
You’d be excused for viewing a ‘design thinking’ lesson with skepticism. Between the online courses, two-day 
bootcamps and the frequently self-published1 treatises from consultants on how design thinking can solve “X” 
global problem, ‘design thinking’ can feel like a trendy tool. It doesn’t necessarily help that there’s an air of 
mysticism that can surround the design thinking process. Neil Stevenson, Executive Portfolio Director 
of IDEO Chicago, offered this description of design thinking to a journalist from The Atlantic. “Design thinking 
isn’t one thing, but a bundle of mindsets and philosophies all wrapped up in one term, which obviously has the 
potential to lead to ambiguity and misunderstanding.2” 

In spite of the misuse and mixed messaging, the principles of design thinking are pretty useful to the professional 
operating within a cognitive and non-routine work environment. As a combination of mindset, exercises and 
philosophies that can be broadly useful in work and in life, ‘design thinking’ is not unlike ‘the scientific method.’ 
Both are sets of processes meant to deliver a positive result to the user. Understanding exactly how and when to 
integrate design thinking into your creative process will certainly achieve the goal of helping you achieve positive 
results. But what exactly is ‘design thinking?’ 

“No single definition of design, or branches of professionalized practice such as industrial or graphic design, adequately covers the 
diversity of ideas and methods gathered together under the label.”3 

Pinning down one, universally agreed-upon definition of ‘design thinking’ is difficult. The Institute of Design at 
Stanford described design thinking as a “methodology for innovation that combines creative and analytical 
approaches, and requires collaboration across disciplines4” and a process that “draws on methods from 
engineering and design, and combines them with ideas from the arts, tools from the social sciences, and insights 
from the business world.5” According to Roger Martin - the author of “The Design of Business” and former Dean 
of the Rotman School of Management at the University of Toronto - design thinking “is rooted in how knowledge 
advances from one stage to another--from mystery (something we can't explain) to heuristic (a rule of thumb that 
guides us toward solution) to algorithm (a predictable formula for producing an answer) to code (when the 
formula becomes so predictable it can be fully automated).6” 

These are not simple definitions.  

From Bleeker’s perspective, design thinking is a problem-solving framework that harnesses empathy, imagination, 
and collaboration. Our team has been amazed at how quickly ingenious solutions can come together when design 
thinking processes are properly utilized by the attentive professionals who we develop. We have also been 
energized by design thinking’s applicability as a tool for professional betterment. We’ve found that by engaging in 
the exercises that support design thinking processes, individuals from many different professional backgrounds 
can strengthen their core creative capabilities in ways that can’t be accomplished through lecturing or theoretical 
exercises.  

By understanding the design thinking process and practicing the exercises that support design thinking activities, 
you will indeed strengthen your creative capabilities. Design thinking may not be the answer to all of the world’s 
problems, but if you’re committed to pursuing creative mastery, design thinking is absolutely part of your solution.  
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1. “All propaganda supporting design thinking has been written based on opinions through mediums such as (personal) blogs, magazines, 
websites and books- none of which are peer reviewed. This means that fundamentally, what is being written is very much biased 
opinions based on personal motives under no external scrutiny.” 
“Forget Design Thinking, but not design thinking” 2012, Stephanie De Russo. (I think ∴ I design)  

2. "How Design Thinking Became a Buzzword at School” 2017 (The Atlantic)  
3. “Wicked Problems in Design Thinking” 2008 (Richard Buchanan - The MIT Press) 
4. “Our Point of View” Stanford Institute of Design  
5. “Our Point of View” Stanford Institute of Design  
6. “The Design of Business: Why Design Thinking Is the Next Competitive Advantage - Book Review” 2009 (Harvard Business 

Review)  
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https://ithinkidesign.wordpress.com/2011/11/29/forget-design-thinking-but-not-design-thinking-the-facts/
https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2017/01/how-design-thinking-became-a-buzzword-at-school/512150/
http://web.mit.edu/jrankin/www/engin_as_lib_art/Design_thinking.pdf
http://dschool-old.stanford.edu/our-point-of-view/
http://dschool-old.stanford.edu/our-point-of-view/
https://hbr.org/product/the-design-of-business-why-design-thinking-is-the-/an/12176-HBK-ENG
https://hbr.org/product/the-design-of-business-why-design-thinking-is-the-/an/12176-HBK-ENG

