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In a world awash in data, the challenge for researchers is to turn that  
data into something meaningful. 

Something that can be communicated simply and effectively. 

Something that helps us understand what’s happening today,  
influences attitudes and behaviors tomorrow, and also anticipates  
the cognitive and emotional landscape of the future.

At RTi, we meet that challenge head-on, turning data into meaning through 
smart research design, flawless execution, and innovative storytelling. 

Informed by 40 years of experience across categories and cultures, we 
know how to move ideas and insights through organizations, and how  
to support our clients’ success.

That includes providing a regular series of e-books exploring issues of 
particular relevance. In this e-book we explore the concept and practice of 
Design Thinking which, despite its long pedigree, has over the last decade 
captured the imaginations of organizations across all business sectors.  

We hope you find it of value.   
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Over the last years you’ve probably come across a number of articles about  
Design Thinking. As a method to foster innovation, Design Thinking is featured  
in Ted Talks. Universities like Stanford and MIT offer Design Thinking programs.
And companies like Nike, Toyota and Apple are placing it at the center of their  
innovation strategies. 

But what exactly is Design Thinking? Why has it become so popular in the last  
decade? And most important, is it really something new or just a new label for  
a method that’s been around for quite some time?

As we’ll explain, Design Thinking is indeed new and valuable. For sure, it builds 
upon earlier ideas and practices, what we call Creative Thinking. But what makes 
Design Thinking different is the degree to which it focuses on user experience, on 
the pace at which its iterative process is employed, and on its collaborative nature.  

Being in a category all its own, Design Thinking offers researchers new opportunities 
and, along with them, new challenges as well.  

With that said, let’s get into Design Thinking itself. A good place to start is the 
1970s, when the term first appeared. 

What makes Design Thinking different is the degree to which  
it focuses on user experience, on the pace at which its iterative 
process is employed, and on its collaborative nature.  

WHAT’S NEW ABOUT DESIGN THINKING?
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SOMETHING NEW HAPPENED IN THE MID 70s

It was during the time of Gerry Ford, Jimmy Carter and the first episodes of  
Saturday Night Live when computers began to make their way out of large  
institutions and onto the desks of regular people. The Altair 8800, widely  
recognized as the first “micro computer,” entered the market in 1975. Shortly 
thereafter, in 1976, Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak debuted the Apple 1. 

IBM would follow in 1981 with the IBM 5150 running MS-DOS, the new operating 
system from Microsoft, whose corporate mission, as Bill Gates announced a year 
earlier, was to put “a computer on every desk and in every home.” 

Meanwhile, large corporations were aggressively digitizing their operations, with 
the first methods for rapid prototyping becoming available in the mid-1980s.  

As one might expect, in this rapidly changing technological environment,  
companies faced new problems. As remarkable as the early PCs and other  
digital products may have been, manufacturers needed to find a way to make  
them easier to understand and use. They couldn’t be just for hobbyists or geeks.

This was forcefully illustrated in 1984 when Apple declared it was creating  
computers “for the rest of us.” And shortly thereafter IBM changed its entire  
corporate focus from being “engineering-driven” to “market-driven,” moving  
from “selling boxes” to “providing solutions.” 

Moreover, companies needed to employ new practices, if not develop entirely  
new business mindsets, to take advantage of the unprecedented tempo of  
innovation that technology was now making available to them.

Companies needed to employ new practices, if not develop  
entirely new business mindsets, to take advantage of the  
unprecedented tempo of innovation that technology was  
now making available to them.
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IDEO INTRODUCES “DESIGN THINKING”

During these early years of the digital revolution, IDEO, the now-legendary design 
firm, opened its doors, offering the practice of “human-centered design.” IDEO 
coined “Design Thinking” to describe the “elements of the practice most learnable 
and teachable – empathy, optimism, iteration, creative confidence and an embrace 
of ambiguity and failure.”   

The company traces Design Thinking to writings like Don Kolberg’s 1971 The  
Universal Traveler: A Soft-Systems Guide to Creativity, Problem-Solving and the  
Process of Reaching Goals. They even cite as inspiration the work of early  
20th-century philosopher John Dewey and his “melding of aesthetics and  
engineering principles for a new age.”

With Design Thinking, IDEO was addressing three main challenges: 

		
		
		

Human Centeredness. Products and services need to communicate  
better with the end user and be easier to understand overall.

Rapid Innovation. Foreseeing a climate of never-ending product  
development, there needs to be a creative method that can keep up. 

Scalability. Design Thinking would include elements that were  
“learnable and teachable.” A new cognitive approach needed  
not only to be useful, but also able to make its way throughout  
entire organizations, becoming a part of the very fabric of their 
business cultures. 

So what was new here? Weren’t products and services always human-centered,  
created to meet the needs of consumers? And haven’t companies always  
innovated? And weren’t there always internal processes in place to harness a  
company’s creative energies? 

IDEO coined “Design Thinking” to describe the “elements of  
the practice most learnable and teachable – empathy, optimism, 
iteration, creative confidence and an embrace of ambiguity  
and failure.”   
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The answers to all these questions is yes. But the new digital climate brought with 
it a new tempo and, along with that, a new urgency to innovate rapidly, yielding 
a whole new class of products and services that were potentially more difficult to 
explain and use. On top of that, as innovation became ever more important, more 
people in the enterprise needed to be trained in how to innovate quickly.   

What’s interesting is why this new way of thinking and working was framed under 
the term “design.” 

So it’s worthwhile to take a look at what design really is. 

If you Google “Design Thinking,” you’ll learn that it’s a way of using a designer’s  
approach or “toolkit” to solve a whole host of problems.

But how designers think, and what they’re hoping to achieve, is different from what  
many people imagine. Design is often misconstrued as a process of making things 
pretty, as providing a visual appeal that’s layered on top of a product, coming after 
the more primary work of engineering it.  

But the visual appeal provided by design is not simply aesthetic. It’s actually  
the result of optimizing the user experience. Design is first and foremost about  
communicating, in the form of the product itself, what it’s for and how it’s  
supposed to be used. It’s about making the experience easy and intuitive. 

Perhaps the best way to understand good design is to recall experiences we’ve  
all had with bad design. If you’ve ever rented a car and couldn’t easily figure out 
how to turn the lights on, that’s bad design. If you’ve used a TV remote control for 
years but still don’t quite understand what all the buttons are for, that’s bad design 
as well. 

WHAT’S NEW ABOUT THINKING IN TERMS OF DESIGN?
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And bad design afflicts a great deal of software. Think of the apps that offer huge 
but baffling feature sets, the majority of which you never use because you’re never 
quite sure why you would want to use them in the first place. Then there are web 
sites that, despite regular visits, you never get the hang of navigating properly. 

This is not to indict engineers or software developers for being incompetent or 
lazy, but merely to illustrate how important good design is and how difficult it is  
to achieve or, perhaps more accurately, how easily it can be overlooked.   

Design is not only important in complex digital products. In his landmark 1988 
work, The Design of Everyday Things, Donald Norman shows how design errors  
frustrate us even in humble day-to-day products. His illustrations include swinging 
glass doors that require a sign to tell us whether they should be pushed or pulled, 
unintelligible shower controls, and indecipherable buttons on washing machines 
and dryers. 

 

As noted above, one could argue that human-centric product development is  
nothing new. But the degree to which Design Thinking emphasizes putting the  
human user at the center is unprecedented. 

Once again, this has to do with the complexity of new digital products themselves. 
And that the workings of these new digital and digitally-enhanced products are  
hidden from users in a way that leaves them in the dark.

Put simply, design should be understood as something utilitarian rather than  
soley aesthetic. As the designers of the 20th-century Bauhaus design movement  
proclaimed: “Form Follows Function.” And when the form of a product serves  
its function, the result is something beautiful. 

Which is not to say that visual appeal is irrelevant. To the contrary: with the  
enormous numbers of products now out there, along with their continuous  
upgrades, how well a product pleases the eye provides a strong competitive  
advantage. But only if it works as well as it looks, and if its appearance is  
supporting what it’s supposed to do.   

Design should be understood as something utilitarian  
rather than solely aesthetic. 

A NEW CONCEPT OF HUMAN-CENTRIC
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In the past, when a great many products were more or less mechanical, consum-
ers could make a mental map of how they functioned. If you liked, you even could 
open them up, “look under the hood” and get a general, if imperfect, idea of what 
was going on. 

But no longer. The workings of digital products are opaque and mysterious, almost 
magical. The user is at a disadvantage. Rectifying that imbalance is one of the aims 
of Design Thinking.  

The user is now centered rather than the engineer. Unlike earlier approaches to 
innovation, in which engineers come up with a product and then ask marketing  
to sell it, in Design Thinking the sequence is reversed.

Now the process starts by understanding the customer: What are their needs and  
expectations? How will they use this? What problem in a consumer’s life are we 
actually trying to solve?

This requires a considerable amount of intellectual and emotional imagination. 
Hence, in discussions of Design Thinking one also comes across terms like  
“empathy” and “cognitive empathy.” Only by seeing (and feeling) the world as  
a consumer would, can the process of product development accurately deliver 
something that is useful and satisfying.  

And that leads us to the Design Thinking process itself which, though not entirely 
new, once again is serving different aims than its predecessor, Creative Thinking, 
and often involves more participants.   
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“Often I put things down that I do not understand, secure in  
the knowledge that later they will become meaningful to me.”

 

By “Creative Thinking” we mean the process that’s been traditionally used by  
artists, writers, musicians and other “creative types.”

Design Thinking shares a lot with it. 

The first is “ideation,” or “brainstorming.” This is not only step number one in  
solving a problem, but in defining it. As has been often said, a well-defined  
problem is halfway to being solved.

The brainstorming process involves generating a great number of ideas,  
or idea fragments, with little concern as to whether they are good or bad,  
useful or irrelevant.  

This can be uncomfortable. One needs to move ahead, spouting just about  
anything that comes to mind without necessarily knowing where it’s all leading.

This is what IDEO means when they say Design Thinking requires comfort  
with ambiguity. And what is meant by optimism, a kind of blind faith in the  
process itself. 

The famous 20th-century American author, Henry Miller put it this way:  
“I write to find out what I want to write about...Often I put things down  
that I do not understand, secure in the knowledge that later they will become 
meaningful to me.”

DESIGN THINKING SHARES A LOT WITH CREATIVE THINKING

Henry Miller 
Author 
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Another element of both Creative and Design Thinking is iteration.

One doesn’t merely brainstorm and then extract a creative solution. Instead,  
one iterates, going back and forth, again and again, coming up with ideas and  
then paring them down to one or more potential solutions. And the act of  
filtering itself leads to new ideas as the process continues.  

Finally, along with brainstorming and iteration, there’s another shared  
concept: prototyping.

Prototypes can be thought of as the results of iteration, temporary solutions that 
are expected to be revised, or even discarded.   

For example: imagine you’re trying to come up with a new kind of umbrella. So you  
brainstorm around umbrellas, envisioning new umbrella shapes, materials from 
which umbrellas could be made, features, aesthetics and more. 

At some point you pare down your ideas and actually create a new kind of  
umbrella. This is the first in what will most likely lead to a number of prototypes. 
The prototype is then tested among consumers, or in computer simulations, or 
both. You discover what works and what doesn’t. The prototype might even fail 
altogether, which is fine because you learned something along the way.

This brings you back to the drawing board. You brainstorm again, develop a  
brand new prototype or tweak the one you had and repeat the process. At  
the end, you have a prototype worthy of being put into production and brought  
to market. 

But the process doesn’t end there. And this is one of the crucial distinctions  
between Design Thinking and Creative Thinking. 

Prototypes can be thought of as the results of iteration,  
temporary solutions that are expected to be revised,  
or even discarded.   

ALONG WITH IDEATION THERE’S ITERATION
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Whereas Creative Thinking tends to have an endpoint, Design Thinking goes  
on indefinitely. 

Someone writing a novel might go through a number of revisions (“prototypes”), 
but there comes a time when the novel is published in its final form. 

With Design Thinking, on the other hand, even when a product comes to  
market that’s not the end of the story. It will be continually revised and  
updated in a never-ending journey. Think of Lexus’ famous slogan: “The  
relentless pursuit of perfection.” The ultimate is never achieved, but nonetheless  
it is relentlessly pursued.

 

And this endless innovation creates an ever-changing market environment which 
spurs more and more innovation in what one could describe as an infinite loop.  

The prime mover of all this change is technology itself. For sure, one might claim 
that technological progress is the result of broader intellectual or philosophical 
evolution, but, as we noted up top, Design Thinking came to the forefront during  
a particularly important technological inflection point. 

And its open-ended nature can be easily understood in material terms. There’s 
little production expense, for example, involved in software prototyping, and even 
with material goods, thanks to 3-D printing and computer simulations, it’s possible 

Whereas Creative Thinking tends to have an endpoint,  
Design Thinking goes on indefinitely. 

BUT DESIGN THINKING IS MORE OPEN-ENDED
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A writer or musician employing Creative Thinking may have the “end user’s” ease 
and comfort in mind, but not necessarily. 

If you write a novel, you may craft it in a way that’s easily understandable and an 
enjoyable reading experience from beginning to end. Perfect for the beach. 

But if you’re James Joyce, you may want something different. You create Finnegan’s 
Wake, a dense and deeply difficult work. Your intention is not to satisfy the needs 
of a mass market. Rather, it’s literary exploration for its own sake. Admittedly, you 
might hope to have big sales, but this is not your primary concern.   

What’s more, Creative Thinking is less concerned with innovation per se.  
There are innovative works indeed, but it’s not uncommon for writers,  
composers and artists to feel comfortable working within structures that  
have long been established.

Many creatives work alone. They might, on occasion, create in a small group  
or work with a partner but, for the most part, writing a novel or composing a  
symphony is a solitary activity. 

Although Design Thinking overlaps with the kind of creative thinking employed  
by individuals, it is more a method for groups, even for large groups across an  
enterprise. Once again, technology is the driver. Digital innovation has led to  
a communications revolution that enables large-scale collaboration like  
never before. 

DESIGN THINKING HAS A DIFFERENT GOAL

DESIGN THINKING IS ALSO ABOUT COLLABORATION
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Over the last two centuries, the world has witnessed enormous technological  
and commercial innovation and, along with it, huge changes in our social, political 
and economic organizations. There have been a number of inflection points along 
the way, at which times innovation really ramps up. The late 1970s, when Design 
Thinking was introduced, was one of those times. And the last 15 years is another.  

We’re all aware of the dizzying pace of change, along with the opportunities  
and challenges presented by a culture that demands never-ending innovation.  
Not only are we flooded with new products, and entirely new kinds of products, 
but products themselves are also conceived increasingly in terms of the  
“experiences” they deliver.

There is a dynamism and fluidity in this economic landscape that is unprecedented. 
Fortunately, Design Thinking offers us a powerful tool and a common language to 
help us move forward with confidence in this new and ever-evolving world.   

With its strong emphasis on both cognitive and emotional empathy with the user, 
research plays a critical role in Design Thinking at every stage of the process. 

It’s key to the initial brainstorming stage. As one of Design Thinking’s central  
tenets is to understand and define the problem or problems consumers face, 
to dive deeply into how they’re thinking and feeling is of enormous value before 
brainstorming even begins.

Then, of course, there’s the iteration and prototyping phase. It should be  
mentioned that a prototype doesn’t necessarily mean a physical product,  
but can also be a service or a marketing position or a concept. Here, too, deep, 
rigorous and insightful research is required to understand what’s working or  
communicating, and what’s not. Are there too many product features or concept 
attributes? Too few? Is the product or service easy to understand? What tweaks 
might solve these issues?

One of Design Thinking’s central tenets is to understand and 
define the problem or problems consumers face, to dive deeply 
into how they are thinking and feeling.

NO WONDER DESIGN THINKING HAS BECOME SO POPULAR

AND IT CREATES NEW OPPORTUNITIES FOR RESEARCHERS



As prototypes are continually updated and revised in the development phase,  
research is an ongoing process. But at a more rapid pace than ever before.

And once the product hits the market, research needs to continue. But now 
with a much larger audience coming from multiple streams of data including 
consumer surveys, customer feedback through comments on websites, 
inquiries or complaints directly to the manufacturer, and on social media. 
The data is changing daily, and today’s researcher needs to keep apace. 
Moreover, products are continually updated, and quickly. The process never 
ends and, along with that, the research that’s key to its effectiveness. 

Finally, as an industry, we too must be continually innovating. We need to  
extend cognitive and emotional empathy to the people we work with, and those  
we work for. We need to be comfortable imagining and developing improved  
systems and procedures. And we need to communicate our findings—be they  
decks, essays, videos or podcasts—in a way that considers the user-experience,  
making our deliverables easy to understand and genuinely useful.  

All in all, in our highly dynamic economy, it’s time to think of ourselves not only 
as statisticians, data analysts, psychologists or sociologists, but increasingly as 
designers as well. 

Which can only help to design a better life for us all.   

RESEARCH AS A DYNAMIC PROCESSS

It’s time to think of ourselves not only as statisticians, data  
analysts, psychologists or sociologists, but increasingly  
as designers as well.

12
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“What’s New About Design Thinking” was written by David Intrator, 
Chief Meaning Officer at RTi. An award-winning writer, creative 
and film director, Intrator comes out of the advertising business 
where he worked both in the USA and abroad, on both the  
strategic and creative sides. 

Currently he is spearheading RTi’s Storytelling practice, employing the  
conceptual tools needed to turn data into meaning and to communicate  
it simply and effectively. 

Intrator has also authored “From Data To Meaning,” RTi’s online course  
for market researchers, strategists and other insights professionals. 

To learn more about how RTi can help you turn data into meaning, 
contact us at info@rtiresearch.com 

Thank you. 
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