
Communication and Collaboration: Design Thinking in the 
Digital Age

The concept of design has been an integral part of creativity ever since the first cavemen 

scratched paintings onto cavern walls.  These types of primitive creations were not established 

merely to exist as themselves, but to affect, stimulate, and even inspire others.  Thus the 

content-consumer relationship has been an integral facet of design, which has evolved greatly 

over the past few centuries.  It is not enough to merely create—one must also communicate 

one’s creation to the masses and relate to an audience so as to further the creative process.  As 

humanity has progressed and civilization has become more developed, the format of design has 

become more innovated to the point that wholly new avenues toward production have been 

established.  This is especially true within the framework of modern business and the digital 

marketplace.  Good quality content must always adhere to a structure, which allows for better 

understanding on the part of the audience.  IBM, one of the forefront technological firms in the 

world, defines design as “the intent behind an outcome,” and this couldn’t be more apt.  Every 

good design must have a clear intention and structure behind it—and, if properly adhered to, 

must lead to a specific end result that satisfies the patron’s wants and needs.  In order to do so 

in today’s market, there must be a cohesive relationship between a business and the theoretical 
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processes that it utilises to further its mission, in order to achieve the most easily-realised 

outcome for the consumer.  The question is therefore less of what to impart to the person in 

question, but more so how to necessarily do it.  In terms of design thinking, how can a structure 

of ideas enable businesses to ensure that a specific outcome (understanding, support, 

patronage, etc.) is reached by the customer?

Any form of design is rooted in the pedagogical process of a learned person 

communicating information to another.  This may be for educational purposes, within a 

professional setting, or used merely as a form of entertainment.  Regardless, the “other” person 

must be able to reorient the received information within his or her own mind, so that they can 

access and further analyse it via their own cognitive processes.  Any person who has spent time 

in a classroom can tell you that simply being told something by a teacher is not enough for them 

to fully grasp an idea; it takes a skilled individual to teach a concept to another in a way that 

they can understand it for themselves.  As such, the psychological concept of constructivism 

plays a large part in this material being taken into the person’s neurological makeup.  

Constructivism was championed by renowned psychologist Jean Piaget, who argued that each 

person needed to internalise knowledge through processes of assimilation (incorporating new 

experiences or ideas within a preexisting framework), and accommodation (reframing one’s 

perception of the outside world in order to assist in better realising new experiences or ideas).  

Teaching methods like rote repetition are not very effective in terms of having the individual fully 

comprehend a concept.  In order for a learner to fully grasp new ideas, an instructor must take a 

more active role in the learning process by facilitating that learner’s understanding of it.  Rather 

than sharing information via monologue, for example, one should use dialogue with a learner in 

order to expand lines of communication.  Rather than a one-sided approach, one must instead 

understand the preconceptions of the learner and consequently guide them towards better 
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comprehension of the material.  Most of all, however, one must always be cognisant of the fact 

that, as a result of the numerous complexities of the human mind, people have wildly different 

ways of learning or picking up new information.

This leads to a steep challenge in terms of design thinking on a broader, more 

professional scale, since there is an exponentially larger demographic to deal with.  In addition, 

the end result is not merely to communicate information in a pedagogical context, but to elicit 

attention or patronage from a potential customer.  Businesses and firms thrive on their ability to 

gain this type of trust from a consumer, as this relationship is what drives sales.  However, while 

there is certainly a different endgame at work in this context (i.e. selling a product or service), 

the impetus for getting new designs or structures put in place remains the same: to facilitate 

better understanding of thought.  Design is all about communicating the thought of a person(s) 

to another in order to achieve a specific outcome while also having that outcome realised and 

within the other’s own intellectual framework.  Consequently, the question becomes how to 

properly accommodate these multiple frameworks while also adhering to original goal of the 

design in question.  Or, more appropriately stated, the “questions” become how to do so.  There 

are four key queries that drive the overall approach of design thinking: “what is,” “what if,” “what 

wows,” and what works.”  

—“What is” corresponds to addressing the current reality, and how preexisting 

components have shaped contemporary understanding of a particular issue.  It frames the 

overall issue at hand, and generates helpful data in order to provide context out of which to 

work.  
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—“What if” corresponds to how to properly address the prevailing characteristics of the 

issue by creating ideas to serve as possible solutions, so as to alter the scenario in order to 

achieve the desired outcome.  

—“What wows” corresponds to which proposed ideas garner the greatest response, lead 

toward the most beneficial result, and thus drive the problem-solving process forward.  These 

possible solutions are then filtered down into the few that are the most manageable and 

achievable from the firm’s standpoint.

—Finally, “what works” corresponds to which of the ideas that have “wowed” are the 

most realistically feasible, in terms of cost and application.  Often, a prototype of the working 

design is developed at this point, so as to garner feedback from consumers.  This way, the 

design’s applicability and effectiveness are tested.  (This also allows for opinion-sharing, and 

even collaboration, on the part of consumers—another emblematic trait of business in the digital 

age.)

These questions are what drive design thinking in a business and marketing context, for 

communicating original ideas that are realised by the consumer is a fundamental aspect of the 

marketplace.  Multiple firms are moving forward with this innovative new format.  The design 

firm IDEO, based out of New York, describes two large factors at play in terms of modern 

design: 

“1. We need to bust out of siloed design practices.

2. We need to develop ever-broader capacities, taking an interdisciplinary, deeply 

collaborative approach.”
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Does this sound familiar?  The “busting out” of antiquated or obsolete design practices is 

an obvious one in terms of preparing for the future.  But the need to take on an 

“interdisciplinary” and “collaborative approach” speaks to the innovative nature of 

communicating thought that exists in the modern era.  The process has evolved into a more 

open-ended, collaborative one that is able to work with an audience (rather than merely to or for 

them).  This furthers the notion of a “human-centered” design approach used by firms in order to 

enhance the relationship with their consumer base.  More energy is given towards 

accommodating the individual’s wants and needs, as well as tailoring one’s approach based on 

differences in backgrounds, trends, and attitudes/tendencies within our multifaceted society.  We 

are living in truly the most user-friendly era of consumerism in our history.  Online 

advertisements have evolved into paid content that use storytelling and understated graphic 

design in order to lure consumers, while being careful not to impede their browsing experience.  

Ethnographic research marketing is used to help companies understand how consumers vary in 

terms of cultural trends, lifestyles, social contexts, and other factors in order to account for 

differences in consumer behavior.  Firms also utilise value chain analysis, a form of strategic 

planning which separates their overall business practice into separate, value-adding activities.  

This allows a firm to evaluate their primary activities (such as inbound logistics, outbound 

logistics, marketing and sales) and support activities (like procurement and human resources 

management) in terms of the “value factors”—or, the elements that both businesses and 

customers most value within each activity.  For a business, value typically means achieving a 

profit.  For the consumer, value would come from maximising their perceived enjoyment from a 

product or service.  All of this allows a firm to find cost and differentiation advantages, as well as 

gain a better understanding of which factors either aid or impede their mission of selling.  



Gaining a productive advantage is key, but the customer’s perception of value that they receive 

from a firm’s practices is also of paramount concern.  

All of these examples echo the importance of the customer’s ideas and understanding in 

terms of design thinking.  “How can we institute advertisements that are aesthetically acceptable 

to the average internet user, while still effectively communicating with them?”  “How can we 

better understand how culture, background, and social context influence one’s buyer behavior?”  

“How can a business cut down on costs while still serving the consumer’s wishes and 

maximising their value?”  As we have seen, asking these types of questions is the first step 

toward finding a workable, effective design that solves the problem.  Such analyses gleaned 

from the approach of design thinking can be responsible for a prodigious amount of savings on 

costs, a more streamlined approach within a business’s marketing or sales activities, or even 

the advent of a completely new service—all of which further benefit the consumer.  But this is 

not merely theoretical.  More and more firms have been using design thinking in order to further 

their respective goals in the marketplace.

Business practices have gone through tremendous modernisation thanks to design 

thinking.  In 2014, IBM decided to overhaul its trade show by altering its aesthetics (i.e. 

implementing formal and informal settings, as well building prototype spaces with different 

furniture), as well as changing the main focus of the show from quantitative metrics to more 

open-ended behavioral analysis.  Toyota, through utilising design thinking, completely 

redesigned their customer contact center by instituting a cross-functional group of professionals 

to handle customer communication and data analysis, as well as used ethnographic tools in 

order to better understand consumer behavior.  3M not only has used ethnographic research to 

analyse their customers’ behavior, but has also utilised videos, photos, and even storytelling in 
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order to create conversation about their products.  Clearly it is not just the structure and 

applicability of design thinking that lead to success, but also the ability to facilitate conversation

—and even collaboration—with customers.  

All of this goes back to Piaget’s theory of constructivism, and the notion that discussion 

and interaction enhances the learning process.  And in this context, “learning” does not only 

mean assimilating new information into one’s mind—it means acting on one’s free will in 

response to said information.  A possible patron may search for more information about a 

company they are interested in, buy a product after seeing an alluring ad, or even chat with a 

customer service representative about an issue they have with their experience.  In every case, 

there is an explicit reaction to a thought has been clearly communicated to the consumer.  This 

reaction has subsequently fostered a connection with them that enhances the business-

consumer exchange.  The aforementioned expanded lines of communication in design thinking 

not only lead to a larger number of possible solutions via consumer feedback, but also 

strengthen the connection between the business and the patron.  The importance of such a 

relationship cannot be emphasised enough.

We certainly live in a time of great innovation for the consumer, where avenues for 

obtaining goods and services abound, and where firms take great lengths to reinforce their 

relationship with their customers.  With the advent of mobile internet, social media, apps, and 

cross-platform connectivity, people have unprecedented access to the digital marketplace.  

IBM’s aforementioned description of design is the intent behind the outcome.  This carries great 

weight, but there is another quote that even further fleshes out the aim behind such an 

arrangement.  Dr. Prabhjot Singh, the Director of Systems Design at the Earth Institute, has 

said: “We spend a lot of time designing the bridge, but not enough time thinking about the 
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people who are crossing it.”  With technological innovations and human-centered design 

thinking, there are not only are more individuals traversing the expanse nowadays, but also a 

multitude of helping hands to speed them along on their journey.  We can work for hours upon 

hours to ensure that such a travel-ready structure is built, rock-solid and ready for passage.  But 

a bridge does not serve much purpose without a crowd to cross it.


