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WHAT IS DESIGN 
THINKING?



It is NOT this…



Design Thinking is 
both a process, 
and a mindset.



–“Design Thinking 101,” Sarah Gibbons - NN/g  
https://www.nngroup.com/articles/design-thinking/ 

“The design-thinking ideology asserts that a hands-on, user-

centric approach to problem solving can lead to innovation, and 

innovation can lead to differentiation and a competitive 

advantage. This hands-on, user-centric approach is defined by the 

design-thinking process and comprises 6 distinct phases…” 

Design Thinking Definition:

https://www.nngroup.com/articles/design-thinking/


Design Thinking as a Process

1. Empathize – Conduct research to develop an 
understanding of your users. 

2. Define – Combine all of your research and 
observe where your users’ problems exist. 

3. Ideate – Generate a range of crazy, creative ideas. 

4. Prototype – Build real, tactile representations for 
a range of your ideas. 

5. Test – Return to your users for feedback. 

6. Implement – Put the vision into effect.*

nngroup.com  |  https://www.nngroup.com/articles/design-thinking/ 

http://nngroup.com


Design Thinking as a Mindset

• Have empathy for the user – but really for everyone 

• Have a beginners mind – don’t make assumptions, 
and keep asking, “Why?” 

• Don’t pass judgement on your ideas or the ideas 
of others… value quantity over quality. 

• Be open to failure – take small and frequent chances 

• Listen to and share with others – collaborate and 
communicate with your colleagues, and your users.



–“Design Thinking is Bullsh*t,” Natasha Jen - Pentagram 
https://99u.adobe.com/videos/55967/natasha-jen-design-thinking-is-bullshit 

“Design thinking packages a designer’s way of working for a non-

designer audience by codifying their processes into a prescriptive, 

step-by-step approach to creative problem solving – claiming that 

it can be applied by anyone to any problem.” 

Here’s another definition:

https://99u.adobe.com/videos/55967/natasha-jen-design-thinking-is-bullshit


IDEO and the d.School 



1. Quantity over quality 
2. Defer judgement 
3. Embrace wild ideas 
4. Fail fast, fail cheap, fail often 
5. Show, don’t tell 
6. Build on the ideas of others

Rules of Design Thinking



UNDERSTAND 
Empathize and Define 

EXPLORE 
Ideate and Prototype 

MATERIALIZE 
Test and Implement 



UNDERSTAND 
Empathize and Define



User Research
• As part of the Empathize step, you 

should do user research to get to know 
your user. 

• Research methods include: 

• interviews 

• focus groups 

• surveys 

• web and social media analytics 

• Utilize institutional data when possible

You ≠ User
(You are not the user)



User  
Personas

• Persona: A single 
representation of a cluster of 
target users who represent 
similar behaviors, goals, and 
motivations. 

• Defining and using personas in 
your daily processes helps 
keep you focused on the needs 
of the user, and helps to keep 
everyone on the same page. 

• User personas are not a 
substitute for user data



EXPLORE 
Ideate and Prototype



Ideate - Generate ideas as a group
• Focus on quantity over 

quality - generate as many 
ideas as possible. 

• Don’t pass judgement on 
anyone’s ideas, including 
your own. 

• Think about big ideas, not 
features 

• Fill in the sentence, “It’s 
kinda like…”

Feature Big Idea

A form where I 
can request an 
instant degree 

audit.

A virtual 
assistant who 
knows what 

classes to sign me 
up for.



Prototype
• Low-fidelity prototypes – like wireframes 

– are a great way to test ideas in a quick, 
cheap, and iterative way. 

• Paper prototyping is a method of 
essentially testing the interactivity and 
information flow of a wireframe, but with 
paper. 

• Define a Minimum Viable Product (MVP) 
for a prototype. Doing this allows you to 
get into production faster, and continue 
iterating based on user feedback.



MATERIALIZE 
Test and Implement



Test - Conduct User Testing

• What people do and what they say they 
do are entirely different things. 
Observation is key. 

• User testing methods include: 

• Card sorting 

• Remote testing 

• Usability studies (low or high-fidelity) 

• Eye-tracking studies

A test subject and the facilitator during a usability study.



Testing with 5 people uncovers 
85% of the issues. 

 Adapted from: Nielsen, J. and Landauer, T.K. (1993) A mathematical model of the finding of usability problems. ! 
 Proc. ACM InterCHI ‘93 Conf. (Amsterdam, The Netherlands, 24-29 April)! 

 “Why You Only Need to Test With 5 Users” NN/g, Mar. 2000 www.nngroup.com/articles/why-you-only-need-to-test-with-5-users/



Implement - Integrate User Feedback

• Iterate the MVP or prototype to 
integrate the user feedback. 

• IDEO and the d.School don’t include 
this step in their design thinking 
process. 

• NN/g added this step to indicate 
that the process continues, and the 
feedback is integrated. 



If the process of design thinking were a to-do list, 
here’s what it might look like:

1. Conduct user research to empathize with and better understand the user. 

2. Redefine or reframe the problem in terms of the user’s needs 

3. Generate as many crazy ideas as possible 

4. Share your ideas as a group - cluster them, label those clusters, and vote on what you 
think has 1) the highest impact on the user, and 2) is the most feasible 

5. Prioritize by impact and feasibility, and begin to prototype those ideas in the upper 
quadrant of the matrix.  

6. Test the prototype with other people. Iterate the prototype based on the feedback after 
about 5 user test. 

7. Implement your idea in the real world. Continue testing and iterating if needed.



Who or what is design thinking for?

What it’s probably not for: 

• print design 

• marketing 

• advertising 

• fine art

What it most likely is for: 

• interaction design 

• web design 

• business problems 

• specific user journeys 

• product design



–“Design Thinking is Bullsh*t,” Natasha Jen - Pentagram 
https://99u.adobe.com/videos/55967/natasha-jen-design-thinking-is-bullshit 

“Design thinking packages a designer’s way of working for a non-

designer audience by codifying their processes into a prescriptive, 

step-by-step approach to creative problem solving – claiming that 

it can be applied by anyone to any problem.” 

Here’s another definition:

https://99u.adobe.com/videos/55967/natasha-jen-design-thinking-is-bullshit


(My) Rule of Thumb:
If a user has to interact with a product or service 
and expects that product or service to be useful 

in any way, design thinking is applicable.





Design thinking helps non-designers 
understand a design process that 
can be applied to any number of 

business problems.



Design thinking is not prescriptive - 
it’s assistive. Take it with a grain of 
salt, and use it to fit your situation.



Questions?


