
DESIGN THINKING FOR OPERATIONAL EXCELLENCETM



The “Why” and the “What” 
of Design Thinking



The “Why” of Design Thinking?

Why: Design thinking can help your team or organization understand 
the unmet needs of the people you're creating for (customers, clients, 
students, users, etc...) and reduce the risk associated with launching 
new ideas, products, and services.

Its genius is a group of laypersons not educated in any particular 
problem-solving, decision-making, or improvement methodology can 
immediately engage in a collaboration with others to brainstorm a 
challenge and develop creative approaches very quickly and without 
the intimidation of more formal frameworks.

Reference Article; DT4OpEx® https://bit.ly/DT4OpEx-Article 

https://bit.ly/DT4OpEx-Article


Why Should Design Thinking Be Used?

User-Centric Solutions:
Design Thinking places a strong emphasis on understanding and empathizing with 
end-users. By focusing on user needs and experiences, it helps create products, 
services, or solutions that are more likely to meet real-world user requirements.

Innovation and Creativity:
Design Thinking encourages a creative and open-minded approach to problem-
solving. It fosters brainstorming and ideation, allowing teams to explore a wide 
range of possibilities and think beyond conventional solutions.

Iterative Prototyping and Testing:
The iterative nature of Design Thinking, involving prototyping and testing, allows for 
quick validation and refinement of ideas. This minimizes the risk of investing 
significant resources in solutions that may not be effective.

Adaptability and Flexibility:
Design Thinking is adaptable to various contexts and industries. Its flexible 
framework can be applied to tackle a wide range of challenges, from product design 
to process improvement.

Problem Framing and Definition:
Design Thinking often starts with problem exploration and definition. By carefully 
framing the problem, teams can ensure they are addressing the root causes rather 
than just symptoms.

Enhanced Collaboration:
Design Thinking is inherently collaborative. It encourages cross-functional teams to 
work together, bringing diverse perspectives and skills to the problem-solving 
process. This fosters a collaborative culture within organizations.

Risk Mitigation:
The early prototyping and testing phases in Design Thinking allow teams to identify 
and address potential issues and challenges before full implementation. This helps 
mitigate risks associated with larger-scale projects.

Holistic View:
Design Thinking takes a holistic approach, considering not only the functional 
aspects of a solution but also the emotional and experiential aspects. This results in 
more comprehensive and satisfying user experiences.

Competitive Advantage:
By prioritizing user needs and creating solutions that resonate with users, Design 
Thinking contributes to higher customer satisfaction. Organizations that embrace 
Design Thinking are more innovative and responsive to changing market demands. 
This can provide a competitive advantage in today's dynamic business environment.

Employee Engagement:
The collaborative and creative nature of Design Thinking can contribute to higher 
levels of employee engagement. Teams involved in meaningful and innovative 
projects tend to be more motivated and satisfied.



What is the Best Fit for Design Thinking?

Product Design and Development:
Design Thinking is commonly used in product design to create products that not only 
meet functional requirements but also resonate with users on an emotional level. It 
helps in crafting user experiences that are intuitive, engaging, and satisfying.

Service Design:
Organizations in service-oriented industries, such as healthcare, finance, and 
hospitality, can benefit from Design Thinking to enhance and optimize service 
delivery. This involves considering the entire service journey from the customer's 
perspective.

Innovation Initiatives:
When organizations are looking to foster a culture of innovation, Design Thinking 
provides a structured framework for generating and developing creative ideas. It 
encourages thinking beyond conventional solutions and promotes a mindset of 
continuous improvement.

Problem Solving in Complex Systems:
Design Thinking is effective in addressing complex, multifaceted problems. Its 
iterative nature allows teams to break down complex issues into manageable parts, 
explore potential solutions, and gradually converge on effective strategies.

Startups and Entrepreneurship:
Startups often use Design Thinking to quickly iterate on their products or services, 
especially in the early stages of development. It helps them validate ideas, 
understand user needs, and pivot as necessary based on feedback.

Organizational Change and Culture Transformation:
Design Thinking can be applied to drive organizational change by involving 
employees in the process of problem-solving and encouraging a more collaborative 
and innovative culture.

Education and Training:
Design Thinking is increasingly being incorporated into education and training 
programs. It helps students develop critical thinking, problem-solving, and 
collaboration skills by addressing real-world challenges.

Marketing and Branding:
Marketers and brand strategists use Design Thinking to understand and connect with 
their target audience. It helps in crafting messages, experiences, and branding 
elements that resonate with consumers.

Social Impact and Nonprofit Initiatives:
Design Thinking is valuable for addressing social challenges and creating solutions 
that have a positive impact on communities.  It allows organizations to develop 
interventions that truly address the needs of the people they serve.

User Experience (UX) Design:
Design Thinking is foundational to the field of User Experience Design. It helps 
designers empathize with users, define problems, ideate solutions, and test 
prototypes to create products and interfaces that are user-friendly and effective.



Example of Design Thinking

Kennedy and his advisors knew they needed something bold around 
which they could rally the country and leap ahead of the Soviet Union.

They brainstormed and the result was Kennedy’s “Moon Shot Speech” 
where he famously proclaimed; “Before this decade is out, we will 
send a man to the moon and return him safely back to Earth.”  

They did not know the how it was going to happen or what would be 
necessary to be successful.  But they had decided what success was 
and were able to articulate the objective clearly and concisely. 



Example of Design Thinking

This is an example of what 
might have come out of the 
brainstorming session.

Design Thinking does not let 
facts get in the way of 
dreams.  Rather, it focuses 
on gaining a consensus on 
the dream and how it might 
be accomplished.



The “Why” of Design Thinking?



The “What” of Design Thinking?

What: Design Thinking is a user-centric approach to problem-solving 
and is often employed by companies to overcome complex challenges 
in innovative ways.  It is widely used in various industries, including 
product design, service design, business strategy, and organizational 
development, as it provides a structured and human-centered 
framework for tackling complex, even “Wicked” problems.

The primary goal of Design Thinking is to create innovative solutions 
that are not only functional and efficient but also resonate with users 
on an emotional level.  It’s especially effective when applied to 
problems that are ill-defined or unknown.



The Key Principles of Design Thinking

• Human-Centered:  Design Thinking places the user at the center of the problem-solving process, focusing 
on understanding their needs, behaviors, and experiences.

• Iterative:  The process is iterative and involves continuous cycles of prototyping, testing, and refinement. 
This allows for quick adjustments based on user feedback.

• Collaborative:  Design Thinking encourages collaboration and cross-functional teamwork. Bringing together 
individuals with diverse skills and perspectives enhances the creative problem-solving process.

• Embrace Ambiguity:  Design Thinking is comfortable with ambiguity and encourages open-ended 
exploration. It recognizes that problem-solving may involve discovering and framing the problem as much as 
solving it.

• Holistic:  The approach takes a holistic view, considering not only the functional aspects of a solution but 
also the emotional and experiential aspects.



Design Thinking Model

1
Empathy

Understanding 
users' needs and 

experiences 
deeply and 

compassionately.

Investigate the 
nature of the 

opportunity for 
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Generating a 
wide range of 
creative and 

innovative ideas.

Building tangible 
representations 

of ideas to gather 
feedback.

Continuously 
refining and 
improving 

designs based on 
user feedback.

5
Test

2
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3
Ideate

4
Prototype



Design Thinking Model

1
Empathy

Understanding 
users' needs and 

experiences 
deeply and 

compassionately.

Some tools and methods commonly used to conduct this user research are:

• User Interviews: Talk to users directly to gain insight into their challenges and 
understand their points of view.
• Surveys and Questionnaires: Help identify who your users are, what they currently 
think about your product, what problems they face, and what their needs are.
• Observation: View how users interact with the product and their environment. 
Observe their behaviors to gain insight into their thoughts and feelings.
• Empathy Map: A visualization tool that summarizes a user’s thoughts, actions, and 
feelings.
• Color Psychology: Different color palettes and uses of brand colors unlock different 
psychological effects that can influence how consumers use and interact with designs.

The first stage of the design thinking process is empathy.  During this stage, design 
teams set aside their own biases and work to gain a deeper understanding of real users 
and their needs—often through direct observation and engagement. 

https://www.hubspot.com/brand-kit-generator/color-palette-generator?__hstc=267612241.f8077f59f40cff93558ee0981908f71b.1700141958063.1700141958063.1700141958063.1&__hssc=267612241.1.1700141958064&__hsfp=3941991554


Design Thinking Model

2
Define

Investigate the 
nature of the 

opportunity for 
the inputs, 

influences and 
desired outcome.

Problem statements are particularly important because they outline the challenges 
the target audience faces and how those challenges can be resolved. 

Tools commonly used to achieve in the define phase are:

• Data Analysis: Using the data gathered during the empathy stage to identify and 
define the user’s problem.
• The “5 Whys” Method: An iterative, interrogative technique used to discover the 
root cause of a specific problem.
• Build User Personas: Using data gathered about users during the empathy stage to 
build an archetype that represents the needs of your target audience.

The second step is to define the problem.  In this phase, designers analyze the data 
gathered during the previous stage and collaborate and develop ideas to create a 
solution.  They identify and define the issues to iteratively develop a problem statement 
which is increasingly clear and concise.



Design Thinking Model

3
Ideate

Generating a 
wide range of 
creative and 

innovative ideas.

Commonly used ideation techniques include:

Brainwriting: Write down all your ideas on a sheet of paper, then pass the paper on. 
Whomever you pass it to develops your ideas further, then passes the paper on. 
Sketches: This is a quick way to visualize ideas without expending much time. Round-
Robin Brainstorming: A collective, two-step approach to brainstorming that begins by 
soliciting a solution using the “How Might We” prompt, then developing that idea 
further using an iterative circular process similar to brainwriting.
Mind Maps and Flow Chars: A diagram and visualization tool that shows how ideas 
are linked, making it easier to classify them and detects patterns.
SWOT Analysis: Used to identify the strengths, weaknesses, external opportunities, 
and threats (SWOT) of an idea.

The ideation stage is where designers start to explore solutions. Ideas in this stage will 
ultimately become prototypes that can be tested with your target audience.



Design Thinking Model

4
Prototype

Building tangible 
representations 

of ideas to gather 
feedback.

Common tools and ideation techniques include:  

• Wireframes: Low-fidelity prototype that represents the basic visual layout of an 
interface or product.
• Low-Fidelity Prototypes: These are cheap, quick, relatively simple, and can be used 
to express broad concepts or ideas. Low-fidelity prototypes require little design skills 
to produce.
• High-Fidelity Prototypes: Realistic designs that look and operate close to what the 
final deliverable will look and function.
• Walk-Through: A task-specific approach to determine the usability of a prototype.

During this phase of design thinking, teams will create prototypes of the ideas they 
generated in the previous stage. Prototypes don’t need to be finished products. They 
are meant to convey a possible solution, not deliver it.



Design Thinking Model

5
Test

Continuously 
refining and 
improving 

designs based on 
user feedback.

Testing reveals what is or isn’t working. Design thinking is an iterative and non-linear 
process—that goes for testing, too. Depending on user feedback, changes to the 
product might be required. These changes might require you to restart the testing 
phase or revisit past stages. Feedback from user testing might also inspire new 
potential solutions or actionable insights.

Commonly used testing tools include:

• Usability Testing: A testing tool that gauges the usability of a design with a group of 
target users.
• Beta Launch: Releasing your prototype to a limited pool of users to determine 
usability, detect bugs, and test whether your product addresses users’ needs.

The testing phase of the design thinking process involves real users and real user 
feedback. During this phase, prototypes are given to participants to try out. Design 
teams observe how participants interact with the prototype and gather feedback about 
the experience. 



Unstructured Journey



Structured Journey Collecting and Sorting Thoughts



Gamified Structured Journey using Logical Elements



Contrast and Compare
Design Thinking with Lean and Six Sigma



Contrast and Compare; Lean

User-Centric Focus
Strong emphasis on understanding and empathizing 
with end-users. It involves gaining deep insights into 
users' needs, behaviors, and experiences.

Creativity and Ideation
Encourages creative thinking and brainstorming to 
generate a wide range of ideas. The emphasis is on 
exploring possibilities not concern for feasibility.

Ambiguity Tolerance
Is comfortable with ambiguity and allows for open-
ended exploration and may involve discovering and 
framing the problem as much as solving it. 

Holistic Approach
It takes a holistic view, considering not only the end-
user but also the broader context and the emotional 
aspects of the user experience.

Design Thinking Lean Comparison

Efficiency and Waste Reduction
Focuses on eliminating waste and optimizing 
processes to increase efficiency by minimizing non-
value-add activity and streamlining workflows.

Continuous Improvement
Is rooted in the concept of Kaizen.  It emphasizes a 
culture of ongoing refinement and optimization of 
processes to achieve better results over time.

Customer Value
Values customer satisfaction. Approach is more about 
delivering value efficiently and minimizing lead times. 
Normally does not delve as deeply into understanding 
the emotional aspects of the user experience 

Data-Driven Decision Making
Relies heavily on data to make informed decisions. 
Metrics and performance indicators are used to 
measure and monitor processes, enabling data-driven 
decision-making.

User vs Process Focus
• Design Thinking focuses on understanding and 

meeting user needs.
• Lean concentrates on optimizing processes and 

reducing waste.

Iterative vs Incremental
• Design Thinking involves iterative cycles of 

problem-solving with frequent feedback loops.
• Lean emphasizes incremental improvements 

through continuous refinement.

Embracing Ambiguity vs Defined 
Processes
• Design Thinking is comfortable with ambiguity and 

allows for exploration.
• Lean follows a structured methodology with a 

defined set of tools and principles.

Creativity vs Efficiency
• Design Thinking encourages creative thinking and 

exploration of possibilities.
• Lean prioritizes efficiency and waste reduction.



Contrast and Compare: Six Sigma

User-Centric Focus
Strong emphasis on understanding and empathizing 
with end-users. It involves gaining deep insights into 
users' needs, behaviors, and experiences.

Creativity and Ideation
Encourages creative thinking and brainstorming to 
generate a wide range of ideas. The emphasis is on 
exploring possibilities not concern for feasibility.

Ambiguity Tolerance
Is comfortable with ambiguity and allows for open-
ended exploration and may involve discovering and 
framing the problem as much as solving it. 

Holistic Approach
It takes a holistic view, considering not only the end-
user but also the broader context and the emotional 
aspects of the user experience.

Design Thinking Six Sigma Comparison

Process-Centric
The DMAIC (Define, Measure, Analyze, Improve, 
Control) methodology is a structured framework used 
in Six Sigma projects and is primarily focused on 
optimizing processes.  It aims to reduce defects, 
variations, and inefficiencies in processes to improve 
overall quality and efficiency.

Data-Driven and Statistical
Relies heavily on data and statistical analysis to 
identify, analyze, and solve problems. Emphasizes the 
use of metrics and measurement to make informed 
decisions.  Statistical tools and methods are integral 
to the Six Sigma process for improving processes.

Customer Satisfaction
While Six Sigma aims to improve customer 
satisfaction indirectly by enhancing product or service 
quality, and company satisfaction by improving asset 
utilization and reducing variants.  

Problem Framing
• Design Thinking involves discovering and framing 

problem through user-centered exploration.
• Six Sigma typically starts with a clearly defined 

problem and uses data-driven methods to solve it.

Flexibility vs Rigidity
• Design Thinking is flexible and adaptable, allowing 

for exploration and creative problem-solving.
• Six Sigma follows a structured and rigorous 

approach, which may be perceived as more rigid.

Speed vs Precision
• Design Thinking may prioritize speed and quick 

iterations for rapid prototyping and feedback.
• Six Sigma places a premium on precision and data 

accuracy resulting in a measured process.

Qualitative vs Quantitative
• Design Thinking incorporates qualitative insights 

from user experiences and emotions.
• Six Sigma relies heavily on quantitative data and 

statistical analysis.



Return on Investment: End-User
Innovation and New Product Development:
Design Thinking encourages creative problem-solving and ideation, leading to the 
development of innovative products and services. Organizations that invest in Design 
Thinking may see a positive impact on their ability to bring new, successful products 
to market.

Customer Satisfaction and Loyalty:
By placing a strong emphasis on understanding and meeting user needs, Design 
Thinking often results in products and services that resonate with customers. Higher 
customer satisfaction and loyalty can lead to increased repeat business, positive 
word-of-mouth, and a stronger brand reputation.

Reduced Time to Market:
The iterative and collaborative nature of Design Thinking can lead to quicker problem-
solving and decision-making. This, in turn, can reduce the time it takes to bring 
products or services to market, potentially providing a competitive advantage.

Cost Savings through Early Prototyping:
Design Thinking involves early prototyping and testing, allowing organizations to 
identify and address issues before full-scale implementation. This can lead to cost 
savings by avoiding the need for major revisions or corrections later in the 
development process.

Improved Employee Satisfaction and Productivity:
The collaborative and inclusive nature of Design Thinking can contribute to improved 
employee satisfaction and engagement. Engaged teams are often more productive 
and creative, leading to positive impacts on overall organizational performance.

Risk Mitigation:
The early and iterative testing phases in Design Thinking help identify potential risks 
and challenges early in the process. This proactive approach to risk mitigation can 
prevent costly mistakes and failures down the line.

Enhanced Problem-Solving Culture:
Organizations that embrace Design Thinking often foster a culture of continuous 
improvement and innovation. This cultural shift can lead to sustained benefits in 
terms of ongoing problem-solving and adaptability.

Market Differentiation:
Products and services developed through Design Thinking may stand out in the 
market due to their user-centric design and innovative features. This differentiation 
can attract new customers and contribute to market leadership.



DESIGN THINKING FOR OPERATIONAL EXCELLENCETM
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