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ABSTRACT 

A Design Thinking project typically demands the application of a process 

with distinct stages and the execution of the challenge in interdisciplinary 

teams (Lewrick, Link, & Leifer, 2018, p. 38 and 144). The stages require 

various skills and mindsets that only can be mastered with experience and 

time (Brown, 2019, p. 3). This paper indicates that one of the main reasons 

for that is the fact that there is not one set of mindsets that should prevail 

through the whole process but that there are mindsets that need to change 

with the tasks to be done and that these changes are easier to manage for 

creative people. However, the interdisciplinary teams will always lead to 

team members that are new to Design Thinking (Liedtka, 2018, pp. 73–74). 

So this paper concludes with some sugestions for methods that can help to 

shift the mindsets of the untrained Design Thinkers. 

Keywords: Creativity, Design Thinking, Mindsets, Influence, Psychology 

INTRODUCTION 
Since 2004 Design Thinking gets a constantly growing interest. Figure 1 shows the 

continually rising number of searches after the term "Design Thinking" worldwide. A 

search in news channels delivers enthusiastic headlines like "Design thinking: A super-

power for the challenges of modern businesses " (Banerjee, 2019) or "Publishing needs 

more design thinking" (Fulwood, 2019). But there are also critics calling Design Thin-

king "absurd" (Vinsel, 2018) or even "Bullsh*t" (Jen, 2017). One prominent complaint is 

the fact, that Design Thinking teams include non-designers and often do not reach the 

aspired goals. The following text argues that Design Thinking – against common state-

ments – does not need one set of mindsets, but changing mindsets according to the need 

of the given stage, and that non-designers need (more) guidance to reach these goals. 

 

Figure 1: "Design Thinking" in Google Trends 
https://trends.google.de/trends/explore?date=all&q=design%20thinking 
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DESIGN THINKING AND ITS CHANGING DEMANDS 

Design Thinking is an approach to problem solving and innovation. "Design thinking 

offers a structured framework for understanding and pursuing innovation in ways that 

contribute to organic growth and add real value to your customers." (Naiman, 2019)  

Its origins can be already seen in Plato's thoughts to participatory design and later for 

instance in the works of Ockham, Hume, and Kant (Curedale, 2019, p. 16). "Like all 

great ideas, it has been an evolution, influenced by thousands of people." (Spencer, 

2019) The theoretical fundament as a creativity method with a defined process "Problem 

Statement Thinking" can be determined in John E. Arnolds "Creative Engineering" in 

1959 (Arnold, 2016; von Thienen, Clancey, Corazza, & Meinel, 2018). 

The evolution of Design Thinking resolved in manifold models that can be lead back to 

Tim Browns Inspiration-Ideation-Implementation framework (Brown, 2008, pp. 88–89) 

and the Double Diamond of Design (Design Council, 2015). A characteristic feature is 

phases that demand divergent or convergent thinking alternate, typically split in two 

spaces: the problem space and the solution space (see Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2: A visualisation of the Design Thinking process 
(HILDENBRAND, 2012, P. 29) 

Also, a typical for Design Thinking models is the demand for a specific mindset(Both & 

Baggereor, 2010, p. 3). A mindset is "a set of activated cognitive procedures" (Gollwitzer 

& Keller, 2016, p. 1). It is often more palpable coined as mental attitude, that influences 

our ways to think and to act (Meier & Kropp, 2010, p. 179). So, how we perceive infor-

mation and how we react on it is highly affected by our mindsets (Thum, 2012). In a 

comprehensive literature research Schweitzer, Groeger and Sobel identified 11 mindsets 

from "Empathetic towards people’s needs and context" to "Critically questioning" (2016, 

pp. 6–13). Figure 3 shows their iconographic visualisation of the whole set. Dosi, Rosati 

and Vignoli even identify 19 Design Thinking mindsets (2018).  
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Figure 3: Design Thinking Mindsets 
(Schweitzer et al., 2016, p. 6) layout by author 

When we take a closer look at the process and the stages of Design Thinking, it gets 

evident, that these mindsets, despite their multitude, only build a basis, a common 

denominator for the whole process (Brown, 2019, pp. 32–34). But, each stage needs 

different ways to perceive, process and react to information. Tom Kelley identifies ten 

roles, with specific attitudes and abilities that enhance the effectiveness and efficiency 

of Design Thinking processes. He describes them as different personas, typically even as 

professional specialists (2016).  

So, should a Design Thinking team just hire and fire additional people to support these 

tasks? Partially, this is sensible and recommended. With complex projects, it's even in-

evitable. But still, there must be a core team, hat is stable through the whole endeavour, 

and that needs to be active in all stages (Brown, 2019, p. 35) Design Thinking lives on its 

team with people with different capabilities and expertise, typically necessarily 

consisting of experienced designers and untrained non-designers (Lewrick, 2018, p. 36). 

Creative people show the flexibility of cognitive processes that leave others lacking 

(Beaty et al., 2018, p. 1090). The mastery Tim Brown describes as ideal (2019, p. 3) is 

very often not to reach with the line-up demanded by the challenge (Dam & Siang, 

2018). Thus, the conflict arouses between a stable, interdisciplinary team and the 

desired cognitive abilities of the team members.  

Here the facilitator comes at play. The facilitator is the team leader, the person who 

moderates the Design Thinking sessions, which keeps the process running and the 

creative level high (Curedale, 2019, pp. 155–156). "A leader who is experienced in 

maintaining the right mix of mindsets is essential" (Dam & Siang, 2018, para 5). 

After explaining the changing mindsets, we will lay out some methods facilitators can 

use to lead the team members to the needed cognitive attitude.  

THE CHANGING MINDSETS 

As elaborated above, mindsets are activated cognitive procedures. The tasks that each 

stage of Design Thinking involves, demand for different thoughts processes and ways to 

interact with one's environment. To keep them separate and not to try to do them at 

once is one of the fundamental mindsets of Design Thinking: "Be Mindful of Process" 

(Both & Baggereor, 2010, p. 3). This is wise, as Edward de Bono points out: "The main 

cause of confusion is trying to do everything at once"(2008, p. 1). 
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Even if de Bono talks about thinking in general, his books "Six thinking hats" (2016) and 

"Six Frames: For Thinking About Information " (2008) fit very well to Design Thinking. 

He describes the six hats not as personas but as "modes of behaviour" (2016, p. 6), the 

frames are meant to enhance the sensitivity of the mind to specific aspects (2008, p. 4). 

Similarly, Tom Kelleys "Faces" are not personas but roles that a person can play 

according to the need at hand (Kelley, 2016, p. 13). 

Gary Klein describes mindset as a belief (2016), a way we perceive and with that think of 

our surroundings. In his book "Seeing What Others Don't" he describes how different 

beliefs and the way to handle them change our possibilities to gain insights. He explains 

strategies to modify beliefs and how this changes the way we understand what we see 

(Klein, 2017, pp. 101–108). Figure 4 shows what can activate a change, how beliefs are 

altered, and how this changes our perception. 

 

Figure 4: Triple Path Model of Insight 
(Klein, 2017, p. 104) layout by author 

Research of the authors in both literature in Design Thinking and psychology on 

creativity revealed a set of relevant cognitive procedures. The analysis resulted in five 

pairs of opposing thought and action processes that outline the needed mindsets in 

Design Thinking (see Table 1). 

Table 1 
Contradictive thought and action processes derived from creativity research 

Collecting	 	 Analytical	

Observant	 	 Envisioning/Imagining	

Developing	 	 Judgmental/Selective	

Empathic	 	 Withdrawn	/	Introverted	

Spontaneous		 	 Reflective	

 
Structuring mindsets as opposing pairs is common in positive psychology to ease 

definition and comparison (e.g. Callahan, 2016; Dweck, 2019). Ongoing research (action 

research and quantitative surveys) is analysing the attributes and their importance for 

each stage (following the d.school model).  
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Paralell to the extensive literature study the researchers conducted a series of Design 

Thinking projects to examine the assumption of the changing mindsets by observation 

and qualitative research. So a triangulation with literature research, field study and 

surveys serves to prove the proposal (Flick, 2011). Finally the results will be discussed 

with Design Thinking experts to evaluate their practical value. The analysis if the data is 

still ongoing but first probes show promising outcomes.  

METHODS TO AFFECT MINDSETS 

One point that the research indicates is that Design Thinking process indispensably 

needs creative people (i.e. people trained and able in creativity) as they can follow the 

ever-changing demands of the tasks like others don't. As Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi states: 

"they [creative people] show tendencies of thought and action that in most people are 

segregated. They contain contradictory extremes; instead of being an 'individual,' each 

of them is a 'multitude'" (2013, p. 57). 

But as Design Thinking teams necessarily are transdisciplinary, all team members need 

to be equal (Betancur, 2017, pp. 7–8) it is the task of the facilitator to help them all to 

find the right mindset to be efficient (Curedale, 2019, p. 160). Design Thinking pros are 

aware of this fact (if not right now in the given details) and strive to get the team 

productive. They use for example warm-ups: These are exercises comparable to those 

athletes or musicians use to prepare body and mind for the successive activity 

(Uebernickel, Brenner, Naef, Pukall, & Schindlholzer, 2015, p. 192).  

Another example is the design spaces that ideally can give the team the chance to stand, 

sit or lounge because the bodily attitude affects the mental attitude (Gerstbach, 2016, 

pp. 162–163). A highly prominent and very often used method is the cloze "How might 

we…?". Duane Bray explains in Leah Fessler's text how every word affects the attitude of 

the team: "'How' asks employees to be descriptive, 'might' suggests there are good 

answers, but not a single correct answer, and 'we' evokes inclusivity and teamwork" 

(Fessler, 2017, para 4) 

Against common belief, mindsets can be changed. “One of the most powerful aspects of 

mindsets is how quickly they can be shifted, and how powerful the consequences can be. 

Unlike skills that have to be practiced again and again, mindsets sometimes show 

dramatic shifts” (Klein, 2016, para 12).  

Based on the definition that a mindset is a mental attitude, we can follow Maio, 

Haddock and, Verplanken that mindsets are influenced by cognition, affect, and 

behaviour (2018, p. 113). Some small examples:  

- Cognition: Explanations and logical reasoning can affect mindsets. So, if the 

team members comprehend why a particular way of thinking is useful for the 

given task and if they get guidance how to reach it, they tend to concede to it 

(Vogel, 2016, p. 139). In practice, the facilitator can explain the importance of 

being collective in the observation phase and advice on how to amass information 

without losing it.  

- Affect: Mindsets can be influenced by affection. If the team member has a 

positive emotion towards the shift, he or she might follow. Role models work 

with this effect. A person (or archetype) with the right enigmatic profile can 

trigger a new train of thoughts (Basford & Schaninger, 2016). In practice, to tell a 
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(compelling) story about T.A. Edison and his never faltering way to forge the 

light bulb can push the developing mindset for prototyping.  

- Behaviour: Direct experience has a strong influencer on mindsets. If a person is 

exposed to a situation where he or she can easily get in touch with the demanded 

task a positive stance to the needed mindset is probable (Maio et al., 2018, pp. 

168–169). Warm-up exercises that demand impromptu reaction of the team 

members can help to enhance their willingness to spontaneity, e.g. in the 

ideation phase. 

These small examples should show the vast possibilities the facilitator or the planer of 

the Design Thinking session has to stimulate the mindsets of the team members. The 

assessment of the needed nudges is one of the essential abilities of a facilitator (Lewrick 

et al., 2018, p. 180). The leverages are ubiquitous but most important is the direct 

interaction with the team members, the balance of rapport and professionalism, the 

instructions given, the time management or the way to intervene in challenging 

situations (Curedale, 2019, pp. 155–158).   

CONCLUSION  
The still ongoing research indicates that there are mindsets that need to change as the 

tasks change during a Design Thinking process. This fact – and the identification of the 

mindsets – is relevant for Design Thinking facilitators as they need to be aware of the 

needs of the process and the status of their team members. It is also relevant to give 

them advice how they can influence these mindsets to strengthen their teams.   

This article is far from comprehensive to the given subject, but only gives an impression 

of the scope of the endeavour. The nature of mindsets, their application to the Design 

Thinking process and the instruments that can be given to the teams to achieve these 

mindsets need more in-depth investigation and elaboration.  

REFERENCES 

Arnold, J. E. (2016). Creative Engineering. In J. E. Arnold & W. J. Clancey, Creative Engi-
neering: Promoting Innovation by Thinking Differently (pp. 59–151). Retrieved from 
https://purl.stanford.edu/jb100vs5745. 

Banerjee, N. (2019, April 11). Design thinking: A superpower for the challenges of modern 
businesses. Retrieved from https://e27.co/design-thinking-a-superpower-for-the-challenges-of-
modern-businesses-20190411/. 

Basford, T., & Schaninger, B. (2016, April). The four building blocks of change. McKinsey 
Quarterly. Retrieved from 
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/McKinsey/Business%20Functions/Organization/Our%20In
sights/The%20four%20building%20blocks%20of%20change/The%20four%20building%20blocks
%20of%20change.ashx. 

Beaty, R. E., Kenett, Y. N., Christensen, A. P., Rosenberg, M. D., Benedek, M., Chen, Q., … 
Silvia, P. J. (2018). Robust prediction of individual creative ability from brain functional 
connectivity. In Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences (1087–1092). DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1713532115. 

Betancur, J. (2017). The Art of Design Thinking: Make more of your Design Thinking work-
shops.  Kindle Edition. 

Bono, E. de. (2008). Six Frames: For Thinking about Information (1st ed). London: Vermil-
ion Publisher. 

Bono, E. de. (2016). Six Thinking Hats. London: Penguin Life. 

Both, T., & Baggereor, D. (2010). Design Thinking Bootcamp Bootleg. Stanford d.school. 
Retrieved from https://dschool.stanford.edu/resources/the-bootcamp-bootleg. 



Varying Mindsets in Design Thinking Why they change during the process and how to nudge them 

Proceedings of the 6th Design Doctoral Conference | DDC’19: Transgression  

IADE - Universidade Europeia, Lisbon, Portugal, 22-24 May 2019 

51	

Brown, T. (2008). Design Thinking. Harvard Business Review, 86(6), 84–92. Retrieved 
from https://hbr.org/2008/06/design-thinking. 

Brown, T. (2019). Change by Design, Revised and Updated: How Design Thinking Trans-
forms Organizations and Inspires Innovation. New York: HarperBusiness. 

Callahan, M. W. (2016, March 29). What’s Behind Your Beliefs? The Intentional – A Clearer 
View to Life and Meaning. Retrieved from https://theintentional.net/tag/mindset/. 

Csikszentmihalyi, M. (2013). Creativity: The Psychology of Discovery and Invention (Re-
print). New York: Harper Perennial. 

Curedale, R. (2019). Design Thinking Process & Methods 5th Edition. Design Community 
College Inc. 

Dam, R., & Siang, T. (2018, June 2). Design Thinking: Select the Right Team Members and 
Start Facilitating. The Interaction Design Foundation. Retrieved from 
https://www.interaction-design.org/literature/article/design-thinking-select-the-right-team-
members-and-start-facilitating. 

Design Council. (2015, March 17). The Design Process: What is the Double Diamond? Re-
trieved from https://www.designcouncil.org.uk/news-opinion/design-process-what-double-
diamond. 

Dosi, C., Rosati, F., & Vignoli, M. (2018). Measuring Design Thinking Mindset. In DS 92: 
Proceedings of the DESIGN 2018 15th International Design Conference, 1991–2002. 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.21278/idc.2018.0493. 

Dweck, C. S. (2019). The Choice to Make a Difference. Perspectives on Psychological Sci-
ence, 14(1), 21–25. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691618804180. 

Fessler, L. (2017, July 10). The three words that make brainstorming sessions at Google, Fa-
cebook, and IDEO more productive. Quartz. Retrieved from https://www.nextgov.com/cio-
briefing/2017/07/three-words-make-brainstorming-sessions-google-facebook-and-ideo-more-
productive/139302/.  

Flick, U. (2011). Triangulation. Retrieved from 
http://public.eblib.com/choice/publicfullrecord.aspx?p=748540. 

Fulwood, N. (2019, April 3). Publishing needs more design thinking. The Bookseller. Re-
trieved from https://www.thebookseller.com/blogs/publishing-needs-more-design-thinking-
981941. 

Gerstbach, I. (2016). Design Thinking im Unternehmen: Ein Workbook für die Einführung 
von Design Thinking (3.). Offenbach: GABAL. 

Gollwitzer, P. M., & Keller, L. (2016). Mindset Theory. In V. Zeigler-Hill & T. K. Shackelford 
(Eds.), Encyclopedia of Personality and Individual Differences (pp. 1–8). 
DOI: 10.1007/978-3-319-28099-8_1141-1.  

Hildenbrand, T. (2012, November 28). Keynote ALM Days 2012 - Combining Design and De-
velopment. Keynote presented at the ALM Days 2012, München. Retrieved from 
https://pt.slideshare.net/hildenbrand/keynote-alm-days-2012-combining-design-and-
development.  

Jen, N. (2017, August 11). Design Thinking Is Bullsh*t. In 99U Conference 2017. Retrieved 
from https://99u.adobe.com/videos/55967/natasha-jen-design-thinking-is-bullshit 

Kelley, T. (2016). The Ten Faces of Innovation: Strategies for Heightening Creativity 
(Main). London: Profile Books. 

Klein, G. (2016, May 1). Mindsets - What they are and why they matter. Psychology Today. 
Retrieved from https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/seeing-what-others-
dont/201605/mindsets. 

Klein, G. (2017). Seeing What Others Don’t: The Remarkable Ways We Gain Insights. Nich-
olas Brealey Publishing. 

Lewrick, M. (2018). Design Thinking: Radikale Innovationen in einer digitalisierten Welt 
(1st ed.). München: C.H.Beck. 

Lewrick, M., Link, P., & Leifer, L. (2018). The Design Thinking Playbook: Mindful Digital 
Transformation of Teams, Products, Services, Businesses and Ecosystems (1.). Hoboken: 
Wiley. 



Heidi Weber, Sara Gancho, Américo Mateus, and António Cruz Rodrigues 

	

Liedtka, J. (2018, September 1). Why Design Thinking Works. Harvard Business Review, 
(September–October 2018), 72–79. Retrieved from https://hbr.org/2018/09/why-
design-thinking-works. 

Maio, G. R., Haddock, G., & Verplanken, B. (2018). The Psychology of Attitudes and Atti-
tude Change (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications Ltd. 

Meier, J. D., & Kropp, M. (2010). Getting Results the Agile Way: A Personal Results System 
for Work and Life. Bellevue, WA: Innovation Playhouse. 

Naiman, L. (2019, January 18). Design Thinking as a Strategy for Innovation. Creativity at 
Work. Retrieved from https://www.creativityatwork.com/design-thinking-strategy-for-
innovation/. 

Schweitzer, J., Groeger, L., & Sobel, L. (2016). The Design Thinking Mindset: An Assess-
ment of What We Know and What We See in Practice. Journal of Design, Business & So-
ciety, 2(1), 71–94. Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1386/dbs.2.1.71_1. 

Spencer, J. (2019, April 6). What Is Design Thinking? John Spencer website. Retrieved from 
http://www.spencerauthor.com/what-is-design-thinking/ 

Thum, M. (2012, November 26). The Right Mindset: Change Your Mindset in 6 Steps. Re-
trieved from https://www.myrkothum.com/mindset/. 

Uebernickel, F., Brenner, W., Naef, T., Pukall, B., & Schindlholzer, B. (2015). Design Think-
ing: Das Handbuch (2nd ed.). Frankfurt am Main: Frankfurter Allgemeine Buch. 

Vinsel, L. (2018, November 26). The Design Thinking Movement is Absurd. Retrieved from 
https://medium.com/@sts_news/the-design-thinking-movement-is-absurd-83df815b92ea. 

Vogel, T. (2016). Attitudes and Attitude Change (2nd ed.). London; New York: Routledge. 

von Thienen, J., Clancey, W. J., Corazza, G. E., & Meinel, C. (2018). Theoretical Foundations 
of Design Thinking. Part I: John E. Arnold’s Creative Thinking Theories. In H. Plattner, 
C. Meinel, & L. Leifer (Eds.), Design Thinking Research, Understanding Innovation, (1st 
ed. 2018). New York, NY: Springer. 

 

View publication statsView publication stats

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/334657814



