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Thinking About Design Thinking:
A Comparative Study of Design
and Business Texts

Marnina Herrmann and Gabriela Goldschmidt

Abstract In the past 10 years design thinking has become a popular buzzword in
the design and business communities alike. While much has been written on the
subject in both academic and popular literature no consensus has been reached as
to its actual definition and nature. The following study employs a semiotic analysis
in order to identify lexical patterns that can provide us with insight into many
underlying principles of design thinking.

Keywords Design thinking � Language � Semiotics � Business

1 Introduction

It was in the 1960s that the stage was first set for the design thinking revolution.
Individuals such as Simon [1], McKim [2], Rittel and Webber [3] first introduced the
world to concepts such as design as a way of thinking and planning, systems
thinking, and the solving of wicked problems. As these ideas developed throughout
the second half of the last century and helped establish a practice of human-centered
design, they gained popularity and began to receive the attention of other disciplines.

Today a quick Amazon search of the term reveals its sudden burst of popularity in
the past few years. Unfortunately, reading the literature only reveals just how
ambiguous the term actually is. There are those who define design thinking in terms
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of its goals, others who define it in terms of process and methodology and others still
who define it in terms of ideology. While there does not appear to be a consensus as
to its meaning explicitly stated in any of the current literature, when one digs a little
deeper into the language design thinkers use to discuss their process, certain patterns
rise to the surface. A deeper understanding of these patterns is crucial in order for the
design thinking discourse to move forward in a meaningful way.

Design thinking has not only gained popularity in the design world, but in the
business world as well. Business leaders did not adopt a design thinking ideology
or methodology overnight. Rather, it was the result of a long process that began
with the acknowledgment that design had a positive impact on the bottom line, as
well as the more recent shift from designer as solitary practitioner to an integral
part of a collaborative business team [4]. This shift came about as a result of
business leaders’ realization that to stay competitive in the modern world, effi-
ciency was no longer enough. In today’s innovation-based economy consumers
want more varied options and richer experiences. Design thinking assists busi-
nesses in delivering these options and experiences [5].

With businesses turning to designers with new challenges and responsibilities,
designers have been given their long awaited permission to expand the reach of
their own practice. To effectively do this they used design thinking as a way to
expand their definition of design. In his book ‘‘Design Thinking’’ Lockwood,
president of the Design Management Institute describes design thinking as:

…a human-centered innovation process that emphasizes observation, collaboration, fast
learning, visualization of ideas, rapid concept prototyping, and concurrent business
analysis, which ultimately influences innovation and business strategy. [6, p. xi]

While none of these are new ideas, by combining these concepts and verbal-
izing them designers are able to more effectively communicate and exchange ideas
with collaborators from the business world. It is this exchange of ideas that will
help to bring design to the front and center of the business world and further propel
businesses into the 21st century.

While the term design thinking had no one single definition or description of its
nature it is clear from the literature that there are specific commonalities and
differences in how the two communities described it. This study brings those
commonalities and differences to light by examining the choice of language used
by authors of design thinking texts.

2 Methodology

The study employed an in-depth literature survey, semi-structured interviews with
design thinkers from various different fields, a modified semiotic analysis of design
thinking texts and a comparison of the results garnered from the analysis using a
two factor design—factorial analysis. The examination of both formal and infor-
mal sources of information will allow for a broader understanding of the evolution
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of the term design thinking. Because the study is primarily qualitative it can take
on a more flexible nature. Rather than develop a hypothesis and try to prove it, the
conclusions presented arose inductively through the classification and examination
of the gathered data in a manner similar to grounded theory.

2.1 Semiotic Analysis

The bulk of the study consists of a modified semiotic analysis. Semiotics is a
branch of linguistics that seeks to understand how signs convey meaning in context
[7]. Semiotics can be applied to anything which signifies something [8] be that a
word, picture, gesture, etc. Semiotic analysis uses various analytical tools to
determine the meaning of signs in different contexts. Semiotic analysis enables
texts of all types of media to be analyzed in the same way. For this study the
primary tool used was syntagmatic analysis, which refers to the contextual rela-
tionship between two or more linguistic units.

An assortment of both business and design texts from a variety of media were
collected. The inclusion criteria were that the texts were written no earlier than the
year 2000 (as it was only after 2000 that the term design thinking gained its
popularity in the business world), that their primary purpose was to discuss design
thinking as a whole and that the term design thinking was actually used. Texts
were categorized by community (business or design) and medium. The community
was determined primarily according to the background of the author, but content
was taken into account as well. Exact definitions for the term design thinking
(when explicitly stated) were extracted from the texts. Terms that were syntag-
matically related to the term design thinking were then extracted from the text and
categorized according to their use as describing: goals and outcomes, process,
ideology, comparable terms, qualities, and context. Not all texts contained terms
that fit into all six categories. As well, some texts had words that fit into multiple
categories. Each list of terms was then alphabetized and repetition of terms within
the individual lists was removed. Then, all terms were combined into two lists:
design and business, and the terms in each of these lists were counted and orga-
nized according to frequency of appearance.

2.2 Factorial Analysis

Following the semiotic analysis a two factor design—factorial analysis was
applied. 50 terms were used that were most prominent in the semiotic analysis.
Texts were then reviewed for the appearance of these 50 terms. Each term was
then given a value representing the proportion X/N where X is the number of times
a term appears and N is the number of texts in each category (in our case 9). This
information was then graphed.
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3 Results

Results were culled from an analysis of 18 texts,1 nine design and nine business.
Within each category there was two journal articles, three magazine or newspaper
articles, one book, one essay and two blog posts. The number of extracted terms
was not limited to a specific number and the final number of terms was somewhere
in the hundreds.

3.1 Semiotic Analysis: Commonalities

Over all the design thinking process looks fairly similar within both communities.
Both communities see design thinking as a repetitive (Fig. 1), collaborative
(Fig. 2) and fast (Fig. 3) process. Both employ an expansive toolbox of method-
ologies and ways of thinking (Fig. 4) toward reaching multiple solutions.
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Fig. 1 Design thinking is a repetitive process

1 Texts include but are not limited to: Leavy, ‘‘Design Thinking—a new mental model of value
innovation’’, Strategy and Leadership, 2010. Wylant, ‘‘Design Thinking and the Experience of
Innovation’’, Design Issues, 2008. Teal, ‘‘Developing a (Non-linear) Practice of Design
Thinking’’, The International Journal of Art and Design Education, 2010. Ward, Runcie and
Morris, ‘‘Embedding innovation: design thinking for small enterprises’’, Journal of Business
Strategy, 2009. Brown, ‘‘Change by Design’’, Harper Business, 2009. Martin, ‘‘The Design of
Business’’, Harvard Business School Press, 2009.
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The similarities visible within the design thinking community not only help to
bridge the gap between the design and business worlds but help give us a
framework within which to identify differences as well.

3.2 Semiotic Analysis: Differences

Designers tend to look at design thinking as more of an experiential and immersive
process (Figs. 5, 6 and 7) whereas business sees it as more of a knowledge based
process (Fig. 8a). This difference in perspective has various practical implications.
To designers, design thinking is more about what you do not know than what you
do. It is a process guided by curiosity and asking questions which places a strong
emphasis on decision making through experimenting and learning (Fig. 8b). The
business community on the other hand favors a knowing and judging model
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Fig. 2 Design thinking is a collaborative process
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Fig. 3 Design thinking is a fast process
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Fig. 4 Design thinking has multiple methodologies (a) and ways of thinking (b)
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(Figs. 8a and 9). Design’s leanings toward learning and experimentation explain
its openness to failure as a learning experience and an important part of the design
thinking process (Fig. 10).

An additional difference between the two communities is business’s preference
for verbal communication (Fig. 11a) as compared to design’s focus on visual
communication (Fig. 11b). This in mind, it is no surprise that the design com-
munity also puts a strong emphasis on complexity and patterns while the business
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Fig. 5 Design emphasizes a more experiential process (a) whereas business emphasizes a
process based on testing (b)
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Fig. 6 Design places a stronger emphasis on experience
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Fig. 8 Business emphasizes knowledge and intelligence (a) whereas design emphasizes a
process based on learning and experimentation (b)
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community does not (Fig. 12). Another significant difference is the business
community’s emphasis on innovation. While both communities give equal weight
to creativity and imagination, the term innovation appeared much more frequently
in business texts (Fig. 13).

Many of the differences highlighted above are interconnected and follow
certain patterns that align with their respective communities’ various ideologies
and philosophies.
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Fig. 10 Design puts a stronger emphasis on failure as part of the process
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Fig. 9 Business emphasizes judging while design emphasizes deciding
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communication (b)
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3.3 Factorial Analysis

For the most part the factorial analysis (Fig. 14) was not an independent data
source but rather a tool used to interpret the results of the semiotic analysis. The
results of the two forms of analysis were very different. This was because the
factorial analysis answered a yes or no question: ‘‘was (a form of) the term present
in the text at least once?’’ The semiotic analysis on the other hand examined the
terms in relation to form and meaning. Terms could be counted multiple times in
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Fig. 13 Both categories put a similar emphasis on imagination and creativity but business
emphasizes innovation
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individual texts if they were used to describe different aspects of design thinking or
if they were used in a different form (either grammatical or part of a larger term,
e.g., product and product design).

It is interesting to note the prominence of the words ‘design’ and ‘business’ in
both categories of texts (Fig. 14a) proving the interconnectedness of the two
industries. Additionally, the factorial analysis highlights the importance of the
problem solving process as part of the design thinking philosophy (Fig. 14b).

4 Discussion

Design thinking is comprised of many possible elements. Some of these elements
are unique to a particular individual, studio or organization; others are consistent
within a particular community (design and business being the ones examined
here), a few appear to be universal. The semiotic and factorial analyses resulted in
a variety of interesting findings that highlight various lexical patterns within the
design thinking literature that provide us with insight into these different elements
allowing us to pinpoint commonalities and differences between the two commu-
nities. These commonalities and differences are reflective of the philosophies of
the individual communities as well as their relationship to one another.

4.1 Commonalities

The disciplines of design and business are undeniably interconnected. Business
provides design with a platform for identifying problems and distributing the
solutions, whereas design provides business with added value and a way to connect
with users on an emotional level. In order to work together the two must have
some common ground. Design thinking provides this common ground by acting as
a vehicle for the creative process. It allows business people to be more imaginative
and adventurous in their work and allows designers to implement their strategies in
a more structured environment.

One of the reasons design thinking serves this purpose so well is because of its
emphasis on choice. Design thinking does not force one single methodology or
way of thinking on a person but rather provides a toolbox of various methodol-
ogies and ways of thinking (Fig. 4) along with a loose framework in which to
implement the chosen tools.

While different communities may favor different tools (for example design favors
observation whereas business favors questions) the framework enables the tools to
be used in a similar manner and for similar goals. The basis for this framework is
repetition (Fig. 1), collaboration (Fig. 2) and speed (Fig. 3). These three charac-
teristics allow design thinkers from either discipline to churn out and test multiple
solutions to any number of problems as quickly and inexpensively as possible.

Thinking About Design Thinking 37



Additionally, this framework allows for the design process to be more interactive
giving people the opportunity to provide feedback and learn along the way [9].

4.2 Differences

It is when one starts to look at some of the underlying principles behind the
different communities’ use of design thinking that differences come out. Designers
tend to view design thinking as a learning-based process (Fig. 7b) whereas the
business community sees it as a knowledge-based process (Fig. 7a). This dichot-
omy results in designers having a much more immersive design thinking experi-
ence. For example, design texts tend to emphasize experience, exploration,
experimentation, play and failure (Figs. 5a, 6, 7b, 8b and 10) and business texts
emphasize a more passive approach using tools such as testing (Fig. 5b) and
intelligence (Fig. 8a). This dichotomy can also be used to explain business’
preference for judging (a more top-down, exclusionary action) over design’s more
active choice of deciding (Fig. 9).

For designers, the process of building, prototyping and trying things is the decision making
process. Instead of boiling down a problem to one large decision, designers make lots of
little decisions, learning as they go. As they build and learn, something interesting hap-
pens: through the iterations, the best option often reveals itself and the other less-
appropriate options fall by the wayside. [10, p. 36]

The debate between the learning-based model and knowledge-based model is
most likely related to what Martin, Dean of the Rotman School of Management,
refers to as the validity versus reliability debate. Designers tend to search out valid
solutions. Valid solutions are solutions whose success cannot be proved at the
moment, their success can only be predicted through experimentation and learning.
Reliable solutions on the other hand can be proved using statistics, facts and past
events. Traditionally, designers tend to search out valid solutions whereas business
people tend to search out reliable ones [11]. The learning-based model arose out of
the design community’s search for valid solutions, whereas the knowledge-based
model arose out of the business community’s search for reliability.

Another difference between the two communities is the design community’s
emphasis on visual communication versus business’ emphasis on verbal commu-
nication (Fig. 11). This could be because of design’s emphasis on complexity (and
in turn patterns) a theme that reoccurs in many design thinking texts but was not
present in the business texts (Figs. 12 and 14). Visualizations can be used as an aid
to understand complex problems and to search out patterns. Additionally, the
interviews conducted revealed that many designers found verbal language to be an
unclear communication method. One example is that many (even those who wrote
extensively on the subject) stated in the interviews that they did not like the term

2 Based on an interview with Nir in Moshav Bnei Ataroton July 18, 2011.
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design thinking, a possible reason for this being that design has always been able
to rely on the visual in order to communicate2 and so verbal communication
becomes less important.

Lastly, there is business’ focus on innovation. While both communities put
similar emphasis on creativity and imagination business places a much stronger
emphasis on innovation (Fig. 13). While the two words are often used inter-
changeably there are differences. For example, according to Bob Hambly, creative
director of Hambly and Wooly,3 innovation is about moving forward and chal-
lenging what is out there while creativity can go in any direction (including
examining the past). According to Yariv Sade of Igloo Design4 innovation is
external while creativity is internal. To be innovative one’s idea or product has to
be something new when compared to what is out there but to be creative one only
has to do what is new for them. According to Mark Leung, associate director of
Rotman Design Works5 innovation is about doing something differently from the
status quo; it is applied creativity and therefore all businesses are creative. While
design texts gave the same prominence to both words, business texts favored the
term innovation. This could be for two reasons. The first being that the recent
fixation with innovation came about in the business world as a response to a need
to adapt to the 21st century consumer experience [5] whereas in the design world
innovation is less about a specific objective and more about something that just
goes hand in hand with practice. Another reason for this could relate to the fact
that innovation is itself seen as a buzzword, and that generally speaking business
people are more comfortable with rhetoric and dialog (Fig. 11a).

5 Conclusion

Despite differences in how individuals define and describe design thinking there
are definite linguistic patterns evident within the texts available from each com-
munity. These patterns can provide insight into how design thinking manifests in
the real world, as well as reveal certain truths about the design and business
communities. Additionally, the design thinking community as a whole does have
many notable similarities when it comes to their vision of design thinking. These
patterns are what will enable design thinking to become an effective communi-
cation tool among designers and business people, allowing design thinking to hold
a strategic role in the future of design and business not only as individual disci-
plines, but as collaborative partners. This collaboration will elevate the role of
designer to one that is more central in the business process as well as provide
businesses with better product offerings and a more integrated business process.

3 Based on an interview with Hambly on April 28, 2011 at Hambly and Wooly.
4 Based on an interview with Sade on June 15, 2011 at the Technion.
5 Based on an interview with Leung conducted on April 27, 2011 at Design Works.
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