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APPLYING DESIGN THINKING TO LEADERSHIP DECISIONS 

A practical guide for leaders navigating complexity, ambiguity, and change. 

1. Empathize: Gather the Right Data 

Goal: Understand what’s really happening before acting. 

• Listen actively to employees, peers, and customers. 

• Observe patterns in behavior, not just metrics. 

• Ask open-ended questions: “What’s hardest about this?” “What would make this easier?” 

• Use interviews, informal check-ins, or pulse surveys to collect insights. 

 

      Tip: Don’t rely on dashboards alone—context matters more than numbers. 

2. Define: Clarify the Real Problem 

Goal: Frame the challenge so it points to solutions that matter. 

• Synthesize your findings and look for root causes. 

• Turn assumptions into 'How might we…' questions. 

• Align the team around one clear problem statement. 

 

      Example: Instead of “We need more meetings,” reframe to “How might we improve clarity 

so meetings aren’t needed as often?” 

3. Ideate: Co-Create and Form Hypotheses 

Goal: Generate options, not consensus. 

• Bring in cross-functional voices to spark fresh thinking. 

• Encourage quantity over polish early on. 

• Turn top ideas into testable hypotheses: If we try X, we expect Y outcome because Z insight. 

 

      Leadership parallel: You can test a new communication rhythm, decision format, or team 

structure—small, safe experiments yield fast learning. 

4. Prototype: Start Small, Learn Fast 

Goal: Reduce risk through experimentation. 

• Pilot your idea in one team, region, or project. 

• Keep it lightweight and time-boxed. 

• Measure behavior change, not just opinions. 

• Treat every result—success, failure, or inconclusive—as useful data. 
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      Lesson: A failed test means the proposed fix didn’t solve the real problem. Pivot your energy 

to the next best idea. 

5. Test & Learn: Make Reflection Routine 

Goal: Embed learning into how you lead. 

• After each initiative, ask: What worked? What didn’t? What surprised us? 

• Share takeaways transparently to build psychological safety. 

• Adapt, iterate, and repeat. 

 

      Behavioral habit: Run short “learning reviews” instead of post-mortems. Focus on discovery, 

not blame. 

Key Takeaways 

• Listen deeply before deciding. 

• Define problems clearly. 

• Collaborate and hypothesize. 

• Experiment small, learn big. 

• Normalize iteration as leadership behavior. 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/monicachartier/

