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What is design thinking?  

 

Design thinking is an approach that helps us to find a satisfying solution for wicked problems. 

Wicked problems are the one that: 

- have many potential solutions,  

- engage many stakeholders,  

- are vague (we know that there is a problem, but we can’t call it precisely).  

 

Design thinking helps us to look for solutions systematically and support us with various tools. 

Design is as much about creation as it is about exploration and analyzes.  

 

The process is composed of five main stages:  

 

 

Exploration learning about the context, users. Trying to 

understand the topic deeply we will work on 

 

Defining the design challenge deciding what exact problem we need to solve to 

have an impact on the current situation  

 

Ideation generating ideas that will solve the problem  

 

Prototyping making ideas tangible with limited resources 

 

Testing  validating the concepts with others  

 
 

 

Design thinking is all about people, their needs, expectations. We try to discover them and find a 

way to answer them.  

 

Note: If you already have a solution then you don’t need to go through the design thinking process. 

It can be helpful if there is a change required but you are still looking for an idea that will help you 

to reach it.  
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Design thinking in practice  

 

Design thinking is about doing, experimenting and exploring.  We selected for you some 

tools that will help you to go through the process and take most out of it.  

 

Note: Don’t work alone  

 

Design thinking is a collaborative activity. It works when you have people with different 

experiences and passions around you. Think which colleagues you can invite to your project. 

Usually, project teams have from 4 to 6 members. 

 

Defining the scope  

 

Water resource management is a theme that links many different stakeholders and is very 

complex. It can be discussed from the agriculture, city, industry perspective. In our case, we want 

to encourage you to think about it in microscale: from the household perspective. We believe that 

it’s worth to start the change from yourself as well as that small changes may have a significant 

impact.  

 

Scope of our project will be: Water resource management at home and in the garden.  

 

Designing a new world 

 

Designing the change starts with the dream of how the world should look like.  Before we begin to 

think about activities, we need to define how we want to change the current situation. This 

perspective helps to come with more exciting ideas and open our minds for new solutions.  

  

 

Activity: Write ten sentences about how current situation looks like: how people use water in their 

homes, what behaviors are popular etc. Think about different aspects of the topic such as 

behaviors, emotions, objects, situations.  

 

In the next step, write ten statements about how the situations should look like. What would be the 

perfect situation?  

 

Look at both sides and write it what areas actions need to be taken to move from current situation 

to the expected one: e.g., objects that help to save water / new behavior patterns /  new way of 

reusing water (e.g., to splash the toilet we use water from washing dishes, etc.) Find from 3 to 5 

areas.  

 

Vote on which area you want to concentrate during the design thinking process.  

 

Discovery  
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Before solving the problem, you need to learn about it. We need to immerse in the topic, 

understand different aspects of it. Our discovery phase will be composed of three main stages:  

 

● general information  

● surrounding  

● users  

 

General information  

 

Let’s start with the big picture of the topic. We need to learn a bit more about water resource 

management. Narrow your exploration to the theme you decided to work on. 

 

Activity: Each member of your group should find and read some articles about the subject. Try to 

find some case studies that present how different communities, institutions were implementing 

changes related to your topic. Write down essential and interesting facts. Share your notes with 

other members of your team. Prepare together the poster not to lose any critical piece of 

information.  

Surrounding  

 

Identify what places, institutions, are related to the scope of your projects, who may have an 

impact on your project.  

 

Activity: Create a list of organization, institutions, type of users that need to be engaged in the 

change.  

 

Split them into three groups: 

- crucial for the project  

- important  

- less important  

 

Users  

 

Last but not least, think about people: Who will benefit from your solution? For whom you are 

designing it for?  

 

While working on solutions, we need to define what problems we want to solve and who has them. 

Even if you think that everyone can benefit out of your concept, decide for whom you will dedicate 

it in the first place. Understanding users is crucial for our process.  

 

At the beginning of your decision process, take a look at the effect of your work, and see what 

users type were selected as a crucial one.  You should concentrate your design process on them. 

It may also happen that there were no chosen users as critical stakeholders - just institutions. Then 

spend some time in your group and try to find an answer on a question: For whom we should 

design our solution.  Name 1 or 2 groups.  
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Activity: Prepare the Persona using the prepared canvas. Persona is a way to present and 

communicate to others easily for whom you are designing for.  Additionally, to explore our users' 

world better identify in what situation and how our Persona uses water at home. To make most of 

this activity think about the day that our Persona spends the whole time at home. Mark with red 

pencil situations where you see the potential for improvement.  

 

Defining the design challenge   

 

Very often we came with great ideas that don’t solve any problems, and as a result, no one want to 

use them. We want to avoid this situation. Thus we define the challenge after we have learned 

about our users' needs.  

 

The design challenge is usually defined  in the form of the question:  

 

How might we help (who) in (what), so that (effect)?  

 

Who - write down what groups your persona represents  

What - what problem of our persona we want to solve  

Effect - what is the expected outcome of the solution, what w expect the solution to do  

 

Example: How might we help people who own the garden to organize the garden more 

sustainably, so that they will use less water?  

How might we help big families to use water for cooking more efficient so that they will see also 

financial value that comes from it?  

How might we educate children to save the water so that they will make it with joy?  

 

Activity: Write down "How Might We" sentence.  Keep in mind that the hardest part is not to make 

the challenge too narrow either too width. It needs to be specific, but when you think about it at 

least a few different ideas should come to your mind. Put all challenges on the board.  Discuss 

together with your team on which one you would like to concentrate.  

 

 

Ideation  

 

During the next stage of the process, you will have a chance to generate some ideas. We will use 

two methods that will help you to find exciting solutions for your challenge.  

 

Before you start, remember about fundamental rules of the ideation phase. 

 

 

 

 

There are not bad ideas 
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During the first stage of the process don’t think if it’s practical and implementable  

 

 

Work as a team - inspire each other  

 

 

Have fun  

 
 

Lotus flower 

 

Activity:  In the middle of the paper, write your challenge, ex. Water management at home 

 

Work as a team and write eight ideas that come to your mind when you hear the challenge. You 

should write down the first thing that comes to your mind. To go through the activity, we need to 

have eight ideas. Ask each team member to share his/her association. If your group is smaller than 

8, decide together about missing one.  

 

Now take each idea and develop it or transform: add new elements, make it more precise.  To 

each idea, you should write down eight additional descriptions.  Why we need 8? First 2-3 usually 

come very easy to our heads, but also often are obvious. Writing eight requires waking up our 

creativity, thinking outside the box.  

 

If you will write to „fluffy” features the outcome of the activity won’t be satisfying. When you develop 

the idea don write adjectives that describe the idea but precise actions, features. 
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Example: 

 

If your association was: new rules how to use the water more efficiently, you can write such 

ideas as funny stickers next to taps that remind us about saving water, app that shows us how 

much water we have used during the day and compare it to other days.  

 

Analogy 

 

Activity:Next activity will help us to go beyond most common ideas.  

 

Write down the sentence about your topic:  

„Water management at home/garden (put here crucial element from your topic) is as …”  

 

Write at least 6 different endings of the sentence.  

 

 

Example 

 

Water management at home is as:  

• Playing a Monopoly  
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• Being on a diet  

• Start jogging 

• … 

 

Pick the two most inspiring endings of the sentence. Try two find two that are not similar to each 

other.  

 

Then write down five additional information about each selected element. All need to be positive or 

neutral.  

 

Example 

 

Being on a diet   

- There is a list od dos and don’ts  

- You need to keep motivation whole the time  

- You find healthy substitutes for not healthy products  

- … 

 

Last part of the activity is the hardest but also the most satisfying one. Take each element of the 

description and transform it into the solution for our main topic. Try to transform all elements. If you 

have more than one idea, write all of them.  

 

Example  

 

You need to keep motivation whole the time  —->  the switch from how we use water to how we 

should is phased. After each phase you can get a badge and small reward  

 

Select ideas  

 

It finally comes the time to select ideas we will further develop. At this stage of the process, we 

need to decide which concepts we want to invest our time.  

 

 

Activity:  

 

Divide ideas from previous activities into three categories:  

 

• Reject - ideas we don’t want to work  

• Quick fixes - simple ideas that should be easily implemented but don’t need any further 

development  

• Ideas we want to develop - ideas with potential but that are still vague and need to be developed  

 

After you will categorize your ideas concentrate on the section with the one that you want to 

develop. Think which ideas may be merged. Select one on which you want to focus. If you have a 

problem deciding - use dotes method. Agree that each team member has three dots that he/she 

can use to vote for ideas that he sees the biggest potential.  
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Prototype  

 

Probably at this stage of your work the idea is very general e.g. prepare a guidebook how to save 

water at home.  

 

Everyone who will read it may have a completely different concept of how it should work. 

Prototyping will help us to develop the idea and have a common understanding of it.  

 

Prototyping is about doing not talking, so take the materials you have next to you and try to make a 

paper and cardboard mock up that present the solution, make a short movie to show how rental 

can work, draw storyboard etc.  You can also try to organize a small experiment e.g. prepare a 

stickers that inform about how to save water and observe how people react or try prepare a 

guidebook give them few people and after a week talk with them what changes they tried to 

implement. 

 

Activity: Look at examples of prototype and prepare a prototype of your selected solution.  

Testing  

 

Problem with the ideas is that we easily fall in love with them. That’s why to minimize the risk that 

we will be only one who will enjoy them, and we need to validate it with others.  

 

Activity: Present your idea to at least six people who fit into your persona profile. Gather 

information: what they like in the solution, which elements of it they perceive as useful and 

valuable, what improvements they would like to implement, which elements are not clear, raise 

their concerns 

 

Testing usually is composed of the following parts:  

• prototype presentation (if it’s possible don’t explain how your prototype works, give people a 

chance to interact with it)  

• Collecting general opinion (what our testers liked about the idea and what didn’t 

• Asking questions about particular elements f the solution (especially the one that are still vague, 

or wakes up a lot of emotions in your team)  

 

The hardest thing in testing is not trying to sell your idea. While testing, we need to listen, not 

convincing that our solution is right.  

 

If you have decided to organize some experiments discuss with those who participated in them 

what worked and how did it, what was below expectations.  

 

Plan your testing and fill in prepared form.  

 

 

Celebration and implementation  
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Congratulation! You just have finished your first process using a design thinking approach. If you 

won’t be able to implement the idea by yourself think who may help. Look at the institutions you 

mapped when discovering the surrounding and try to set up the meeting when you can present 

your concept.  

 


