
What Is The 
Value Of

Design 
Thinking?The very first humans were 

designers. They designed their 
caves, new tools and even their 
social structures; it’s part of what 
makes humans unique. However, 
progress was very slow, and novelty 
was rare. Now we understand a lot 
more about the design process and how 
people come up with new and improved ideas. 
This has lead to the emergence of design thinking. 

Design thinking is a set of cognitive processes and tools that aims to 
identify new strategies and solutions that might not be instantly apparent 
with initial levels of understanding. It does this by seeking to understand 
human experience, pull knowledge from a wide array of disciplines and 
challenge assumptions. 

To examine the value of design thinking, I first need to consider what value 
is. Value is a subjective experience and therefore only exists when people 
find importance, worth, or usefulness in something (Oxford, n.d.). 

Design thinking is valuable too multiple different stakeholders for different 
reasons. In this essay, I will examine its value to:

Individuals Business Society



What Is The 
Value Of

Individuals

Everyone is capable of designing, but some individuals have a far higher 
developed design ability than others. Although some of this is down to a 
genetic endowment, good design is also a set of cognitive skills and can 
be learned through social and educational development (Cross, 2018). 

One of the valuable skills for individuals looking to improve their design 
thinking is breaking out of common patterns of thought. Humans naturally 
develop habits of thinking by building up conceptual models of the world 
from repetitive activities and commonly accessed knowledge. These 
assist us in quickly applying the same actions and knowledge in familiar 
situations, but they also have the potential to prevent us from developing 
new ways of seeing, understanding and solving problems (Rikke Dam, 
n.d.). 

Design thinking aims to help
individuals think ‘outside of the box’ 
by trying to analyse and understand 
how users interact with products 
and systems, challenging 
assumptions. When investigating 
the conditions of a problem design 
thinking employees abductive 
reasoning to gain insights from the 
observations (Roger, 2009). 

As you can see from figure 1, 
abductive reasoning is different 
from the conventional deductive and inductive types as it accepts that 
current knowledge may be incomplete and looks for new data points. This 
allows abductive thinkers to tackle areas of ambiguity and imagine what 
could be, allowing them to be more creative, intuitive, and even 
revolutionary (John Dudovskiy, n.d.). This methodology is valuable to 
individuals who want to think in new ways, allowing them to challenge 
perceived wisdom and develop new ideas and worldviews. 

Figure 1



Business

Design thinking fundamentally recognises that design should be about 
more than just beauty, rather it should also archive purpose and business 
goals while being technologically and economically feasible (James Piko-
ver, n.d.). Therefore, it can have immense value to various businesses and 
organisations. 

Big corporations bureaucratic nature often mean they struggle to be crea-
tive and develop new products and services to meet consumers changing 
needs. This usually means new businesses cause disruption with new 
innovative ideas. By adopting a design thinking approach 
companies can shift their strategy, from generating 
products in a business-centric way where something is 
developed based on a load of assumptions in the hope it 
will work for consumers, to a customer-centric approach 
where people and behaviour are observed to gain insight 
into what they need (James Pikover, n.d.). 

Traditional methods of discovering peoples needs 
involve using focus groups and surveys, but often these 
rarely yield significant insights. This is highlighted well 
by Henry Ford who remarked “If I’d asked my customers 
what they wanted, they’d have said ‘a faster horse.’” This 
type of consumer research may help discover what 
people want in the moment, and this could lead to small 
improvements to a business's product, but it is unlikely 
to produce ground-breaking new ideas.

Instead, design thinking promotes going out into the 
world to observe the actual experiences of consumers in 
their daily lives. These observations feed into the next 
stage of the process where what is saw and heard is 
synthesised into insights that give a deeper 
understanding of the problem area. 
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Once powerful insights into the problem have been attained ideation 
begins. In this divergent stage of the process, design thinking implores 
the team to go beyond the initial ideas that are created, as these are 
often the most obvious, and push to come up with hundreds of ideas; 
some of which may seem crazy or absurd at first. Each idea can be 
written on a post-it note, and visual representations should be encour-
aged to help develop and communicate complex ideas. 

This process tends to create many choices, and this can often be difficult 
for those in the business tasked with budgeting and time management. 
There is a natural tendency in many organisations to restrict choices in 
favour of the more obvious and the incremental. In the short run this may 
save time and money, but in the long term, it tends to make an 
organisation inflexible and more vulnerable to competition (Tim and 
Jocelyn, n.d.).

The next part of the design thinking process is implementation where 
the best ideas are transformed into a robust and tangible concept. The 
idea can then be turned into a prototype that can then be tested, iterated 
and refined. The design thinking process is iterative and non-linear, so 
the prototypes should be used to improve initial assumptions and under-
standing of the problem (Rikke Dam, n.d.). This can help businesses iden-
tify what is going to make a product work before development rather 
than after when it is exponentially more expensive to fix. 

As a result, the design thinking process can help businesses create new 
products that give more value to consumers and thus generate more 
economic value for the company. 



Society

Businesses are embracing design thinking as they have seen its value in 
helping to develop new innovative products faster and differentiating 
their brands, increasing growth and profits. Now social enterprises, 
non-profit organisations and even government are increasingly seeing 
how it can be a force for societal innovation and help develop better 
solutions to social problems. 

Social challenges require systemic solutions that are grounded in the 
populations' needs, therefore, by working closely with people, design 
thinking allows relevant solutions to bubble up from below rather than 
be imposed from someone at the top who may be disconnected from the 
problem (Tim and Jocelyn, n.d.). 

One of the ways this is archived is by examining positive deviants which 
are people who despite facing similar challenges and situations to their 
peers have adopted unusual but successful behaviours that enabled 
them to find better solutions to the problems facing their society
(“Positive Deviance Initiative,” n.d.). In this way, social issues can be 
solved by addressing the needs of the people that are actually affected 
by them so solutions can be developed that are relevant to specific local 
conditions and culture.

There are far too few designers focussing 
on solving challenges in the social sector. 
Design thinking helps to reduce this by 
helping empower people with a set of tools 
that go beyond improving the look and 
functionality of products and instead help 
anyone think like a designer when solving a 
whole range of problems. The Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation saw the value in 
this, and they funded a project to create a 
Human-Cantered Design Toolkit to act as a 
guide for non-government organisations 
(NGOs) and non-profits looking to create 
social change and innovate. 



The toolkit has been used to support social projects such as the design 
of a maternal hospital in Nepal, the creation of business models for 
selling water and hygiene products in Kenya, and the formation of a 
cooperative of weavers in Rwanda (Tim Brown, n.d.). By putting 
importance to understanding the people from these different societies, 
the solutions developed are far more likely to be adopted and make a 
real difference. 

This type of design thinking will help in facing the immense social 
challenges we have in front of us, from climate change to technological 
disruption to growing inequality, we need new ideas and solutions to 
help try to solve these problems and create a better future.

In this essay, I have shown how design thinking can be valuable for 
multiple different stakeholders. On a personal level, it can help 
individuals see things differently by digging deeper into problems and 
not blindly accepting common ‘knowledge’. This is valuable for people 
seeking to be more creative and open-minded. To a business, it can help 
them become the disruptor rather than the disrupted. By adopting the 
design thinking process, it helps them to create not only more economic 
value for their shareholders but also more value for the public who ben-
efit from better designed human-centred products and services. For 
society, design thinking is valuable in helping to solve social issues and 
can assist in creating a better society that works for all.

Conclusion
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