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An Introduction
Design Thinking is an approach to problemsolving that leverages how designers work. In
the early 2000s, Design Thinking was
introduced to organizations as a process for
innovation. Today, Design Thinking is used in
almost every industry to design innovative
solutions to complex challenges.
Organizations that have adopted a design-led
approach have shown to outperform the S&P
500 by over 200%, seen ROIs of up to 107%, and
captured 1.5 times more market share.1 While
these stats are impressive, not all organizations
that try Design Thinking achieve these types of
results. Most organizations fail to realize the full
potential of Design Thinking because they
overlook one critical element.

To get unstuck and realize the full
potential of Design Thinking, we need
to invest in capabilities that enable us
to become Design Thinkers.
So, what are the capabilities of Design
Thinkers? How do we identify them?
How do we nurture their
development? These are the questions
that inspired a five-year research
journey across 20+ industries with over
1,000 participants. This study
identified the six core capabilities of
Design Thinkers
created a statistically validated
assessment for measuring these
capabilities in individuals and

To be successful at anything we need three
things, processes, tools, and capabilities.
Processes and tools give us the know-how.
Capabilities give us the ability to take action.
Many organizations invest in processes and
tools for Design Thinking but very few invest in
capabilities. When capabilities are missing our
ability to put what we know into action is
limited or non-existent. This means that an
organization may be able to apply Design
Thinking to one type of problem but struggle to
scale it across multiple challenges or they fail to
apply it at all.
1. Based on research by the Design Management Institute, Adobe, Forrester,
and National Endowment for the Arts

teams
uncovered insights for nurturing
and developing Design Thinkers
Over the past two decades, Design
Thinking has proven its ability to
deliver solutions that help
organizations capture market share
and drive financial performance. To
achieve these results we have to go
beyond investing in processes and
tools, we have to invest in the
capabilities that help us to become
Design Thinkers.
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The Research Journey

2014

2015

2016 - 17

2020 - 21

Initial Exploration

Literature Review

1st Large-Scale Study

2nd Large-Scale Study

A qualitative study initially
helped to understand how
designers engaged in
problem-solving. This work
led to identifying 17
different work patterns of
designers.

An extensive review of the
existing literature on design,
designers, and design
thinking was carried out. A
total of 164-items were
reviewed.

A mixed-method multiphased research study was
launched to statistically
validate the 11 capabilities
identified in the literature
review.

In the literature, the 17 work
patterns of designers
emerged as 11 capabilities.

Quantitative and qualitative
data were collected from
over 500 participants across
20 industries around the
globe.

The Design Thinker Profile
was further tested with
another 600 participants
across multiple sectors.
Once again exploratory and
confirmatory factor analysis
was used to confirm validity
and reliability of the
assessment.

The literature review also
revealed that these
capabilities have not
previously been statistically
validated.

Data collected was analyzed
through exploratory factor
analysis which resulted in a
six-factor model that
demonstrates the core
capabilities of Design
Thinkers. Then confirmatory
factor analysis was used to
validate the model this
resulted in the Design
Thinker Profile.
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As of 2021, the assessment
has been tested across 20
industries with over 1,000
participants and has
demonstrated consistency
in model fit, reliability, and
validity.
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Key Findings from
the Research
Five years of research across the globe, in 20+ industries, with over 1,000
participants, a combination of qualitative and quantitive data, what does it all
tell us about Design Thinkers?
Here are the five key findings from the research.

1

Design Thinker capabilities are innate capabilities that we all have, however,
awareness and use of them vary from person to person. For some these capabilities are
in a developing state where awareness and use of them are low. For some, these
capabilities are in an emerging state where awareness and use are moderate. For
some, these capabilities are in an advancing state where awareness and use are high.

2

These capabilities are not absolutes (e.g. we either have them or we don't). In this way,
Design Thinker capabilities are like muscles. We all have these muscles and the
strength of these muscles is determined by how often they are exercised. If you don't
exercise them regularly strong muscles can become weak and weak muscles can be
strengthened through exercise.

3

The degree to which we can use our Design Thinker muscles is influenced by factors
outside our control, such as the people we are around, the environment we work in,
and the type of work we are doing. This has strong implications for organizations that
want to embrace Design Thinking practices to ensure they are creating an
environment where these capabilities can thrive.

4

The most significant outcome of this research study is the Design Thinker Profile - the
only scientifically developed, statistically validated assessment that helps individuals
and teams understand the degree to which they are using Design Thinker capabilities.

5

The most exciting takeaway from this research is that, within each of us, is a Design
Thinker waiting to be awakened. To design is an innate human ability, throughout our
history are ample examples of how we have overcome challenges through design. The
research shows that in recent years, we have become experts at analyzing existing
options and have lost sight of the fact that we are also designers of solutions. It's time
to reconnect with our roots and awaken the Design Thinker within.
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Who are Design Thinkers?
Design Thinkers are problem-solvers who understand their
innate capabilities for designing solutions and know how and
when to apply their capabilities.
Design Thinkers confidently lean into problems, bring together people with diverse
perspectives to explore situations with empathy, freely imagine possibilities, use visuals to
communicate ideas, and curiously test out options to find desirable, viable, and feasible
options.
Through observational research, an in-depth literature review of over 50 years of research,
quantitative and qualitative research, validated with exploratory and confirmatory factor
analysis, over multiple years of reliability and validity, the research show that Design
Thinkers are...

Situation Optimizers

Idea Generators

Curious Experimenters

View problems as an indication
that a better way is possible, they
focus on how they might
transform a bad situation into
a better one.

Live in the realm of possibilities,
they can easily come up with ideas
and capture all ideas in their raw
form, saving judging and
evaluating them for later.

Learn by doing, they run
experiments to test ideas and
discover information about
something that is unknown.
They think, make, and test.

Empathetic Explorers

Visual Communicators

Collective Collaborators

Are genuinely interested in people
and have a passion for creating
desirable solutions that alleviate
pain points and delight those who
use them.

Give life to abstract ideas using
lines and shapes so they can be
shared with others. They opt for
sharing and evolving ideas over
creating pretty pictures.

Understand that individually, we
are all limited, they know that
creating desirable, feasible, and
viable solutions require a
collective effort.

Now, let's take a deeper dive into each of these capabilities...
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Situation Optimizers
Situation Optimizers view problems as an indicator that a better way is possible.
Rather than getting bogged down in the limitations a problem presents, they look
for the opportunities in them. They believe all problems have at least one solution
that will improve the status quo.
It is important to recognize that as Situation Optimizers, Design Thinkers are not
blind optimists; their optimism is tempered with an understanding of obstacles and
limitations that have to be considered and the need for practicality in the solutions.

THINK
If you want to solve a
problem, you have to
believe that a solution is
possible.

FEEL
Optimism is the
superpower that keeps
you going when the
situation seems
impossible.

DO
Embraces constraints and
limitations, aims to
balance possibility with
practicality.

Which looks like, sounds like...
"This isn't an easy problem to solve, we need a solution quickly and there is no
budget, but I know we can make things better, so I keep pushing, even though
somedays, I want to just throw in the towel."

Empathetic Explorer
Empathetic Explorers make a genuine attempt to walk in the shoes of others, to see
the world from different points of view. They find ways to observe people in their
own environments, to engage with people in meaningful ways.
This level of perspective-taking enables Empathetic Explorers to develop empathy
and understand the pain point and joys people experience.
For Design Thinkers, empathy serves as inspiration for creating solutions.

THINK
Creating meaningful
solutions, requires
empathy for those that
will use them.

FEEL

DO

The pain points and joys
of others, without having
to experience it first-hand.

Take an interest in other's
perspective, tries to
understand viewpoints
that are different.

Which looks like, sounds like...
"When I see how our customers use our products, it gives me a deeper
understanding of the features that are important. This perspective helped me to
remember what is important when we have to make tough decisions."
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Idea Generator
Idea Generators imagine freely, setting aside assumptions, and suspending
judgments at least temporarily to think beyond what is to consider what might be
possible. They can come up with an abundance of big, bold, wild ideas. They aim for
quantity, knowing that ideas build on ideas, and it takes an abundance of ideas to
discover one good one.
Idea Generators capture all ideas, regardless of how impractical and unrealistic they
might seem, knowing that with a bit of ingenuity, impractical ideas can become
practical solutions.

THINK

FEEL

There is a time for
judging, and there is a
time for imagining, can't
do both at the same time.

It's okay to temporarily
disconnect from reality to
consider what might be
possible.

DO
Make time to daydream
to think up crazy, wild,
bold ideas.

Which looks like, sounds like...
"Ideas don't arrive fully formed, so it is hard to know if an idea is good or bad until
you explore it further...everything sounds impossible until someone does it. So, you
really. need to suspect judgment and give those crazy ideas a chance."

Visual Communicator
Visual Communicators bring abstract ideas to life by giving them a physical form
using sketches and rough drawings. These visuals enable two kinds of dialog. First,
is an internal dialog where creating visuals provides a safe space to explore ideas.
The second is an external dialog that invites others to contribute to evolving and
refining an idea.
Visually communicating isn’t about creating beautiful drawings, and it doesn’t
require artistic abilities. Rather it is about using lines, shapes, and symbols to
capture, share and iterate ideas.

THINK
Ideas are messy,
sketching provides a way
to work with the mess.

FEEL
Comfortable with their
lack of artistic talents.

DO
Sketch, draw, diagram,
working to communicate
their ideas with visuals.

Which looks like, sounds like...
"Sometimes it is hard to put an idea in my head into words, I am also terrible at
drawing, but I can use simple shapes and lines to communicate that I am
thinking."
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Curious Experimenters
Curious Experimenters are always concerned with what could be. They are eager to
test out ideas, to see what might happen, or how something might work. They are
willing to experiment because, experiments provide an opportunity to discover, to
learn, to grow.
As Design Thinkers, Curious Experimenters understand that some experiments fail
but the risk is worth it. Failure is an opportunity to learn more about what a good
solution could be. Failures move us closer to success. Every failed experiment tells us
something about what the solution could look like.

THINK
Failure is an opportunity
to learn, the risk of trying
is worth it.

FEEL
Curious about trying new
things, excited to see
what happens.

DO
Creates experiments to
test ideas and learn.

Which looks like, sounds like...
"We won't know if we don't try, and if we don't try, then we will just keep doing what
we are doing, and getting the same results. Experimenting is a cheap and fast way
to see what might work."

Collective Collaborator
Collective Collaborators know that good solutions don’t happen in isolation, good
solutions are created by working with others. Individually, we are limited by our
knowledge, skillset, experiences, and the lens with which we see the world,
collaboration is the antidote to these limitations.
Design Thinkers bring people together and invite them to actively participate in cocreating solutions, they also seek feedback and input from those not directly
involved with finding solutions.

THINK
No one person can have
all the answers.

FEEL
Empowered and
motivated by the
collective.

DO
Invites people to join
them, asks for feedback
and input.

Which looks like, sounds like...
"You cannot create solutions in a vacuum, we are all so different and that diversity
is needed if we are going to create solutions."
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The Science Behind
the Profile
The Design Thinker Profile is a scientifically developed and statistically
validated assessment. The big question with any assessment is, how accurately
does it measure what it is intended to measure?

Reliability

Validity

The reliability of a scale is concerned with the stability
and consistency of the scale, meaning does the scale
measure in the same way each time. Reliability for the
Design Thinker Profile was tested using Cronbach’s
Alpha and Composite Reliability.

The validity of a scale looks at if the scale is measuring
what it is supposed to measure. The more accurately a
scale measures what it is supposed to measure the
more valid the scale. Validity for the Design Thinker
Profile is tested using convergent validity and
discriminant validity.

Cronbach's Alpha (CA) is a measure of internal
consistency and measures the extent to which items
within a scale are measuring the same construct. A
Cronbach’s Alpha of .7 or greater indicates good
reliability. Cronbach’s Alpha was used during
Exploratory Factor Analysis to assess scale reliability.

Average Shared Variance (AVE) is a measure of
convergent validity, meaning this is a measure of how
well the items within a factor correlate with each other
and should be .5 or greater.

Composite Reliability (CR) sometimes called construct
reliability is also a measure of internal consistency and
a score of .7 or greater indicates items within the scale
consistently measure the same construct. Composite
Reliability was used during Confirmatory Factor
Analysis to assess scale reliability.

Maximum Shared Variance (MSV) is a measure of
discriminant validity meaning this measure identifies if
items within a scale are strongly correlated with items
within another scale. MSV should be less than AVE.
AVE values for all six scales are greater than .5. MSV for
all scales are less than AVE.

Realiability

Validity

Scale

CA

CR

AVE

MSV

Situation Optimizer

.875

.877

.705

.280

Empathetic Explorer

.812

.800

.503

.417

Idea Generator

.753

.713

.674

.490

Visual Communicator

.817

.862

.668

.259

Curious Exprimenter

.844

.838

.571

.488

Collective Collaborator

.780

.794

.617

.239

Note: The above information is based on data collected between 2016 and 2021. Analysis of the profile for reliability
and validity was completed in 2022. This research builds on the original Design Thinker Profile study that was
published in 2017. You can download a copy of the original study here.
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What now?
Now that we know the capabilities that
enable the Design Thinking process and
understand that these are innate human
capabilities, what now? Where to from here?

Create Awareness
The starting point of most things is
awareness, Design Thinker capabilities are
no exception. Share the capabilities in this
paper with others and engage them in
conversations about how these capabilities
show up within your teams, your
organizations, and your communities.

Assess Build
There isn't a one-size fits all plan for building
these capabilities. To create a unique
competitive advantage, start by
understanding the degree to which your
teams are currently using these capabilities.
Then create a customized action plan for
leveraging existing capabilities while
building new ones.

Reinforce Culture
Remember that these capabilities are
influenced by the work, the people, and the
environment. So, reinforcing the right
culture matters. Pay attention to how people
engage with each other, the language used,
and daily practices, do they help or hinder
Design Thinker capabilities?

Leadership Matters
Leaders play a critical role in fostering or
hindering capabilities. It is important that
leaders understand how to identify, coach,
and reinforce these capabilities.
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The Opportunity Ahead
"Within every organization is the potential for innovation
and transformation...waiting to be awakened."
Organizations that have embraced Design Thinking by investing in processes, tools, and
capabilities have shown to outperform the S&P 500, realized ROIs up to 107%, and captured
1.5 times more market share. At the same time organizations are facing unpredictable and
chaotic environments in which they must learn how to thrive. The good news is that Design
Thinker capabilities are well-suited for navigating these types of environments. The greater
news is that Design Thinker capabilities are innate capabilities we all have but we are not all
aware of them or know how to apply them. This means that within every organization is the
potential for innovation, transformation, and thriving in unpredictable and chaotic
environments. Within every organization are Design Thinkers waiting to be awakened.

Ready to get unstuck and awaken the Design Thinkers within?
Learn more about how to assess, build and scale Design Thinker capabilities. Schedule a
complimentary call with Dr Dani Chesson.
SCHEDULE A CALL

Creator of the Design Thinker Profile, founder of the Design Thinker Institute, and co-host of the
Design Thinker Podcast, Dr. Dani Chesson has spent her career helping organizations leverage
human-centered design and behavioral science to drive innovation, create change and lead teams
through transformations. She has worked with global companies in the USA and NZ. Dani also
lectures at Denver University and Antioch University. Realizing that much of her success in the
corporate world stemmed from her roots as a designer inspired her to start the Design Thinker
Institute, with the mission of helping others unlock the human power of design.
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