process and may be regarded post-hoc as a being 
part of a redefined problem space as well as of a redefined 
solution space. However, during the designing process the 
boundaries of the problem space as well as of the solution 
space must have been changed continuously until they 
matched in a promising way. One could argue that every 
problem-solving-process involves changing and matching 
problem as well as solution spaces. Though, my thesis is 
that the process of design thinking works differently and 
more extensily with the problem and solution spaces than 
is usually done. 

While this conceptualization 
of desiGn thinkinG is 
theoretical, empirical 
research should challenGe 
this idea and reveal 
further insiGhts on hoW 
such boundary Work 
may occur in practice.

Empirical Focus for Further Studies on Design Thinking

In order to further study design thinking, empirical 
research needs to be conducted that describes and 
possibly explains design thinking in more detail. One 
way of further studying this phenomenon is to analyze 
organizations and practitioners which seem to conduct 
design thinking and to compare them to other organizations 
and practitioners. Often, some specific professionals such 
as architects, graphic designers or engineers are thought 
to be experienced practitioners of design thinking (Boland 

Jr. and Collopy, 2004b: xi). Boland and Collopy (2004a) refer 
for example to the process of designing a new university 
building by reflecting on the way how the architect Frank 
O. Gehry interacted with the users and ultimately created 
the university building. The authors experienced this 
problem-solving-process as to be quite different from 
their own processes and the ones of the managers they 
observed. In the following, I will critically reflect on the 
empirical focus on the practices of specific professionals 
such as architects or graphic designers in comparison 
to the practices of other professionals and especially 
managers.
For some authors a basic assumption behind the idea of 
design thinking is that the traditional management and 
the business world lacks this specific way of problem 
solving whereas some professionals such as architects, 
graphic designers or engineers are regarded to be more 
experienced practitioners of design thinking (Boland Jr. 
and Collopy, 2004b: xi). I agree that the problem-solving-
processes of such professionals may differ to a certain 
degree from other problem-solving-processes and that 
studying their way of problem-solving can help us better 
understand design thinking. However, I agree as well with 
other authors (Orlikowski, 2004) that comparing design 
thinking to managing needs to be done cautiously and that 
we should not succumb to the temptation to romanticize 
the problem-solving-processes of specific professionals 
such as architects or graphic designers. My thesis is that 
design thinking can be observed not only in the practice 
of such specific professionals but also in the practice of 
every other professional. Especially when trying to learn 
how design thinking occurs in management we should 
try to further study design thinking within management 
practices itself and be aware of the reasons why specific 
professionals, such as architects, are regarded to be 
more experienced practitioners of design thinking, to what 
degree their way of problem-solving really differs and why 
these differences can be observed.

Are managers and professionals of a computer 
manufacturer less design thinkers than for example 
architects? Not necessarily. When we conceptualize 
design thinking as a certain way of problem solving which 
creates more value by better satisfying human needs and 

which involves extensive working on and matching of 
problem and solution spaces, every organization and every 
individual can potentially do so. Let us consider again 
the example of Apple computers. In my opinion they are 
practitioners of design thinking as they created the iPod 
which better satisfies human needs. The iPod provides a 
better handling and shows a more appealing design than 
the other mp3-players did until the introduction of the iPod. 
Therefore, it is not only important to study design thinking 
outside of management practices and to transfer the 
learning into the management practices but to additionally 
look for and analyze design thinking that already occurs 
within management practices. Moreover, insights from 
design thinking within management practices may be 
easier to be transferred to management practices whereas 
insights from the outside of management practices may be 
more innovative and more surprising from the point of view 
of managing. 

Why are certain professionals such as architects or 
graphic designers still regarded to be more experienced 
practitioners of design thinking than other professionals? 
Three main reasons can be identified:

1. The reproduction of previous output is more difficult 
for certain professionals (negative stimulation to 
innovate)

Architects or graphic designers cannot easily reproduce 
their previous outputs. An architect for example will never 
create the same building twice even though he might be 
famous for his specific style of architecture and therefore 
recognizable. But the building itself is never the same. The 
architect is obliged to create a new building. It stands on 
a different ground, in a different region and it is built for 
different inhabitants with different needs and purposes. Of 
course, there are certain parts of a building that have been 
successful previously and will be reused in a new project. 
Though, every new project starts on a white paper and is 
created more or less from scratch. Management, on the 
other hand, can reproduce previous outputs more easily. 
The same products and services may be economically 
successful for a long period of time and are only refined 
on a small scale without creating considerably more 

value and without the need to extensively work on the 
boundaries of the problem and solution spaces.
 
2. The innovativeness is a prerequisite for the success of 
certain professionals (positive stimulation to innovate)

Some professionals such as architects or graphic designers 
are more successful the more creative and different their 
ideas are, while still meeting the requirements and demands 
of their clients. A graphic designer needs to create a logo that 
differentiates itself from other logos while communicating 
the values of the product or the company it represents. At 
the same time the logo needs to meet the existing or future 
taste of the customers. A logo that is overlooked by the target 
customers or that is mistaken for the logo of another company 
will not be successful. This means, that the output of a graphic 
designer needs to be different and innovative in order to be 
successful. Furthermore, the awareness and image within 
the respective professional community and of the potential 
clients of an architect or a graphic designer depends as well 
on how creative and new the output is. An architect becomes 
famous because of outstanding and innovative projects that 
are recognized as such by his peers and by potential clients. 
Management, on the other hand, may be successful without 
being creative or without creating innovative products or 
services. Innovativeness is not per se a quality and success 
factor of management. Though, post-hoc everybody is aware if 
an organization missed an important trend and was overtaken 
by its competitors. Microsoft did not see the value and could 
not profit well enough from the emerging internet in the late 
1990. Now we are aware that Microsoft should have invested 
more into the internet idea in the late 1990. On the other hand, 
managers that are too innovative and act too riskily may be 
unsuccessful and destroy value as well. 

3. The innovativeness of certain professionals can be 
more easily observed (nature and value of artifacts)

Architects or graphic designers create outputs in the 
form of artifacts which are easy to be observed by others 
and which represent directly the value created by these 
professionals. A building or a logo represents the value that 
is created (e.g. living facilities, esthetics, recognizability). 
Furthermore, a building or a logo can be communicated 
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and multiplied to demonstrate its value. On the other hand, 
management does not produce outputs directly in the form 
of artifacts. Of course, artifacts such as management letters, 
excel sheets or power point presentations are created as 
well. However, the end product such as, for example, the 
iPod of Apple has not been created by the management 
directly. Correspondingly, the value that is created by the 
management is not as easily recognized and communicated 
as it is for architects or graphic designers. 

the same holds as Well 
for all services Which 
are not tanGible and 
representable by artifacts.

As the reflections above show, it is worth looking for and 
analyzing design thinking in management practices in 
addition to particular professionals such as architects, 
graphic designers or engineers. Furthermore, if studying and 
analyzing the practices of such specific professionals and, 
if comparing them to management we should be aware that 
they are stimulated to be innovative, and that their value 
creation, which stems from design thinking activities, is 
equal to the output of their work and may be observed as 
artifacts which represent the value created. On the other 
hand, innovativeness is not per se a quality and success 
factor of management and the value creation of design 
thinking within management practices is more difficult to be 
observed.

Conclusion

The critical reflection of the current definitions and 
conceptualizations of design thinking shows that design 
thinking can be regarded as a certain way of problem 
solving which creates more value by better satisfying 
human needs in the long run than other ways of problem 
solving might do. However, the value creation is observed 
post-hoc and missing is for example how people's needs, 
technological feasibility and market success can be 
matched at a time when we do not know enough about 
the needs, the feasibility and the market success and how 
new alternatives are created, chosen and commercially 

exploited. A new conceptualization should therefore include 
the specific practice of design thinking in the making. A 
suggestion for such a conceptualization might be to look at 
design thinking as a specific way of extensively working on 
and matching problem and solution spaces.

The critical reflection of the usual empirical focus on 
specific professionals such as architects or graphic 
designers reveals that, when trying to transfer insights 
to management practices, it is worth additionally 
studying design thinking within the management 
practices themselves. In my opinion, certain management 
professionals and organizations such as Apple practice 
a way of design thinking which can be observed and 
analyzed. Furthermore, when studying and analyzing specific 
practitioners such as architects or graphic designers and 
when comparing them to management, one should be aware 
that they are stimulated to be innovative and that their 
value creation, which stems from design thinking activities, 
is equal to the output of their work and may be observed 
as artifacts which represent the value created. On the 
contrary, innovativeness is not per se a quality and success 
factor of management and the value creation of design 
thinking within management practices is more difficult to 
be observed. Being aware of such basic conditions helps to 
further investigate on design thinking empirically. While the 
conceptualization of design thinking suggested in this essay 
is theoretical, empirical research should challenge this idea 
and reveal further insights on how such extensive working 
on and matching problem and solution spaces may occur in 
practice.
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