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Our study proposes a new model 
that helps organizations analyze 
the needs of customers and em-
brace corporate culture in-house 

to meet both internal and external 
customer needs. This proposed 

model comes from the findings of a 
large empirical study that used the 
triangulation method of quantita-
tive (203 surveys) and qualitative 

(73 in-depth interviews) approach-
es. This model is a practical guide 
for executives to understand cre-
ating a design thinking culture is 
what today’s organizations need 
to understand what delights cus-

tomers as organizations build both 
employee and customer loyalty.
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Employee loyalty is fleeting, and the only 
way to keep it is to utilize, implement, and 
nurture a design thinking culture. Culture 

eats strategy for breakfast argues Lou Gerstner 
in the war room of IBM 
(Morgan, 2022). Cul-
ture is a term that we 
take for granted in to-
day’s business world. 
We show up and wor-
ry about customers, fi-
nances, expenses, mar-
keting, stocks, bonds, 
and investments and 
culture is kicked to the 
side. We need a new 
model to show an effec-
tive way of developing 
a design thinking cul-
ture. In this article, we 
provide an alternative 
way for organizations 
and medium to small 
organizations to devel-
op a design thinking 
culture to re-emerge 
with sustenance. Small 
businesses are strug-
gling to get the consultation they need for 
success while many people are now working 
for small businesses around the world. By le-

veraging a design thinking culture, businesses 
can better understand customer experience, 
and provide more effective and innovative re-
sponses to their needs. Building the loyalty of 

both customers and 
employees is the new 
in-vogue management 
fad that needs to be ex-
ploited. Our findings in 
this article explain the 
phenomenon of design 
thinking culture and 
help executives foster 
such a culture because 
we need a paradigm 
shift before it’s too late.

Peter Drucker is fa-
mously credited with 
saying, “Culture eats 
strategy for break-
fast.” Lou Gerstner, 
the CEO behind IBM’s 
turnaround in the ‘90s 
who himself was a 
former strategy con-
sultant, came around 
to Drucker’s way of 

thinking when he said, “Culture is every-
thing.” ___ (Morgan, 2022)
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The Design Thinking Culture 
Phenomenon: Implementing the 

Design Thinking Principles in 
Organizational Culture

CEOs should be aware that organizational culture 
is an important factor in achieving business success 
and ensuring long-term survival in today’s compet-
itive business environment (Leso, Cortimiglia & 
Ghezzi, 2023; Qin, Li & Yang, 2023; Fietz & Gün-
ther, 2021; Joshi, 2021; Kayworth & Leidner, 2004). 
As organizations change and design a more effective 
organizational culture, they focus on downsizing or 
rightsizing to cut expenses, but this leads to low mo-
rale and a lack of innovation (Phillips & Klein, 2023; 
Khaw et al., 2022; Petitta & Martínez-Córcoles, 
2022). Attrition may be the answer but depending 
on the age and health of each employee coupled 
with the industry standard for retirement, attrition 
may not be enough (Li, Song & Suh, 2022; Meinel & 
Thienen, 2022; You, 2022; Ney, 2019a), especially in 
a financial crunch. We recommend delighting both 
customers and employees, which has become more 
important. Drucker and many other scholars argue 
that the customer is at the heart of design making. 
As Drucker would argue, working back from the 
customer to the design thinking of an organization 
is key to its success.
To right-size organizational culture, employee in-
novation coupled with delighting the customer ex-
perience is what is important today. Executives can 
follow and implement the design thinking princi-
ples in their organizational culture. These princi-
ples manifest themselves in investigating customers’ 
needs, challenging the current situations, fostering 
innovation, and creating new solutions to both old 
and new problems. We call this new culture a design 
thinking culture. Testing these solutions is import-
ant but anticipating potential problems before they 
occur is also very important (Thienen et al., 2011; 
Abrell, 2016). 

Discussion and the Proposed 
Model

Three factors that foster organizational success are 
building an inside-out culture, developing innova-
tion across the board of internal and external ex-
ploitation, and using design thinking to break old 
and create new paradigms. Tesla linked these three 
factors as the best in the automotive industry to 
drive the Electric Vehicle Revolution (Muciri, 2023). 
Our model, presented below is the cornerstone of fu-
ture-oriented design thinking for an organizational 
culture that delights both customers and employees. 
We attempt to answer a critical question for exec-
utives willing to expand organizational capabilities:
How can a design thinking culture be created to in-
crease organizational performance and innovation 

while delighting the customer and employees?
Various in-vogue tools and methods such as knowl-
edge management have helped organizations change 
during the last few decades and have caused im-
provements in the performance of organizations 
(Serrat, 2017a; Tran, 2017).  But with the emergence 
of modern and more complex technologies, organi-
zations need a new and updated approach (Human 
& Watkins, 2022; Makowski, 2022; Jöhnk, Weißert 
& Wyrtki, 2021; Lins et al., 2021; Grösser, 2017). The 
emergence of new technologies has enhanced orga-
nizations in some ways but also created more com-
plexity when innovating and creating new products, 
features, and services. 
The complexity and development of new technolo-
gies are impacting all sectors of business and society. 
Accepting this paradigm shift and its inherent com-
plexity is beginning to emerge as a core competency. 
New technologies such as artificial intelligence are 
no longer just a futuristic sci-fi trope, they’re here 
now, and they’re here to stay. Innovative technolo-
gies are revolutionizing business as we know it, and 
they’re more accessible than ever. When organiza-
tions understand the complexities of these technol-
ogies, they become more intuitive in their capacity 
to change.
So, where does design thinking come into play?
Design thinking not only plays an important role in 
simplifying and revitalizing the complexities of or-
ganizational performance, innovation, and delight-
ing customers and employees but also increases the 
potential to innovate (Bender-Salazar, 2023; Liedtka, 
2018). By adopting design thinking ideas, members 
of the organization can begin to better release their 
creative energy in a more dynamic way and show 
more flexibility toward innovative ideas (Dunne, 
2018; Razzouk & Shute, 2012). Developing the lead-
ership energy to not only enable managers and lead-
ers to create innovation but also dodge obstacles that 
prevent new products, features, and services in orga-
nizations is extremely important today.
As Peter Drucker, the renowned management au-
thor, argued, everything begins with the customer. 
Design thinking culture is focused on the custom-
er experience and integrating that experience into 
product and service development (Knight et al., 
2020; Elsbach & Stigliani, 2018).  
It is important to provide the prior research that is 
indicative of the use of design thinking principles 
in which they argue that design thinking can be an 
important engine for developing an effective orga-
nizational culture (Body, 2008; Carlgren et al., 2014; 
Elsbach, 2018). Empirical studies show that prior 
research has not depicted an applicable and reliable 
model for executives to successfully implement a de-
sign thinking culture. We offer a model to build an 
effective organizational culture by taking the prin-
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ciples of design thinking to a new level. We suggest 
that organizations should first explore their cus-
tomers’ needs, define them, and disseminate them 
throughout the organization, and then challenge the 
current situations that hinder progress in these areas 
of customer viability, and finally, foster an innovative 
workplace to create new ideas and test them.
Begin the 2025 year with a plan, a model, and a 
strategy that will ensure that you have cultivated a 
design thinking culture. First, executives should 
ensure operational risk management, sometimes 
referred to as non-financial risk, and then attempt 
to lower costs by improving product and service effi-

ciency. Breaking through the political red tape with 
diversity, equity, and inclusion as controversial as it 
may be, this factor influences innovation (Calcetas 
& Murree, 2023; Karlsson, Rickardsson & Wincent, 
2021; David, 2010). By building a diverse workforce, 
organizations are serving the people who buy their 
products and services (Hsiao, Chang & Chen, 2014; 
Dubina, 2013).
In the design thinking culture, the members of the 
organization are given the confidence to participate 
in ideation. Employees are encouraged to spend 
time understanding customer research management 
(CRM). CRM is a marketing term that is underuti-

Figure 1: The Design Thinking Culture Model
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lized by managers and executives. Communication 
channels with customers are expanded in all orga-
nizational departments. Fear of failure is despised 
and a new approach to the idea of trial and error 
is rewarded accordingly, creating more psycholog-
ical safety for them (Durrah, 2022; McClintock & 
Fainstad, 2022; Burrell & Brauner, 2021; Torralba, 
Jose & Byrne, 2020). This psychological contract is 
both accepted tacitly and consciously as the organi-
zation becomes more of a design thinking culture. 
Customer relationship management is not limited to 
the production or marketing departments, all em-
ployees and customers are advocates of the organi-
zation. Everyone attempts to ascertain as much data 
as possible to understand the customer and develop 
innovation. 
The management by objectives approach, referred to 
as MBO, gives each of the different departments of 
the organization effective communication channels 
to disseminate information quickly and effectively. 
Therefore, the design thinking culture should in-
clude the following cultural dimensions: 
(1) Analysis: This dimension primarily manifests it-
self in analyzing the current situation and exploring 
the most desired situation for a company (Smircich, 
1983; Hatch, 1993).
(2) Innovation: This dimension refers to the degree 
to which followers can provide the most innovative 
ideas and solutions for their organizational prob-
lems (Frohman, 1998; Rosenfeld & Euchner, 2012).
(3) Inclusiveness: This dimension is reflected in the 
degree to which organizations take an inclusive ap-
proach and welcome the diverse characteristics and 
backgrounds of their employees (Igboanugo et al., 
2022).
(4) Participation: This dimension reflects the degree 
to which employees can actively participate in the 
organizational decision-making processes (Edel-
mann, 2022).
(5) Risk-taking: This dimension is defined as the 
extent to which employees can make risk-related ef-
forts (Banks, 2012; Mihet, 2013).
(6) Support: This dimension recommends providing 
both psychological and social support to optimize 
employees’ well-being and safety (Jacobson, 1987; 
Sackmann, 2021).
A design thinking culture facilitates the transfer of 
knowledge from customers to organization mem-
bers (VanGronigen, Bailes & Saylor, 2022; Habicher 
et al., 2021). Design thinking puts the experiences of 
end users (customers) at the focal point of ideas for 
innovative projects. Knowledge management effec-
tively serves the process of transferring knowledge 
from the external environment (customers) to the 
organization. The effective development of knowl-
edge management in all departments of the organi-
zation acts as a reinforcement of the design thinking 

culture and can lead to the development of more in-
novative solutions. 
Our model indicates a sharing culture as the 7th 
dimension when creating and maintaining a de-
sign thinking culture (Ney & Meinel, 2019b; Serrat, 
2017b). In addition, it can be seen that the ideas that 
are generated by the members of the organization 
and through the analysis of customer experiences 
are the primary data when incubating a new innova-
tion (Kim, Jeong, & Kim, 2021; Rimmer, 2018; Haak, 
2006). We also call this 8th dimension exploration, 
which tends to be the most important driving force 
of innovation. Therefore, based on our review of the 
literature, the following model is presented for a de-
sign thinking culture:

Methods and Findings  
This model provides several organizational per-
formance indicators. We found that unless there is 
some sort of monopolistic oppression, such as the 
one that took place in the automotive industry in the 
1980s, one of the non-financial indicators of organi-
zational performance that is sought after is innova-
tion. To measure the link between the two variables 
of design thinking culture and innovation, our em-
pirical study used the triangulation method of quan-
titative (i.e., survey) and qualitative (i.e., in-depth 
interview) approaches. Empirical data were collect-
ed from one of the 10 world’s largest multinational 
companies which operates a chain of hypermarkets. 
The key informants and samples were solicited from 
both managers and employees. Therefore, in this 
organization, both leaders and employees were sur-
veyed.  
The constructs used in this study were measured us-
ing a multiple-item questionnaire based on a 7-point 
Likert scale with a range from 1 (strongly disagree) to 
7 (strongly agree). A seven-point scale allows us “to 
capture a greater variation in the responses in com-
parison to a five-point scale” (Ashok et al., 2016, p. 
1010). The construct of design thinking culture also 
comprised eight main aspects: analysis, innovation, 
inclusiveness, participation, support, risk-taking, 
exploration, and sharing. Items evaluating organiza-
tional culture were formulated and validated by Lee 
and Choi (2003) and Zheng et al. (2010) (with Cron-
bach internal consistency reliability of analysis 0. 81, 
innovation 0. 80, inclusiveness 0.85, participation, 0. 
83, support, 0. 81, risk-taking 0. 87, exploration 0. 
82, and sharing 0.81). The sample items included: 

	• In my organization, there is a willingness to 
take risk.

	• In my organization, there is a willingness to 
accept responsibility for failure.

The non-financial indicator of organizational per-
formance (i.e., innovation) was also measured by a 
7-item scale developed by Lee and Choi (2003) (with 
Cronbach internal consistency reliability of 0.89). 
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The sample items included: 
	• My organization performs well in terms of 

employee growth and learning.
	• My organization performs well in terms of in-

novative responses to environmental changes.
First, a pilot test was performed to investigate any 
flaws in the design of the questionnaire. In the first 
stage, three academics in this area were invited to 
examine the face and content validity of the con-
structs and measurement items. After assessing the 
questionnaire, their insights and comments were in-
corporated into the measurement items. In the sec-
ond stage, the revised questionnaire was examined 
by two other researchers in this area. Suggestions to 
enhance the quality of the survey were also incor-
porated in the revised survey. Subsequently, it was 
piloted with three executives and three employees 
from four two organizations operating in various 
industries. Comments and suggestions revealed that 
measurement items could be easily understood and 
completed.  
Of the web-based surveys emailed to participants, 
the final sample consisted of 52 employees and 164 
managers. After checking for missing data, 13 sur-
veys were found to have missing data. Accordingly, 
these 13 incomplete surveys were omitted from the 
dataset. Further data analysis also highlighted those 
84 respondents were female and 119 of them were 
male. Of the 154 managers in the sample, 83 had be-
tween 1 and 10 persons reporting directly to them, 
44 had between 11 and 20 persons reporting direct-
ly to them, and the remaining 76 had more than 21 
persons reporting directly to them. 
Structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to an-
alyze the data acquired from the target population. 
In this study, a two-step SEM package (i.e. confir-
matory factor analysis (CFA) and full measurement 
model) performed with AMOS 20.0 was conducted 
to assess the measurement models (Anderson & 
Gerbing, 1988). Firstly, confirmatory factor analy-
sis (CFA) validated the measurement model. Sub-
sequently, in the second stage, a full hypothesized 
structural model was fitted, through implementing 
path analysis with latent constructs. 
After analyzing the descriptive statistics, a confir-
matory factor analysis was conducted on the full 
data set to gauge the measurement model fit. The 
results reported that the data did not fit the model 
well. Therefore, a bootstrapping procedure was per-
formed, resulting in an adjusted chi-square p-value 
(i.e. Bollen-Stine p) of 0.07, indicating the data fit 
the model well. Other fit indices were: SRMR = .06, 
GFI = .91, TLI = .90, NFI = .90, CFI = .92, RMSEA 
= .06. Common-method variance (CMV) refers to 
the “variance that is attributable to the measurement 
method rather than to the constructs the measures 
are assumed to represent” (Podsakoff, et al., 2003, 
p. 879). Podsakoff et al.’s (2003) statistical approach 

was utilized in this study to control the effects of 
CMV. Following this approach, Model 1 (i.e. the 
full measurement model) and Model 2 (i.e. the full 
measurement model accompanied with the com-
mon-method factor) were analyzed to identify the 
common-method factor effects. The results report-
ed that: the data in Model 1 did not fit the model 
well. Therefore, a bootstrapping procedure was per-
formed, resulting in an adjusted chi-square p-value 
(i.e. Bollen-Stine p) of 0.06, indicating the data fit 
the model well. In terms of Model 2, the data did not 
fit the model well. Therefore, a bootstrapping pro-
cedure was performed, resulting in an adjusted chi-
square p-value (i.e. Bollen-Stine p) of 0.002, where 
the data still did not fit the model well. The results 
indicated that Model 1 provided a better fit com-
pared to Model 2. Consequently, common-method 
variance is not a concern in this. Structural model-
ing was performed to indicate theoretical relation-
ships (Kwon & Cho, 2016). In line with this, the fit 
indices were conducted to gauge the model fit. As a 
result, the empirical data did not fit the model well. 
Consequently, a bootstrapping procedure was con-
ducted, resulting in an adjusted chi-square p-value 
(i.e. Bollen-Stine p) of 0.08, implying the data fit the 
model well. Other fit indices were: SRMR = .04, GFI 
= .93, TLI = .95, NFI = .94, CFI = .94, RMSEA = .05.
After the first distribution of questionnaires among 
these employees and executives, we conducted the 
project of design thinking culture development. The 
dimensions that we showed above built for the de-
sign thinking culture, and provided an impetus for 
further review and application. For example, for the 
innovation dimension, we helped managers Em-
ployees were encouraged to explore new situations 
and create new features of products and services. For 
example, for the innovation dimension, we helped 
managers create a work environment where:

	• Employees were encouraged to explore new 
situations and create new things

	• Employees were encouraged to adopt new 
approaches to problems and propose new and 
even strange solutions

	• Employees were encouraged to question and 
seek the unknown.

For the participation dimension, we helped manag-
ers develop a new work environment in which:

	• Employees were encouraged to interact with 
each other to solve the organizational problems 
of their departments

	• Employees were encouraged to work as a team 
and understand the goals of their teams.

	• Employees were encouraged to develop honest 
relationships in teamwork with their team-
mates.

The link between design thinking culture and the 
non-financial indicator of innovation, which we 
measured through the distribution of question-
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naires among 203 employees and executives before 
and after the implementation of a project, showed 
noticeable changes. First, the analysis results did not 
support this theoretical linkage and indicated that 
design thinking culture had no positive impact on 
the non-financial indicator of innovation (β = .10, p 
= .06). Then, after the implementation of a project, 
this link was then remeasured and indicated a strong 
positive impact (β = .33, p <.001).
Next, our 73 in-depth interviews with 17 senior 
managers, 21 middle managers, and 35 employees 
of this world-renowned company also showed that 
these managers and employees believed that the or-
ganization had become more innovative based on 
the application of the model. Both opportunistic and 
targeted sampling strategies were used for these in-
terviews. The interview style was also unstructured. 
The interviews contained a story of how someone 
experienced something. Therefore, a narrative anal-
ysis was used to turn the individual narratives into 
data that could be coded (Espedal & Synnes, 2022). 
In terms of the key quotes, for example, in one of 
these interviews, one of the senior managers noted 
that “One employee’s idea is now much more practi-
cal and innovative due to the additional clarification 
and verification among the teammates”. One middle 
manager mentioned “Now, our company is a system 
that more innovatively manages itself ”. Similarly, 
one employee noted that: “I think our company is 
in a better place to innovate now.” Another employ-
ee felt that “They experienced an improved personal 
life”. Therefore, based on our pilot study, we suggest 
that the design thinking culture may work for many 
organizations and improve their non-financial per-
formance of innovation. The goal would be to set up 
a want-got-gap analysis, in which we ask ourselves, 
along with our employees, what we want, what we 
have, and what we need to do to close the gap. This 
can be done with every dimension of the model. 

Conclusions
Preparing an organization for a better understand-
ing of customer experience ensures more effective 
and innovative responses to customer needs. Or-
ganizational culture is the glue that keeps organi-
zations together. A design thinking culture ensures 
the development of innovation and business success. 
The model presented above touches on eight dimen-
sions (analysis, innovation, inclusiveness, participa-
tion, support, risk-taking, exploration, and sharing 
culture) for the effective development of a design 
thinking culture. The adoption of the two quantita-
tive and qualitative research methods helped us to 
gain a more holistic view to approve the proposed 
model. This model can help organizations to contin-
uously develop design thinking and provide more 
innovative solutions to respond to customer needs 
using a continuous improvement perspective in re-

al-time.
However, like all pilot studies, the present one is 
not without limitations. First, the findings of this 
research are confined to the sample within a larg-
er community. Second, these results are only based 
on the perceptions of managers and employees ad-
dressed with anonymity. Based on these limitations, 
one area for further research is to conduct this model 
in a larger sample, across industries, and coordinate 
with each dimension categorized in a want-got-gap 
analysis approach. This can improve the generaliz-
ability of these findings and further extend the ex-
tant literature on design thinking.

Where to Find Out More
This is a summary of an international management 
consulting project. The results of this research was 
also published in a book titled Management Con-
sulting’s Black Box Mostafa Sayyadi- mostafasayya-
di1@gmail.com, Michael J. Provitera- MProvitera@
barry.edu
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