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ABSTRACT 

This paper aims to investigate the polarization present within the Design Thinking field of 

research. Starting off from Johansson-Sköldberg et al. (2013), who first identified the distinction 

between the two discourses Designerly Thinking and Design Thinking in 2010, we constructed a 

literature review and a framework of analysis based on conception of knowledge and its relation 

to the advancement of a research field. We claim that root-causes of the polarization derive from 

different knowledge bases, which then inhibit knowledge exchange as well as production. We 

conclude the paper by providing a suggestion for a way forward, claiming the applicability of 

Engaged Scholarship within the realm of Design Thinking to make the field of research progress 

creating relevance for both practitioners and scholars.  

 

Keywords:  Designerly Thinking; Design Thinking; polarization; knowledge exchange;  

knowledge production; management; practitioners; scholars; engaged  

scholarship; literature review. 

GUIDING NOTES 

If you are a curious reader, whose aim is to understand how things turned out the way they did, 

please do read the Preface chapter along with all the others. In that chapter, you will 

find how the journey and its complications that cannot be narrated in a paper otherwise, 

because they would be distracting. And, please excuse us for some necessary 

redundancy that your less-friendly readers required by being in a rush. 

If instead you are curious enough to read the paper, but you do not want to invest your time in 

reading an interesting process of creation, or what we claim it to be, then jump to the 

introduction (p. 10). 

If you are in a hurry, but still feel the obligation to know enough details, you can read Abstract, 

introduction (p. 10-21) and Conclusion (p.  66).  

Finally, if you are in an elevator with only few floors to go, well, perhaps jumping to the 

Discussion (p.  51) and Conclusion (p.  66) could be the way to go.  
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PREFACE - EVEN A STUMBLING BLOCK LEADS TO SOMEWHERE 

We were exposed to the topic of Design Thinking through an academic course, Design 

Thinking and Multidisciplinary Development Projects, held at the Linköping University during 

our Master program. During this course and the close involvement to Design Thinking in practice, 

we identified aspects of Design Thinking that were not covered nor discussed in the course 

literature. Hence, based on our natural interest, we decided to investigate the field of study further. 

Starting off by reading the popular views published in books on the Design Thinking method (e.g. 

Dorst, 2015; Brown, 2009; Martin, 2009; Kelly and Kelly, 2013), we built a first understanding 

on what Design Thinking is all about. Throughout the reading of the books, academic papers and 

case studies, we were initially interested in how Design Thinking was defined and executed. 

We noticed, while researching on Design Thinking that several attributes and phases of the 

methodology contribute to the claimed human-centricity of the process, e.g. the need-finding 

phase (Brown, 2009). In contrast to the human-centricity claimed by Design Thinking promoters, 

we found human-cognitive limitations not being explored by the popular authors (e.g. Brown, 

2008; 2009). After having reviewed more publications, we were willing to claim “Design Thinking 

falls victim to its own methods. Unnoticed by the many, human-cognitive limitations and biases 

are not researched deeply within the Design Thinking realm. Critics refer to and scrutinize Design 

Thinking’s contemporary attributes rather than its subtle mechanics.” Hence, we were ready to 

start our search for empirical as well as theoretical proof. 

Soon, we experienced the limitations of setting up a collection and analysis of extensive primary 

data under the form of shadowing or observation of teams applying Design Thinking, mainly due 

to clear time and budget limitations and thus we rendered this approach “impractical”. We then 

rather opted for secondary qualitative data through the mining of databases, reviewing previously 

conducted empirical studies and theoretical contributions. Unaware of what would be coming, we 

started collecting, storing and reviewing articles; and we went through the first screening process 

of abstracts, introductions and conclusions of the collected articles to gather a solid understanding 

of the field. However, we found ourselves in front of a stumbling block. The remarkable number 

of definitions on Design Thinking, contrasting and incoherent claims on its effects and 

benefits as well as the lack of primary empirical data useable and suitable for comparability 

among different firms (case studies) and different definitions were inhibiting our progress.  

The aggravating task of finding relevant empirical data as well as literature to support our first 

research attempt (as described above) made us change our initial scope of research. Our journey 
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started off like a tangle, and the more knowledge we gained the more it became clear that 

redundancy and unclarity were surrounding the Design Thinking field of research. 

Driven by the question, ‘how did the Design Thinking field of research arrived at such redundant 

and unclear state?’, we started off again our journey, looking for clues and articles that may 

already have tackled such question or phenomenon. Namely the lack of clarity and 

inconsistent redundancy. Consequently, we identified among scholars a raising awareness 

regarding this issue. At this regard, Johansson and Woodilla (2010) and Johansson-

Sköldberg et al. (2013) already touched upon this phenomenon but did not investigate its 

implications.     

Mapping Design Thinking is still a dispersed process and little integration of findings of different 

authors has been conducted. However, within possible ways forward, we found the concept of 

Engaged Scholarship (Van de Ven, 2007) useful during our discussion to provide a key to solve 

the complications surrounding the Design Thinking research, which led us to think about the 

future of the Design Thinking field of research and about ‘What would be the role of Design 

Thinking researchers and research in a field ruled by subjectivity, pragmatism and uncertainty?’, 

aiming to raise attention to the role of research, focusing on the field of Design Thinking and 

suggesting a known, but not applied way of conducting research that contributes to a combined 

relevance for both for scholars and practitioners.  
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ON DESIGN THINKING 

Today, multiple definitions of Design Thinking exist, depending on the context of 

application. Contexts which cover a wide range, from product and service development to 

architecture, organizational and strategic management, as well as public, social and environmental 

challenges. However, this results in a dispersed understanding and in a problem of definition of 

what Design Thinking truly represents, among both scholars and practitioners.  

The term Design Thinking, first, has been publicly introduced by Rowe in his homonym book, 

Design Thinking (1987). Since then, multiple definitions and models covering the topic have 

emerged over time, some similar and some quite far apart, and oftentimes differing from Rowe’s 

definition introduced in his book. This is no surprise, though, as different areas of academia, e.g. 

creativity scholars, design scholars and organizational scholars, elaborated on the notion of Design 

Thinking throughout the last two decades. Simultaneously, practitioners picked up the notion of 

Design Thinking and started to implement the notion in the discourse of organizational 

management.  

By far, the most popular perspective on Design Thinking is promoted by Tim Brown (2008; 2009) 

as an interdisciplinary, user-centered innovation approach or process (Micheli et al., 2018). 

According to this perspective, Design Thinking is referred to as methodology to integrate “what 

is desirable from a human point of view with what is technologically feasible and economically 

viable[...]”. This refined description, and often cited definition, has been introduced by 

practitioner and former IDEO CEO Tim Brown (Brown, 2009, p. 21). Further, Brown defines 

feasibility, viability and desirability as to achieve, respectively, “what is functionally possible 

within the foreseeable future, what is likely to become part of a sustainable business model and 

what makes sense to people and for people” (p. 48-49). The popular view on Design Thinking 

describes its nature as of exploratory roots. A nature that is oftentimes compared by scholars and 

practitioners to the one of creative and play-like learning processes (Brown, 2008; 2009; Dorst, 

2015). In this methodology, as promoted by Brown (2009), Design Thinking efforts are commonly 

carried out in interdisciplinary teams - consisting of members who have different educational and 

professional backgrounds from one another and thus complementing each other’s abilities. In 

general, each team follows one or more projects which aim to solve a complex and interconnected 

challenge or problem while trying to work out the optimal mix of desirability, viability and 

feasibility of their potential solutions. Most importantly, Design Thinking challenges are often 

regarded as wicked problems - an almost paradoxical challenge to solve (Rittel and Webber, 1973; 
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Buchanan, 1992) - and as such, Design Thinking practices are structurally individually adapted to 

the challenge they are supposed to solve.  

During our research, we have found that this definition is widely adopted by practitioners and 

accepted by most scholars as a description on what constitutes the common understanding in the 

field and for what contemporary Design Thinking represents to most scholars and practitioners.  

Having gathered this insight, we reasoned that the popular approach as presented by Brown 

(2009), adopted by practitioners and organizations, is as such representative as the underlying 

definition of Design Thinking in the publications we reviewed and analyzed for this paper.  

For the purpose of this paper, an understanding of the basic concepts as presented by the popular 

author Tim Brown (2009), presented above, and a short overview of the evolution of Design 

Thinking are enough to follow our discussion and conclusive thoughts concerning this well-

debated discourse of Design Thinking research.  
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A TIMELINE OF DESIGN THINKING LITERATURE 

Even though the Design Thinking discourse has become popularized in the last 20 years, 

it has a much longer history in the (academic) literature. Design Thinking has not a clear or 

identifiable starting point in the past, even though its tight links to design research and designers 

are commonly acknowledged. Its heritage as methodology can be rooted back to the 1960s, when 

the first conference on design methods was held in London (Dorland, 2017) and when Herbert A. 

Simon in his book, The Science of the Artificial (1969), formally defined design and proclaimed 

it a science. From there, design expanded in scope and narratives, taking different forms in 

different contexts, making design a practical and contextual subject. During the 1980s, first 

attempts to put order in this relatively young but unstructured field of research were pushed 

forward. For instance, Cross (1982) developed the concept of Designerly ways of knowing, while 

in parallel Rowe (1987) introduced publicly the term Design Thinking, that became a description 

of how designers work and solve problems. In this period, Design Thinking was very much linked 

to Simon’s view of design as rational problem-solving procedure. It was described by rational 

attributes such as the use of “logical structure” and of “formal language” (Rowe, 1987, p. 77; 88) 

to increase its rigor in the academic discourse. Formally described as problem-oriented, Design 

Thinking was in the early 1990s tightly linked to the concept of ‘wicked problems’ (Buchanan, 

1992), which was first introduced in the 1970s to describe a rising complexity and 

interconnectedness in the challenges of the time (Rittel and Webber, 1973). Over the following 

two decades, Design Thinking assumed more relevance as a way of thinking that resembles 

designers’ mental ways of operating and of tackling problems, which includes having multiple 

options or perspectives on a stated problem, trying to eliminate mental constraints and biases in 

the way of thinking and working and, in general, taking on a more creative approach towards the 

potential solution. 

In the 2000s, folk-oriented publications increasingly emerged, concentrating mainly on Design 

Thinking in practice with the scope of solving business-related challenges. In those years, schools 

of design (e.g. Stanford d.school, est. 2005) and companies (e.g. IDEO) gained traction and started 

promoting Design Thinking as a practical approach to solve wicked problems in the organizational 

realm. Promoters of Design Thinking (e.g. Kelly and Lithman, 2001; Stanford d.school, est. 2005; 

Brown, 2008; Brown 2009; Martin, 2009; Dorst, 2010) aimed to make the method comprehensible 

for people without an academic background in design  as well as to make Design Thinking 

scalable, mostly through the publication of their commercial books. However, the 

commercialization of Design Thinking led to the creation of several “schools of thought”, and 
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practitioners in organizations started to adapt the Design Thinking methodology to their needs. 

Since Design Thinking researchers kept on building the notion of Design Thinking, as developed 

in the scholarly discourse, the gap between practice and academia started to emerge. 

Consequently, the last decade of Design Thinking literature saw scholars from the design and 

organizational field of research starting to revise the Design Thinking knowledge and to debate 

the lessons learned by practitioners (Kimbell, 2012). Knowledge that was claimed to be 

fragmented, scattered and diverse (Dorland, 2017), and that was based on narratives from 

practitioners (e.g. Kelly and Lithman, 2001; Brown, 2008; Brown 2009; Martin, 2009), rather than 

on empirical studies and on a scientific process. The debate on Design Thinking in practice, lit by 

the success of popular books promoting Design Thinking as business practices (e.g. Brown 

(2009); Martin (2009)) resulted in a plurality of notions and interpretations both among scholars 

and practitioners (Johansson-Sköldberg et al., 2013).  

As a result, some scholars repeatedly reported a state of confusion within the Design Thinking 

field of research (e.g. Kimbell, 2009; 2012; Johansson and Woodilla, 2011; Johansson-

Sköldberg et al., 2013; Carlgren et al., 2014; 2014a; 2016). Following the apparent confusion, 

some scholars attempted to reorder the Design Thinking field of research (e.g. Dorland, 

2017; Johansson-Sköldberg et al., 2013; Micheli et al., 2018), which however is still in great 

despair and seemingly unorganized.  

Following, we provide a visualization of the publications that covers the rather brief but scattered 

history of Design Thinking in chronological fashion. However, we must stress that it does not 

support nor show any interconnectedness among the publications but rather is meant to 

informatively provide the chronological sequence of our investigated set of literature in the realm 

of Design Thinking (research).   
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FIGURE 1: CHRONOLOGICAL ORDER OF THE REVIEWED DESIGN THINKING LITERATURE 
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COMPARATIVE DESIGN THINKING LITERATURE 

Interestingly, the confusion of what Design Thinking is, which behavior it resembles, how 

it should be defined and if Design Thinking can be seen as an actual descendant of early design 

studies, led to an increasing number of comparative papers and studies. Various attempts have 

been made to analyze the distinction between the observable Design Thinking practices today and 

the theories describing Design Thinking - derived from design research. Johansson and Woodilla 

(2010) started to reintroduce the perspective of Designerly Thinking into the space of Design 

Thinking research. Kimbell (2011; 2012) attempted to synthesize the different ways of describing 

the practice of Design Thinking and Johansson-Sköldberg et al. (2013) provided an extensive 

literature analysis to investigate the root causes of the observed distinction between Designerly 

and Design Thinking. 

In Figure 2 we present these comparative studies, we have identified in our set of literature, and 

that we acknowledge in the area of research we engage in within this paper.  

FIGURE 2: OTHER COMPARATIVE STUDIES 

Authors Main purpose and interpretation of the paper 

Kimbell (2011) The author creates a review of the Design Thinking literature mainly 
synthesizing definitions. 

Kimbell (2012) The author introduces new concepts related to Design Thinking, however, 
does not acknowledge previously conducted research that highlighted the 
same distinction, which in this paper is proposed under a different 
nomenclature. She does not build upon Johansson and Woodilla (2010). 

Johansson-
Sköldberg et al. 
(2013) 

The literature review aimed to investigate the distinction highlighted in the 
paper Johansson and Woodilla (2010). Claim Design-Designerly Thinking 
distinction and claim a multiple of discourses per each of the two sets of 
literature. 

Micheli et al. 
(2018) 

A comparative study and literature review conducted by interacting with 
practitioners. Provide a framework to collect further knowledge about Design 
Thinking. 

Dorland (2018) Providing comparative articles and material about Design Thinking through 
her blog, which summarizes her PhD and her further work. We found useful 
the mapping of Design Thinking, a historical perspective on the topic. 

All the above-mentioned papers attempt to analyze whether a bridge of successive logic and 

implicit coherence in the Design Thinking literature led from designers’ way of operating to the 
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current behavior of organizationally utilizing those principles to tackle interconnected and 

complex business and social challenges. In our initial review, we categorized all but one paper 

having a descriptive approach. Only Johansson-Sköldberg et al. (2013) set out to write an 

explanatory paper, as they identified a distinct division of literature between Designerly and 

Design Thinking in their data set. They did so by building on their earlier work, in which they 

(re)introduced the scholarly distinction between Designerly and Design Thinking to the realm of 

comparative Design Thinking research (Johansson and Woodilla, 2010), and which, by today, 

have become well-observed definitions used in analyses by many researchers. They claimed to 

investigate and explain the confusion they did observe in the Design Thinking literature.  

In 2010, Johansson and Woodilla identified that Design Thinking, as reported by management-

related publications, has a blurred relationship with its heritage in design research. Stating that 

“Design Thinking in and directed at management [ought] to be an application of the research field 

existing within the Design field of research” (ibid., p.48). Instead they found that the discourses 

of Design Thinking from an academic perspective and Design Thinking in practice co-exist in 

parallel streams. Hence, in their subsequent work, Johansson-Sköldberg et al. (2013) conducted 

an extensive structured literature analysis, consisting of 168 publications. They were able to 

identify and present the characteristic distinction between the formal and academic way of 

thinking and acting Designerly and the pragmatic and simplified application by non-design-

professionals, using their definitions of Designerly and Design Thinking as presented in 2010. 

Thus, by using these key definitions in 2010 and 2013, respectively, Johansson-Sköldberg et al. 

(2013) have shown from an academic perspective that the division between Designerly Thinking 

and Design Thinking in the literature exists and that it profoundly influences the discourse of 

Design Thinking research. Causing a polarization between, what we call, theory-based and 

practice-based knowledge in the Design Thinking literature and thus creating two distinct “schools 

of thought”: Theory-based Design Thinking connected to the Designerly Thinking discourse and 

practice-based Design Thinking literature creating its own discourse from what has been 

experienced and observed in application.  

Even though Johansson-Sköldberg et al. (2013) stated their motivation to explain the root causes 

for this polarization, they only present the polarization of literature in the two mentioned 

categories. However, they have not tried to explain how this polarization between the categories 

came to manifest.  
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As a result, we decided to build on their work and to extend their research, investigating the 

underlying cause for the identified polarization among the literature between the notions of 

Designerly and Design Thinking.  

Due to the lack of explanation, we defined our research problem and aimed, on the one hand side, 

to investigate how the Design Thinking literature ends up in such polarization. On the other 

hand, we subsequently wanted to know the implications of such a polarization for Design 

Thinking research and examined the question: What implications does such a polarization have 

on the role of Design Thinking research?  



A.Y. 2019, Master Thesis. Grüner Panieri. 18 

A DIFFERENT APPROACH 

The division between Designerly Thinking and Design Thinking, as promoted by Johansson and 

Woodilla (2010) and Johansson-Sköldberg et al. (2013), seems by now to have become common 

knowledge in the academic realm of Design Thinking research. It presumably helps scholars to 

decouple the theoretical foundations of thinking like a designer - mostly developed in the first 

wave of design studies from the 1960s to 1980s (Dorland, 2018; Dorst, 2015), from the 

contemporary practice of doing Design Thinking as a business tool. Thus, the status quo of Design 

Thinking research seems to investigate Design Thinking practice by evaluating its appropriateness 

as “true Design Thinking” through comparing the fundamentals of design (which have been 

derived from the earlier studies on design) with either the observable practice or reported practices 

in the literature. The field of Design Thinking research and the popularity of Design Thinking as 

business practice, however, have generated a multitude of research, praise, criticism and 

comparative studies. Leaving us readers with a plurality of research approaches.  It seems almost 

impossible for the ordinary readers to grasp the entirety of Design Thinking research.  

Confronted with this challenge and by reviewing the set of literature used in Johannson-Sköldberg 

et al.’s (2013) publication as well as other comparative literature studies on Design Thinking 

(Kimbell, 2011 and 2012; Micheli et al., 2018; Dorland 2018), we have concluded that the division 

between Designerly and Design Thinking is insufficient and inappropriate to use in our research. 

These definitions have been used to describe the theoretical and practical foundations from which 

this polarization has evolved, but they are not suited to describe the dynamics between academia 

and practice. In addition, we have identified three main flaws using these terms as distinctive 

definitions: 

1. The studies which shed light on Designerly Thinking were conducted on professionals

In the early studies on design and designers’ behavior in the problem space, scholars

observed, interviewed and concluded what constitutes Designerly Thinking from the

behavior, routines and abilities of professional experts – masters of their profession

(Buchanan, 1992; Jones, 1992; Buchanan and Margolin 1995 in Dorland 2017). As

reported by the most influential popular authors, contemporary Design Thinking is mainly

conducted by amateurs in an organizational environment - often with little to none design

experience and/or knowledge (Dorst, 2015, Brown, 2009, Martin, 2009, Kelley and

Kelley, 2013).
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2. The studies which led to the academic acceptance of the notion of Designerly

Thinking were mainly conducted in the late 1960s to the early 1990s (Dorland, 2018)

The ability to Designerly think has been defined on the base of knowledge researchers had

access to 30 to 50 years ago. The culture, environment and technological environment

these studies were conducted in might have changed the designer and thus the process of

Designerly Thinking. The premise to accept antiquated studies on professionals to evaluate

the contemporary application of Design Thinking in a sophisticated technological age

might reflect inaccurate cognitive processes. Cross (1982 in Dorland 2018) stated, "there

are things to know, ways of knowing them and ways of finding out about them that are

specific to the design area”, indicating information and ability asymmetry towards the

designer compared to the non-designer. To the best of our knowledge, studies on

designers’ processes to Designerly Thinking have not been repeated in a similar manner

since. Even though we acknowledge the insights gathered in later research on creativity,

which by some scholars has been linked to the notion of Designerly Thinking, the Design

Thinking discourse seems to follow the branch from the 1960s to 1990s rather than later

developed notions of what constitutes Designerly Thinking.

3. The contradiction of purity and adaptability in the realm of Design Thinking

research

Design Thinking researchers referring to Designerly Thinking to analyze the

organizational problem space specific adaptation of the Design Thinking process (Brown,

2009; Dorst, 2015) seems inadequate. What can be observed in the realm of Design

Thinking research is the propensity of scholars to refer to an idealistic description of

Designerly Thinking to solve problems by the use of design-specific problem solving (e.g.

Simon, 1969), derived from the early stages of design research, because the business-

design-space in today’s organizational environment appears to merely match the problems

design experts were confronted with when the term Designerly Thinking has been

established. Even though Design Thinking might be viewed as an evolutionary stage of

design in the business domain, and even though it adopts and deploys some attributes of

contemporary designers’ work, the evolutionary stage Design Thinking currently operates

in is difficult to describe using the origins of design research.

Hence, following these three main insights, from our perspective the division of Design Thinking 

literature between Designerly Thinking and Design Thinking is inadequate. Describing, 



 

A.Y. 2019, Master Thesis. Grüner Panieri.  20 

 

measuring and evaluating contemporary Design Thinking practices requires, in our eyes, a 

contemporary theory derived from studies in Design Thinking organizations. Unlike Johansson-

Sköldberg et al. (2013), who stated that “there is little use in trying to find a single definition or 

description of the practice of Design Thinking” (p. 131) and that “it is understandable that many 

people would like a clear-cut definition of Design Thinking, […] a quest for unity is 

counterproductive for the academic development of the area that we believe it deserves” (p. 132), 

we believe, and hope to show in this paper, that by a change of perspective away from the 

Designerly and Design Thinking discourse an attempt for unity becomes possible. We will present 

our approach, built on the insights from our analysis, in the chapter Discussion (p. 51). 

At first, though, we want to clarify that the intention of this paper is not to discuss the relationship 

between Designerly and Design Thinking. It is rather to investigate the implications of the 

identified polarization on the realm of Design Thinking research created by the distinction 

between the two definitions. To do so, we have to avoid the Designerly Thinking versus Design 

Thinking discourse and rather focus on the concept of knowledge. Specifically, on the relationship 

between theoretical and experiential knowledge in the publications.  

To us, only by focusing on the type of knowledge reported, elaborated and produced by the 

authors, one can understand the root causes of the polarization and perhaps identify what triggers 

it rather than just where it manifests itself.  

Hence, in the process of our research we decided to investigate the publications using a knowledge 

framework, consisting of three layers, which we used to analyze and understand the implications 

of the polarization in the Design Thinking literature, namely Knowledge Base, Knowledge 

Exchange and Knowledge Production. 

Knowledge Base refers to the source of information or experience an author draws his or her 

knowledge from and that is most relevant in the researched publication. Hence, we divided the 

Knowledge Base into two distinct camps – Experiential Knowledge and Academic Knowledge. 

Using this definition of knowledge, we have identified that authors mostly utilize knowledge close 

to their professions or experiences. In practitioners’ publications, for instance, we identified 

mostly sentences describing Design Thinking through the authors’ own definition, mostly 

developed in the process of applying or doing Design Thinking. Contrary, in academia, scholars 

develop their understanding of Design Thinking mostly by citing sources describing Designerly 

Thinking, i.e. designers’ work processes,  rather than working with an understanding of 

contemporary organizational Design Thinking practices, as applied by amateurs. 



A.Y. 2019, Master Thesis. Grüner Panieri. 21 

As a result, this silo behavior of scholars and practitioners, when writing about contemporary 

Design Thinking as a method, process, tool etc., is the underlying cause of the polarization in the 

literature. Polarization that facilitates the process for authors of literature reviews to place the 

articles either in the area Designerly or the area of Design Thinking and thus creates the visible 

polarization for the reader.   

Consequently, we were then interested in how knowledge circulates in the realm of Design 

Thinking research. Introducing Knowledge Exchange as our second layer of analysis, we 

investigate whether the two defined Knowledge Bases “exchange” knowledge by building on each 

other’s insights or, in a circular referencing behavior, the two camps refer mostly to information 

close to their own experience and professions. 

We have found that scholars mostly refer to academic knowledge and often the same sources of 

earlier research on design, Designerly Thinking and early Design Thinking and less to 

contemporary case studies or reports. Even fewer of the authors have attempted to conduct 

primary data studies on Design Thinking. Thus, most of the current academic knowledge is built 

on (often revolving) sources of secondary and tertiary data. While, practitioners writing about 

Design Thinking, on the other hand, utilize mostly their experiential knowledge gathered by 

actively participating in Design Thinking efforts for complex problem solving; oftentimes lacking 

and ignoring any scientific or academic references relevant to their individual topic of interest. 

Thus, practitioners oftentimes present relevant information on Design Thinking in practice but 

lack the ability or motivation to connect it to theories and models that help the reader to generalize 

from the presented experiential insights, developed by scholars through relevant analyses 

providing models.  Which seem to be left unused and not recognized by practitioners. 

Ultimately, based on our insights gathered from the investigation of the Knowledge Base and the 

Knowledge Exchange, we wanted to know whether, despite the circular referencing behavior we 

identified and the distinct base of knowledge the authors draw their expertise from. And whether 

the Design Thinking research community generates new knowledge and hence advances the field 

of research. 

Astonishingly, we found that the authors in the field of Design Thinking research create or develop 

little novel insights and thus little new knowledge is added to the Design Thinking theory. By that, 

the very nature of doing research seems to be halted. The field of Design Thinking research is 

constantly moving and active but, unfortunately, it seems like it is not moving anywhere, and 

especially not moving forward towards a holistic theory in order to combine the notions of 

Designerly Thinking and Design Thinking in a contemporary context. 
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METHODOLOGY 

“By tomorrow, today’s life will look like a linear process.” - Anonymous 

The opening quote has a reflective purpose because each step we take today may look rational by 

looking backwards from tomorrow, but it might not have been so while taking it today. During 

our process of analysis, we started off with different intentions and steered the rudder several 

times. As mentioned in the Preface, we took different perspectives on Design Thinking, which, 

however, led us to the current research question and our paper. As a matter of fact, during our 

process, we came across an article that set the foundation of this paper, Design Thinking: Past, 

Present and Possible Futures, by Johansson-Sköldberg et al. (2013). It is a demographic analysis 

of the Design Thinking literature and draws a line of distinction between two school of thoughts, 

practitioners following Design Thinking and scholars following Designerly Thinking. 

In this chapter we will try to provide our Research Approach, Design and Strategy, as well as our 

Data Collection and Analysis processes which led to the conclusions we have made. 

By providing the Methodology right before the Analysis and Discussion, we aim to create a 

smoother read for the readers of this paper. 

RESEARCH APPROACH 

As general conception or guideline, a research approach should describe how researchers 

understand the relationship between theory and data (Saunders et al., 2009). Being the aim of the 

thesis to shed light on the root causes of a polarization that obstacles the progress of the Design 

Thinking field of research, and to then rethink about the role of researchers within the Design 

Thinking field of research, we reviewed publications, as a source of information and hence as 

empirical data. The findings were then put into the perspective of theory (see Discussion). 

However, the employed theory was introduced during the exploratory process this paper went 

through. Hence, even though the theory functions as the theoretical framework, it was not defined 

prior to collecting empirical data, as it sometimes may happen (Saunders et al., 2009), but rather 

during the first screening of the publications and while acknowledging the phenomenon subject 

of this paper. Following this, and our exploratory research design, we did not have a starting 

framework for the analysis, but rather we built our own framework starting from Johansson-

Sköldberg et al.’s (2013) publication because of their extensive effort to map and categorize the 

Design Thinking literature. During the process, the three-layer knowledge framework, consisting 

of Knowledge Base, Knowledge Exchange and Knowledge Production, was constructed under the 
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assumption that in a field of research, progress can be assessed through knowledge advancement. 

Even though we acknowledge its abstract attributes and potentially loose definition. Internally, 

we referred to Nonaka (2000), SECI, Ba and Leadership: a Unified Model of Dynamic Knowledge 

Creation, which inspired our reasoning about knowledge, while Lave and March (1975) made us 

reflect upon the role of research in social sciences. These authors inspired us to codify, turn or 

make implicit knowledge explicit as well as to build and structure our knowledge-based 

framework. 

DESIGN AND STRATEGY 

This chapter includes a tentative reflection on the choices made in terms of Research Design and 

Strategy of the paper (in the sense of Bryman & Bell, 2015) and of the validity and reliability of 

the data set and research. 

DESIGN 

Building a research design is to provide a frame for the data collection and analysis using specific 

research methods. The research method is a technique to collect data and should not be mixed 

with the research design (Bryman and Bell, 2015). Because of the true nature of our paper, a 

literature review that spans over an extensive period of time, we decided to conduct a longitudinal 

analysis, for which in general authors carry out a “content analysis of documents over different 

periods of time” (as in Bryman and Bell, 2015, Table 3.1, p.72). This very well fits with our 

research question - how the Design Thinking field of research ends up in a polarization. Such 

analysis design enables us to relate to different publications as in demographic and ethnographic 

studies, which as our research does, may span for periods of 30+ years. Even though during the 

analysis we followed mostly a longitudinal design, for the overall paper we decided to adopt an 

exploratory research design and approach, due to the nature of both research questions - one 

hypothesis-based (i.e. there must be at least a root cause to the polarization), and the other one 

open-ended (i.e. what is the role of researchers in the Design Thinking field of research).  

The goal of the paper is to investigate and comment on a general phenomenon in a new light. 

Under these circumstances, the exploratory research design allows for flexibility and adaptability, 

which, during the research process were necessary to carry out new research in a area of blurred 

research. Introduced under the premise that new empirical data is likely to appear, that might 

require a change of direction. However, even though the chosen research design is characterized 

by flexibility, such flexibility does not imply an absence of direction. An exploratory research 
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design rather enables an initially broad focus which narrows down as the research progresses 

(Saunders et al., 2009). 

STRATEGY 

As for the research strategy we considered both quantitative and qualitative strategies to be 

potentially used during our research process. However, we opted for a qualitative approach, 

mainly due to the nature of our thesis. In other words, conducting a literature review can be done 

both quantitatively and qualitatively and good examples of both can be found among academic 

publications, but having to deal with quotes, meaning of text passages and to review them, we 

opted for a qualitative approach (in the sense of Bryman and Bell, 2015). Our literature review 

sees as empirics publications written by other authors. Investigating the reasons behind a 

polarization of thoughts, we found it critical for the paper and for our process to read attentively 

each selected publication, noting quotes or passages that were either in support or discard of our 

claims. Indeed, we combined a content analysis of both secondary and tertiary qualitative data 

(Bryman & Bell, 2015) to develop a comprehensive view of the field of Design Thinking research, 

both in academia and practice, where tertiary data may be considered as comparative studies 

conducted by other authors. 

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS 

Our data collection divides up in two main parts. First the collection of the publications, e.g. 

journals, books, blogs, and then the collection of specific quotes within the single publications 

that provided us with primary and secondary data used while locating publications within our 

knowledge-framework of analysis. The former is described as Search and Selection process 

because we search databases for publications on Design Thinking and select them accordingly. 

The latter, instead, is referred to as Content Collection because we look for specific quote in 

relation to each one of the three layers of our analysis framework, Knowledge Base, Exchange, 

and Production. 
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SEARCH AND SELECTION PROCESS 

The search-and-selection process starts off during our first exposure to Design Thinking during 

the course, DaMD, held at the Linköping University. This course provided us with a first 

superficial knowledge on the method and some popular perspectives. From there, we formalized 

our search and selection process by extending it to a literature review.  

To provide a reliable search, we identified two main influencing factors, the sources of 

information and how extensively the research topic is covered.  

Being considered among the largest database of peer-reviewed scientific literature and drawing 

from more than 5000 publishers, Scopus seemed to us a well-established and trustworthy 

bibliographic database source for the search of our empirics (Scopus, 2019). Empirics, which for 

us and for the context of this paper, are the single publications, which have been treated as single 

and isolated data point. However, not satisfied with the extension of the coverage that Scopus 

provided, we used through the Linköping University Library Services the EBSCO HOST database, 

which as part of EBSCO Information Services provides an extensive Academic Library (EBSCO, 

2019) as well. In addition, to both Scopus and EBSCO databases we added, to supplement our 

search, Google Scholar, googlescholar.com, and the web browser Google, google.com. 

For this paper, the process of literature search is based on the principles of a biased-unbiased 

search and literature snowballing. Initially, a backward snowballing was applied to a given set of 

literature (biased search). Then, an unbiased search based on key terms was used to supplement 

the first snowballing and, finally, a forward snowballing was conducted to collect relevant 

publications. We found the notion of “Snowballing” as presented by Jalai and Wohlin (2012) not 

only most suited for our endeavor, but also the most natural approach due to our initial lack of 

awareness about the available publications. To provide a common understanding of the concept, 

we provide Jalai and Wohlin’s description of it (2012, p. 3) below:  

“The snowballing search method can be summarized in three steps: 1) Start the 

searches in the leading journals and / or the conference proceedings to get a starting 

set of papers, 2) Go backward by reviewing the reference lists of the relevant articles 

found in step 1 and step 2 (iterate until no new papers are identified), and 3) Go 

forward by identifying articles citing the articles identified in the previous steps.” 
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We start off with a backward-snowballing (Jalali & Wohlin, 2012) with a set of literature we 

already had obtained during the Design Thinking and Multidisciplinary Development Projects 

(DaMD) course at the Linköping University as shown in the table below: 

FIGURE 3: PUBLICATIONS GIVEN THROUGHOUT THE DAMD COURSE (DIRECT/INDIRECT) 

Year Author Title

2001 Cross Designerly ways of knowing: Design discipline versus design science 

2008 Brown Design Thinking 

2009 Brown Change by design 

2015 Dorst Frame innovation: Create new thinking by design 

2019 IDEO Ideo.com (for toolkits) 

After a first round of backward snowballing, we collected a set of literature derived from the 

publications we already had. Hence in scientific terms, conducted a biased search. From this we 

added publications such as Simon (1969), Rowe (1987) and Kelly and Lithman (2001) to our set 

of literature, which we decided to supplement with an unbiased selection of literature through a 

forward snowballing. Hence, we complemented the forward-literature-snowballing with 

publications obtained by the use of assorted key terms and collected the updated list of articles in 

a table (Appendix 1, p.72). The key terms we used were mainly buzzwords (e.g. “Design 

Thinking”, “Human centered design”, “Designerly Thinking”, “IDEO”, “Management”, “Problem 

solving”), which we had identified during our first round of screening and reading of the papers 

presented in the table above. This search on the mentioned databases (i.e. EBSCO, Scopus) was 

completed with a web search on the web browser, google.com, to gather eventual blogs, websites, 

or any other sources practitioners publish and may refer to. Overall, as general praxis for this 

search of combined terms we used, as mentioned above, key terms. To provide some examples, 

this combination included the words “Design” + “Thinking”, used as basis, in composition with a 

variable. This resulted in the use of “Design Thinking in Practice”, “Design Thinking 

Application”, “Design Thinking in Organizations”, “Design Thinking Innovation”, “Design 

Thinking Analysis”, “Design Thinking Criticism” and “Design Thinking Review”. This increased 

the number of articles, compounding the results of the search process - in alignment with Jalai and 

Wohlin (2012). By using these terms, we intentionally provoked results which were specific 

enough to investigate sources covering Design Thinking’s nature and essence.  
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Build on the notion of combinatory snowballing, our main filters to select the publication, and 

hence increasing the relevance of the paper, were mainly linked to two processes. First, we 

selected all the publications regarding Design Thinking. Then, we selected the ones that explicitly 

referred to the combination of key terms presented above. This provided us with 59 publications.  

Right after, we synthesized commonalities as we were interested in the knowledge base, exchange 

and production of the Design Thinking field of research. Hence, we have screened and reviewed 

the content of the obtained publications with the goal to identify clues or descriptions made 

explicit by the authors. By doing so, we started feeding our tool of analysis. 

CONTENT COLLECTION (QUOTES, ETC.) 

Finally, starting from the 59 remaining publications as our set of literature, the forthcoming 

paragraph provides an overview over the Content Collection and over the Content Analysis. The 

Content Collection provided us relevant material, that we subsequently used in the Content 

Analysis to feed our “knowledge-framework” (Content Analysis, p. 30 and Analysis, p. 34). 

Meaning that our empirics (i.e. publications) were scrutinized in the search for direct quotes, e.g. 

claims that the author made in his or her publication.  

During the selection process of the publications, Johansson-Sköldberg et al. (2013) inspired us 

through their well-structured and conducted comparative literature study. It is exemplary to us, 

and thus we decided to collect the content in similar fashion. In our tool of analysis, a matrix built 

in Microsoft Excel, we transcribed the tables they provided in their publication (ibid.) and, from 

their codes, we initiated our categorization process. Hence, we started to review the additional 

literature collected, that was not included in Johansson-Sköldberg et al.’s (2013) article and 

updated our Excel file continuously. 

CATEGORIZATION PROCESS 

This section of the thesis is central to our research and collection of content, that has fed our 

framework. Hence, we would like to explain how we supported the content collection through a 

categorization process. By categorization we mean grouping elements under certain labels so to 

give a new meaning to otherwise dispersed or scattered data. Following, we also aim to provide 

our reasoning while selecting content (i.e. quotes, etc.).  

As mentioned earlier, we built our categorization process upon Johansson-Sköldberg et al.’s 

(2013) reported coding system. However, to their system, which contained Year of Publication, 
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Authors, Title, Category, Focus, Medium, and Stream, we added several new codes to support our 

review and subsequent analysis. These codes are P-Key, Author Background, Keywords, Abstract, 

Use in the Current Paper, Publisher, Knowledge Base, Knowledge Exchange and Knowledge 

Production. The last three codes, Knowledge Base, Knowledge Exchange and Knowledge 

Production, build our three-layered analysis framework, while the others have a supportive 

function. This addition increased the information to transcript and cross-check per each 

publication in the first stages of our review process. Though, provided both a wider and more 

precise picture during the content analysis, because it provided us both with already synthesized 

information and with a deeper understanding of the publications.   

Because of the exploratory approach that we decided to adopt as Research Design, some of the 

codes were collected but not used. Among all the codes listed above, we believe that only a few 

of them require an extensive explanation, because of the intuitive nature of the others. Hence, 

below we report the codes divided between the ones introduced by Johansson-Sköldberg et al. 

(2013) and the codes introduced by us. 

Reported Johansson-Sköldberg et al. (2013) codes: 

 Category, binary distinction between Designerly Thinking and Design Thinking. The

former, portrayal of designers and the ways they operate, encasing design traditions from

an academic and purist perspective; the latter, practice “for and with people without an

academic background in design” (Johansson-Sköldberg et al., 2013, p.123).

 Focus, based on the claim of the publication’s author as well as its publisher and audience.

This code helped in the development and feeding of the third layer of analysis, Knowledge

Production. This code is composed of 8 sub-codes:

o Conceptual Work: whether the publication introduces new concepts, 

i.e. abstract ideas on how to engage certain topic.

o Empirical Work: whether the publication introduces new empirical studies 

or data, either quantitative or qualitative. 

o Case Work: whether the publication introduces new case studies, or 

refers to known case studies. 

o Education Work: whether the publication introduces new content for 

educational purpose and therefore simplifies the concepts 

o How-to Work: whether the publication provided claims about How-to 
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conduct Design Thinking 

o Anthology work: Whether the publication introduces or relies upon a 

collection of literary works (= other literature). 

o Promotional work:  Whether the publication aims to promote Design Thinking.

o Critique: Whether the publication critiques Design Thinking, in the 

sense of either Design Thinking or Designerly Thinking. 

 Medium, it represents the means used by the author to publish his/her work (e.g. Book,

Academic Journal, Blog, Conference, etc.).

 Stream 1 , it represents the Design Thinking school of thought associated with the

publication

The additional codes we added directly involved in the analysis: 

 Knowledge base keeps track of what knowledge has been used by the author to construct

the publication - either Experiential Knowledge or Academic Knowledge. Where the

former refers to whether the publications build on authors’ personal experience applying

Design Thinking. The latter refers to whether the publication is built on academic

publications - scholars’ models and theories.

 Knowledge Exchange tracks whether the publication refers to either publications of the

opposite category, i.e. between Academic or Experiential knowledge base. For instance, if

the publication was among the Academic knowledge base, we looked for whether it

exchanges knowledge with publications within the Experiential knowledge base. Here, the

reference lists, direct quotations in the text and authors’ claims were tracked.

 Knowledge Production: whether the author of the specific publication provides and claims

novel insights regarding the Design Thinking field. We fed this layer of analysis through

the use of the code Focus and its subcategories as well as by collecting direct quotes from

the text. This is a binary-option code, Yes or No. No refers to repetitiveness2 or exploitation

of previous known theories or anecdotal case studies, while Yes indicated that the author

introduced novelty, either in combining previously not combined concepts or by

introducing new concepts or case studies. We mainly transcribed quotes from publications

and provided our interpretation of the publication.

1 We disregarded this code, because we did not want to get influenced by Johansson-Skoldberg et al. (2013) interpretation of the literature 
2 For us, repetitive knowledge refers to whether two distinct publications claim and convey the same concept or conduct the same ethnographic, 
demographic study on literature. 
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After collecting all relevant publications and having finished the content collection, the data was 

sorted in our main tool of analysis, Microsoft Excel, and analyzed according to a thematic 

approach, which focuses on emphasizing and identifying certain patterns, or themes, within the 

data (Bryman & Bell, 2015). We reviewed the publication following the code Category to 

distinguish between publications that fit Design Thinking and the ones which fit Designerly 

Thinking, in the sense of Johansson-Sköldberg et al (2013). For the added publication, hence not 

reviewed by Johansson-Sköldberg et al. (ibid.), we also filled the other categories in our analysis 

tool. This was done to build and maintain a comparable dataset. 

CONTENT ANALYSIS 

For our content analysis, we took inspiration from the Grounded Theory (Bryman & Bell, 

2015) to build our analysis, for instance coding and constant comparison were used to position 

each publication within our three layers of analysis. 

By introducing the knowledge perspective, over Design Thinking, as lens of analysis, we built the 

framework of analysis, composed of three layers, around the notion of knowledge. The first 

focuses on the Knowledge Base, hence the foundation of the publication, and can be either 

Academic or Experiential. Respectively, based on other academic publications or based on 

practical experience with Design Thinking. The second layer, Knowledge Exchange, aims to track 

whether the single publication exchange knowledge between authors from the two knowledge 

bases to support the publication’s claims. Finally, the third layer, Knowledge Production, tracks 

whether publications produce knowledge valuable for the research field of Design Thinking. 

Meaning whether new knowledge was provided following the publications’ claims and purposes. 

It is worth mentioning that, to us, both Knowledge Exchange and Knowledge Production are 

independent variables, because exchanging knowledge does not implicitly mean producing it and 

vice versa. However, both Knowledge Exchange and Knowledge Production lay their foundation 

on the concepts of Academic and Experiential knowledge.  

When reviewing the publications, we searched for clues and quotes that would have supported the 

positioning of the publication within the framework, so to feed our tool of analysis, the Microsoft 

Excel matrix. Below we provide an example for each of the three layers of analysis, and of 

collected quotes and the interpretations associated with them. 
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 Knowledge Base: sentences like “Tim Brown of IDEO has written that …” (Martin, 2009,

p. 119) needed to catch our attention so to be used to identify when a publication was

referring to another publication. This, for instance is Martin (2009) using a practitioner as 

base for his argumentation. Hence, we positioned Martin (2009) within the Experiential 

knowledge base publications.  

 Knowledge Exchange: sentences like “this comprehensive new approach to the problem

situation is called a “frame” within design literature (see Schön 1983, and appendix 2)”

(Dorst, 2015, p. 53) needed to catch our attention while reviewing a publication. As it was

used in supporting the author’s argument, the publication is marked as one that exchanges

knowledge.

 Knowledge Production: sentences that resembled novel insights based on either a new

approach to research, new primary data, new concepts, new frameworks or models needed

to catch our attention in this layer of analysis to mark the publication as one of knowledge

production.

In our Analysis chapter, we will provide more extensive examples for each layer of our framework 

of analysis.  
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VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY 

Validity is one of the most important criteria for assessing the quality of our research. It is 

an integrative approach, aimed to provide a holistic perspective protecting the research from going 

into wrong directions and causing doubtful results (in the sense of Nascimento et al., 2018). As 

for the validity, we would like to start from our research approach and process, Design and 

Strategy. We find the qualitative-longitudinal combination to be the best fit for this thesis because 

of the need to compare two different almost opposing sets of literature which evolved over time; 

academically written design research studies and Design Thinking propositions by popular 

practitioners directed at other potential practitioners. In addition, the conclusive remarks of this 

paper, a suggestion for future research and a novel approach to the field of Design Thinking 

research, as well as the nature of the knowledge framework used for the analysis fit the choice to 

maintain an exploratory design throughout the research process well. 

As for the reliability, we focus on two main parts: The Data Collection and the Content Analysis. 

For the data collection, we used well-established sources of information or databases, which to us 

provided enough content to claim reliability over the collection - meaning no lack of perspectives 

or ethical issues were found. Finally, we found the categorization was reliable because we kept a 

consistent way of analyzing the publications, based on the use of, for instance, a primary key, a 

unique code used to identify publications, to eliminate unnecessary redundancy.  

For what concerns our Content Analysis, instead, we started off from Johansson-Sköldberg et al.’s 

(2013) publication. We used their categorization to help classify the literature found, which was 

not covered by their research. We aimed to extend their research by adding publications which 

were published after 2013, as well as new codes that helped us collect information in a structured 

way and that provided a holistic perspective over the publications. However, certain codes, such 

as Author’s Background, were first created because it was expected to be useful and then 

disregarded because found to be non-influential and hence non-relevant for the analysis of the 

content - as we reviewed each publication as a single datapoint, which isolates it from the author’s 

background.  

As a final remark for the Validity and Reliability chapter, we acknowledge a certain degree of 

subjectivity involved in conducting research in social sciences. This may be due to limitation in 

expressive capabilities as well as in our limited experiences conducting an elaborated analysis. 

For instance, we tried to hedge expressive limitations by selecting only one language for our 

analysis. We only searched for publications written in English, which minimized potential 
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translation errors. This, though, did not affect the result of our analysis, because while researching 

publications, the span covering the search “Design”+”Thinking”+”[...]” was extensive, which 

provided enough coverage for this paper as it was carried out within a limited framework and time 

setting as our Master Thesis. Finally, we acknowledge that because of the public availability of 

the selected and reviewed publications, no ethical issues were encountered while carrying out our 

study. Hence, no confidentially was needed while handling publications (in the sense of Bryman 

and Bell, 2015). 
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ANALYSIS 

The aim of this chapter is to provide the reader with the reasoning behind our findings, as 

presented in the conclusive remarks of our introductory chapter. Findings that we identified while 

pursuing our research problem and question, namely to investigate how the Design Thinking 

literature ends up in polarization and the effects on the field of Design Thinking research. 

During our research process, we followed an iterative process throughout, reviewing each 

publication as basic unit of analysis and using our set of literature as empirics. Categorizing the 

literature provided the basis for a structured and comparable dataset, which enabled us to start our 

review and the subsequent analysis. Relevant information such as quotes, passages or our remarks 

on them were collected following the codes described in the methodology chapter. By using the 

three knowledge categories, i.e. Knowledge Base, Exchange and Production, we built a 

framework consisting of three layers that, at each iteration, helped us to gather a deeper 

understanding on the topic as well as patterns in the investigated literature.  

Finally, in the Appendix 1 and 2 (Appendix, p. 65), we present the main data set used for the 

analysis as a table of the reviewed publications and the matrix to review them respectively. In the 

Appendix 5 and 6, we present respectively the framework of analysis or reasoning and the 

selection and/or research process (Appendix, p. 80). Furthermore, in this chapter we provide a 

condensed and simplified representation, i.e. the synthesized information, of our matrix of 

analysis. Trying to provide sufficient data to present and support our findings without distracting 

and occupying the reader with too much information. 

Identifying knowledge advancement as key goal of research, we investigated whether the 

distinction identified by Johansson-Sköldberg et al. (2013) presents an obstacle for the exchange 

and production of knowledge in the field of Design Thinking research. Hence, by building upon 

Johansson-Sköldberg et al.’s (2013) literature review, we investigated the impact that the 

Designerly - Design Thinking polarization has on the knowledge exchange and knowledge 

production within the field of Design Thinking.  

Following the three layers of analysis, our set of literature review shows an inhibited 

communication linked to the polarization between scholars and practitioners (i.e. between 

Academic and Experiential knowledge), who conduct research conformingly to two different 

agendas. This inhibition does not allow the Design Thinking field of research to progress and it is 

consistent across the three layers: (1) the Knowledge Base of authors is different, meaning that the 

base upon which they build their publications may be Experiential or Academic; (2) Knowledge 
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Exchange, indicating a lack of communication among the reviewed literature; (3) Knowledge 

Production, gridlocked on the current plateau of knowledge that the field has reached. 

We present the analysis in three chapters, following the homonymous framework we developed. 

Respectively, Knowledge Base, Knowledge Exchange and Knowledge Production are presented 

and elaborated in the following sub-chapters. For each of the three sub-chapters we provide an 

introductory part, a table reporting the distribution of the analyzed publications, an explanation 

for both the Academic and Experiential distinction, a Good Practice that exemplifies one well 

defined case we saw as representative, and a summary to conclude each chapter.  

However, one exception presents the chapter Knowledge Base, for which we were unable to 

identify and thus provide an example of “good practice”, because the decision of authors to build 

their work on either personal experience (i.e. Experiential) or academic papers (i.e. Academic) is 

indifferent from the data and hints we were looking for. Thus, there is no better or worse base to 

develop Design Thinking on, as both experiential and academic publications are equally important 

to us, our research approach and the following analysis. 

KNOWLEDGE BASE: A DIFFERENT STANDPOINT 

As introduced by Johansson-Sköldberg et al. (2013) and as referred to in the chapter A timeline of 

Design Thinking literature, a distinction between how Design Thinking is practiced and how 

Design Thinking is investigated by scholars, referring to the Designerly Thinking insights 

gathered on professional designers’ modes of operation, exists. Both report and build a different 

kind of knowledge and mainly stick to the sources of knowledge close to their own environment. 

We see on one side, practitioners making limited use of the references they provide in their work 

and tend to refer back to mainly their experiential knowledge, or that of their peers to define and 

promote Design Thinking. While on the other side, scholars tend to refer back to the academic 

foundation of design, rather than Design Thinking in practice (e.g. generally found sources in 

scholars work are Simon, 1969; Rowe, 1987).  

In support of these claims, in this first layer of framework, we analyzed the reference list of each 

publication and the author’s claims in relation to what source of knowledge they mainly utilized 

and what purpose the publications claim to fulfil.  
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Below we illustrate the distribution of publications by reporting some of the publications reviewed 

through the lenses of the used Knowledge Base (i.e. Experiential or Academic).  

Knowledge Base - Authors (year of publication) 

Academic Experiential Category 

Wylant (2008) 
Dorst (2010) 
Micheli et al. (2018) 
Zaana (2015) 
Dorst (2015) 
Carlgren et al. (2014) 
Carlgren et al. (2014a) 
Carlgren, Elmquist and Rauth (2016)
. ...4 

Kelly and Lithman (2001) 
Brown (2008; 2009) 
Kelly and Lithman (2005) 
Martin (2009) 
Kelly and Kelly (2012) 
Kelly and Kelly (2013) 
Lewrick, Link and Leifer (2018) 
Dunne and Martin (2006) 
... 

Design Thinking 

Simon (1969) 
Cross (1982) 
Schon (1983) 
Rowe (1987) 
Buchanan (1992) 
Buchanan (2001) 
Cross (2001) 
Dorst (2006) 
Owen (2007) 
Kimbell (2009; 2011; 2012) 
Rodgers and Winton (2010) 
... 

Designerly Thinking 

Experiential 

Here, we will provide some examples to understand under which premises we positioned a 

publication to a quadrant in the table above; we report the Author and, in brackets, the Year of 

Publication. As mentioned before, within the Experiential Knowledge Base, authors tend to refer 

to their personal experiences and/or to the ones of their peers. Among this set of publications, we 

oftentimes find books, professional articles and websites or blogs.  More often than not, the style 

of writing is anecdotal among these publications. Examples of this phenomenon can be found in 

Brown (2008), a professional article in the Harvard Business Review (HBR), and in Brown, 

Change by Design (2009), a book where he discusses his own experience as CEO at IDEO, a 

design-consulting company, as well as some successful applications and implementations of 

Design Thinking. There, he uses his experiences to strengthen and support his arguments. For 

4
 Here , as well as in the Knowledge Exchange and Production tables, are reported only few examples; for an extended overview please refer to the Appendix 1, p 72.
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example, he reports “I have mentioned many projects and examples. [...] There are many more 

that come from the direct experiences of my colleagues at IDEO”, Brown, 2009, p. 470), which 

for us was clearly identifiable as Experiential Knowledge. Following the same reasoning, we got 

more quotes as confirmation in Change by Design (2009, p. 26). Brown describes himself as 

“evangelist” and always refers to his experience and education as a professional designer. For 

instance, he reports “I was trained as an industrial designer [...], the very first product I designed 

[...]” (Brown, 2009, p.21); and, again, when he refers back to his experiences at IDEO to describe 

Design Thinking and how Design Thinking works, stating for instance “there is a popular saying 

around IDEO that [...]” (ibid., p. 64). 

Other examples of this phenomenon can be found in Martin (2009), Kelly and Kelly (2013) and 

in Lewrick, Link and Leifer (2018), which made us position these publications within the 

Experiential Knowledge Base. Martin, in his book (2009), uses knowledge from his peers, for 

instance, by referring to Brown’s definition of Design Thinking (“Tim Brown of IDEO has written 

that [...]”, Martin, 2009, p. 119) and Brown’s experiences. Instead, Kelly and Kelly (2013) tend 

to refer to their own experiences. Tom Kelly, co-founder and former CEO of IDEO, and David 

Kelly co-founder of IDEO, both trained as professional designers, used their experience to write 

Creative Confidence (2013). For example, they refer to their experience in a straightforward 

fashion. Stating in the preface (p. 22) that after “30 years at IDEO” a “legacy” was needed. We, 

hence, identified the publication as experiential, from the style of writing and referring without a 

doubt to their experiences. “We” as IDEO, “we” as Kelly’s brothers etc., reporting about a project 

that IDEO or they personally conducted, further indicated the experiential background in the 

publications.  

Finally, the same style and behavior is also present in Lewrick, Link and Leifer’s publication. 

Their book, the Design Thinking Playbook (2018), not only reports their professional experiences, 

but also their academic ones. Yet, for the latter, they refer mainly to their experiences while 

applying Design Thinking at the Stanford d.school (est. 2005), using generalized conceptions of 

Design Thinking throughout the book. 
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Academic 

Contrary to the Experiential Knowledge Base, publications within the Academic realm tend to 

generalize from practice or build conceptual reviews upon previous academic publications. Here, 

we follow the distribution of the publications within the two Academic quadrants presented in the 

table above, Academic - Designerly Thinking and Academic - Design Thinking. 

We start with the quadrant Academic - Designerly Thinking, for which we report publications that 

investigate Design Thinking while using Academic source of information (e.g. through logic and 

formalism) and that mainly refer back to previously conducted research on Design and Design 

Thinking. For example, in Rowe (1987, p.77; p.88) we found indications of a required, academic 

rigor while the author described the concept and attributes of Design Thinking. He uses “problem-

oriented constraints”, “logical structure” and “formal language” to describe how Design 

Thinking is deployed. Indeed, in this category most of the publications do not refer to “Design 

Thinking”, but rather limit themselves to describe “how designers operate” (i.e. Cross, Designerly 

Ways of Knowing, Design Discipline Versus Design Science, 2001) or what “design” represents 

(i.e. Simon, 1969). 

In the Academic - Design Thinking set of literature, instead, publications have been placed when 

presenting arguments that favor a theoretical perspective on Design Thinking in practice, either 

under the form of integrated case studies and theory (e.g. Dorst, 2015) or under the form of 

generalization from primary or secondary data (e.g. Micheli et al., 2018). All in all, however, few 

are the attempts to investigate how Design Thinking is applied in practice by employees with a 

non-academic background in design (i.e. Design Thinking amateurs). For instance, Carlgren et al. 

(2014) in their publication, EXPLORING THE USE OF DESIGN THINKING IN LARGE 

ORGANIZATIONS [capitalization as by authors], conducted a review of organizations applying 

Design Thinking. In their 2016 publication, following the same exploration spirit, Carlgren, 

Elmquist and Rauth (2016) attempted to collect insights on how six companies have applied 

Design Thinking. However, both publications due to the rather confused base of multiple 

definitions and methodologies surrounding Design Thinking in practice, may appear not 

representative or of useful comparability - thus lacking the attributes of generalization.  

A last example representative of this set of publications is Micheli et al. (2018). They conducted 

a systematic literature review and synthesize different schools of thought on Design Thinking, 

starting from practitioners and then combining such views with theories and models developed by 

scholars. In their analysis, they collect the literature on Design Thinking, identify attributes of the 



A.Y. 2019, Master Thesis. Grüner Panieri. 39 

Design Thinking and then make practitioners classify such attributes following a set of codes. 

Finally, they review the academic Design Thinking literature to connect it with the classification 

identified. 

Summary 

Johansson-Sköldberg et al. (2013) introduced a characteristic split between Design Thinking and 

Designerly Thinking, claiming two distinct definitions which is inadequate for further research to 

cover the differences in the Design Thinking literature and in practice. To investigate such 

phenomenon, we decided to conduct a literature analysis, which builds up into three layers. To 

investigate the distinction claimed by Johansson-Sköldberg et al. (2013), we took the perspective 

of knowledge, since knowledge is the key attribute of research and progressing in it an intrinsic 

motivation of scholars. What we found in contrast to Johansson-Sköldberg et al. (2013) is, that 

the field of research is, yes, divided but, on the other hand, deviating from the Designerly versus 

Design Thinking discourse, we identified a way to progress the debate on Design Thinking theory. 

Following a different pattern, which is explained in the knowledge base, it has become apparent 

that the authors of the publications we investigated, used their distinct knowledge base building 

their argumentations, namely an experiential or academic knowledge base. When a publication is 

mainly built on personal experiences, we categorized it into experiential - when a publication is 

mainly built on other authors’ work and the reasoning is theoretically derived, we classified it into 

academic.  
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KNOWLEDGE EXCHANGE: DO AUTHORS USE EXISTING KNOWLEDGE? 

Having found in the first layer of analysis that publications have two different knowledge 

bases, Academic and Experiential, we highlighted that it is such different knowledge base that 

triggers the polarization that has been identified within the Design Thinking field of research, 

rather than a simple distinction between Designerly and Design Thinking, as described by 

Johansson-Sköldberg et al. (2013). However, we decided to investigate whether any knowledge 

was exchanged among the publications between the Academic and Experiential knowledge. Here, 

we set out to understand whether in the field of research any exchange of knowledge happens, 

regardless of different premises (i.e. knowledge bases), or whether having two different 

knowledge bases translated into an obstacle for the exchange of knowledge and thus the 

progression of the field. More specifically, we then focused on each publication, looking for 

whether it referred to publications of the opposite knowledge base. In other words, whether a 

publication classified as having an Experiential knowledge base was referring to and building 

upon publications having an Academic knowledge base, and vice versa.  

We found an indication that the exchange of knowledge between academia and practice is very 

limited, hence, that scholars as well as practitioners tend to refer to their closest field of profession 

to analyze and then speculate about Design Thinking. 

Below we report in the table how publications are distributed in relation to whether they 

exchanged knowledge, and some of the supporting examples for this distribution. 
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Knowledge Exchange 

Academia Experiential / Practice Category 

Yes No Yes No 

Rodgers and Winton 
(2010) 
Carlgren et al. (2014) 
Dorst (2015) 
Micheli et al. (2018) 
Carlgren, Elmquist and 
Rauth (2016) 
Wylant (2008) 
... 

Carlgren et al. 
(2014a) 
... 

Brown (2008; 2009) 
Martin (2009) 
Kelly and Kelly 
(2013) 
Lewrick, Link and 
Leifer (2018) 
... 

Design 
Thinking 

Kimbell (2011; 2012) 
Dorst (2010) 
... 

Simon (1969) 
Schon (1983) 
Cross (2001) 
Leong and Clark 
(2003) 
Bayazit (2004) 
Owen (2007) 
Dorst (2011) 
... 

Designerly 
Thinking 

Experiential 

Within the Experiential Knowledge base, few if none of the selected publications for the 

Experiential - Design Thinking discourse refers to academic literature (i.e. Designerly Thinking 

discourse) to support their arguments, but rather to the author’s practical and experiential 

knowledge and the relevant knowledge of their peers (or other practitioners). In other words, 

authors within this quadrant tend to create a “circular reference behavior” among practitioners and 

promoters of Design Thinking. For instance, almost a complete absence of referring back to 

academia was found in practitioners’ publications. Brown (2008) and Brown (2009), for instance, 

do not explicitly refer back to any academic paper or academic knowledge base (none list of 

references nor footnoted academic source is provided), but solely base the two publications on his 

personal and professional experience. The same goes for Martin (2009), who, even though 

providing a list of references of which some are Academic (e.g. Levinthal and March, 1993), does 

not refer back to any of the Designerly Thinking discourse, as in the sense of Johansson-Sköldberg 

et al. (2013). Again, we found the same pattern in Lewrick, Link and Leifer (2018), where other 
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practitioners such as Kelly, Brown, the Stanford d.school and the authors themselves are quoted 

and are referred to, but none of the Designerly Thinking discourse is explicitly mentioned.  

Academic 

For academic publications to be recognized as exchanging knowledge and hence to be 

qualified and classified as such, we considered not sufficient to directly quote practitioners’ 

definitions of Design Thinking in practice. We took this stand because simply reporting one’s 

definition does not contribute to an exchange of knowledge, but it is rather considered as simple 

acknowledgement, if not used to support the academic argumentation advanced by the author. 

Hence, we did consider knowledge exchange happening when Experiential knowledge was used 

to support academic arguments, or when primary data and experiences were collected from the 

field of Design Thinking in practice.  

Starting from the Academic - Designerly Thinking sphere, an example of a publication that does 

not create any sort of exchange with Experiential - Design Thinking publications is Leong and 

Clark’s publication (2003). Even though the authors write the publication in the “form of 

dialogue” between one scholar (Clark) and one design professor (Leong) - a Design professor 

based in Hong Kong (Leong and Clark, 2003, p.48), the publication does not simply exchange 

knowledge from practitioners to academia because of Leong’s academic background and 

professional training. If, at all, would place him in the role of a professional rather than an amateur 

in applying Design Thinking. Hence, very far apart from the Design Thinking in practice, carried 

out by mostly amateurs. In a similar fashion and placement, we identified Rylander’s (2009) 

publication, in which she builds an epistemological study, but falls into a circular referencing 

behavior by mainly quoting and using an academic knowledge base to support her argumentation. 

Among the publications recognized as part of the Academic - Design Thinking classification we 

have found mainly attempts to exchange knowledge between academia and practice. An 

exemplary publication is Carlgren, Elmquist and Rauth (2016), who attempt to provide a 

framework to collect definitions and methods used in practice after conducting an empirical study 

of six companies.  

Finally, to provide a more complete example of what we considered a good practice of knowledge 

exchange between Experiential and Academic Knowledge, we report in the sub-chapter, Good 

Practice, the example of Dorst (2015), a publication that simultaneously and equally builds upon 

both knowledge bases. 
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Good Practice - Dorst (2015) 

As professor and hence living in the academic world, Dorst would still be considered a 

practitioner. Mainly because of his experiences in practice and doing Design Thinking. Among 

the many practitioners, he uses as knowledge base mainly Experiential knowledge, too. However, 

he builds his book, Frame Innovation (Dorst, 2015), combining both theory and practice. For 

instance, he refers to Simon (1969; 1973), Schön (1983; 1987) and links those Designerly 

Thinking authors to the Design Thinking discourse. In addition, Dorst (2015) exchanges the 

knowledge between Academia and Experiential extensively throughout the whole publication, 

combining theoretical frameworks (e.g. Schön’s notion of “framing”, p.53) and cases studies (e.g. 

“Sydney Opera House”, Case 11, p.80). This way of exchanging knowledge becomes exemplary 

of good practice that completely disregards the circular referencing behaviors oftentimes found 

among other practitioners and scholars. Dorst (2015, p.53) uses Schön (1983) to describe and 

support how design thinkers should operate. He, then, reports that a design thinker should 

elaborate the problem definition, a major step in the Design Thinking process, by referring to 

academic knowledge. Stating that “this comprehensive new approach to the problem situation is 

called a “frame 3” within design literature (see Schön 1983, and appendix 2)”.  

Dorst (2015), thus, first introduces Schön’s (1983) concept of framing (p. 53), then the case (p. 

80) and then combines the theory with the case (p. 84). Below, a direct quote from the publication,

where Dorst (2015, p.84) explains in practical terms how the academic concept of frame was used 

and could be used in the case by him previously introduced. 

“Based on these three themes— “liveliness/rejuvenation,” “spiritual uplift,” and “the 

sense of place/home”—many frames were created and explored over the three-week 

period of the project. Some examples: 

Example 1: If the problem situation of the Opera House podium is approached as if it is a 

problem of providing liveliness and rejuvenation, then the podium should be … 

Example 2: If the problem situation of the Opera House podium is approached as if it is a 

problem of providing contemplation or spiritual experience, then the podium should be … 

Example 3: If the problem situation of the Opera House podium is approached as if it is a 

problem of creating a sense of place, then the podium should be …” 

3 For clarification: a frame could be simplified and compared to envisioning the problem under a different scenario/light, an “as if it is […]”. 
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To us, this publication and how it is built, very well explains the concept of knowledge exchange 

between Experiential and Academic knowledge that we refer to and how we classified the 

literature in that sense. A good example that perhaps could inspire other scholars for future 

knowledge exchanges. 

Summary 

Having found during the first layer of analysis that practitioners tend to report about their 

experiences and scholars about their field of interest, the second layer, Knowledge Exchange 

investigated whether between the two knowledge bases any knowledge is exchanged.  We found 

that, on the one hand, scholars refer to design professionals to develop Design Thinking, while 

Design Thinking in practice is carried out by non-professionals. On the other hand, practitioners 

appear to exclusively recall and utilize their experiential knowledge, disregarding the already 

conducted research on designers in practice (i.e. on how they operate, namely Designerly 

Thinking) or any related theoretical frameworks. Few are the publications that actually exchange 

knowledge between the Academic and Experiential Knowledge Bases. We provided an example 

of good practice, i.e. Dorst (2015), where it can be viewed how, under the premises of this paper, 

knowledge exchange could be conducted. Through this second layer of analysis, we thus identified 

the circular referencing behavior many publications are examples of.  By the term “circular 

referencing behavior” we mean the referencing among peers or within one’s own setting, i.e. 

academia or experience, without the useful reference to the other field. This circular referencing 

behavior isolates publications. Providing relevance and usefulness only in the field they represent, 

which together with the clear split between Academic and Experiential knowledge base appears 

to deepen the polarization identified in the Design Thinking field of research. 
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KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTION: DO AUTHORS CLAIM OR PROVIDE NOVELTY? 

In the first layer of analysis (Knowledge Base), we found what triggers the polarization 

identified in the Design Thinking field of research. While, within the second layer of analysis 

(Knowledge Exchange), we highlighted that authors and consequently publications show a 

circular referencing behavior within the area of classification of the paper (i.e. practice or 

academia), which then isolates publications and area of interest to which they belong. Following 

these two layers, we decided to investigate further by building a third layer of analysis. We built 

this third layer after crafting an hypothesis: the lack of exchange of knowledge impacts academic 

knowledge production and brings progress in the field to a halt. We defined academic knowledge 

production as the contribution of new insights in the form of new frameworks, concepts, models 

and/or new field studies in the strict sense of relating and contributing to the Design Thinking 

field of research. Considering our ideal or “complete package” of knowledge production a 

publication that looks for primary and secondary data from the practical/experiential knowledge 

base and generalizes or draws conclusions, contributing to the academic knowledge base of 

Design Thinking research. 

During this third layer of analysis, we built upon the code Focus introduced by Johansson-

Sköldberg et al. (2013) and used its sub-coding categories to highlight whether the author claimed 

or provided novel knowledge in the form of concepts, empirics, cases, how-to descriptions, or the 

education of the Design Thinking method. We then reviewed each publication by looking for 

claims of contribution within the abstract and conclusion, or in the contribution section when 

present. We used, throughout the review of each publication, for our own sake and in search of 

consistency, questions such as “Does the publication provide any new insights for the field of 

Design Thinking?” or “Is the paper referring back to “old-knowledge” only (i.e. Designerly 

Thinking or design literature)?”. This provided us with a clearer picture of whether the author was 

claiming novelty in his or her paper. Few publications, by following our definition of knowledge 

production, contribute to the progress of the Design Thinking field of research. Following, we 

report the distribution of publication which followed the analysis. 
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Knowledge Production (for the field) 

Academia Experiential / Practice Category 

Yes No Yes No 

Dorst (2010) 
Carlgren et al. 
(2014) 
Dorst (2015)* 
Micheli et al. (2018) 
Carlgren, Elmquist 
and Rauth (2016) 
Wylant (2008) 
... 

Rodgers and 
Winton (2010) 
Carlgren et al. 
(2014a) 
... 

Dorst (2015)* 
Lewrick, Link 
and Leifer (2018) 
... 

Kelly and 
Lithman 
(2001) 
Brown (2008; 
2009) 
Martin (2009) 
Kelly and 
Kelly (2013) 
...  

Design 
Thinking 

Dorst (2006) 
Kimbell (2011; 
2012) 
Dorst (2010) 
... 

Simon (1969) 
Schön (1983) 
Cross (2001) 
Leong and 
Clark (2003) 
Bayazit (2004) 
Owen (2007) 
Dorst (2011) 
... 

Designerly 
Thinking 

* The authors with a star contribute to both an advancement in academic and experiential knowledge

Experiential 

Among the publications classified as Experiential knowledge base, most of them produced new 

knowledge or provided new insights for the Experiential - Design Thinking quadrant, mainly 

because such publications report direct experiences and case studies (e.g. Kelly and Lithman, 

2001; Brown, 2009; Martin, 2009; Kelly and Kelly, 2013) and condensed Design Thinking best 

practices (e.g. Lewrick, Link and Leifer, 2018). Some of them defined the concepts in similar but 

different ways (e.g. Kelly and Lithman, 2001; Brown, 2009; Lewrick, Link and Leifer, 2018), 

while others referred to peer’s definition of the concept (e.g. Martin, 2009). However, among the 

above-mentioned publications, the knowledge, which they claim being produced, is scattered and 

not reviewed. Meaning that no peer-based reviews are conducted among practitioners to see 

whether certain elements of Design Thinking became obsolete or whether other elements may be 

unified. In addition to this, the knowledge production that we identified only feeds back to 

practitioners and/or amateurs who need to apply Design Thinking and hence might need “How-

to” guides or anecdotes of some well-performed projects as inspiration or guidelines. However, 
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the publications reported in this paper are written by large in a way that does not help scholars to 

generalize new insights, knowledge or theory for the Design Thinking discourse (e.g. reporting in 

an anecdotal way that lacks enough rigor for scholars to draw any conclusion from it). Hence, 

even though new publications emerged and are proposed by practitioners, they do not provide 

sufficient quality, as for academic standards, to feed the Academic - Design Thinking set of 

literature. Therefore, inhibiting progress for the field of research. Furthermore, authors within the 

Experiential - Design Thinking tend to use knowledge from Design Thinking and contribute to 

other fields, rather than doing vice versa. For instance, Martin (2009) who writes about Design 

Thinking as a source for competitive advantage in Management, locating Design Thinking in the 

management realm, or Kelly and Kelly (2013) who write about Design Thinking’s attributes to 

boost creativity and create creative confidence, positioning Design Thinking in the realm of 

creativity and psychology.  

Academic 

For academic publications to be recognized as producing knowledge and hence to be classified as 

such, we considered mainly claims of contribution stated by the authors.  

Referring to the Academic - Designerly Thinking, we acknowledge that some of the selected 

publications cannot be producing knowledge about Academic - Design Thinking, because they 

were published before Design Thinking was first explicitly formulated (e.g. Simon, 1969). Such 

early publications on Design and designers are still valuable, if combined, discussed and perhaps 

compared with generalized principles identified through practice.  

However, among Academic - Designerly Thinking publications not many produce knowledge for 

the Design Thinking field of research. For instance, Leong and Clark (2003) do not contribute to 

either exchange of knowledge or create new knowledge. They use the term “Design Thinking” in 

their publication title, however fail to refer to any authors that introduced the term before them. 

This can be seen within the reference list as well as by analyzing their text. Their paper, instead, 

becomes a solo-paper - a paper with no connection to the field that only narrates the experience 

of professor Leong (e.g. “We should begin by exploring what brought you [professor Leong] to 

what you [professor Leong] have called an “East-West” approach to design”, ibid., p.48). In a 

similar fashion we see the example of Bayazit (2004), who claims to synthesize the history of 

design research referencing to scholars such as Schön (1983), Cross (1992) and others, of whom, 

however, only Cross (1992) discusses Design Thinking. Still, regardless of the publication’s 
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claims, no new knowledge has been provided to the Academic - Design Thinking, field of 

research.  

As already mentioned, among Academic publications, we considered ideal to refer to both 

Experiential and Academic knowledge to create new insights, hence reporting from Experiential 

- Design Thinking and Academic - Designerly Thinking publications simultaneously. Example of

this comes from Dorst (2006) and Dorst (2015). In Dorst (2006), who in his publication, Design 

problems and design paradoxes, summarizes old knowledge, the synthesized knowledge is 

reported in a fashion to be useable by practitioners to think, after combining Dorst thoughts with 

early publications such as Simon (1969) or Schön (1983). Dorst himself then challenges this 

perspective with the new formulation of how design thinkers should define design problems.  

In addition to this, another ideal case of contribution to Academic - Design Thinking comes from 

studies of primary data by observation of Design Thinking in practice or from secondary data 

from the Experiential - Design Thinking set of literature. Examples of this is provided by Micheli 

et al.’s (2018) publication that represents to us a Good Practice. They analyze secondary data, 

collected together with practitioners. They synthesize a framework that reports Design Thinking 

principles (or “pillars”) based on practitioners’ experiential knowledge.  

Below, we provide a more thorough overview of their publication to provide a good example of 

knowledge production that, under the premises of this paper, others could take as an example to 

learn from. 

Good Practice - Micheli et al. (2018) 

As scholars, Micheli et al. (2018) report about Design Thinking by conducting a literature review 

accompanied by a systematic 3-step analysis, expecting an interaction with practitioners. 

Interaction that in this publication is used as quality and content check. 

They report their aim as “to shed light on current knowledge and conceptualizations of Design 

Thinking.” Through their systematic review they claim to have identified “10 principal attributes 

and 8 tools and methods” (ibid., Abstract, p. 1) about Design Thinking. They write a 

comprehensive academic paper for practitioners, with an easy to follow methodology and 

structure of the paper, as well as easy to follow tables for the synthesis of the data. The guidance 

of their headings is a manifesto of the rigor and clarity that they have achieved. For instance, they 
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use the heading “Practitioner Points” (ibid., p.1) to synthesize what a practitioner should expect 

from the paper as well as the major points of the paper (i.e. Design Thinking definitions).  

In the first phase of their research, Micheli et al. (2018, p.1) acknowledge both the skepticism and 

the recognition needed, when writing about Design Thinking, writing that “moving from 

innovation buzzword to widely diffused practice (Brown, 2008; Liedtka, 2015; Martin, 2009).” 

They also conduct a quantitative analysis to ground any skepticism and to understand the 

frequency of citations among their samples, tracing Author, Year and Type (of publication). For 

example using “Brown 2008 Article 48%; Martin 2009 Book 46%; Brown 2009 Book 39%; 

Simon 1969 Book 39%; Buchanan 1992 Article 34%” as level of frequency analysis (Micheli et 

al., 2018, p. 6).  

In the second phase, in order to obtain a relevant synthesis, they extrapolated codes from the 

publications to synthesize the principles behind Design Thinking and then interviewed 

practitioners to sort each attribute (e.g. concept, tool and method) within a code, and to suggest 

new codes and attributes. Below we report a passage that explains their actions: 

“During the exercise, the designers were encouraged to question the attributes’ labels, 

and to introduce alternative ones (blank cards were made available) or to merge them, 

and they were asked to explain their thought process [...]. Each designer’s card sorting 

exercise lasted approximately 45 minutes.” (Micheli et al., 2018, p.7) 

Further, they report the condensed findings (both qualitative and quantitative), for each 

representative example (ibid., Table 3, Codes, Attributes, and Occurrence Frequency, p.9). Based 

on this and further processing of the data collected, they report the essential tools and methods 

they gathered through their analysis (i.e. Table 5, How the Essential Tools and Methods Enable 

the Design Thinking Attributes, p.14). Then, Micheli et al. (2018) introduce and discuss as well as 

relate their (practitioner reviewed) findings to Design Thinking in the academic literature (Phase 

3: Cluster Analysis of the Design Thinking Literature, p.15). Finally, they provide suggestions for 

future analyses and research based on their gathered understanding after conducting their analysis 

(Chapter: Avenues for Future Research Identified through the Cluster Analysis, p. 19). 

To us, this publication, how it is built and structured as well as a bottom up approach to research, 

very well shows the concept of knowledge production between the Experiential and the Academic 
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sides of the Design Thinking field of research. In addition, Micheli et al. (2018) provide a thorough 

description of their research process, which could help other scholars in developing further their 

work (ibid.), as well as creating new integrated studies. 

Summary 

Following the first and second layer of this analysis, where we first identified that the split within 

the Design Thinking field of research is due to different knowledge bases; and where, secondly, 

we recognized that there is little knowledge exchanged between academia and practice within the 

Design Thinking field of research, we found through the third layer of analysis that little 

knowledge production makes the Academic - Design Thinking field of research stagnate. 

The new knowledge, which we found either among Experiential or Academic publications, is only 

usable by practitioners or scholars respectively. In addition, limited examples of thoroughly 

conducted studies have been found.  

Following the same pattern for the knowledge exchange, we see the polarization (in the sense of 

Johansson-Sköldberg et al., 2013) deepening and few are the articles that combine experiential 

and academic knowledge to produce progresses for the Design Thinking field, and hence 

contributing to the quadrant Academic - Design Thinking.  
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DISCUSSION 

We have started by building on the work of Johansson-Sköldberg et al. (2013). Using their 

structured Design Thinking literature analysis as our starting point, we have found that the division 

of literature in categories and subcategories does not merely resemble a categorization of the 

authors but that the division of literature they have investigated represents a polarization between 

academic and practice. Thus, the distinction between Designerly Thinking and Design Thinking 

as two modes of operation has led to a point that aggravates the progress towards a common 

understanding of what Design Thinking actually is and rather fosters a dispersion of the field of 

Design Thinking research. “The five different discourses with different epistemological 

underpinnings that we refer to collectively as a ‘Designerly way of thinking’ each has both 

forerunners and followers that exist as parallel tracks. Anyone wishing to make an academic 

contribution, therefore, needs to have this pluralistic perspective in mind, because without 

recognizing the plurality and identifying the specific perspective, it is impossible to make an 

academic contribution” (Johansson-Sköldberg, 2013, p.132). 

As we set out to understand from where the polarization is driven, we found that following the 

distinction between Designerly and Design Thinking inhibits us from generalizing causes and 

would lead to just another comparative work, which would help little to drive any progress towards 

the common understanding we searched for.  

Hence, rather than using the distinction between Designerly Thinking and Design Thinking, we 

introduced the perspective of knowledge as our key principle of analysis. By doing this, we have 

found that the field of Design Thinking research draws its knowledge from two distinct directions 

which are inherently different in terms of generalization and usability. Namely, first-hand 

experience that is mainly referred to by popular authors of the Design Thinking practice, and 

theories and models from design research utilized by scholars with little to none practical 

experience in doing Design Thinking. This behavior of authors results in a circular referencing 

behavior, that feeds from and re-feeds the realm close to their own professions. Meaning that 

academia mostly draws knowledge from and provides insights back to academia while 

practitioners of Design Thinking rather write in a fashion that non-design professional can use the 

method of Design Thinking. Popular authors, though, rarely provide any insights or principles 

derived from the realm of design research and designers’ way of working. This results in 

decelerated knowledge production for the field of Design Thinking research. Both parties generate 

very few novel insights and little knowledge is added to the Design Thinking methodology.  
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Deviating from the Designerly versus Design Thinking discourse has shown us that the field of 

Design Thinking research seems to have reached a plateau of knowledge production and thus has 

reached a plateau of evolution, where research and practice co-exist but are little intertwined. 

Johanson-Sköldberg et al. (2013, p.131) concluded that “there is little use in trying to find a single 

definition or description of the practice of Design Thinking. To do so would be to concentrate on 

an elegant model ‘to know’, without the ability to turn it into action through ‘doing’ detailed 

processes (Pfeffer & Sutton, 1999)”and that “firm academic links will preserve valuable parts of 

the practice for managerial use and provide designers with fresh insights into how to make 

connections with the management world”.  

While we agree with the second statement that academia and practice need a reciprocal knowledge 

flow, we profoundly disagree with the first statement and argue that the field of Design Thinking 

research and Design Thinking applied in practice would benefit to develop a joint and integrated 

approach of knowledge production to overcome the theoretical differences of applying and 

extrapolating from the ancient, and for this cause flawed,  perspective of using Designerly 

Thinking as a baseline for research on contemporary Design Thinking practices. We envision a 

field of research that is closely connected to the practices observed in applied Design Thinking, 

that leads to a relevant theory derived from the practice and feeds back to the practitioners in the 

social and organizational space of Design Thinking. 

THE CRUX OF LITTLE INTEGRATION 

In 1994, Gibbons et al. defined the space of a changing knowledge production, away from the 

traditional monopoly of science to develop novel theories and models that will eventually be 

acknowledged by society as norms and knowledge, to application-based approach that not 

necessarily follows scientific norms and rules, i.e. practice, called a Mode 2 knowledge 

production.  Gibbons et al. (1994) defined Mode 2 as “knowledge that is produced in the context 

of application; [...] that is generated through transdisciplinary; [...] that is based on heterogeneity 

and organizational diversity; [...] that possesses social accountability and reflexivity and has a 

distinct Quality Control” (p. 3-8).  

In a subsequent book, Re-Thinking Science (2001), Nowotny, Scott, and Gibbons argue that the 

role of science in the social space has evolved from a normative and authoritative role to a partner 

in an interdependent, reflexive and dynamic space of knowledge production. In the sense of 
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Nowotny et al. science and the social space have changed. Meaning that the interaction of the 

social space and science, i.e. the reciprocal development of knowledge, should be acknowledge 

in an integrated approach to connect both, rather than to preserve the two spaces in isolated 

dichotomy. They argue that the transgressive nature of socio-science is a result of the social space 

and the space of science “invading the other’s domain” (p. 245) and thus blurring the borders of 

knowledge creation and hence causing a disappearance of the isolated view of science and society, 

respectively. Stating that “there is strong pressure for science to move from a more ‘segregated’ 

model of interaction to one in which science becomes more ‘integrated’ with its social context” 

(p. 96) and that “socially robust knowledge can only be produced by, and within, much more 

sprawling socio-scientific constituencies with open frontiers […]”  (p. 258) leads to robustness – 

increasing both scientific and social rigour and relevance of theories and models.  

 Based on our findings in the set of literature that we investigated, we identified that the lack of 

integration of Design Thinking research (science) and Design Thinking practice (society) led to 

an almost isolation-like state in which knowledge exchange is inhibited and knowledge circulates 

in the respective spheres of science and practice but rarely is acknowledged as “relevant” or is 

being utilized by the other party to either develop contemporary theories and models or to be used 

to enhance user practices. The extensive use of secondary and tertiary data by scholars and, on the 

other hand, the extensive referring to anecdotes and personal recollection of isolated practical 

examples, we have identified in Knowledge Base and Knowledge Exchange, indicate to us that in 

the socio-scientific space of Design Thinking a lack of experience working in each other’s sphere 

and most likely a lack in the experience working with each other is ever present. Currently, the 

cling of academia to antiquated theories, which have been developed on professional designers in 

the last century, and thus not representing the space of organizational and social Design Thinking 

today, segregates the scholars from practitioners. As Brown (2009) mentioned in his book, the 

contemporary application of Design Thinking in, e.g. business, calls for the method to be adapted 

to the environment and challenges it is unleashed on. Thus, creating a gap between the well-

formulated theories on Designerly Thinking and the practice of doing Design Thinking.  

A joint, mutually accepted and acknowledged Design Thinking theory, hence, can only be 

developed if both parties favor an integrated approach, i.e. working closely with each other, to 

develop a reflexive environment in which scholars are able to observe and engage in Design 

Thinking activities to gather relevant insights of practices. While, for practitioners, connecting to 

academia and to the knowledge of scholars in order to use models and theories to enhance and 

improve their work practices will provide the relevance they need.  
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A WAY FORWARD 

Developing a joint theory of Design Thinking represents not only a complex and interconnected 

problem of practice and academia in itself, but also a challenge to develop deep and meaningful 

insights into the Design Thinking practice by scholars. So to derive a robust and relevant theory 

and models.  

In the sense of Van de Ven and Johnson (2006), if scholars are exposed to the real-life context of 

Design Thinking practices that are used to engage complex and interconnected organizational and 

social problems, the chances for significant improvements [towards a joint theory] will increase. 

Unlike Design Thinking, many fields of research often develop and test theories in laboratories or 

in otherwise controlled and stable environments. Design Thinking, in contrast, takes place outside 

of universities and under the less controllable and stable conditions of organizations. Thus, 

scholars in the realm of Design Thinking research should, ideally, research based on engagement 

and participation to grasp the mechanisms developed by practitioners.  Researching by being part 

in Design Thinking practices, e.g. in the business environment, and practicing it while distributing 

knowledge and implementing the status-quo of Design Thinking research in organizations. This 

approach to engaged research was defined by Van de Ven (2007) as “Engaged Scholarship”, a 

“participative form of research for obtaining the different perspectives of key stakeholders in 

studying complex problems” (p.9).  

While writing this thesis, we mainly argued about and criticized the approach many scholars take 

on contemporary Design Thinking research. The reliant behavior on secondary and tertiary data, 

often citing the same case studies or referring to the same sources of inspiration, scholars seem to 

have lost the relevant connection to the field of practice, and oftentimes their published work 

provided a sense of “Please, let it be not another personal comment on Design Thinking, disguised 

as an academic paper”.  

During our review, our set of literature counted 59 articles, which we have reviewed and analyzed 

for the course of this study. However, after reading roughly a third of it, repetitive sources and 

links led us to reach a plateau of knowledge from which we gathered no novel insights any longer. 

Hence, based on the analysis we have presented in this paper and the insights we gathered during 

our research, we see the notion of Engaged Scholarship (Van den Ven, 2007) as the most suitable 

and long-needed form of research for the Design Thinking field of study, not only to “survive” 

(Johannson-Sköldberg et al., 2013, p.131) but also to flourish, moving into the next contemporary 

evolutionary stage of design (thinking) theories and models.  
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However, Engage Scholarship is not exempt from criticisms. Therefore, we acknowledge the 

criticism on Engaged Scholarship that has emerged over the years. Especially McKelvey (2006), 

a strong critic of Engaged Scholarship, adopted the perspective of motivation of firms and the 

goals of research to evaluate fundamental differences not covered by using Engaged Scholarship 

in research. McKelvey “questions whether the addition of multiple aspects such as research 

collaborations, arbitrage, big questions and extended time periods will be achievable in real life, 

fast changing, company contexts and thus enable contributions to theory” (Shawcross and 

Ridgman, 2017, p. 40). McKelvey (2006, p. 828) further remarks: “Andy and Paul; your dream 

sounds great, but your path is full of potholes, and, besides, it leads in the wrong direction”.  

In our case, though, we still favor the notion of “Engaged Scholarly Design Thinking” because it 

has the properties to provide a “Win-Win-Win-Situation” for the participants and the field of 

research - even though the challenges mentioned by McKelvey (2006) seem severe. 

First Win 

Engaged Scholarship will benefit the academics. Firstly, as we are writing from an academic 

perspective as well, we want to emphasize the advantages of engaged research. Not only will 

scholars understand how Design Thinking is carried out in an organizational context, with all its 

political, social and human capability tradeoffs inside an organization, and thus not representing 

an ideal form of Design Thinking imagined in the office. The insights and experience gathered by 

the scholar are personal primary data that helps to relate to and comprehend anecdotes as provided 

by Tim Brown (2009) and to develop novel interpretations on what has been experienced. The 

active presence in the workplace will allow for experience-based studies, observational studies, 

interviews with fellow design thinkers and many more data collection processes and thus provide 

a higher quality data for the researcher to analyze that is relevant for the practice.  

Second Win 

Engaged Scholarship will benefit the practice. Design thinkers in organizations can access the 

ability of scholars to structure the work setting, to introduce novel perspectives of thought 

practitioners are not familiar with and to provide insights gathered in Design Thinking research 

and best practices from others. The knowledge worker introduced into the organizational Design 

Thinking setting by placing scholars right in the middle of those efforts, introduces a well of 

knowledge supplementing the practitioners’ work. Either by supporting or questioning their 

efforts based on the academic knowledge on Design Thinking the scholar has acquired in his or 
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her previous research. Thus, developing multi-layered organizational Design Thinking efforts, 

yielding a more effective and perhaps more efficient approach in the organization to achieve better 

and longer-lasting results.  

Third Win 

Finally, Engaged Scholarship will benefit theories. The developed theory will be based on actual 

actions, mental models and methods, derived from processes and people doing Design Thinking 

and thus will replace the antiquated approach to use Designerly Thinking as baseline of 

measurement in evaluating and analyzing contemporary Design Thinking efforts. Based on both 

scholars’ notions of interpreting contemporary Design Thinking and on practitioners feeding from 

and back into the joint theory, a robust and relevant theory will emerge over time and will reflect 

contemporary Design Thinking. The theory finally will reflect the actual practices.  

Implications of “Engaged Scholarly Design Thinking”: Master - Apprentice Space – Master 

Scheme 

In the sense of Polanyi’s Master-Apprentice-Scheme (1952) the combination of Engaged 

Scholarship and Design Thinking research represents two masters (scholars for theory and models, 

and practitioners for the application of Design Thinking) interacting in what we call “Apprentice 

Space”. Scholars are experts of structure, theory and models, synthesizing and reporting to non-

participants in a comprehensible fashion. Practitioners are masters of Design-Thinking’s 

improvisation and flexibility, utilizing existing knowledge and experiences and creating necessary 

knowledge on-the-go in the unstable, unclear, ambiguous and tradeoff conditions of 

organizations.  

Doing Engaged Scholarship, both masters, the one of structure and theory and the other of practice 

experience, interact with each other in the apprentice space.  The apprentice space is the actual 

Design Thinking project or task they are working on. We call it Apprentice Space, as the role of 

a master constantly switches back and forth between being the master of one trade and, at the 

same time, being an apprentice of the other. The project, here defined as space, brings both 

together and naturally generates role alternation for both scholars and practitioners - depending 

on who provides the expertise and who is seen in the role of “learner”. 
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FIGURE 4: REPRESENTATION OF THE APPRENTICE SPACE 

In the duration of a project these roles will change constantly, thus providing a knowledge 

accumulation for the scholar, by accessing practitioners’ work, for the practitioner, by having first-

hand access to the theoretical fundamentals and academic achievements in Design Thinking 

research through the scholar in the workplace, and for the organization itself, as the organizational 

Design Thinking standards, routines and results will be effectively achieved. Creating a robust 

organizational structure of knowledge, routines, practices and achievements.  

Engaged Scholarship, hence, not only provides a relevant and robust theory of contemporary 

Design Thinking practices, it also increases the practical abilities of design thinkers and the 

likelihood of positive, effective and robust results for the organization.  
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WHAT’S NEXT? 

During our research, we identified that knowledge generated by Design Thinking practitioners is 

rarely taken into consideration by scholars in their academic publications. Due to a multitude of 

research on design and seemingly relevant theories on Designerly Thinking concerning today’s 

practices, the discourse results in a polarization of published work between academia favoring 

design theories, i.e. Designerly Thinking, and experiential sources, i.e. practitioners, referring to 

the knowledge gathered in practice. The essential question to revive the progress and flee from 

the circular referencing behavior we found and leave for future research is how to enable a 

consistent flow and exchange of knowledge between academia and practice to feed a 

contemporary Design Thinking relevant to both scholars and practitioners.  

Coming across authors like Nowotny et al. (2001) and Van de Ven (2007), we were encouraged 

to propagate the notion of Engaged Scholarship as a tool to integrate research and practice and to 

challenge scholars to get actively involved in Design Thinking practices, rather than relying on 

secondary and tertiary sources of information as we have seen it during our research. Current 

Design Thinking theories are developed by academia for practitioners and not together with 

practitioners. We would love to see this change in future research efforts, so that both parties 

benefit from each other’s work. 

However, not all that gold does glitter. Engaged Scholarship comes with different kinds of 

challenges, some more general that represent known challenges in research and other more 

specific to the proposed concept. 

Among the many challenges, e.g. earlier mentioned by McKelvey (2006), the more obvious to us 

were the Social (i.e. Partnership), Psychological and Cognitive (i.e. Motivational, Biases and 

Mental Constraints), Economic (i.e. Funding), and Organizational (i.e. Guidelines for research, 

Educational) challenges. These all drive research and how both scholars and practitioners may 

approach doing engaged research. 

Challenges of unified 

research 
Main guiding questions or reasoning 

Social 
(e.g. Partnerships and 
finding the right 
partner) 

How to identify a matching Design Thinking organization to conduct 
research with?  
What are the attributes defining a suitable organization? 
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Since the use of the term increased exponentially and it is hard to 
distinguish between Design Thinking and things just being labelled as 
such. 

Psychological and 
Cognitive 
(Motivational: what 
really drives?) 

Which incentives do drive Academia to practice Engaged 
Scholarship? 

When active participation is required to understand and develop the 
field. The access to Design Thinking teams and the gathered data 
combined with a research design and strategy favoring engaged 
scholarship will enable scholars to publish content that peers regard 
as “academic rigor”. 

Psychological and 
Cognitive (Bias) 

How does the engaged scholarship need to be structured so that 
scholars have the ability to learn and involve themselves in Design 
Thinking practices and simultaneously remain critical to publish 
relevant academic contributions? 

Engaging in the workplace and with Design Thinking colleague 
affects human beings and potentially biases them 

Psychological and 
Cognitive (Mental 
Constraints) 

How to stimulate both scholars and practitioners to make cooperation 
desirable and make them collaborate?  

Practitioner needs to accept scholars in the workplace as a knowledge 
authority who has capabilities to enhance the teams’ work. Scholars, 
on the other hand, must accept that practitioners have developed away 
from the Designerly Thinking discourse and developed expertise 
unknown to them. If one of the parties, or in the worst case both parties 
are not willing to fully cooperate and complement each other’s work 
efforts will fail and the Design Thinking discourse will die, as 
indicated by Johansson-Sköldberg (2013).  

Economic (Funding) Who is going to pay for scholars’ activities in organizations? 

Researcher actively working in or funded by organizations to be part 
of the Design Thinking community are not available to conventional 
academic roles 

Organizational How to develop a platform that feeds into the same theory rather than 
creating dispersed knowledge all over the field of Design Thinking 
research? 

Even though scholars might participate through engaged scholarship 
it must be reciprocal approach to knowledge exchange and production 
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Organizational 
(Educational) 

How to educate scholars while they are “in service”? 
In order to produce high-quality content, scholars must have extensive 
knowledge on how to use and utilize Engaged Scholarship and also 
when not to use and rather stick to a classical research approach. 

In order to make “Engaged Scholarly Design Thinking” work, all of the above-mentioned 

challenges are worth and necessary to investigate in further research. The notion of engaged 

scholarship is a delicate task to implement and thus needs proper preparation, education and 

commitment by the participants - built on a thorough understanding of the advantages and pitfalls. 
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PURPOSE, AUDIENCE, CONTRIBUTION & RELEVANCE 

PURPOSE 

In assessing a research purpose, we must acknowledge the critical distinction between 

studies that examine what parties actually do (descriptive research) and models of how parties can 

do it better (normative or prescriptive research). If the former takes into account problems related 

to collection and analysis, the latter involves judgments of what is valuable and worth improving. 

Following the aim and exploratory nature of this paper, as well as our research question, we 

believe to provide a rather descriptive analysis followed by a visionary prescription on how 

research in the field of research of Design Thinking could progress. Hence, the purpose of this 

paper is to investigate the reasons behind the undergoing polarization of literature that obstacles 

the progress within the Design Thinking field of research, as well as to raise the attention of both 

scholars and practitioners to the relevance of jointly integrated efforts while conducting research.  

We hence developed our research question around three key elements, the phenomenon we 

identify and that we want to learn more about it (i.e. the polarization), within the context of Design 

Thinking, by taking the perspective of knowledge to analyze the phenomenon. However, by doing 

so we let our perspective evolve and we then developed it into the Engaged Scholarship 

perspective for our discussion, this development highlights the transition between the analysis and 

discussion chapters.  

FIGURE 5: FRAMEWORK OF RESEARCH 
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AUDIENCE 

Even though we continuously mention both scholars and practitioners throughout this 

paper, we mainly focus our attention, at this point, on the scholars in the Design Thinking realm. 

It is important to provide a sense of urgency and insight to the scholars researching on Design 

Thinking, as we have found that most knowledge is generated and circulated in academia and 

provides little relevance to the practitioners, at the time of writing this thesis. Hence, scholars, at 

first, are the target group of this work, and hence, for them, we would like this paper to be read as 

a call for action and to approach and kick start collaboration with practitioners. Aiming for 

participative research to advance the theory on contemporary Design Thinking in organizations. 

For practitioners, instead, in this paper would like to call for openness to future participation in 

practically integrated research efforts. 

CONTRIBUTION 

In this paper, we set out to conduct a systematic qualitative-longitudinal literature analysis 

to identify the underlying cause of the polarization that halts the Design Thinking field’s progress. 

Throughout our analysis, we review the literature through the lenses of knowledge, investigating 

which knowledge base is used by the authors for the publication (i.e. Academic or Experiential), 

and whether knowledge is exchanged within the publications. Finally, we investigate if novel 

insights and thus knowledge is produced.  

Even though other comparative studies were found during our selection process, none of them 

took the perspective of knowledge (base, exchange and production) to support their 

argumentation. Furthermore, even though Engaged Scholarship (Van de Ven, 2007) is a known 

and debated concept among scholars, we claim its usefulness and applicability within the Design 

Thinking realm. Hence, aligned with our audience, the major contribution of this paper appeals to 

scholars. For them, this paper provides a critical analysis of current research behavior, concerning 

the comparative literature, and provides a new perspective on comparative design studies (layers 

of knowledge). As well as suggesting a way forward (Engaged Scholarship), while elaborating 

the notion of a novel interpretation of the master-apprentice scheme. However, for practitioners, 

even though there is perhaps less to take away, the paper may be relevant and contribute to instill 

the idea of a reciprocal cooperation among them and scholars. 
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RELEVANCE 

While we acknowledge the thoughts of Lave and March (1975), who noted that it is natural 

for social sciences to be soil for a multitude of frameworks, models, theories and schools of 

thought, we claim the relevance of the paper to research through a new perspective of analysis on 

the Design Thinking field of research (i.e. knowledge framework) and through a potential way 

forward. Indeed, while other scholars identified the distinction between Design and Designerly 

Thinking and the complexity and ambiguity surrounding the field as a problem of definition and 

of different methodologies, we see it as a missed opportunity to create room for a joint effort 

towards research, towards a unified approach to create relevant knowledge to both academia and 

practice. 

The two prominent movements, i.e. Designerly and Design Thinking, that have been established 

over the years and preserved in dichotomy, Designers and design researchers (e.g. Simon, 1969; 

Rowe, 1987) as well as practitioners and organizational researchers (e.g. Brown, 2008; 2009; 

Martin, 2009), are both relevant to researchers and practitioners. Both have the potential to 

contribute to the knowledge advancement of the Design Thinking field of research. Yet, we started 

our research process not on a common ground of shared knowledge. Each party produces a number 

of publications, mostly focusing on their own agenda and convictions rather than acknowledging 

that the evolution of Design Thinking into the organizational environment has naturally 

established a common ground connecting both parties. This requires shared models and theories. 

Thus, a joint effort for empirical research is needed, taking into consideration both views and the 

respective heritage of knowledge both parties build on. Therefore, the introduction of the concept 

of Engaged Scholarship (Van de Ven, 2007), which however has not been used in the Design 

Thinking realm, can be of high relevance for the field of Design Thinking, i.e. for researchers and 

for practitioners. 
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LIMITATIONS 

During our research we found ourselves in front of several limitations which we would like to 

cover below.  

First, the qualitative method is itself, despite the advantages, open to critique. Surely, while 

choosing a qualitative method of analysis presented to us the best fit for the analysis. It is important 

to mention at this point, that if we would have had more resources and time, we would have loved 

to conduct interviews with both practitioners and scholars, authors of the reviewed publications, 

in order to get valuable data about the positioning and distribution of publications within the 

Academic and Experiential knowledge base, concerning their view on Knowledge Exchange as 

well as Knowledge Production. In the sense of Bryman and Bell (2015, p. 215), who claim semi-

structured interviews to be more “more representative” for data collection, we may have 

diminished the reliability of our study by building solely on secondary and tertiary data. However, 

we acknowledge that, under the premise of more time and budget, we would have certainly tried 

to conduct a triangulation procedure, an approach involving more than one source of data, which 

was employed to “ensure that the data are telling [what one] think[s] they are telling” (Saunders 

et al., 2009, p. 146). Here, making use of multiple sources of data allowed for a good foundation 

for the validity criteria of qualitative research (in the sense of Bryman and Bell, 2015). 

Secondly, we acknowledge that replicability of a study is key to the reliability of a study as well 

as of its conclusion. However, we also acknowledge the intrinsic limitations that conducting 

research in social science may implicate, namely interpretation of sources and implicit and 

unrecognized personal biases towards certain topics. Hence, even though in the Methodology 

chapter (p. 22), we explain how we conducted our research, we would like to report the 

impossibility to make all implicit connections explicit.  

Finally, the obvious limitations of time and budget were for us a source of missed opportunities. 

We aimed to conduct more extensive data analysis, providing for instance more visual support, 

showing a map of the interconnectedness of publications by tracing each single reference back to 

its origin. For our case it would have been ideal, but within our abilities hard to build and 

excessively time consuming.  
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META-REFLECTION (EPISTEMOLOGY AND ONTOLOGY) 

We believe that having a meta-consideration of the paper in relation to its claim, 

contribution, relevance may help us and the interested reader to clarify the epistemology-ontology 

reflections on the paper. Suggesting a position of this paper within the epistemology-ontology 

matrix, namely ‘Reflexivity and Management research’ (Johnson and Duberley, 2000, Figure 

p.180), we aim to provide more background to the reader in relation to how we, the authors, see

the world and hence which perspective the paper might have taken. First, by epistemology we 

refer to the theory of knowledge, especially with regard to its methods, validity, and scope, and 

the distinction between justified beliefs and opinions, while by ontology we refer to the 

philosophical study of being, which in other words means questioning whether something exists 

(ibid.). 

Specifically, referring to the Design Thinking field of research, we see Design Thinking’s effects 

in the day-to-day world. Therefore, even though not clearly defined nor easily detachable from 

observed behavior, Design Thinking clearly exists and hence it makes sense to discuss and 

conduct research about it. Despite its abstract or conceptual formation and foundation. As authors, 

we position ourselves and the paper in the objectivist side of ontological dimension of the matrix 

(ibid.), which means that our view of the world tends to be a naturalistic one, for which phenomena 

can be studied alongside their cause-effect relations. On the epistemology dimension, we found 

easier to position us and the paper after fixing the ontological dimension. The nature of Design 

Thinking and its attributes as well as how it is described still undergo a high degree of subjectivity, 

which in certain cases are a far stretch towards an extreme pragmatism - meaning, if it works it 

must be true. Hence, we see ourselves and the paper recalling the same attributes of critical realists, 

where theory and rigor are applied to practical necessities, as we claim the importance of the 

“participation of those being researched” and the researcher themselves (ibid., p. 190). We call in 

this paper for an integrated and reflexive way of conducting research, that recognizes the 

importance of being pragmatic and equally supports theoretical contributions. We find this being 

the true nature of Engaged Scholarship (Van de Ven, 2007, p.9), a “participative form of research 

for obtaining the different perspectives of key stakeholders in studying complex problems” - the 

ultimate goal of “utility-based” research. 
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CONCLUSION 

Writing this paper, we have come to the realization that the field of Design Thinking research is 

not visibly evolving. By conducting a structured qualitative-longitudinal literature analysis on 

Design Thinking literature, we identified a polarization among Design Thinking authors between 

the academic discourse, i.e. sticking to the notion of Designerly Thinking developed in early 

research on design and designers, and popular authors propagating Design Thinking to the 

practitioners, i.e. experiential reports of Design Thinking. In a similar fashion as Johansson-

Sköldberg et al. (2013) did. In addition, we realized by an in-depth analysis of Johansson-

Sköldberg et al.’s work that the antiquated discourse of Designerly versus Design Thinking causes 

a barrier of thought for academics they, apparently, are unable or unwilling to 

overcome.  Resulting in a lack of precise theory to describe and analyze what is practiced in 

organizations. We, instead, introduced a different perspective - the knowledge perspective. 

Analyzing the Knowledge Base authors draw their knowledge from, we were able to prove that 

the polarization of literature is caused by the distinct areas the used knowledge was created in. 

Namely, academia and practice. Going “deeper” into the analysis, we found that very little 

knowledge is exchanged in the set of literature we investigated. Leading to a halt in the production 

of novel insights and thus lacking knowledge production in the field of Design Thinking research. 

In the sense of Van den Ven (2007) and Nowotny et al. (2001), we then identified an engaging 

and participative approach for future research as the best fit to overcome the theory-practice-

barrier. Engaged Scholarship (Van de Ven, 2007) will provide relevance and rigour in the 

knowledge produced to both scholars and practitioners during the course of a joint-theory 

development approach.  In the course of building the notion of “Engaged Scholarly Design 

Thinking” Research, we also identified challenges which need to be addressed in further research 

studies to conclude our approach and enable moving forward towards a joint theory of Design 

Thinking.   

In our paper, we tried to go beyond the simple distinction of Designerly and Design Thinking in 

the literature that is observable for a few years now. We provided through our analysis a different 

perspective to future scholarly attempts to progress the Design Thinking theory. By introducing 

the notion of engaged scholarship, we provided the practical emphasis of Design Thinking 

research should consider. By doing so, we believe that a joint Design Thinking theory becomes 

possible and we would like to see future efforts building on our insights, achieving progress in a 

seemingly scattered field of knowledge and to not falling short of their motivation and 

responsibility to develop knowledge further. 
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APPENDIX 

APPENDIX 1: DATASET OF PUBLICATIONS REVIEWED TO CONDUCT THE 
ANALYSIS.6 

6 In this table are reported all the 59 articles reviewed after the selection process, and on which the analysis is based. 
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APPENDIX 2: CATEGORIES \ AS FOR JOHANSSON-SKÖLDBERG ET AL. 
(2013).6  

6 Johansson-Sköldberg et al. (2013) review about 130 articles. Here we report few of them as an example, for the full list refer to their work. 
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APPENDIX 3: FREQUENCY OF ARTICLES BASED ON THE INTRODUCED 
DISTINCTIONS. 

Dimension Characteristics Frequency in the dataset 

Category Design Thinking  
Designerly Thinking 

29 
30 

Medium Acad Jnl 
Book 
Conf Prsnt 
Prof Jnl 
Website 

33 
13 
4 
6 
3 

Knowledge Base Experiential 
Academic 

28 
31 

Knowledge Exchange Yes 
No 

17 
42 

Knowledge Production Yes 
No 

13 
46 
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APPENDIX 4: VISUALIZATION OF THE INITIAL STATUS-QUO 
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APPENDIX 5: VISUALIZATION OF OUR FRAMEWORK OF ANALYSIS AND 
DISCUSSION  
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APPENDIX 6: OUR RESEARCH PROCESS IN ONE PICTURE 




