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What is design thinking ? 

Genesis of Creative Evolution  

Tracing the Birth, Growth, and Diversification of Design 

Thinking  

Design thinking is a human-centered approach to innovation and problem-

solving that draws from the designer's toolkit to integrate the needs of people, 

the possibilities of technology, and the requirements of business success. But 

how did this concept emerge and evolve over time? What are the main influ-

ences and milestones that shaped its development? And how has it been ap-

plied and adapted in various fields and sectors? 

 

The history of design thinking can be traced back to the early 20th century, 

when some pioneers of modern art and architecture began to experiment with 

new forms of expression and functionality that challenged the traditional 

norms and conventions. They sought to create products and environments 

that were not only aesthetically pleasing, but also responsive to the needs and 

desires of the users. Some examples of these early innovators are the Bauhaus 

school in Germany, which integrated art, craft, and technology to produce ho-

listic designs; Frank Lloyd Wright, who designed organic architecture that har-

monized with nature and human values; and Buckminster Fuller, who invented 

geodesic domes and other structures that maximized efficiency and sustaina-

bility. 

 

In the mid-20th century, design thinking gained more recognition and populari-

ty as a distinct discipline and methodology, especially in the fields of engineer-

ing, product development, and management.  

History of design thinking  



 

 Some of the key figures and movements that contributed to this advance-

ment are Herbert Simon, who defined design as a process of finding satisfac-

tory solutions to ill-defined problems; John E. Arnold, who proposed a crea-

tive engineering method that involved problem identification, analysis, syn-

thesis, and evaluation; Robert McKim, who developed a model of design 

thinking that emphasized visualization, prototyping, and testing; and IDEO, a 

design consultancy that pioneered a human-centered design process that in-

volved empathy, brainstorming, rapid prototyping, and iteration. 

 

In the late 20th century and early 21st century, design thinking expanded its 

scope and application beyond the domains of engineering and product de-

velopment, and became a more interdisciplinary and collaborative approach 

that could address complex social and environmental challenges. Some of 

the key influences and milestones in this expansion are Tim Brown, who 

popularized the term "design thinking" and advocated for its use in business 

innovation; David Kelley, who founded Stanford's school and promoted de-

sign thinking as a way of fostering creative confidence and leadership; Roger 

Martin, who introduced the concept of integrative thinking and emphasized 

the role of abductive reasoning in design thinking; Jeanne Liedtka, who ap-

plied design thinking to strategic management and organizational change; 

Tim Brown and Jocelyn Wyatt, who proposed a framework for social innova-

tion that integrated design thinking with systems thinking and social entre-

preneurship; IDEO.org, a non-profit organization that uses design thinking to 

tackle poverty and inequality; and the United Nations, which adopted design 

thinking as a tool for achieving the Sustainable Development Goals. 



 

 

Unveiling the Art of Innovation  

Embarking on a Journey through the Elemental Phases of De-

sign Thinking  

Design thinking is a human-centered approach to solving complex problems 

and creating innovative solutions. It is based on the following core elements: 

 

1). Empathy  

The ability to understand the needs, emotions, and perspectives of the people 

who are affected by the problem or opportunity. Empathy helps to define the 

problem from the user's point of view and to generate insights that can guide 

the ideation process. 

2). Ideation  

The generation of a wide range of possible ideas that address the problem or 

opportunity. Ideation can be done individually or collaboratively, using various 

techniques such as brainstorming, mind mapping, sketching, storyboarding, etc. 

Ideation helps to explore different possibilities and to discover new opportuni-

ties. 

3). Prototyping 

The creation of low-fidelity models or representations of the ideas that can be 

tested with users or stakeholders. Prototyping can be done using various mate-

rials and methods, such as paper, cardboard, clay, digital tools, etc. Prototyping 

helps to communicate the ideas, to get feedback, and to refine them. 

 



 

 

4). Testing  

The evaluation of the prototypes with users or stakeholders, using various 

methods such as interviews, observations, surveys, experiments, etc. Testing 

helps to validate the assumptions, to measure the impact, and to identify the 

strengths and weaknesses of the ideas. 

5). Iteration  

The repetition of the previous stages based on the feedback and learnings 

from testing. Iteration helps to improve the ideas, to address the challenges, 

and to achieve a better fit between the solution and the problem. 

 

An important consideration in design thinking is that it is not a linear process, 

but a cyclical and iterative one. The stages can be done in different orders, de-

pending on the context and the goals. The stages can also be revisited multiple 

times, as new insights and feedback emerge. Design thinking is a flexible and 

adaptable process that can be applied to various domains and disciplines. 



 

 

Navigating the Spectrum  

Unpacking Design Thinking's Complex Terrain  

As we have seen, design thinking is a human-centered approach to innovation 

that draws from the designer's toolkit to integrate the needs of people, the pos-

sibilities of technology, and the requirements for business success. It is a pro-

cess that can help anyone solve complex problems and generate novel solutions 

but nonetheless, it also contain it’s ups and downs. 

 

Some of the benefits of design thinking are 

1). It fosters creativity by encouraging divergent thinking and experimentation. 

Design thinking helps people break free from their assumptions and biases and 

explore a wide range of ideas and possibilities. It also helps people prototype 

and test their ideas and learn from feedback and failure. 

2). It promotes collaboration by involving multiple stakeholders and perspec-

tives. Design thinking helps people empathize with the users and understand 

their needs, desires, and challenges. It also helps people work in multidiscipli-

nary teams and leverage the diverse skills and expertise of each member. It also 

helps people communicate their ideas effectively and co-create solutions with 

the users and other partners. 

3). It enhances user-centricity by focusing on the desirability, feasibility, and via-

bility of solutions. Design thinking helps people create solutions that are not on-

ly technically feasible and economically viable, but also desirable for the users 

and the society. It helps people validate their assumptions and hypotheses and 

measure the impact and value of their solutions. 



 

 
4). It enables social impact by addressing wicked problems and creating posi-

tive change. Design thinking helps people tackle complex and ambiguous prob-

lems that have no clear or definitive solutions, such as poverty, climate change, 

health care, education, etc. It helps people define the problem space, identify 

the root causes, and generate innovative solutions that can improve the lives 

of people and the planet. 

 

Some of the challenges of design thinking are: 

1). It requires time and resources to implement effectively. Design thinking is 

not a quick fix or a magic bullet. It is a rigorous and iterative process that de-

mands time, effort, money, and materials. It also requires access to users and 

other stakeholders, as well as tools and facilities for prototyping and testing. 

2). It involves uncertainty and ambiguity that can cause discomfort and re-

sistance. Design thinking is a non-linear and exploratory process that does not 

guarantee a successful outcome. It involves dealing with uncertainty, ambigui-

ty, complexity, and risk. It also involves embracing failure as a learning oppor-

tunity and being open to change and adaptation. These aspects can be chal-

lenging for some people who prefer more structured and predictable ap-

proaches. 

3). It faces organizational and cultural barriers that can hinder its adoption and 

diffusion. Design thinking is not only a process but also a mindset and a cul-

ture. It requires a supportive environment that fosters curiosity, experimenta-

tion, collaboration, empathy, and learning. However, many organizations have 

cultures that are more hierarchical, siloed, risk-averse, efficiency-oriented, or 

profit-driven. These cultures can inhibit the adoption and diffusion of design 

thinking, as well as its alignment with the organizational goals and values. 



 

 

Design Thinking in Practical Contexts  

Illuminating Triumphs, Extracting Wisdom, and Navigating the 

Landscape of Effective Design Thinking Applications  

Design thinking is a human-centered approach to problem-solving that in-

volves empathy, ideation, prototyping, and testing. It has been used by many 

successful organizations and individuals to address real-world challenges and 

create value for their customers and stakeholders. Here are some examples 

of case studies and best practices of design thinking: 

 

1). Airbnb 

The online platform for renting and hosting accommodation was struggling 

to grow its business in 2009. The founders decided to use design thinking to 

understand their customers' needs and pain points better. They traveled to 

New York, where they met with some of their hosts and guests, took photos 

of their listings, and interviewed them about their experiences. They discov-

ered that the quality of the photos was a key factor in attracting more book-

ings. They decided to offer free professional photography services to their 

hosts, which improved the visual appeal and trustworthiness of their listings. 

This simple intervention led to a significant increase in revenue and custom-

er satisfaction. 

2). IBM 

The technology giant adopted design thinking as a way of transforming its 

culture and innovation process. It trained thousands of its employees in de-

sign thinking methods and tools and created a network of studios where 

multidisciplinary teams could collaborate on projects. It also developed a 

framework called "The Loop", which consists of three phases:  



 

 
observe, reflect, and make. The Loop helps teams to empathize with users, 

generate insights, ideate solutions, prototype rapidly, and test iteratively. By 

using design thinking, IBM has been able to deliver more user-centric prod-

ucts and services, such as Watson, a cognitive computing system that can an-

swer natural language questions. 

3.) IDEO 

The global design consultancy is widely regarded as a pioneer and leader of 

design thinking. It has applied design thinking to a variety of domains, such 

as education, health care, social impact, and business innovation. One of its 

notable projects is the redesign of the shopping cart for a supermarket 

chain. The team observed how customers and employees interacted with 

the existing carts, and identified several problems, such as difficulty in ma-

neuvering, lack of space, and risk of theft. They then brainstormed and pro-

totyped several concepts, such as a cart with a scanner, a cart with a basket, 

and a cart with wheels that could turn 360 degrees. They tested their proto-

types with real users and refined them based on feedback. The final design 

was a cart that was easy to use, spacious, secure, and fun. 

These case studies illustrate some of the best practices of design thinking, 

such as: 

1). Empathize with users: Design thinking starts with understanding the 

needs, emotions, motivations, and behaviors of the people who will use the 

solution. This can be done by observing them in their natural context, inter-

viewing them, creating personas, or using empathy maps. 

2). Define the problem: Design thinking requires framing the problem in a 

clear and concise way that focuses on the user's perspective and desired 

outcome. This can be done by using tools such as problem statements or 

point-of-view statements. 

 



 

 
3). Ideate solutions: Design thinking encourages divergent thinking and crea-

tivity in generating possible solutions to the problem. This can be done by 

using techniques such as brainstorming, mind mapping, sketching, or 

SCAMPER. 

4). Prototype rapidly: Design thinking emphasizes learning by doing and 

testing ideas quickly and cheaply. This can be done by using materials such 

as paper, cardboard, clay, or digital tools to create low-fidelity prototypes 

that can be shown to users or stakeholders. 

5). Test iteratively: Design thinking involves validating and improving solu-

tions based on feedback from users or stakeholders. This can be done by us-

ing methods such as interviews, surveys, experiments, or usability tests. 

 

By following these best practices, organizations and individuals can use de-

sign thinking to innovate effectively and efficiently in various scenarios. 



 

 

The Evolution and Destiny of Design 

Thinking  

Navigating the Horizons of Possibility, Nurturing a Sustainable 

Tomorrow, and Weaving a Tapestry of Human-Centered Pro-

gress  

Design thinking has been widely adopted by various fields and industries, espe-

cially in the digital age, where rapid changes and complex challenges require 

innovative solutions.  

The future and trends of design thinking are shaped by the opportunities and 

challenges that arise from the context of globalization, sustainability, diversity, 

and ethics. Some of the emerging trends are: 

1). Design thinking for social impact  

Design thinking can be used to address some of the most pressing issues facing 

humanity, such as poverty, inequality, health, education, and climate change. 

Design thinkers can collaborate with communities, stakeholders, and experts to 

understand the needs and aspirations of the people they are designing for, and 

to co-create solutions that are feasible, desirable, and scalable. 

2). Design thinking for digital transformation 

Design thinking can help organizations and individuals adapt to the digital revo-

lution, which is transforming how we communicate, work, learn, and live. De-

sign thinkers can leverage digital technologies, such as artificial intelligence, big 

data, cloud computing, and blockchain, to create new products, services, expe-

riences, and business models that are user-centric, agile, and resilient. 

 

 



 

 

3). Design thinking for diversity and inclusion 

Design thinking can foster a culture of diversity and inclusion, where different 

perspectives, backgrounds, identities, and abilities are valued and respected. 

Design thinkers can use empathy and co-design methods to engage with diverse 

users and stakeholders, and to design solutions that are accessible, inclusive, 

and equitable. 

4). Design thinking for ethical innovation 

Design thinking can help ensure that innovation is ethical, responsible, and sus-

tainable. Design thinkers can use ethical frameworks and principles to guide 

their decision-making process, and to evaluate the impact of their solutions on 

society and the environment. Design thinkers can also use design thinking to 

challenge unethical practices and systems, and to advocate for positive change. 

 

Design thinking is evolving and expanding as a powerful tool for shaping a 

better future for humanity. By applying design thinking to various domains and 

contexts, design thinkers can create value for users, organizations, and society 

at large. Design thinking can also empower people to become more creative, 

empathetic, collaborative, and adaptable in the face of uncertainty and change. 



 

"The most important thing about 

design is how it relates to people." 

- Victor Papanek  

www.swahilidesignlab.co.ke 

Everything by design  


