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Welcome to your  
Design Thinking Quick Start Guide 
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Ready? Set? Go! 
Welcome to this Quick Start Guide to Design Thinking. 
Use it in whole or in part, experiment, and have fun. 
You’ll soon see the endless and extraordinary 
possibilities that surface with this new set of tools and 
creative mindset. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Explore. 

Design Thinking is a creative approach to problem-
solving, developing new products, ideas or strategy 
rooted in customer wants and needs and, above all, a 
mindset that fuels innovation. 
 
Here are a few pieces that introduce Design Thinking 
and its potential to help companies build stronger, more 
innovative teams, customer-focused strategy, and new 
products or ideas that deliver exceptional user 
experiences. This is a great place to start if you are 
completely new to Design Thinking. 
 Click on a note to find out more. 
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Dive in. 
Design Thinking takes us on a journey, asking us to 
“empathize” (walk in the shoes of the people we’re 
designing for and see the world from their perspective), 
“define” our goal (are we inventing a new scissors or a 
new way to cut paper?), “ideate” (breakthrough 
brainstorming), “prototype” (creating models) and “test” 
(to gather meaningful user feedback) as we design for 
our end user. This chart from the Stanford d.School 
illustrates the basic Design Thinking journey.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Empathy helps you understand a 
person’s thoughts, emotions, and 
motivations, so you can 
determine how to innovate and 
design for him or her. By 
understanding the choices a 
person makes and the behaviors 

that person engages in, you can identify their needs, and 
design to meet those needs. Use the tips below to go 
deep, and get to know the whole person. 
 

Interview Tips 
 Ask why. Even when you think you know the 

answer, ask people why they do or say things. The 
answers will sometimes surprise you. Allow a 
conversation started from on question to continue 
as long as it needs to. 

 
 Never say “usually” when asking a question. 

Instead, ask about a specific instance or 
occurrence, such as “tell me about the last time 
you ______.” 

 

Empathy: 
Interviewing 

for 
Understanding 
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 Encourage stories. Whether or not the stories people 
tell are true, they reveal how they think about the 
world. Ask questions that get people telling stories. 
Look for inconsistencies. Sometimes what people say 
and what they do are different. These inconsistencies 
often hide interesting insights. 
 

 Pay attention to nonverbal cues. Be aware of body 
language and emotions. Don’t be afraid of silence. 
Interviewers often feel the need to ask another 
question when there is a pause. If you allow for 
silence, a person can reflect on what they’ve just said 
and may reveal something deeper. 
 

 Don’t suggest answers to your questions. Even if they 
pause before answering, don’t help them by 
suggesting an answer. This can unintentionally get 
people to say things that agree with your 
expectations. 
 

 Ask questions neutrally. “What do you think about 
buying gifts for your spouse?” is a better question 
than “Don’t you think shopping is great?” because 
the first question doesn’t imply that there is a right 
answer. 

 Don’t ask questions that are easy to answer in one 
word. Instead, host a conversation built upon 
stories. 

 
 Interview with a partner to capture detailed 

notes. If this is not possible, use a voice 
recorder—it is impossible to properly engage a 
user and take detailed notes at the same time. 

 

Dive Deeper 
Check out this video that engages us emotionally as it 
shows us what empathy looks like, giving us a deeper 
understanding of what others see, feel and experience. 
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Reframing is a valuable tool when 
you want to think differently or 
jumpstart inspiration around a 
challenge that seems 
insurmountable. Reframing breaks 
down conventional wisdom 
standing in the way of progress 

and inspires people to think in unexpected new ways.  

It’s especially helpful for teams with long-tenured staff 
who may be unaware of certain assumptions they bring 
to the table. 

Guidelines 
 

 Ask your team to identify a few strongly-held core 
beliefs, perhaps some that have never been 
challenged. Then, choose one. 
 E.g. A banking crisis is a bad time to expand 

business. 
 

 Identify several reasons that support this strongly-
held belief. Then, choose the 4 most intriguing 
reasons. 
 E.g. Because a banking crisis is a bad time to 

expand business…banks are not providing loans for 
risky ideas or plans. 

 Flip each of these 4 reasons 180 degrees; that is, 
write the exact OPPOSITE sentiment for each. Start 
with grammatical opposites and build from there. 
 E.g. From: banks are NOT providing loans → To: 

Banks ARE providing loans, and crowd funders are 
investing in people’s ideas and plans 

 
 Next, imagine a world where all 4 new core beliefs 

are actually true, and ask “what if we…?” or “how 
might we…?” achieve those reframed assumptions? 
 E.g. “How might we…use crowdfunding to provide 

loans?” “What if…we could use crowdfunding to 
provide loans?” 

 
 Use the ideas generated during this activity to stretch 

your thinking and curate breakthrough ideas that 
address your core challenge. 

 

Dive Deeper 
You can find an online version of this tool, along with 
more background on re-framing, here:  
http://reframe.thnk.org/about 
 

Ideate: 
Reframing for 
Breakthrough 
Brainstorming 
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This activity encourages people to 
work together to practice several 
design thinking mindsets (radical 
collaboration, bias to action, build 
to think, failing fast, test and 
iterate). It also encourages critical 
thinking by asking teams to 

synthesize what they learned and quickly create new 
designs. Participants also need to demonstrate resilience in 
the face of new challenges. 

 

This activity works well with up to 40 people, in groups of 3-
4, and takes about 45 minutes to do. Each group gets: 20 
pieces of raw spaghetti + 1 marshmallow + 1 yard of string + 
1 yard of tape. 
 

Guidelines 
 

 
Teamwork Exercise Introduction (5 minutes) 

 

 In this exercise, we are going to focus on prototyping and 
testing, teamwork and bias to action 

 

 By prototyping using cheap and easy-to-find materials, 
you are more likely to receive the constructive feedback 
you need to change, iterate and improve your design 

 

 In your groups of four, you are going to build/prototype a 
structure using really basic materials: 20 sticks of spaghetti 
+ one yard of tape + one yard of string + one marshmallow 

 

Design Challenge (10 minutes) 
 

 In groups of four, direct teams to build the tallest 
freestanding tower they can in 10 minutes, using only 
these materials (tip: use an online timer to make it easy 
for teams to see passage of time). 

 

 If groups have extra time, encourage them to try a second 
iteration. 

 

Measuring Towers (5 minutes) 

 

 When time is up, measure the height of each tower; the 
team who builds the tallest tower wins. Offer small 
reward such as stickers or similar to winning team. 

 

Debrief (15 minutes) 

 

 What was the hardest part of this challenge? Easiest? 
What have you learned? 

 

 Why is testing so important? What would you do 
differently if you had the chance to rebuild the tower? 

 

 This is iteration, a step all designers take. It’s important to 
have a bias to action, building and creating, then testing, 
then iterating. 

 

 To be a successful designer you must be able to take 
feedback, see it as a gift, and use the feedback to better 
your design. Take risks, be creative, try new things, etc. 

 

 Many people spend most of their time planning and very 
little time testing. When you work this way, you risk your 
prototype failing too late to make needed changes. 

Prototype +  

Test: Spaghetti  

& Marshmallow 

Exercise 
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 Dive Deeper 

You may also enjoy this short TED video, “Build a Tower, 
Build a Team” by Tom Wujec, highlighting what we can 
learn from the Spaghetti & Marshmallow activity. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

    Dive Even Deeper 
When you’re ready to experiment further, check out this 

fantastic guide from the design thinkers at the Stanford 
University d.School. Or, experience their 90-minute 
Virtual Crash Course then facilitate a session with your 
team. 
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Get in touch. 
When you bring Design Thinking tools, approach and mindset to your work and your team, the possibilities are 
exceptional and endless. I’m excited you’re here and am eager to collaborate. I can help you: 
 

 Tackle your business challenges, big or small, with 
on-site innovation labs 

 Activate design thinking activities that result in more 
productive meetings 

 Boost morale through team-building workshops 
 Design team meetings or strategic planning retreats 
 Fortify, refine or reframe your brand positioning, 

values and voice 

 Leverage design thinking to build your brand 
 Write creative briefs to spark innovative, 

breakthrough creative 
 Identify partners to build innovation capacity on your 

team 
 Cultivate a design thinking mindset with a talk or 

presentation and introductory activities 

 

I’m a passionate evangelist for the power and potential of design thinking to develop smart strategy that leads to 
exceptional customer experiences rooted in your company’s brand promise.  I’d love to hear what you’re working on 
and provide a complimentary 30-minute consultation on how design thinking can help you build your brand. Please 
drop me a line or give me a call! 
 

Kelly Chmielewski 
Brand, Strategy + Design Innovator 
+1.571.274.5911 
DesignThinkerKelly@gmail.com 

 
 
 

Special Thanks 
Special thanks to the team at the Standford d.School and at THNK who granted permission for images, tools and tips to be included in this guide. 
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