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Mapping the Terrain of Design Thinking Pedagogies and Outcome:
Cross-institutional, Longitudinal Research

This paper aims to spark collaborative, action-oriented research opportunities around design
thinking, systems thinking, and civic engagement within higher education by 1) highlighting
innovative practices emerging from overlapping fields and 2) summarizing current case study
research informed by these methods.

A number of critical questions foreground this research: How have higher education institutions
integrated design and systems thinking in order to address wicked problems in their local and global
communities? What has this work accomplished and what might it accomplish? How might
stakeholders embedded within these systems reshape the structures and cultures of higher education
in order to generate more inclusive and just impact?

Theoretical Underpinnings: Design, Systems, & Public Engagement within Higher Education

As RSD points out, the fields of design and systems thinking too often fail to intentionally and
deeply engage one another. Given their overlapping histories, values, and goals (Jones & Kijima
2019), as well as the need to collaboratively address large-scale wicked problems (Rittel & Webber,
1969), this lack of engagement is problematic. Taken together, these fields have the potential to not
only map the historic and geographic landscape of design and engagement within higher education.,
but also support its goals to operate a place-based, boundary-spanning organization committed to
the “public good.” This is especially true given higher education’s fraught and problematic history
with public engagement alongside its cultural and structural resistance (Bandy et al., 2018; Long &
Gibson, 2016).

However, while design thinking has been enthusiastically endorsed by many institutions of higher
education, critical research on the practices being implemented and their outcomes is still in its
infancy (Ware, 2019; Kurtmollaiev et al., 2018; Liedtka & Bahr, 2019). Many practices and
assessment metrics thus far have narrowly focused on short-term, celebratory case studies (Calgren,
Rauth, & Elmquist, 2016; Ware, 2019) and traditional return on investment numbers (Forrester,
2018). Similarly, while there is a wealth of scholarship supporting the immediate value of civic
engagement, research on its long term impact across stakeholders and systems is lacking (Divan et
al., 2017; Hill et al., 2016). Practitioners and researchers--especially those at the systemic design
association--are calling for more inclusive, systemic and action-oriented practices and research
(Escobar, 2018; Protzen, & Harris, 2010; Vink, 2019).

Responding to this call and hoping to spark transformative and sustainable systems change, the
research described in this paper emerges from the integration of recommendations from ecosystems
(Vink, 2019) and transition design (Irwin, 2015), emergent strategy (Brown 2017),
cross-institiutional design research (Liedtka & Bahr 2019), participatory action research (Lykes &
Mallona, 2013) and feminist pragmatism (Whipps & Lake). Informed by these fields, this research
seeks to visualize how the traditional siloes of research, teaching, and service might be reimagined
and harnessed towards cocreating collaborative engagement projects.



Case Study

Geographic Asset-Mapping: institutional service requirements can be leveraged to provide
opportunities to build the relationships necessary for participatory action research that is grounded
in systems awareness. In this case, service at a liberal arts mid-sized university in the United States
supported the creation of a “Coalition for Change” and the visualization of a campus-wide
changemaker map. Shared efforts to create the map prompted “aesthetic disruptions” in participant
frameworks, generated awareness of informal and formal opportunities for changemaking, and
sparked opportunities for new pathways. In this case, the inclusion of this work as service led to
relationships that generated cross-stakeholder frameworks and essential support for
cross-institutional research.

Coalition for Change

align initiatives across departments, academic centers, student organizations, and
community organizations
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Figure 1: Coalition for Change Process Visual

Actionable Systems Research: The relationships built through this network supported mixed
methods research (Leavy, 2017) examining the historic and geographic terrain of design thinking
within 35 courses and programs across the university (visualized in the figure below). Building
upon prior research (Liedtka 2018, Liedtka & Bahr 2019), the study was designed to address three
interlocking research questions:

=> What DT practices are being implemented across the curriculum?

=> What kinds of outcomes do faculty observe?

=> What, if any, are the significant relationships between particular practices and observed

outcomes?
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Figure 2: Design Thinking Courses / Programs in study

This research included the adaptation of a previously validated survey assessing design thinking
practices and outcomes, semi-structured interviews, and document analysis of course materials. The
semi-structured interviews were designed to clarify survey findings, acquire and further assess the
design thinking practices being implemented, their challenges, and the perceived outcomes.

This study has not only supported the visual mapping of various theories and methodologies around
design practices, it has also visualized opportunities for critical, systemic interventions. Findings
further clarify the way in which disciplinary frames and faculty experience inform the application of
design thinking and civic engagement endeavors. They also highlight the value of holistic, systemic
design for generating sustainable, transformative and impactful learning projects.

While this first study supported the mapping of the geographic terrain across campus, a secondary



study has supported excavating the pathways towards current practices. This study responds to the
need for more critical research examining the long-term outcomes of design thinking and
community engagement practices across stakeholder groups (Bandy et al., 2018; Hatcher et al.,
2016). The study tracks outcomes from students, community partners, and faculty during,
immediately following, and three years after involvement with the Design Thinking Studio
program. As an immersive community engagement program, the Studio sought to break traditional
college models for teaching, using design thinking processes for collaborative social innovation
projects on local wicked problems. Findings indicate that high stakes immersive “real world”
learning experiences, when not supported by flexible, intentional scaffolding and relational
accountability exacerbate efforts towards wellbeing across stakeholder groups.

Collectively, these studies map the geographic and historic terrain across diverse groups, generating
actionable pedagogical recommendations that are feeding into the design of new curricular
structures and processes designed to foster changemaking skill sets and resilience. Taken together,
findings also highlight widespread challenges emerging from dominant university structures and
processes (i.e., semesters, course credits, instructor expertise).

Emergent Teaching: Making these findings actionable, a “Pathways to Changemaking” curricular
design working group is creating pathways to more holistically prepare students for upper-division,
high-impact changemaking opportunities, including community engagement projects,
undergraduate research, and internships. Proposed courses focus on improving students’ self- and
community awareness, deepening skills in community interactions, and building creative capacities
through design-driven principles. Examples of proposed courses include place and place-making,
the maker mindset, intergroup dialogue, agile project facilitation, and design thinking, among
others.

Call for Collaboration
In general, this case study research seeks to visualize both present barriers and opportunities for
inclusive and expansive design and systems thinking pedagogies. By highlighting an array of
relational, critical, and creative engaged research practices I hope to expand the possibilities for
more inclusive, imaginative, and actionable practices and research on changemaking.



References

Bandy, Joe, Price, Mary F., Clayton, Patty H., Metzker, Julia, Nigro, Georgia, Stanlick, Sarah,
Etheridge Woodson, S., Bartel, A., & Gale, S. 2018. Democratically engaged assessment:
Reimagining the purposes and practices of assessment in community engagement. Davis, CA:
Imagining America.

Brown, A. (2017). Emergent strategy: Shaping change, changing worlds. Chico, CA: AK Press.

Calgren, L., EImquist, M. and Rauth, 1., 2016. The Challenges of Using Design Thinking in
Industry-Experiences from Five Large Firms. Creativity and Innovation Management, 25(3), pp.
344-362.

Divan, A., Ludwig, L. O., Matthews, K. E., Motley, P. M., & Tomljenovic-Berube, A. M. (2017).
Survey of research approaches utilised in the scholarship of teaching and learning publications.
Teaching & Learning Inquiry, 5(2), 16-29.

Escobar, A. (2018). Designs for the Pluriverse: Radical Interdependence, Autonomy, and the
Making of Worlds. Durham: Duke University Press.

Forrester. (February 2018). The Total Economic Impact Of IBM’s Design Thinking Practice.

Hatcher, J.A., Bringle, R.G., & Hahn, T.W. (2016) Research on Service Learning and Student Civic
Outcomes: Conceptual Frameworks and Methods. Sterling, VA: Stylus Publishing.

Hartman, E., N. Reynolds, C. Ferrarini. N. Messmore, S. Evans, B. Al-Ebrahim, & J. M. Brown.
2020. “Coloniality-decoloniality and critical global citizenship: Identity, belonging, and education
abroad.” Frontiers: The Interdisciplinary Journal of Study Abroad XXXIII (2): 33-59.

Hernandez Castillo, R. A. March, 2020. “Against discursive colonialism: Intercultural dialogues as
a path to decolonize feminist anthropology.” Coss Dialogue Speaker: 47th Annual Meeting of the
Society for the Advancement of American Philosophy. San Migeul De Allende, Mexico.

Hill, P. L., Pasquesi, N., Bowman, A., & Brandenburger, J. W. (2016). Longitudinal research and
student civic outcomes. In J. A. Hatcher, R. G. Bringle, & T. W. Hann (Eds.), Research on Service
Learning and Student Civic Outcomes: Conceptual Frameworks and Methods (pp. 283-302).
Sterling, VA: Stylus Publishing.

Irwin, T. (2015). Transition design: A proposal for a new area of design practice, study, and
research. Design and Culture, 7(2), 229-246. doi:10.1080/17547075.2015.1051829

Jones, P. & Kijima, K. (2018). Systemic Design: Theory, Methods and Practice, pp. 3-52. Volume 8
in Translational Systems Sciences Series. Springer Japan.


https://www.dukeupress.edu/designs-for-the-pluriverse
https://www.dukeupress.edu/designs-for-the-pluriverse

Kurtmollaiev, S., Fjuk, A., Pedersen, P. E., Clatworthy, S. and Kvale, K. (2018). “Organizational
transformation through service design: The institutional logics perspective”. Journal of Service
Research, 21(1), 59-74.

Lake, D, Lehman, M., & Chamberlain, L. (2019). Engaging through design thinking: Catalyzing
integration, iteration, innovation, and implementation. eJournal of Public Affairs, 8(1).

La Paperson. (2017). A third university is possible (Forerunners: ideas first from the university of
minnesota press). Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Leavy, P. (2017). Research design: Quantitative, qualitative, mixed methods, arts-based, and
community-based participatory research approaches. New York, NY: Guilford Press.

Liedtke, J. & K. J. Bahr. 2019. “Assessing design thinking’s impact: Report on the
Development of a new instrument.” Darden Working Paper Series. University of Virginia.

Longo, N., & Gibson, C. M. (2016). Collaborative engagement: The future of teaching and learning
in higher education. In M. Post, E. Ward, N. Longo, & J. Saltmarsh (Eds.), Publicly engaged
scholars: Next generation engagement.

Lykes, M. B., & Mallona, A. (2013). Towards transformational liberation: Participatory action
research and praxis. In H. Bradbury-Huang & P. Reason (Eds.), The Sage handbook of action
research: Participative inquiry and practice (2nd ed.; pp.106—120). London, England: Sage.

Nelson, H. G., & Stolterman, E. (2012). The Design Way: Intentional Change in an Unpredictable
World (Second ed.). Cambridge, London: The MIT Press.

Protzen, J.-P., & Harris, D. J. (2010). The universe of design : horst rittel's theories of design and
planning. Taylor & Francis.

Rittel, H.W.J., Webber, M.M. Dilemmas in a general theory of planning. Policy Sci 4, 155-169
(1973). https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01405730

Vink, J. 2019. In/Visible: Conceptualizing service ecosystem design. Dissertation. Karlstad
University.

Ware, Molly. 2019. “Evaluation for cultivating changemaker mindsets” in Evaluating Changemaker
Education: A Practitioner’s Guide. Ashoka U. Creative Common:s.

Whipps, J. & D. Lake. 2016. “Feminist Pragmatism,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy.
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/femapproach-pragmatism /.


https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/design-way-second-edition
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/design-way-second-edition
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/design-way-second-edition
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01405730
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/femapproach-pragmatism%20/
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/femapproach-pragmatism%20/

