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Abstract

Design thinking has become a widely adopted approach to innovation management, with
strong empirical support for its effectiveness at the front end of innovation. Yet many design
thinking projects generate promising concepts that never reach sustained implementation.
This thesis explores how organisations that adopt design thinking navigate the transition from

early exploration to implementation, and what conditions enable or hinder that process.

The study draws on semi-structured interviews with design and innovation practitioners
across Swedish and Norwegian public and private sector organisations. Data were analysed
using the Gioia methodology, moving inductively from practitioner accounts toward

theoretical constructs.

Four findings emerge. First, practitioners consistently distance themselves from the label
"design thinking" as a strategic decision about the political conditions surrounding their
work. Second, the exploration-to-implementation gap appears to be structural rather than
methodological: the conditions determining implementation success are largely established
before the design process begins, and appear largely indifferent to design quality. Third,
practitioners have independently developed a coherent set of bridging strategies, including
parallel implementation planning, internal champion building, and sceptic-to-advocate
conversion, that work by changing the political and relational conditions surrounding a
project. Fourth, organisational and leadership conditions, particularly industry heritage as an
inherited antecedent and the internal empathy deficit in design practice, shape what

implementation becomes possible.

The study contributes to the design thinking literature by challenging the assumption that
human-centred design work carries structural implementation advantages, introducing
industry heritage as a theoretically distinct antecedent category, and identifying bridging

strategies as a body of practitioner knowledge not yet captured in existing frameworks.

Keywords: design thinking, innovation implementation, exploration-to-implementation
transition, bridging strategies, organisational conditions, industry heritage, internal empathy

deficit
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1. Introduction

1.1 Background

Few management concepts have travelled as far, as fast, as design thinking. What began as a
set of practices rooted in professional design work has since spread across sectors and
organisational contexts with remarkable speed. Brown (2008) played a pivotal role in this
diffusion, introducing design thinking to a management audience and arguing that the
methods designers use to navigate complexity could be applied far beyond product
development. Today, design thinking is applied in corporate innovation labs, municipal
service development, healthcare reform, and public policy, often by people with no formal

design background.

The academic literature has grown substantially in parallel. Researchers have examined how
design practices shape early-stage innovation (Micheli et al., 2019; Rosch et al., 2023), how
they generate user understanding and creative concepts (Elsbach & Stigliani, 2018; Dell'Era
et al., 2025), and what organisational conditions allow them to take root (Carlgren et al.,
2016a; Wrigley et al., 2020). The evidence is reasonably consistent: under the right
conditions, design thinking produces better problem framing, richer concept development,
and stronger cross-functional collaboration than more conventional approaches to innovation

(Jaskyte & Liedtka, 2022; Liedtka, 2015).

What the literature has been far slower to examine is what happens after. Most design
thinking frameworks are detailed and well-theorised at the front end: empathising, defining,
ideating, prototyping, testing (Carlgren et al., 2016b; Micheli et al., 2019). They have
comparatively little to say about the transition from concept to implementation, about what it
actually takes to carry a design output across the boundary between the creative process and
the organisational reality that must sustain it. Practitioners, it turns out, have a great deal to

say about this. And what they say is not reassuring.

This thesis takes that gap seriously.



1.2 Problem Discussion

Design thinking entered mainstream management discourse with a promise. Brown (2008)
argued that the methods professional designers use to navigate complexity, iterating between
problem and solution, prototyping early, and keeping the user at the centre, could be applied
far beyond product development to reshape how organisations innovate. Liedtka (2018)
extended this argument, suggesting that design thinking works not just because of its tools
but because it addresses the human and social obstacles to innovation that more analytical
approaches leave untouched. The promise was substantial: a structured way to generate better

solutions to harder problems, with built-in mechanisms for learning and adaptation.

The academic literature has largely substantiated the front-end half of this promise. Design
thinking practices generate richer user understanding, more creative concept development,
and stronger cross-functional collaboration than conventional approaches (Micheli et al.,
2019; Jaskyte & Liedtka, 2022). The fuzzy front end of innovation, that period of high
uncertainty before a direction is set, is where design thinking is most at home (Koen et al.,
2001). Here, its tolerance for ambiguity and iterative problem reframing offer genuine

advantages over more linear methods.

What the literature has been considerably slower to examine is what happens after. Boland
and Collopy (2004) observed early on that introducing design thinking into management
contexts does not simply add new tools to existing processes; it introduces a different logic of
decision-making that sits uneasily alongside the evaluative and accountability-oriented logics
that govern how organisations actually function. That tension, between the exploratory
orientation of design thinking and the exploitative structures of organisational life, has been
well documented (Carlgren et al., 2016a; Randhawa et al., 2021). What is less well
understood is how organisations navigate it in practice, and whether design thinking's

front-end strengths actually carry through to implementation.

The evidence on this is not reassuring. Micheli et al. (2019) note that design thinking
activities frequently limit themselves to front-loaded discovery work without connecting to
the structures that govern later development. Holzle and Rhinow (2019) observe that teams
routinely struggle to move from open exploration to anything that an organisation is willing

to resource and sustain. Baldassarre et al. (2017) show that treating design and



implementation as sequential stages creates predictable mismatches between what gets
designed and the organisational realities that must support it. The result is a recurring pattern:
strong front-end work, promising concepts, and then stalling. The design-implementation
gap, as Geissdoerfer et al. (2018) note in the broader innovation management literature, is not
unique to design thinking. But in a field that has invested so heavily in the front end, it is a

particularly pointed failure.

There is also a more fundamental assumption embedded in the design thinking literature that
deserves scrutiny. The approach is implicitly positioned as one that, by virtue of its
human-centredness and iterative nature, should produce outputs that are better positioned for
implementation than those generated through conventional methods. The investment in user
understanding, the iterative testing of concepts in real conditions, the cross-functional
collaboration: all of these seem like they should translate into solutions that stick. Whether
they actually do remains an open question in the literature, and the conditions that determine
the answer are poorly understood. Liedtka (2018) acknowledges that the social and
organisational conditions surrounding a design project shape its outcomes at least as much as
the practices themselves, but stops short of examining what it takes to navigate those

conditions from exploration through to sustained implementation.

This is the gap the present study addresses. The question is not whether design thinking is
effective at the front end, the evidence on that is reasonably clear. The question is what
happens at the boundary between exploration and implementation: what conditions enable or
hinder the transition, what practitioners actually do to navigate it, and how organisational and
leadership contexts shape whether design thinking work produces lasting change. These are
questions that require moving beyond frameworks and into the lived experience of
practitioners who navigate this transition regularly, in organisations where the conditions are

rarely ideal.

1.3 Research Purpose and Research Questions

The purpose of this thesis is to explore how organisations that adopt design thinking navigate
the transition from early exploration to implementation in innovation projects, and to
examine what organisational and leadership conditions enable or hinder this process. By

focusing on practitioners with direct experience of this transition across Swedish and



Norwegian public and private sector organisations, the study seeks to develop an empirically
grounded understanding of how design thinking is made sense of in practice, how the
exploration-to-implementation gap manifests, and what strategies practitioners develop to
navigate it. In doing so, the thesis aims to contribute to existing literature on design thinking
and organisational innovation by offering a process-oriented and practice-centred account of
a transition that the field has not yet adequately theorised. In addition to its theoretical
contributions, the study offers practical implications for design practitioners, organisational

leaders, and those responsible for funding and evaluating design thinking programmes.
To guide the study toward this purpose, the following research question has been formulated:

RQ: How do organisations that adopt design thinking navigate the transition from
early exploration to implementation in innovation projects, and what conditions

enable or hinder this process?
The main research question is explored through two sub-questions:

Sub-question 1: How do practitioners make sense of design thinking and its

role in early-stage innovation?

Sub-question 2: How do organisational and leadership conditions shape the

transition from early exploration to implementation?

1.4 Thesis Disposition

The thesis is structured across six chapters.

Chapter 2 reviews the relevant literature, beginning with an introduction to design thinking as
a concept and a practice, moving through its application in early-stage innovation, and
examining the organisational conditions that enable and hinder design thinking work. The
chapter concludes with an initial conceptual framework that guides data collection and

analysis.



Chapter 3 describes the methodology of the study, including the research design, sampling
strategy, data collection methods, analytical procedure, and measures taken to ensure research

quality.

Chapter 4 presents the empirical findings, organised around three aggregate dimensions: how
practitioners make sense of design thinking, the exploration-to-implementation gap and the
strategies practitioners use to navigate it, and the enabling and hindering conditions that

shape the transition.

Chapter 5 discusses the findings in relation to the literature, revisits and revises the initial
conceptual framework, and develops the theoretical implications of the empirical material

across four substantive sections.

Chapter 6 draws the thesis to a close with structured answers to the research questions, a
summary of theoretical and practical contributions, an account of the study's limitations, and

directions for future research.

2. Literature Review

2.1 Introduction to Design Thinking

Design thinking has become one of the most widely discussed approaches to innovation
management over the past two decades. What started out as a group of methods based on
professional design work has since spread to management, public sector reform, and
innovation consulting across a wide range of organisational contexts. This section introduces
design thinking as it is understood in this thesis, examining its core characteristics and the
organisational contexts in which it operates. While design thinking has roots in product
development, it is today widely applied in service contexts as well (Gustafsson et al., 2020;
Micheli et al., 2019). This thesis does not regard these as fundamentally different; instead,
service-oriented and product-oriented projects are perceived as varying contexts in which

identical core practices are applied.
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2.1.1 Design Thinking Explained

Most authors agree on a few key points about design thinking’s core: it is human-centered,
iterative, and works best for problems that are hard to define (Micheli et al., 2019; Nakata,
2020). Traditional problem-solving usually starts with a set brief, but design thinking, on the
other hand, encourages what Dorst (2011) calls "abductive reasoning." This means working
on both what a solution could be and how it could work at the same time, instead of
optimizing toward a predetermined answer. This makes it especially relevant when

uncertainty is high and the problem itself is still open to reframing.

In practice, this happens through a set of activities that are easy to recognize. The five-phase
model of empathizing, defining, ideating, prototyping, and testing is often used as a
shorthand, but it is better understood as a cycle that repeats itself (Carlgren et al., 2016b;
Micheli et al., 2019). Teams move back and forth between understanding users, generating
ideas and testing rough solutions, often returning to earlier phases as new insights emerge.

Therefore, a visual representation of these five stages often looks like this:

R
&
<

Design
Thinking o
- —
(3’ jood
4 3

Prototype

Figure 1. Typical design thinking process (own illustration, adapted from Carlgren et al.,

2016b; Micheli et al., 2019).

Carlgren et al. (2016b) identify five recurring themes across design-thinking practice: user
focus, deliberate problem framing, experimentation, visualisation, and cross-functional
diversity. When looking at these themes collectively, they reveal what sets design thinking
apart. It is not just about using specific tools, it is about fostering a mindset that prioritises

understanding challenges at hand and the people who are impacted by them.
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Crucially, design thinking does not look the same everywhere. Organisations integrate it to
very different degrees, and this unevenness creates its own tensions (Carlgren et al., 2016a).
Cultural clashes between design-oriented values and more traditional organisational logics
are well documented (Carlgren & BenMahmoud-Jouini, 2022), and the conditions that allow
design thinking to thrive, such as strategic intent, flexible resources, and cultural openness,
are far from universal (Wrigley et al., 2020). This context-dependence is not a weakness of

the approach so much as a central feature of how it operates in real organisations.

Design thinking, as it is predominantly discussed in management literature, represents one
strand within a broader design tradition. Parallel to this framing, Scandinavian participatory
design developed independently from the 1970s onwards, emphasising democratic
participation, worker involvement, and co-design with those directly affected by design
outcomes (Simonsen & Robertson, 2013). While this thesis draws primarily on the
management-orientated design thinking literature, the participatory tradition informs the
organisational contexts examined here, particularly in the Nordic public sector settings

represented in the empirical material.

For the purposes of this thesis, design thinking is treated as a human-centred, iterative
approach that combines specific practices such as user research, ideation and prototyping,
with a particular way of framing innovation problems. It is important to understand that it is
embedded in organisational settings that shape, enable, and constrain how it is actually used.

This framing sets the foundation for the sections that follow.

2.2 Design Thinking in Early-Stage Innovation

The early stages of innovation are often described as the “fuzzy front end”, a period marked
by high uncertainty where opportunities are explored, ideas take shape, and the problem itself
is often still unclear (Koen et al., 2001). Decisions made here tend to have an outsized
influence on what happens later. This is precisely why design thinking is most frequently
applied at this stage. It offers teams a way to deal with uncertainty without committing to a

solution too soon.

Several authors explicitly link design thinking to this front-end phase. Micheli et al. (2019)

show that design thinking practices are most commonly used for understanding users and

12



contexts, reframing problems, generating ideas, and building early prototypes. Nakata (2020)
makes a similar point, arguing that design thinking fits especially well when uncertainty and
ambiguity are high, which is exactly what the fuzzy front end looks like. Rdsch et al. (2023)
go further, conceptualising design thinking as a set of process activities that sit between
contextual factors such as culture or leadership, and innovation outcomes. In their
framework, early-stage exploration plays a central role in translating these conditions into
more concrete innovation paths, shaping whether projects eventually move toward

implementation.

Section 2.2.1 focuses on how design thinking practices shape the process of generating ideas
and developing concepts. Section 2.2.2 then considers what happens after concepts are

formed and what it actually takes to carry them across the idea-implementation boundary.

2.2.1 Practices in Idea Generation and Concept Development

Design thinking shape how teams enter the front end from the very start. Rather than
beginning with an internally defined problem statement, teams are encouraged to start with
users and their actual contexts. This means investing in exploratory work before any solution
is on the table: observing, interviewing, mapping journeys, and collecting qualitative data
(Micheli et al., 2019; Rosch et al., 2023). The goal is more than just uncovering needs. It is
also important to question how the problem itself is being framed. Nakata (2020) notes that
design thinking works best when companies are really willing to challenge their own

assumptions about what they are trying to achieve.

After laying this groundwork, the process transitions into idea generation and concept
development. Dell'Era et al. (2025) list a number of common practice clusters here, such as
figuring out what users need, understanding the problem, questioning assumptions, finding
your way through the problem-solution pair, and learning through prototypes. These do not
happen in a fixed sequence. Instead, they blend into iterative cycles where insights, ideas, and
early solutions constantly inform one another. The authors describe this as switching between
different ways of working: ideating, making, engaging, and criticising, which can occur at
multiple points across a project. In other words, it is not a straight line but rather a series of

learning loops.
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The tools used in these cycles are well documented. Elsbach and Stigliani (2018) point to
ethnographic observations, personas, customer journey maps, role-play, sketching, and
low-fidelity prototypes as ways to make ideas visible and discussable across functions.
Magistretti et al. (2022) argue that these tools strengthen the exploratory side of R&D,
allowing teams to experiment with future scenarios and alternative concepts while
uncertainty is still high. Jaskyte and Liedtka (2022) add that using these practices also
changes something in the team itself. They report increased creativity, broader knowledge
sharing, and a stronger sense of ownership over emerging ideas. These shifts matter for
understanding why design thinking processes can generate concepts that look and feel

different from those produced through more conventional approaches.

There are real tensions here, though. Holzle and Rhinow (2019) describe the dilemma teams
face when trying to balance open exploration with the eventual need to converge on
something viable. Design thinking encourages divergence and experimentation, but
organisations often impose deadlines, resource constraints, and stage-gate criteria that push
teams toward early closure. Micheli et al. (2019) note that design thinking activities
occasionally limit themselves to front-loaded discovery projects, lacking a connection to the
structures governing later development. The implication is straightforward: strong early-stage

work does not automatically translate into implemented innovations.

2.2.2 Bridging the Gap: From Idea to Implementation

Many organisations can point to design thinking projects that generated promising concepts.
Far fewer can show that those concepts made it all the way into everyday practice. This
disconnect is often called the design-implementation gap, and it sits at the centre of this

thesis.

Baldassarre et al. (2017) argue that the gap exists partly because innovation processes tend to
treat design and implementation as sequential stages. First you design something, then you
figure out how to implement it. Their research shows that this logic creates predictable
mismatches. The concept that gets designed does not fit the operational, financial, or
organisational realities that must support it, because those realities were never part of the
design conversation. Their proposed response is to integrate questions of desirability,

feasibility, and viability from the beginning, using prototyping and small-scale pilots to test

14



concepts in real settings rather than handing them over at the end (Baldassarre et al., 2017;
2020). Brown and Martin (2015) raise a similar point at a more strategic level. The difficulty
of applying design thinking to complex offerings, such as new service systems or business
models, goes beyond simply designing the solution. Creating an intervention that works with
the existing structures is the aim. In their examples, successful projects pay close attention to
sequencing, stakeholder involvement, new roles, and incentives. Implementation, in this

view, is a design problem in its own right.

Vink's (2019) work on service ecosystem design offers one of the most direct academic
illustrations of this gap. Examining a design project at a major medical centre, Vink
demonstrates that a service that generated overwhelmingly positive outcomes for patients was
nonetheless never fully implemented. This was not because of design failure but because it
disrupted established billing logics, altered physicians' sense of control over care delivery,
and proved structurally incompatible with existing organisational arrangements. The case
exemplifies a pattern Vink identifies more broadly: design projects frequently produce
solutions that work well within the design process but encounter conditions at the
implementation stage that were never part of the design conversation. Vink further argues that
this gap reflects a set of unexamined assumptions embedded in design practice itself, among
them, the tendency to treat design as the delivery of a bounded solution rather than as an
ongoing process, and to treat the designer as a neutral actor rather than one operating within
political and institutional relations of power. These reframings have direct implications for
how the idea-to-implementation transition is understood, and they inform the conceptual

framework developed in section 2.4.

A theme that runs through this literature but remains underdeveloped is the role of
stakeholder inclusion and its timing. Research on new service development suggests that
involving the people who will own, operate, or be affected by a solution early in the process,
rather than consulting them after key decisions have been made, significantly improves the
chances of adoption (Alam & Perry, 2002). When implementers are part of shaping a solution
from the front end, they develop a sense of ownership that makes later adoption smoother.
When they are brought in late, resistance is far more likely. This timing dimension is

underexplored in the design thinking literature specifically.
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The organisational context surrounding these projects also matter. Bason and Austin (2019)
demonstrate that leaders must actively assist teams during the entire process. In addition to
giving employees the tools they need, leaders also need to help them confront uncomfortable
truths, deal with uncertainty, and learn from their mistakes. When leaders pull back too early
or revert to more traditional control modes, design thinking work tends to stall at the concept
stage. Wrigley et al. (2020) identify complementary conditions that ease the path toward
implementation, while Carlgren et al. (2016a) and Carlgren and BenMahmoud-Jouini (2022)
document what happens when these conditions are absent. These organisational and

leadership conditions are examined in depth in Section 2.3.

Prototyping and experimentation appear throughout this literature as potential bridges
between ideas and implementation. Beyond their role in early-stage learning, prototypes and
pilots can serve as vehicles for negotiating feasibility, aligning stakeholders, and testing how
new solutions fit within existing systems (Baldassarre et al., 2017; Brown & Martin, 2015;
Magistretti et al., 2022). Dell'Era et al. (2025) show that some design thinking practices rely
explicitly on learning through prototypes to prepare the ground for implementation, gradually
increasing both the fidelity of what is built and its exposure across the organisation. These
mechanisms are not automatic, however. They depend on leadership support, resource

decisions, and an organisational culture that is genuinely open to change.

2.3 Organisational Conditions for Design Thinking

Strong front-end work does not automatically lead to implementation. What is less clear is
why, and the answer has less to do with the practices themselves than with the organisational
conditions surrounding them. This section examines those conditions, looking first at what
enables design thinking to take root and progress, and then at the structural and cultural

barriers that so often prevent it from doing so.

2.3.1 Enabling Conditions: Leadership, Culture and Structure

Leadership is one of the most consistently cited enabling conditions in this literature. Bason
and Austin (2019) argue that leading design thinking is fundamentally different from
conventional project management. It requires helping teams sit with ambiguity, process
uncomfortable user insights, and make sense of failure without shutting down the creative

process. When leaders withdraw too early or revert to control-based management, design
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thinking work tends to stall. This is not a peripheral concern. It is a central determinant of

whether early-stage work ever translates into something real.

Beyond individual leadership behaviour, organisational structure and culture matter
enormously. According to Wrigley et al. (2020), design thinking can be a real strategic
capability instead of just a one-time experiment if there are four things in place: a long-term
strategy that focuses on innovation, resources that can be changed and adapted, cultural
capital around design, and formal rules that embed design thinking in roles and performance
systems. These conditions do not need to be perfectly in place from the start, but without
movement towards them, design thinking initiatives tend to remain peripheral. Jaskyte and
Liedtka (2022) add that when these conditions are present, design thinking produces what
they call intermediate outcomes: increased creativity, stronger cross-functional collaboration,
psychological safety, and a shared sense of ownership over emerging ideas. These are not
innovations in themselves, but they create the organisational conditions that make
implementation more likely. Rosch et al. (2023) arrive at a comparable conclusion in their
review, identifying that in various contexts, design thinking correlates with enhanced

communication, increased willingness to experiment, and stronger organisational learning.

The evidence regarding innovation outcomes points in a similar direction. Dell'Era et al.
(2025) discover that specific practice configurations, notably those integrating user discovery,
assumption-challenging, and learning via prototypes, correlate with enhanced project
performance and solutions regarded as more valuable. Magistretti et al. (2022) demonstrate
that design thinking practices can enhance the exploratory dimension of R&D, enabling
teams to test future scenarios prior to the establishment of critical parameters. Liedtka (2015)
contends that design thinking mitigates cognitive biases that frequently hinder innovative
decisions, such as hastily adopting the initial viable idea or overestimating success
probabilities, by incorporating structured processes for generating alternatives and testing
assumptions. Taken together, these findings suggest that under the right conditions, design
thinking does more than generate ideas. It can shape how organisations learn, decide, and

eventually act.
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2.3.2 Barriers and Structural Constraints

Despite this potential, many organisations struggle to move beyond isolated design projects.
Carlgren et al. (2016a) show that firms differ widely in how deeply design thinking is
integrated into their routines. In many cases it remains confined to specific projects or what
they call "innovation islands," while core processes and metrics stay unchanged. This partial
integration creates its own tensions. Iterative, experimental ways of working clash with rigid
stage-gate systems and efficiency-oriented KPIs, and the result is often that design thinking

work gets squeezed into a shape that fits existing structures rather than challenging them.

The cultural dimension of this is equally important. Carlgren and BenMahmoud-Jouini
(2022) describe what happens when design-oriented values meet more traditional
organisational logics: openness, ambiguity tolerance, and user focus sit uneasily alongside
cultures that prioritise control, predictability, and internal hierarchy. These frictions slow
down decision-making, generate scepticism among key stakeholders, and can ultimately
prevent design thinking projects from gaining the organisational traction they need to
progress. Randhawa et al. (2021) frame this issue as an ambidexterity challenge, drawing on
March's (1991) foundational distinction between exploration and exploitation. March argues
that organisations face a fundamental tension between these two modes: exploration involves
the pursuit of new knowledge, experimentation, and flexibility, while exploitation involves
the refinement and application of existing knowledge within established structures.
Successfully integrating design thinking requires managing this tension over time, not merely
adopting new methods. Design thinking is, by its nature, oriented toward exploration: it is
built for uncertainty, iteration, and openness. The exploitative structures that keep everyday
operations running follow a different logic entirely, one that prioritises predictability,
efficiency, and accountability. Organisations that adopt design thinking without regard to this
underlying tension tend to find that design-orientated ways of working get absorbed into, and
ultimately constrained by, the exploitative logic that dominates most organisational life.
Holzle and Rhinow (2019) observe similar tensions at the project level, as teams endeavor to
reconcile openness and flexibility with deadlines, budgets, and accountability mandates.
Failure to address these tensions often leads to watered down outputs or a return to more

traditional methods.
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There are also deeper conceptual critiques worth acknowledging. Micheli et al. (2019) note
that the term "design thinking" is used in highly heterogeneous ways and that empirical
evidence of its impact remains fragmented. Baker and Moukhliss (2020) and Kimbell (2011)
criticise the concept's vagueness, warning that it can become a buzzword applied without
clear operational meaning. Iskander (2018) goes further, arguing that design thinking can
preserve the status quo by concentrating problem-solving power in the hands of designers
rather than the communities affected by decisions, producing solutions that look innovative
but leave existing systems intact. Lee (2021) makes a related point, suggesting that the
emphasis on tangible artefacts and workshops can draw attention away from deeper systemic
issues. Verganti et al. (2021) question whether a strongly user-centred focus is sufficient for

today's complex, multi-stakeholder problems at all.

These critiques do not invalidate design thinking as an approach, but they do complicate the
picture. They suggest that the conditions under which it is used, and the power dynamics
surrounding it, shape its outcomes at least as much as the practices themselves. The table
below summarises the enabling conditions and barriers identified in the literature, and

provides the analytical foundation for the conceptual framework that follows.

Condition Effect on implementation | Key sources

Senior leadership support Enabling Bason & Austin (2019),
Wrigley et al. (2020)

Cultural openness to Enabling Wrigley et al. (2020),

experimentation Jaskyte & Liedtka (2022)

Flexible resources and Enabling Wrigley et al. (2020)

strategic intent

Early stakeholder inclusion | Enabling Baldassarre et al. (2017),
Alam & Perry (2002)

Cross-functional Enabling Jaskyte & Liedtka (2022),

collaboration Carlgren et al. (2016b)

Rigid stage-gate processes Hindering Carlgren et al. (2016a),
Holzle & Rhinow (2019)

Misalignment between DT Hindering Carlgren &

values and organisational BenMahmoud-Jouini (2022)

culture

Partial integration of DT Hindering Carlgren et al. (2016a),
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practices Randhawa et al. (2021)
Conceptual ambiguity Hindering Micheli et al. (2019), Baker
around design thinking & Moukhliss (2020)
Treating design as bounded | Hindering Vink (2019)

solution rather than ongoing

process

Table 1. Enabling conditions and barriers affecting the transition from exploration to

implementation.

Taken together, these conditions reinforce a central insight: the transition from early
exploration to implementation cannot be understood by looking at front-end practices alone.
Organisational context, leadership behaviour, structural arrangements, and cultural norms all
shape whether design thinking work leads anywhere. This thesis examines these conditions
empirically, across organisations and sectors where design thinking is already in use, to
understand how they interact with front-end practices in shaping the idea-to-implementation

journey.

2.4 Initial Conceptual Framework

The literature reviewed in the preceding sections points to three interrelated elements that
together shape whether design thinking projects reach implementation: the organisational
conditions that exist before a project begins, the practices used during early-stage innovation
work, and the trajectory that ideas follow from exploration toward implementation. Figure 2
brings these elements together into an initial conceptual framework that will guide both the
data collection and the analysis in this thesis. The framework is preliminary and will be

revisited and refined in light of the empirical material in the analysis chapter.

The framework is built around four components arranged as a process. The first component
captures the antecedents that precede design thinking work: organisational culture, leadership
orientation, strategic context, and available resources. These are not fixed variables but
interconnected conditions that shape one another. A risk-tolerant culture, for instance, is

rarely independent of leadership behaviour or strategic priorities.
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The second component concerns adoption, that is, how and to what degree design thinking
practices are taken up within an organisation. As the literature makes clear, this varies
considerably. Some organisations integrate design thinking deeply into their routines, while
others confine it to isolated projects. How practitioners frame and name the approach is
therefore treated in this thesis as an empirical question rather than a given. Critically,
adoption is not treated here as a single passed step but as a condition that continues to evolve
throughout a project and that directly shapes what implementation becomes possible. Within
this component, the framework identifies early stakeholder inclusion, i.e., the timing of when
those responsible for implementation are brought into the design process, as a potentially
significant mechanism. As noted in section 2.2.2, the evidence base for this in the design
thinking literature specifically remains thin. It is therefore represented in Figure 2 with a
dashed outline, indicating that it is empirically grounded but theoretically underspecified, and

will be examined as an open question in the findings.

The third component is execution, represented in the framework by the iterative design
thinking process introduced in Figure 1. Rather than a single linear step, execution
encompasses a cycle of discovery and framing, ideation and concept development, and
prototyping and experimentation, with teams moving back and forth between these activities
as insights emerge. The relationship between adoption and execution is represented as
bidirectional: just as the degree of adoption shapes what is possible in execution, what
happens during execution can deepen or erode organisational commitment to the approach.
Execution is also continuously influenced by leadership involvement during the process and
by organisational structures such as stage-gate criteria, both of which are shown as external
forces acting on the cycle, rendered in italics to distinguish them from the framework's core

components.

The fourth component is the output, capturing what happens to the ideas generated through
design thinking work. Three outcomes are possible: implementation, partial adoption or
adaptation, and stalling. Along the arrow connecting execution to output, enabling and
hindering conditions are noted. These correspond to the conditions summarised in Table 1,
including factors such as senior leadership support, cultural openness to experimentation,
flexible resources, rigid stage-gate processes, and misalignment between design thinking
values and existing organisational culture. In addition, a direct arrow connects adoption to

output, reflecting the insight from the literature that the depth and character of adoption, and
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not only the quality of execution, shapes whether implementation is achieved. Organisations
in which design thinking is more deeply embedded in routines, roles, and leadership
behaviour are better positioned to carry concepts across the idea-implementation boundary,

independently of how well the front-end work itself was conducted.

Finally, a feedback arrow runs from output back to antecedents along the bottom of the
framework. This reflects an insight from the literature: implementation attempts, whether
successful or not, feed back into organisational culture and leadership orientation over time.
Organisations that attempt to integrate design thinking gradually develop new capabilities
and cultural orientations as a result, which in turn shape subsequent projects (Carlgren et al.,

2016a; Randhawa et al., 2021). A purely linear model would miss this dynamic.

It is important to emphasise that this framework functions as an analytical tool rather than a
causal model. The aim is not to test whether specific variables predict implementation
outcomes, but to use the framework to structure data collection and enable comparison across
the different organisations and projects represented in this study. The framework will be
revised in the analysis chapter to reflect what the empirical material reveals, including
whether the mechanisms identified here, particularly the role of adoption depth and

stakeholder inclusion timing, require further elaboration.

Navigating the Transition from Exploration to Implementation

Leadership
e
A0S -~ involvement
Antecedents Adoption &
Culture Degree of integration
\ ALY : . e 5
,(' Leadership orientation | ——  Terminology & framing Execution «— Stage-gate criteria
Y Suategiccontext Which practices are 2 g
Resources = _a_d-o E'f‘l = - \g
1 IncL. timing = 1
________ 1
Prototyp®
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: + Enabling

|

: - Hindering

|

!

: Output

i Depth of adoption 3 Implemented

: Partially adopted

B e e S e et e i Stalled

Organisational learning and cultural change

Shaped by enabling and hindering

conditions - see Table 1

* Empirically dentified; theoretically underspecified (see section 2.2.2)

Figure 2. Initial framework . To be revised in the analysis chapter (own illustration).
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3. Methodology
3.1 Research Design

3.1.1 Qualitative Approach

This study adopts a qualitative research approach. Qualitative research is particularly suited
to exploring how individuals make sense of their social world, capturing the nuances,
perspectives and experiences that quantitative methods are less equipped to access (Bell et
al., 2022; Patel & Davidson, 2019). Given that this thesis seeks to understand how
practitioners navigate the transition from early exploration to implementation in innovation
projects, a qualitative approach is well aligned with the research purpose. The aim is not to
measure or generalise across a large population, but to build a deeper understanding of a

complex process as it is experienced and interpreted by those involved in it.

The study is guided by an abductive logic. An abductive approach moves iteratively between
empirical observations and existing theoretical frameworks, using data to explore a
phenomenon, identify patterns, and modify or refine theory as the research progresses
(Saunders et al., 2023). Dubois and Gadde (2002) describe a closely related process they call
systematic combining, in which the theoretical framework, empirical fieldwork and analysis
evolve simultaneously through a continuous movement between an empirical world and a
model world. This matches how the present study has been conducted. As patterns emerged
in the interviews, they were continuously compared with the conceptual framework
developed in Chapter 2, allowing both the framework and the interpretation of the data to be
refined throughout the process. The conceptual framework presented in section 2.4 is
therefore best understood as a point of departure rather than a fixed model, and it will be

revisited in the analysis chapter in light of what the empirical material reveals.

The literature review was conducted through an iterative search process. Initial searches were
guided by the research questions and the conceptual framework, and additional sources were
identified through snowballing, following references in central articles and incorporating
works recommended by interview respondents and supervisors. Table 2 below summarises
the search process, including the databases consulted, the languages included, and the

keyword combinations used.
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Criterion Description

Databases University of Gothenburg library, LUISS
library, Google Scholar, Scopus, Web of
Science

Languages English, Swedish

Year of publication 1985-2025 (foundational texts included

regardless of year)

Publication types Peer-reviewed journal articles, academic
books, conference papers, reports

non:

Keywords "design thinking," "innovation
implementation," "front-end innovation,"
"fuzzy front end," "design management,"
"organisational conditions," "service
design," "stakeholder inclusion,"
"exploration-to-implementation," "design
thinking barriers"

Inclusion criteria Directly relevant to design thinking,
innovation management, or organisational
conditions; full text accessible via library
subscriptions or open access

Exclusion criteria Not peer-reviewed (unless foundational
industry or policy documents); not relevant
to the research questions; not available in
full text

Table 2. Literature search process.

Sources were selected based on their relevance to the conceptual framework and their
contribution to understanding the phenomenon under study. The literature review does not
claim to be exhaustive, but rather to be sufficiently broad and systematically conducted to

support the theoretical grounding of the study.

3.1.2 Cross-sectional Interview Study

The study is designed as a cross-sectional qualitative interview study with design thinking
practitioners from different sectors and organisational roles. This design was chosen to
capture variation in how the exploration-to-implementation transition is experienced across
different contexts, something a single-organisation study would not allow. A cross-sectional

design gathers data from various participants within a specified timeframe, in contrast to
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monitoring the same phenomenon over an extended period (Bell et al., 2022; Saunders et al.,
2023). This distinction matters: the design does not imply that all interviews were conducted
simultaneously, but that the study captures practitioners' experiences and reflections at a
particular point in their professional trajectories, rather than observing innovation processes
as they unfold in real time. Therefore, the data are retrospective and interpretive in nature,

which carries certain limitations that are acknowledged and discussed in section 3.5.

The unit of analysis is the individual practitioner and their experience of design thinking in
innovation projects, not the organisation as a whole. This framing follows directly from the
research questions, which centre on how practitioners make sense of design thinking and how

organisational conditions shape the transitions they navigate.
3.2 Sampling Strategy

3.2.1 Sampling Logic and Criteria

Selecting the right participants is central to any qualitative study. The objective is not
statistical representativeness, but to pinpoint individuals who can offer rich and relevant
insights into the phenomenon being examined (Bell et al., 2022; Patel & Davidson, 2019).
This study employed purposive sampling, meaning participants were selected deliberately
based on their relevance to the research questions rather than at random (Taherdoost, 2022;
Coyne, 1997). More specifically, a maximum variation sampling strategy was used, which
involves selecting participants who differ along key dimensions in order to capture a broad
range of experiences and perspectives (Bell et al., 2022; Saunders et al., 2023). Variation was
sought across sector, organisational role, and professional context, with the aim of exploring
whether similar challenges and enabling conditions appear across settings that differ in

structure, culture, and strategic priorities.

To be included in the study, participants needed to meet a set of criteria that are summarised
in Table 3 below. These criteria were intentionally broad to accommodate the diverse
interpretations and applications of design thinking in practice, while still ensuring that each

participant could speak meaningfully to the research questions.

Criterion Inclusion criteria

25



Sector Public sector, private sector, consultancy,
academia, or mixed

Professional experience Direct, hands-on experience with design
thinking or design-inspired innovation
practices

Relevance to research topic Involvement in innovation projects where

the transition from exploration to
implementation was a relevant concern

Market presence Active in the Swedish or Scandinavian
design and innovation community

Expertise Sufficient depth of experience to reflect on
organisational dynamics, not only on
individual project tasks

Table 3. Inclusion criteria for primary data selection.

Snowball sampling was employed as an auxiliary recruitment method (Bell et al., 2022; Patel
& Davidson, 2019). Several participants were identified through professional networks and
personal referrals, which is a practical and well-established approach when studying a
professional community where direct access can be difficult to establish independently
(Boyce & Neale, 2006). This method has a known risk of homogeneity if referrals come from
the same network. To avoid this, participants were actively sought from different sectors and

organisational contexts from the outset.

3.2.2 Sample Characteristics

The final sample consists of ten respondents representing a range of sectors, roles, and
organisational contexts. Respondents A and G each participated in two separate interviews.
All participants are anonymised in accordance with the ethical guidelines described in
Section 3.3.3. Table 4 provides an overview of all participants, including organisational
affiliation, role, sector, and interview details. Interview durations ranged from 30 to 78
minutes. The pilot interview, conducted with Respondent A, is shorter than the others and is

discussed further in Section 3.3.1.

Respondent | Organisation | Role Sector Date Duration

A Municipal Service Public January 20, [ 30 min
government, designer 2026 (pilot)
Norway
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Regional Innovation | Public March 3, 45 min
development | lead 2026

agency,

Sweden

Design Business Private March 3, 70 min
consultancy, designer 2026

Sweden

Design Former Mixed March 4, 70 min
network / CEO, 2026

industry org., | design

Sweden foundation

Automotive Designer Private March 6, 55 min
company, 2026

Sweden

Healthcare Founder / Public March 12, 60 min
innovation coordinator 2026

lab, Sweden

Design Professor, Academic March 16, 40 min
academy / design 2026

university, managemen

Sweden t

Municipal Innovation | Public March 31, 78 min
government, lead 2026

Sweden

Municipal Innovation | Public April 2, 2026 | 60 min
government, | lead

Sweden

Design Design Private April 16, 45 min
strategy director / 2026

consultancy, | strategist

Sweden

Municipal Service Public March 31, 78 min
government, | designer 2026 (main)
Norway

Design Professor, Academic March 27, 57 min
academy / design 2026 (follow-up)
university, managemen

Sweden t

Table 4. Overview of interview participants.
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The sample was constructed to reflect variation along three dimensions. The first is sector,
which includes public sector organisations, private companies, consultancies, and academia.
The second is organisational role, ranging from hands-on designers and consultants to
innovation managers, organisational leaders, and researchers. The third is organisational
context, including both small agile teams and large hierarchical organisations, as well as both
product-oriented and service-oriented settings. This diversity is consistent with the maximum
variation logic described above. As Saunders et al. (2023) note, a qualitatively diverse sample
strengthens the analytical reach of a study even when the total number of participants is
relatively small, because variation across contexts surfaces patterns that a more homogeneous
sample would obscure. Studies that include repeated in-depth interviews with the same
participant tend to require fewer participants overall to achieve analytical depth, as each
participant contributes a richer and more layered dataset (Lee et al., 2002). It should be noted
that the sample skews towards public sector contexts, with five of ten respondents working
within municipal or regional public organisations. While this reflects the accessibility of the
professional network through which recruitment was conducted, it constitutes a limitation

that is acknowledged further in section 6.4.

3.2.3 Recruitment Process

The first contact with possible participants was by email, which included a short description
of the study's purpose, how long the interview would take, and how the data would be used
and stored. Most participants were identified through an established professional network in
the Swedish design and innovation community, accessed via an academic contact with
extensive connections in the field who had introduced the study to potential participants
before direct contact was made by the researcher. This approach enabled access to a
community that would otherwise be challenging to reach independently. One participant was
identified through a separate personal network connection in Norway, providing an entry

point outside the Swedish context.

Recruitment was treated as a continuous process rather than a one-time event. As interviews
progressed and initial patterns began to emerge, the researcher continuously assessed whether
the existing sample offered sufficient variation and depth, and additional participants were

contacted accordingly throughout the data collection period.
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With ten participants spanning diverse sectors and roles, the sample was considered to have
sufficient information power to address the research questions. Malterud et al. (2016) argue
that what matters most in qualitative sampling is not the total number of participants but
information power, which depends on the richness of the data, the specificity of the sample,
and the quality of the dialogue. Guidance on sample size in qualitative research varies
considerably, and researchers generally agree that saturation rather than a fixed number
should guide decisions about when to stop collecting data (Mason, 2010; Bell et al., 2022).
Some researchers suggest that significant themes may emerge after as few as six interviews in
relatively homogeneous samples, while others indicate that twelve to fifteen interviews
represent a minimum for smaller studies (Guest et al., 2006; Dworkin, 2012). Given the depth
and diversity of the interviews conducted in this study, the sample was considered

analytically sufficient.

3.3 Data Collection

3.3.1 Semi-structured Interviews

Semi-structured interviews were chosen as the primary method of data collection. The
semi-structured format strikes a useful balance between structured interviews, which follow a
strict script, and unstructured interviews, which have no guiding framework at all. It provides
a set of predetermined themes and questions that guide the interview, but the interviewer can
still ask follow-up questions, rephrase things, and explore new ideas as they come up
(Robson, 2002; Taherdoost, 2022). This flexibility is especially useful for this study since it
does not seek to confirm pre-existing categories but instead find out how professionals deal
with and understand complicated processes. Boyce and Neale (2006) note that in-depth
interviews of this kind allow respondents to express their perspectives in their own words and
at their own pace, which usually gives more detailed and layered data than standardised

methods can.

All interviews were conducted in the respondent's preferred language, either Swedish or
Norwegian, to reduce the risk of language barriers affecting the depth or authenticity of
responses. Respondents were given the choice of being interviewed digitally via Teams or
Zoom, or in person where logistically feasible. One interview was conducted in person and

the remainder digitally. All interviews were recorded with explicit consent and subsequently
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transcribed in full. The transcription process itself served as an early stage of familiarisation
with the material, which Braun and Clarke (2006) identify as both a technical and an

interpretive step.

The interview guide was structured around the four components of the conceptual framework
presented in Chapter 2: antecedents, adoption, execution, and output. Questions were
designed to be open-ended and exploratory within each theme, avoiding leading or closed
formats. Follow-up questions were used throughout to encourage elaboration, and
respondents were asked to describe specific projects in detail before moving to broader
reflections. This approach is grounded in the principle that experience-based accounts
produce more analytically useful material than abstract generalisations (Boyce & Neale,
2006; Taherdoost, 2022). Instead of being a set script, the interview guide was considered a
flexible tool, and the order of the questions was changed as needed to follow the natural flow

of each conversation.

A pilot interview was conducted at an early stage of the data collection process. Its purpose
was to test the interview guide, identify any questions that were unclear or poorly sequenced,
and allow the researcher to develop confidence in the interview situation. The pilot was
conducted with Respondent A, a practitioner whose profile closely matched the sampling
criteria. The responses proved analytically relevant and the interview is therefore included in
the empirical material, though its shorter length and slightly different structure are
acknowledged. A main interview with Respondent A was subsequently conducted once the

interview guide had been refined.

Respondent G participated in a follow-up interview in addition to the initial session. This
second interview was longer than the first and allowed both parties to revisit initial
interpretations and explore themes that had emerged as particularly significant in the first
round of analysis. Patel and Davidson (2019) note that repeated contact of this kind deepens

the analytical richness of the material in ways that a single interview cannot fully achieve.

3.3.2 Secondary Data Sources

In addition to the interview material, one document provided by Respondent E was included

as a supplementary data source: an industry white paper examining the tension between
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hardware and software mindsets in automotive innovation. The document was authored by
the respondent in a professional capacity and relates directly to themes discussed in the
interview regarding organisational culture, antecedent conditions, and the structural
constraints on design-led innovation work. It is treated as primary data in the sense that it
represents the respondent's own documented perspective on the phenomena under study,
rather than as background literature (Saunders et al., 2023). It is used not as an independent
source of ground truth but as material that enriches the interpretation of interview accounts,

and 1s referenced accordingly in the analysis chapter.

The use of documents as a data source in qualitative research requires attention to questions
of authenticity, credibility and representativeness (Bell et al., 2022). In this case, the
document was provided directly by the respondent, which strengthens its authenticity. As
noted in Section 3.3.3, the document is publicly available and includes the respondent's
name; it is therefore described generically throughout the thesis to maintain consistency with

the anonymisation applied to all participants.

Document Type Approx. pages Source
White paper on dual | Industry white paper | 12 Provided by
mindsets in Respondent E
automotive

innovation

Table 5. Overview of secondary data source.

3.3.3 Ethical Considerations

All participants were informed about the study's purpose, how their data would be used, and
their right to withdraw at any point without consequence. Oral informed consent was
obtained prior to each interview, in line with the ethical guidelines of the University of
Gothenburg and the principles of the Swedish Data Protection Regulation,
Dataskyddsforordningen (GDPR) (Gothenburg University, n.d.).

All respondents are anonymised in this study. Organisations are described generically and
individuals are identified by role descriptions rather than names, as reflected in Table 4
above. This measure was taken both to protect the respondents and to encourage more candid

responses, particularly on sensitive topics such as organisational failure and internal
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resistance (Taherdoost, 2022). Interview recordings are stored securely and will be deleted

upon completion of the thesis.

One ethical consideration specific to this study concerns the supplementary document
provided by Respondent E. The document is publicly available and includes the respondent's
name. To maintain consistency with the anonymisation applied to all other participants, it is
described generically in the text and the respondent is not identified by name. This follows
the principle that anonymisation decisions should be applied consistently across a study

rather than on a case-by-case basis (Bell et al., 2022).

Reflecting on these measures critically, several ethical tensions are worth acknowledging.
The use of a professional network for recruitment raises questions about the degree to which
respondents felt genuinely free to decline participation or to speak candidly. Introductions
made by a trusted intermediary may have created an implicit social obligation to participate,
and awareness of this risk informed the care taken to emphasise the voluntary nature of
involvement in all initial contact. Anonymisation carries its own limitations in a small and
interconnected professional community where role descriptions and organisational contexts
may be recognisable to insiders despite the absence of names. This tension between
protecting participants and producing sufficiently contextualised findings cannot be fully

resolved, only managed with care.

A further reflection concerns the nature of the topics discussed. Several interviews touched
on organisational failure, internal resistance, and professional frustration, experiences that
carry personal and professional sensitivity. Respondents were not observed in distress, but the
researcher remained attentive to the possibility that recounting difficult experiences could be
uncomfortable, and followed the lead of respondents in how deeply to explore sensitive
material. The decision to conduct all interviews in respondents' preferred language was partly
motivated by this concern: reducing linguistic friction in emotionally or professionally
sensitive conversations reduces the risk of misunderstanding and supports more authentic

disclosure.

Finally, the researcher's own position as a master's student with a prior interest in

design-oriented practice shaped what questions were asked and how responses were
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interpreted. This subjectivity is acknowledged as a dimension of the research process, and it

is addressed more fully in the reflexivity section that follows.

3.4 Data Analysis

The analysis followed the Gioia methodology, an inductive approach to qualitative inquiry
that prioritises the language and framings of informants and moves systematically from
empirical material toward theoretical constructs (Gioia et al., 2013). This methodology was
chosen because it is designed for studies that seek to build or refine theory from practitioner
perspectives rather than test existing frameworks. It provided a structured yet flexible
procedure for moving from the richness of interview data toward the analytical abstractions

needed to address the research questions.

All interviews were conducted in Swedish or Norwegian. Quotes presented in Chapter 4 have
been translated to English by the author, with care taken to preserve the informants' original

meaning and register throughout.

3.4.1 Thematic Analysis and Coding Procedure

Analysis began during data collection, in line with the abductive logic described in Section
3.1.1. Initial impressions and emerging patterns were noted after each interview, allowing the
coding process to be informed by a developing understanding of the material rather than
applied retrospectively to a completed dataset (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). This also meant that
certain themes could be explored more deliberately in later interviews once they had begun to

take shape in earlier ones.

All transcripts were coded in NVivo. The coding process followed the three-level structure of
the Gioia methodology. At the first level, first-order codes were generated using the
respondents' own language and terms as closely as possible, prioritising informant framings
over theoretical categories. Braun and Clarke (2006, 2019) emphasise that this early stage of
coding should remain close to the data and resist premature abstraction, and this principle
was applied throughout. The process yielded approximately 230 first-order concepts in total

across all interviews.
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In addition to the interview transcripts, the supplementary white paper provided by
Respondent E was analysed alongside the corresponding interview material and coded using
the same procedure. It is used selectively in the analysis to contextualise and deepen the
interpretation of themes related to organisational antecedents, where its content extends what

the interview alone can convey.

3.4.2 From First-order Codes to Themes

Following the completion of first-order coding, the analysis moved to the second level of the
Gioia structure. First-order concepts were examined for patterns and grouped into
second-order themes, which represent the researcher's analytical categories rather than the
respondents' own language. This shift involves a deliberate move from informant-centred
description toward theoretical interpretation (Gioia et al., 2013). Eight second-order themes
emerged from this process, organised around conceptual distinctions that recurred
consistently across the interview material and proved analytically generative in relation to the

research questions.

In a third and final step, the eight second-order themes were aggregated into three theoretical
dimensions, each of which directly addresses one of the research questions. These aggregate
dimensions represent the highest level of abstraction in the data structure and provide the

organising logic for the findings chapter.

Gioia et al. (2013) note that qualitative rigour in inductive research of this kind depends not
on the mechanical application of a procedure but on the researcher's capacity to move fluidly
between data and theory while remaining anchored in what the material actually shows.
Throughout the analysis, emerging interpretations were continuously checked against the raw
transcripts and against the conceptual framework developed in Chapter 2, which was revised
in response to what the empirical material revealed. For the purposes of presenting the data
structure, a representative selection of first-order concepts was retained in Table 6 to illustrate
the analytical content of each theme. The resulting data structure, including first-order
concepts, second-order themes, and aggregate dimensions, is presented at the outset of

Chapter 4.
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3.5 Research Quality

Evaluating the quality of qualitative research requires criteria appropriate to its
epistemological assumptions. The framework developed by Lincoln and Guba (1985)
identifies credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability as the key dimensions
of trustworthiness in qualitative inquiry, serving as analogues to the validity and reliability
criteria used in quantitative research. All four dimensions are addressed below, though
credibility and transferability receive more extended treatment, as these are most directly
implicated by a cross-sectional interview study that makes interpretive claims about

practitioners' experiences across varied organisational contexts.

3.5.1 Trustworthiness

Credibility refers to the degree to which the findings accurately represent the perspectives
and experiences of the participants (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Several measures were taken to
strengthen credibility throughout this study. Prolonged engagement with the material, through
iterative transcription, coding, and repeated reading of the transcripts, ensured that
interpretations were grounded in the data rather than imposed from outside. The use of
follow-up interviews with two respondents allowed initial interpretations to be deepened and
checked against further material from the same participants. Continuous comparison between
emerging analytical categories and raw transcripts throughout the coding process served a

similar function.

Nowell et al. (2017) argue that credibility in thematic analysis is strengthened when the
researcher can demonstrate a clear and transparent audit trail connecting raw data to final
themes. In this study, that trail runs from verbatim quotes through first-order concepts and
second-order themes to aggregate dimensions, and is made visible in the data structure
presented in Table 6. Respondent quotes are included throughout Chapter 4 to allow readers
to assess the interpretive logic connecting empirical material to analytical claims, and to

evaluate the degree to which those claims are grounded in what participants actually said.

Transferability concerns the degree to which findings may be applicable in other contexts
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Qualitative research does not aim for statistical generalisation;
instead, it employs what Lincoln and Guba refer to as "thick description", providing

sufficiently detailed accounts of the research context, participants, and analytical process,
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thereby allowing readers to assess the relevance of findings to their own contexts. This thesis
substantiates transferability by providing a comprehensive characterisation of the sample in
Section 3.2, presenting contextually significant quotes in the findings chapter, and explicitly
recognising the study's scope and limitations in Section 6.4. The maximum variation
sampling strategy also contributes to transferability: by capturing experiences across different
sectors, roles, and organisational contexts, the study increases the likelihood that findings
reflect patterns that are not specific to a single setting, while also revealing the conditions

under which certain patterns vary.

Dependability refers to the consistency and stability of the research process over time, and
concerns whether the study could be replicated under similar conditions (Lincoln & Guba,
1985). Dependability has been addressed through systematic documentation of each stage of
the study, including the interview guide, coding procedure, and analytical decisions, which
are described in sufficient detail in this chapter to allow the process to be scrutinised and, in
principle, replicated. The abductive logic of the study, which involves iterative movement
between data and conceptual framework rather than a fixed analytical sequence, is also

documented explicitly to ensure that the reasoning process is traceable.

Confirmability concerns the degree to which the findings reflect the data rather than the
researcher's personal inclinations or preconceptions (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Measures taken
to support confirmability include the use of an interview guide structured around open-ended
questions, the inclusion of respondents who offered explicitly critical perspectives on design
thinking, and the reflexive orientation described in Section 3.5.2, which required active
examination of the researcher's assumptions throughout the analytical process. The data
structure presented in Table 6 further supports confirmability by making the analytical moves

from raw data to interpretive claims visible and open to scrutiny.

3.5.2 Reflexivity

Reflexivity requires the researcher to actively examine how their own background,
assumptions, and position in relation to the research may have shaped the process of data
collection and interpretation (Finlay, 2002). Braun and Clarke (2019) describe reflexive

thematic analysis as an approach in which the researcher's subjectivity is not a source of bias
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to be eliminated but a dimension of the research process to be acknowledged and worked

with. This framing is consistent with the epistemological position adopted in this study.

Several aspects of the researcher's position are relevant here. As a master's student in
innovation and industrial management with an interest in design-oriented practice, the
researcher approached this topic with prior assumptions shaped by academic exposure to
design thinking as a largely constructive methodological approach. Awareness of this
orientation was maintained throughout the analytical process by actively seeking out critical
and contradictory perspectives in the interview material and resisting the tendency to
foreground accounts that confirmed initial expectations. The presence of clearly critical
voices in the sample, particularly respondents who challenged the structural claims of design
thinking and identified its limitations as explicitly as its strengths, was treated not as a

complication but as analytically valuable material.

The access to participants through an established professional network also carries reflexive
implications. Introductions made by a trusted contact may have shaped how respondents
understood the study's purpose and what they chose to share. Anonymisation and the
emphasis on practitioner experience rather than organisational evaluation were intended to

reduce this effect, though it cannot be entirely eliminated.

The retrospective nature of the data means that accounts are inevitably shaped by hindsight,
professional self-presentation, and the particular salience of certain experiences at the time of
the interview. This is a boundary condition common to interview-based qualitative research.
In practice, it was addressed during data collection by consistently asking respondents to
anchor their reflections in specific projects and concrete situations before moving to broader
generalisations, a strategy intended to reduce the degree to which accounts drifted toward
idealised or post-rationalised descriptions of practice. Nonetheless, it cannot be fully
controlled for, and the interpretations offered in Chapter 4 should be read with this limitation
in mind. Similarly, the cross-sectional design means that innovation processes were not
observed as they unfolded in real time, which limits the study's ability to account for how

conditions and perceptions shift across the duration of a project.
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4. Findings

This chapter presents the empirical findings of the study, organised around the three

aggregate dimensions that emerged from the inductive analysis process described in Chapter

3. The data structure, presented in Table 6, maps representative first-order concepts onto eight

second-order themes, which are in turn aggregated into three theoretical dimensions: (1) how

practitioners make sense of design thinking, (2) the exploration-to-implementation gap and

bridging strategies, and (3) enabling and hindering conditions. Each dimension is addressed

in a dedicated section of this chapter, with embedded sub-sections corresponding to the

underlying themes where appropriate.

First-order concepts

Second-order themes

Aggregate
dimensions

- Active distancing from design thinking
label

- DT as mindset rather than process

- Participatory design as alternative
tradition

- Critical perspective on DT as
oversimplified

Sense-making and
framing of design
thinking

- Front-end exploration as primary
value of DT practice

- Reframing problem statement as core
practitioner contribution

- Front-end exploration revealing
misaligned problem definition

- Ethnographic methods as core practice

Front-end
exploration as
primary value

How practitioners
make sense of design
thinking

- Implementation described as hardest
part of DT process

- DT not structurally better at
implementation than other methods

- Challenge of scaling from pilot to full
adoption

- Designer absence after handover as
implementation risk

- Successful pilot discontinued due to
structural incompatibility

The implementation
gap

- Proposing parallel implementation
planning from project start

- Early inclusion of implementation
owners

- Internal champion ownership as

Parallel planning and
stakeholder inclusion
as bridging strategies

The
exploration-to-imple
mentation gap and
bridging strategies
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enabler
- Sceptic converted to advocate as
deliberate strategy

- Cultural change as most significant
design outcome

- Organisational restructuring as most
significant design output

- DT creating perspective shift in
stakeholders

- Human connection and trust as
foundation for design work

- Participation culture as long-term
organisational output

Cultural change and
broader
organisational
outputs

- Senior leadership support as primary
differentiator

- Top management commitment as
non-negotiable prerequisite

- Senior leadership enabling bypass of
structural barriers

- Senior leadership interference
hindering early-stage exploration

- Humble and curious leadership style
as enabling condition

Leadership as
enabling or hindering
condition

- Middle management as structural
blocker in large organisations

- Middle management resistance driven
by job insecurity

- Fear-based resistance at specific
organisational level

- Designer role lacking formal authority

Middle management
and power structures
as blockers

- Organisational structure misaligned
with DT outcomes

- Risk aversion as implementation
barrier

- Democratic governance creating
implementation complexity in public
sector

- Designer role and organisational
positioning as antecedent condition

Organisational
culture and structure
as antecedents

Enabling and
hindering conditions

Table 6. Datastructure. Adapted from Gioia et al. (2013)

Table 6 presents the data structure underlying this chapter. Reading from left to right, the
figure moves from the language of informants (first-order concepts rendered in their own

terms) through the researcher's analytical categories at the second-order level, to the three
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aggregate dimensions that organise the findings. The figure is not exhaustive; as noted in
section 3.4, it presents a representative selection of first-order concepts to illustrate the

analytical content of each theme. The full data structure informed the analysis in its entirety.

Section 4.1 presents findings related to Dimension 1 and addresses sub-research question 1
regarding how practitioners make sense of design thinking and its role in early-stage
innovation. Sections 4.2 and 4.3 together constitute Dimension 2 and engage with the main
research question, tracing both the structural difficulties of implementation and the strategies
practitioners use to navigate them. Sections 4.4, 4.5, and 4.6 address Dimension 3 and
respond to sub-research question 2 concerning the organisational and leadership conditions
that shape the exploration-to-implementation transition. The chapter concludes with a

summary in section 4.7.

4.1 How practitioners make sense of design thinking

The first aggregate dimension addresses how practitioners understand and frame design
thinking in their professional contexts. Two second-order themes emerged from the analysis:
a consistent pattern of sense-making and terminological distancing from the label “design
thinking,” and a strongly shared emphasis on front-end exploration as the primary site of
design-oriented value creation. Together, these themes suggest that the concept of design
thinking retains considerable practical relevance among the respondents, but in a form that is
frequently reconstituted in local language and rarely acknowledged through the dominant

terminology.

4.1.1 Sense-Making and Framing of Design Thinking

One of the most consistent findings across the interview material is the widespread avoidance
of the term “design thinking” among practitioners who nonetheless employ its core methods.
This distancing was rarely presented as a matter of intellectual objection alone; more often, it
reflected pragmatic judgements about what language is productive in specific organisational

environments.
Respondent A, a service designer employed by a Norwegian municipal government, provided

one of the most explicit accounts of this dynamic. Having used design thinking terminology

during an earlier career in the private energy sector, he made a deliberate decision to abandon
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the label upon entering public sector work. He explained that the term “design” alone creates
distance among non-designer colleagues: “We call it BLT, which stands for 'need,’ 'solution,’
and 'test,’ and that is the core engine of the development process. If we use the word design,
others feel like ‘this is something I do not understand; this is not for me." So I have stopped
using it” (Respondent A). The substitution of a locally developed acronym for an
internationally circulated concept reflects a broader practitioner awareness that terminology is

not neutral, that the choice of label shapes who feels invited into a process and who does not.

Respondent F, the founder and coordinator of a long-established healthcare design lab,
articulated a more principled critique. He described design thinking as having played a
legitimate role in introducing management communities to design’s potential, but as carrying
what he termed “a whiff of the American do-it-yourself, learn-it-in-three-minutes idiom”
(Respondent F), a framing that, in his view, misrepresents the methodological depth that
serious design practice requires. His organisation does not use the term, and he expressed
doubt that any of his colleagues would describe their work in those terms. When asked
directly, he distanced himself further: “Design has nothing to do with thinking. It’s about
doing. Design is about doing, not thinking” (Respondent F).

Respondent H, an innovation lead in a Swedish municipal government who came to design
thinking through work in a large telecommunications corporation, noted that the term had
become “infected” in certain organisational contexts, associated with a brief wave of
enthusiasm that had produced more workshop formats and post-it aesthetics than substantive
change. He had come to prefer a more neutral framing in his current work, selecting language

based on what a given audience could engage with rather than on disciplinary convention.

Respondent I offered a meta-level observation on this phenomenon. Reflecting on
organisations she had encountered that claimed to have moved beyond design thinking in
favour of newer frameworks, she noted: “I have encountered this many times. ‘We do not
work with service design, we work with this...” And it is the same thing. It is just
repackaging” (Respondent I). This critical perspective that terminological change is often
driven by consultancy markets rather than substantive innovation, did not lead her to dismiss
design thinking as a concept, but rather to defend its underlying philosophy against what she
saw as superficial criticism. “The philosophy, whatever we call it, is needed in all kinds of

contexts,” she added (Respondent I).

41



Respondent C, a business designer in a private design consultancy, offered a similar
observation from a practitioner angle: “My experience is that there is no pure design thinking
to be found anywhere. It only exists in the school environment” (Respondent C). In practice,
he argued, design approaches are always hybridised with other methods, constraints, and
pre-existing organisational logics, a condition he regarded not as a failure of fidelity but as

the normal state of professional design work.

Respondent G, a professor of design management with research experience spanning four
decades, described the terminological landscape from a historical perspective. In her account,
design thinking had effectively replaced design management in professional discourse during
the 2000s and 2010s, which she viewed with ambivalence: the shift had broadened the
concept’s reach while diluting the aesthetic and material expertise that industrial design had
contributed to organisations. She observed that the term itself may now be giving way to
newer framings, such as “systems leadership” and “innovation management”, continuing a
longer pattern in which management ideas move through cycles of adoption,
oversimplification, and eventual displacement. Respondent D, a former CEO with a long
career in national and Nordic design networks, similarly noted that management concepts
have their “moment,” and that design thinking’s moment had produced both genuine

advances and considerable noise.

Beyond the question of terminology, respondents also characterised design thinking in
substantive terms. Several independently emphasised tolerance for ambiguity as a defining
feature that distinguishes design-oriented practitioners from engineers and managers.
Respondent G stated this with characteristic directness: “Engineers seek right and wrong
answers. Designers do not. They want to find the most interesting design. They readily
embrace ambivalence. And they are comfortable remaining in an uncertain period for
longer” (Respondent G). This capacity for productive uncertainty was echoed by Respondent
H, who described his own strongest professional comfort zone as precisely the highly

divergent phase in which many others grow impatient for closure.

Respondent F connected this characteristic to a broader intellectual tradition. He described
Scandinavian participatory design with its roots in collaborative, democratic, and

ethnographically grounded methods, as the more substantive intellectual precursor to what
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was later codified in the United States as “design thinking.” In his account, service design as
practised in the Nordic context is best understood not as a regional variant of an American
concept but as an independent tradition that the American framing has partially absorbed:
“Service design is the European variant of design thinking, you could say. But at its root,
participatory design says something different” (Respondent F). This positioning of
Scandinavian participatory design as an alternative and more politically conscious tradition

was unique within the interview material.

4.1.2 Front-End Exploration as Primary Value

Across the interviews, the front-end phases of the design process, i.e., problem exploration,
user research, and problem reframing, were consistently identified as the domain in which
design-oriented methods deliver their most distinctive value. This finding appeared
consistently across all respondents and carries a particular implication: it frames the value of

design thinking in a way that is partly independent of implementation outcomes.

Respondent F articulated this most directly, in the context of a broader argument about
design’s relationship to implementation: “The most important contribution lies rather in
using more ethnographically oriented tools to build understanding: Why should we undertake
this project? Who should be involved? And how should goals be defined? These are the most
important contributions” (Respondent F). For him, the primary purpose of design is not to
deliver solutions but to generate the quality of understanding that makes subsequent action

worthwhile and, where necessary, to prevent action based on misdiagnosed problems.

Respondent I, drawing on her experience leading design projects at a large global furniture
retailer, offered a formulation that inverts the popular hierarchy of design thinking phases: “If
you do a very thorough job of understanding what the problem is, you don't need to spend
much time on the idea phase at all. If you are a working group that does this well enough,
you will already know exactly what needs to be done” (Respondent I). In this account,
ideation is not the generative core of design practice but its natural consequence, the phase in

which a team that has understood a problem well translates that understanding into action.

Respondent A’s account of a mental health project conducted during the COVID-19

pandemic illustrated the practical stakes of this emphasis on the front-end. The team’s initial
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mandate was to develop digital solutions that would enable remote delivery of group therapy
programmes. But the front-end phase revealed that many users, individuals experiencing
significant mental health difficulties, could not participate in the proposed workshop formats:
they did not manage digital tools for more than a few minutes, they experienced severe
anxiety about group exposure, and their primary challenge was not the format of the course
but the act of registering for it. “That is what you must always begin with,” Respondent A
noted, ‘just starting to understand what this is about” (Respondent A). The project’s
eventual success; producing a 100% attendance and completion rate for courses that
previously experienced high dropout, was attributed directly to this depth of problem
understanding, which reframed the intervention from course format to registration and

onboarding design.

Respondent C described a temporal asymmetry in the experience of design work that was
echoed by other respondents: the front-end phase is ‘“routine”: methodologically
well-established, familiar, and relatively safe, while implementation is “more exploratory
and seeking” (Respondent C). The paradox implicit in this characterisation, that the phase
labelled “exploration” in design thinking frameworks is in practice the more routine of the
two, suggests that the standard representation of the design process does not fully capture

practitioners’ actual experience of where uncertainty and difficulty lie.

Respondent A stated the affective dimension directly: “That is the most fun, of course”
(Respondent A), referring to the creative, co-generative early phase of the process. The
contrast with what comes after, the politically contested, resource-constrained, and frequently

stalling work of implementation, was left implicit but was present throughout the interview.

Respondent J highlighted visualisation as a critical enabling mechanism within the front-end,
particularly in multi-stakeholder contexts where participants hold very different conceptual
frameworks. By rendering complexity visible through diagrams, service blueprints, or even
rough sketches, designers create a shared reference that enables people from different
professional backgrounds to engage with a problem they might otherwise find inaccessible.
“If I can visualise something, then you can point at it, discuss it, turn it around. And then
everyone can be part of it. Otherwise there are some who feel it is too complicated or not
accessible, and then you lose them” (Respondent J). He described this capacity for inclusive

visualisation as one of the primary reasons why trained designers should remain part of
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design thinking processes even as the methodology is distributed more broadly across

organisations.

4.2 The exploration-to-implementation gap

The second aggregate dimension addresses the main research question, beginning with the
structural difficulty of moving from early exploration to implementation. This section
corresponds to the third second-order theme in the data structure. Across the interview
material, a consistent and multi-faceted picture emerged of implementation as the most
challenging, most under-resourced, and most structurally precarious phase of the design

innovation process.

The characterisation of implementation as the hardest part was nearly universal among
respondents. Respondent C, the business designer, stated it plainly: “Getting it anchored in
the organisation is the difficult part. It is almost always the hardest part” (Respondent C).
Respondent A described the challenge in similarly direct terms: “The biggest challenge in
design thinking is combining theory and the uncontrollable. Such as will and motivation.”

(Respondent A), pointing not only to structural obstacles but to the human dynamics that

make sustained implementation so difficult to guarantee.

A perspective that cuts against a central assumption in the design thinking literature came
from Respondent F, who made a claim that design methods carry no structural advantages at
the implementation stage. His position was the contrary: “On a design project, you cannot set
any different implementation requirements than you would on something started in any other
way. That is to say, we both succeed and fail at the same high rate as projects that were
started in some other manner. Design becomes neither better nor worse than anything else at
this” (Respondent F). He further noted that design projects may even be disproportionately
vulnerable to implementation failure, precisely because the quality and ambition of the

front-end work can outpace the organisational capacity to sustain what follows.

Respondent F’s own organisation provided the most persuasive empirical example of this
assertion. A service designed to support young people with mental health difficulties in
navigating healthcare systems; a digital platform that allowed users to access services at their

own pace, book appointments independently, and engage with course materials on their own
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terms, was developed over several years, successfully piloted in parts of a Swedish region,
and deeply appreciated by its users. It was, in his account, a high-quality piece of design
work that produced measurable benefits. Yet it was discontinued. The reason was not design
failure but a national policy directive introduced after the service went live, which required
that all young people contacting healthcare services regarding mental health receive contact
within three days. The self-directed platform, which operated on user-initiated timelines,

could not meet this requirement. “And so we had to shut it down,” Respondent F said.

Respondent B drew the pattern at a systemic level, reflecting on the broader Swedish
innovation landscape: “We are very good at creating innovations, but we are not good at
creating implementation of innovations. There is no clear process in organisations for
innovation implementation” (Respondent B). This diagnosis of a structural national
organisational strength in exploration paired with weakness in implementation, was echoed
across several interviews, suggesting it reflects a genuine and observed feature of the contexts

in which these practitioners work rather than an individual assessment.

The transition from successful pilot to full organisational adoption was consistently identified
as the specific moment at which implementation difficulties intensify. Respondent A
described this threshold in terms of motivational asymmetry: those who participated in the
design process retain their enthusiasm, while those who did not have little basis for
engagement. “When you begin to see results, and good results, the next step is to scale the
solution so that others in the organisation start using it. At that point, you have to involve
many people who do not share the same interest or motivation” (Respondent A). This
asymmetry between the motivated core and the unreached periphery recurred across the

material as a structural feature of the scaling challenge.

Respondent C’s account of a project with a large Scandinavian industrial recycling company
provided a detailed case illustration. A digital CO2 reporting tool for industrial waste
management clients was developed, successfully launched, and achieved paying customers.
When Respondent C left the project, the organisational restructuring that had enabled it, i.e.
the placement of digital business development within the operating company rather than in a
group IT function, was reversed. “Now it has gone back to how it was before. It is still an IT

organisation that, if I may exaggerate slightly, installs printers” (Respondent C). This
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regression to a pre-project organisational state, following the departure of the designer, was

identified as a systemic risk that design quality alone cannot prevent.

Respondent C’s description of his own company’s original motivation for hiring a business
designer illuminated the same dynamic from a different angle. The firm had been producing
digital services that were, in his words, products that both the company and its clients were
“very proud of” but that “nonetheless were not implemented” (Respondent C). The existence
of a structural implementation gap had thus been identified empirically within his own

professional practice before it became an explicit object of inquiry.

Respondent I introduced a critical reframing that added systemic depth. She described what
she called a “product graveyard”: the accumulated inventory of innovations that
organisations invest in but never use. Unlike a failed experiment, an unused solution
produces no visible failure event; its cost therefore tends not to appear in organisational
accounts of risk and return. “Nobody lights a candle for the product graveyard,” she
observed (Respondent I). This structural invisibility of non-implementation costs, she argued,
makes it systematically easier for organisations to continue investing in early exploration
while under-investing in the implementation capacity that would determine whether that

exploration produces lasting value.

The absence of dedicated budget for implementation phases was named explicitly by
Respondent B as a structural condition: “It is the difficult part, the part that is typically not
budgeted for” (Respondent B). Respondent A offered a concrete illustration of the scale of
implementation investment required: in his division, three specialists had spent five to seven
years implementing a single new evidence-based clinical approach for psychologists,
working to shift established professional practices across a municipal healthcare system. This
scale of sustained investment is rarely built into innovation project timelines, which are
typically structured around exploration and concept development rather than adoption and

embedding.

4.3 Bridging strategies

While the previous section documented the structural difficulty of implementation, the

interviews also revealed a set of practitioner strategies explicitly oriented towards bridging
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the exploration-to-implementation gap. These findings correspond to two second-order
themes: parallel planning and stakeholder inclusion as bridging strategies, and cultural
change and broader organisational outputs. These themes make up the second half of

Dimension 2.

4.3.1 Parallel Planning and Stakeholder Inclusion

The most consistently articulated strategy for improving implementation outcomes was the
early inclusion of those responsible for implementation and the concurrent planning of
implementation from the outset of the design process. This pattern was confirmed across

multiple respondents representing different sectoral contexts.

Respondent A was the most direct in naming this strategy: “Begin working with
implementation from the very start, so you have a parallel track where you can prepare,
think, and plan for when the solution is ready to be implemented” (Respondent A). The
image of a parallel track running alongside the design process, rather than following it
sequentially, recurred in similar formulations across the material, suggesting that practitioners
have arrived at this principle independently through experience rather than through

methodological instruction.

Respondent B described the same principle through the concept of ownership: “You should
not wait to include key actors, they should be embedded in the process from the beginning.
Not necessarily all the time, but they must be included in some way. Because then they feel
that this is something we created ourselves. It becomes their idea. Then it is easier for them to
follow up and implement what they have been part of from the beginning” (Respondent B).
The shift from external recipients of a design output to co-authors of a shared solution is
identified here as the mechanism through which stakeholder inclusion translates into

implementation commitment.

Respondent G contributed a historically grounded illustration of a related strategy in the
interview. The design firm working with a Swedish hand-tool manufacturer over several
decades adopted a deliberate approach of foregrounding the internal champion, the
company’s product development director, rather than themselves: “The most important thing

for us is to make the internal champion look good. This is his project. We do not need to be
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seen in the company, but it is his” (Respondent G). By positioning the internal actor as the
author and owner of the design initiative, the firm secured the sustained organisational
engagement that enabled a long-running and commercially successful collaboration. This
strategy; designer humility in service of internal ownership, was identified as a key factor

differentiating this engagement from less successful design partnerships.

Respondent H described a related but distinct strategy of credibility building as a
precondition for larger implementation ambitions. Drawing on his experience in a large
telecommunications organisation, he described an insight gained through engagement with an
innovation methodology that emphasises small-scale, demonstrable wins. In practice, he
found that starting with improvements to problems nobody expected to be addressed was
more effective than leading with ambitious proposals. “You begin to build credibility,” he
explained. “You have your first case to communicate. Then you can attract others who think
‘they seem to know what they are doing, I want to support this’” (Respondent H). The
sequencing of implementation efforts, beginning where resistance is lowest and credibility
gains are most achievable before scaling to more contested territory, was thus identified as a
strategic orientation that changes the political conditions within which larger design work

takes place.

The same respondent provided the most detailed account of a sceptic converted to advocate, a
strategy that several respondents identified as among the most effective available. In a joint
project conducted with external design expertise, a highly respected technical expert who was
openly dismissive of the design approach accompanied the team on an ethnographic
observation visit to operational sites. Confronting the gap between his prior assumptions
about how users worked and the actual conditions he observed, he concluded: “We cannot
continue to work the way we have been working” (Respondent H). He subsequently became
the team’s most influential internal advocate, a transformation that significantly eased later
implementation efforts. Respondent H reflected on why this mechanism is so powerful: the
conversion of a credible critic into a committed supporter carries a persuasive weight within

an organisation that no external advocate can replicate.

Respondent F described a structurally similar approach operating at a policy level. In his
organisation’s work with national legislative reform processes, design methods were used to

create anticipatory engagement with those who would eventually be responsible for
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implementing the resulting legislation. Workshops with regional directors, local managers,
frontline workers, and patient representatives, staged around successive drafts of policy
proposals, served not only to improve the quality of the legislation but to begin the
organisational change process that implementation would require. “When the law eventually
came, there were already regions that were prepared, because they had already started to
change themselves” (Respondent F). This anticipatory implementation, which starts
organisational change before the formal mandate arrives, was called the most powerful

bridging strategy at the systemic level.

Respondent C stressed a practical aspect of stakeholder inclusion that is often overlooked in
discussions about design thinking: finding and involving frontline workers, like salespeople,
customer service representatives, and those who are closest to value creation. “Salespeople
and customer service staff are often very valuable to speak with. They typically have the best
understanding of what works and what does not.” (Respondent C). In the project with the
recycling company, engaging this layer of the organisation through training programmes and
early involvement in testing, was identified as critical to the eventual adoption of the digital

tool.

The time dimension of implementation was consistently emphasised. Respondent E noted
that building the app that enabled a connected television service in a vehicle product took
approximately one week; building the relationships with public broadcasting partners that
made it possible took several years (Respondent E). This asymmetry between technical
development time and relational development time, with the latter far exceeding the former,
appeared across multiple accounts as a structural feature of implementation that project
planning frequently fails to accommodate. Respondent A’s observation that he continues to
support a project he was formally finished with three years ago, precisely because the
organisation still needs his presence to sustain what was developed, illustrates the temporal
logic of implementation at its most concrete: “I am still working on that project. I always say
ves if they need help, and I might spend half a day or a couple of days a week for a period to
support them. Without that continued effort, if I had not been there and if the other person in
the service had not kept holding on to the solution and working on it, there would be nothing.

1t would disappear” (Respondent A).
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4.3.2 Cultural Change and Broader Organisational Outputs

A recurring finding across the interviews was the identification of cultural change as the most
meaningful long-term output of design-oriented work, rather than delivered products or
services. This reframing of what design processes produce challenges the conventional
evaluation logic of innovation projects, in which success is typically measured against a

specific artefact or deployed solution.

Respondent F offered the most explicit formulation: “The most important result is rather
what the people who have participated in a process will go on to do later. That is the most
important result, far more important than what happens with the individual implementation
of an individual thing” (Respondent F). For him, the primary strategic purpose of design
projects is to produce a lasting shift in participants’ orientations, capabilities, and professional
practices, what he described as “a culture of participation”. The implication is that a design
project can be considered successful even if its specific solution does not survive, provided

that the participants carry forward new ways of seeing and working.

Respondent H offered a more ambivalent version of the same observation. He noted that the
most significant outcomes of design thinking projects in his experience were often not the
visible results but “the people who have been subjected to it”, who, after participating in
design processes, either rise within their organisations or seek new employment elsewhere
(Respondent H). When people have been exposed to new ways of working but find
themselves in organizations that cannot accommodate them, it is called "frustrated
capability.”" This was recognized as one of the more uncomfortable effects of design
engagement. Yet he maintained that the perspective shift these individuals carry forward

represents a real and lasting form of organisational change.

Respondent C described a related but structurally distinct version of this theme. In his
account of the recycling company project, the most significant outcome was not the digital
product that was eventually launched but the organisational restructuring that enabled it: the
creation of a digital business development function positioned within the core operating
company rather than in a separate group IT division. “Many did not see it, but the biggest
change was that we managed to get them to create a group for digital business development

that sat under [name of operating company]” (Respondent C). This structural change was
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understood as enabling future design-led work at a level of impact that no single product
could achieve. The subsequent regression to the prior structure, following his departure from

the project, made the significance of this organisational architecture all the more apparent.

Respondent A’s mental health project provided a third illustration. The project did not fully
achieve its original goal of creating a hybrid digital-physical course format on a large scale,
but it did lead to a long-term change in how the organization made its mental health services
more accessible. This, by a redesigned registration and onboarding process that enabled users
who could not previously access courses to do so independently, without requiring phone
contact. The clinical staff's new understanding of the barriers their users faced was the

cultural change that made this accessible design possible and long-lasting.

4.4 Leadership as enabling or hindering condition

The third aggregate dimension addresses the organisational and leadership conditions that
shape the exploration-to-implementation transition. The first theme within this dimension
concerns leadership, which emerged across the interview material as the single most
consistently cited factor differentiating successful from unsuccessful design implementation
efforts. Leadership emerged as operating in both directions: as an enabling condition and as a

hindering force, depending on how and when it was applied.

The enabling role of senior leadership was confirmed across virtually every interview.
Respondent E offered the most compressed formulation when asked what differentiates
projects that achieve implementation from those that do not: “7Trust and network. And also
top-down support. That is it” (Respondent E). This simplification of a complicated question
into a single structural answer, senior leadership support, was typical of how many

respondents approached the question of implementation success.

Respondent G provided historical corroboration from two contrasting cases. At a Swedish
hand-tool manufacturer, top management commitment to strategic design integration
sustained a productive collaboration through a major economic crisis and two decades of
ownership changes. In contrast, at a major Swedish telecommunications company, design was
treated primarily as a tactical tool for aesthetic improvement and never achieved a strategic

role within the organisation. When a competing mobile phone manufacturer positioned itself
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around user-centred design and achieved clear market differentiation, the telecommunications
company lacked the design capability to respond. As respondent G put it, “The competing
manufacturer became much more attractive. Customers were more forgiving of one mobile
phone brand than of the other, so to speak” (Respondent G). The divergent long-term
outcomes of strategic versus tactical design commitment thus played out over years and at

significant commercial scale.

Respondent E’s account of a connected media project at her automotive employer illustrated
the mechanism of CEO-level enabling in its most direct form. The project began when the
CEO personally initiated engagement with her team, identifying a platform capability the
organisation had not yet exploited and explicitly mandating that they act on it. “We had no
organisation. We had no developers. We had nothing of that kind” (Respondent E) The
CEQ’s active support and sustained personal pressure enabled the project to be resourced and
launched. She described the downstream effect: “Senior leadership pushed hard. If people
saw that someone supported the initiative and delivered, and that they could trust it, then it
more or less resolved itself” (Respondent E). Senior visibility and commitment created the
conditions under which middle-level managers felt able to support a project they might

otherwise have been inclined to resist.

Respondent C identified a structural manifestation of this enabling dynamic. In the recycling
company project, the fact that the work was anchored within the senior leadership of the
operating company instead of a group IT function gave the project team access to resources,
mandates, and decision-making power that would not have been available otherwise. “If you
are anchored at the top of the organisation, we no longer need to rely on standard IT systems
and firewalls. People can bypass their own processes, and it becomes much easier to get
things done” (Respondent C). The ability to bypass structural barriers, from IT procurement
rules to cross-divisional coordination requirements, was directly contingent on explicit

senior-level legitimation.

At the same time, leadership emerged as a structural threat to early-stage design exploration
when senior actors intervened in the divergent phase in evaluative mode. Respondent H
described the experience of being compelled to exclude senior managers from early ideation
sessions, not because their input was unwelcome in principle, but because their tendency to

evaluate ideas during the generative phase destroyed the psychological conditions that
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creative work requires: “We had to ask higher managers to leave the pitches and say that
there are two rules: you can say yes, and you are not allowed to say ‘yes, but..." in the early
phases. Because they demoralised, they destroyed, and they said no too quickly” (Respondent
H).

This double-edged character of leadership, simultaneously a precondition for implementation
and a structural threat to exploration, was articulated most explicitly by Respondent H but
was consistent with accounts offered by several other respondents. Respondent A described a
characteristic pattern among the municipal leaders he works with: leaders who understand
that a challenge exists and want it addressed, but who fail to translate this awareness into the
concrete prioritisation and resource allocation that implementation requires. “Leaders do not
clearly prioritise or commit to solving the issue. They know the challenge exists and it is
presented to them, but they assume it will be taken care of. The problem is that they do not go

on to allocate the time and resources needed to actually address it” (Respondent A).

Respondent H’s reflections on his own practice offered a partial resolution to this tension. He
described developing a strategy of building demonstrated credibility through small, visible
wins before seeking senior sponsorship for more ambitious work, effectively sequencing the
leadership relationship so that early deliveries build the trust that later enables high-level
support. This strategy recasts the relationship between design practitioners and senior
leadership from one of waiting for permission to one of creating the conditions under which

permission becomes forthcoming.

4.5 Middle management and power structures

If senior leadership was consistently identified as the pivotal enabling or hindering force at
the organisational summit, middle management emerged as the structural layer most
frequently cited as actively resisting design-driven implementation. This finding was
consistent across public and private sector respondents and was articulated with particular

precision by those with experience in large organisations.
Respondent E offered the sharpest conceptual framing of this phenomenon: “Our biggest

challenge with innovation is the intermediate layer, those who are afraid. It is often the

middle managers. And I do not mean first-line managers, but those who are perhaps just
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below the executive level” (Respondent E). The specificity of this localisation, not first-line
supervisors, not executive leadership, but the layer immediately below the executive tier,
appeared across multiple interviews, suggesting it reflects a genuine organisational structural

dynamic rather than a diffuse complaint about resistance in general.

Respondent E attributed this resistance to job insecurity rather than principled opposition: “/t
was one hundred percent from above. Not from the very top. But from people who were
perhaps worried about their jobs” (Respondent E). Design innovation threatens established
patterns of expertise, authority, and resource control. Those most exposed to this threat are
not those at the top of organisations, who typically commission the work and draw the credit,
but those whose positional power is more directly vulnerable to disruption by new ways of
working. The structural logic of this resistance does not require individual bad intent; it

follows from the incentive structure of middle-management roles in large organisations.

Respondent C confirmed this pattern from a consulting perspective, describing middle
management as a layer characterised by divided loyalties and political complexity: “It is
quite common that we work with the middle management layer at large companies. And they
often have their own copies and can sometimes be somewhat at odds with the rest of the
company” (Respondent C). This creates internal incoherence, where the same projects can
succeed or fail depending on which middle-management coalition has local power. This was

seen as a constant risk to implementation that the quality of the design work alone cannot fix.

Respondent H brought a distinctive and more empathetic perspective to this theme.
Reflecting on his time in a large technology organisation, he acknowledged having
experienced middle managers primarily as “brake pads” in the moment: obstacles to be
managed rather than actors to be understood. With hindsight, he described developing
empathy for their structural position: ““I felt quite sorry for them afterwards” (Respondent H).
Middle managers face competing pressures from above and below, bear accountability for
outcomes they do not fully control, and are therefore rationally risk-averse in contexts of
design-driven uncertainty. He went on to say that one of the biggest mistakes he saw in
design thinking was the "internal empathy deficit,” which meant that the design team did not
show the same level of empathy to internal stakeholders as they did to external users. "We
very easily have empathy for users and so on. But we failed somewhat in having empathy for

the management situation” (Respondent H).
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Respondent G's accounts illuminated how this dynamic manifests differently across
organisational configurations. At the hand-tool manufacturer, the strategy of making the
internal product development champion the visible owner of the design initiative effectively
neutralised the threat that design involvement could pose to existing power structures. This,
in turn, allowed for the collaboration to deepen over decades without generating the defensive
reactions that design expansion might otherwise trigger. Respondent G contrasted this with a
Swedish flooring manufacturer, where the design function's growing influence generated
visible rivalry with the marketing department, whose territory it appeared to encroach upon.
The creation of a shared physical design studio, where engineers and marketers could
encounter design work without being positioned as its subjects, helped to soften this

horizontal resistance over time.

Respondent J, the design director and strategist, described a version of this dynamic in his
facilitation work with cross-organisational groups. He noted that the most fundamental
barrier in multi-organisation design processes is not the explicit conflict between the parties
but the assumptions each has built up about the other’s motivations, timeframes, and
definitions of success. These assumptions may have been completely reasonable based on
past experience, but they stop people from working together in a productive way right now.
The designer’s role, in his account, is to surface and examine these assumptions in a
structured way that does not threaten the parties but creates the conditions for understanding.
This is, in effect, an application of empathetic inquiry to the internal political landscape of

implementation, in the same way that conventional design thinking views users.

4.6 Organisational culture and structure as antecedents

The third theme within the third aggregate dimension moves from specific dynamics of
leadership and middle management to the broader organisational conditions that shape
whether design-led work can achieve implementation at all. These conditions are
conceptualised as antecedents: pre-existing features of organisational context that precede
and constrain the adoption and execution of design-oriented work, and that may be largely

invisible to those operating within them.
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Respondent E provided a clear account of an antecedent condition. She attributed her
automotive employer’s characteristic risk-aversion not to individual disposition or
management failure but to the cultural inheritance of a parent company whose defining
identity was safety: “[/Name of parent company]’s core value — what is it? Safety”
(Respondent E). An organisational culture shaped around the systematic elimination of risk is
structurally in tension with the iterative experimentation and tolerance for uncertainty that
design thinking requires. Supplementary written material provided by Respondent E
elaborated this tension further, describing the friction between a hardware engineering culture
oriented towards precision, reliability, and sequential development and a software design
culture oriented towards rapid iteration, user feedback, and flexible adaptation. These
different logics, she argued, are not merely stylistic preferences but deeply embedded

operational orientations that precede and constrain any individual design project.

Respondent C described a parallel antecedent operating at the structural rather than cultural
level. The client organisation's operational model, in which each regional subsidiary was
mandated to maintain full local autonomy and decision-making authority, was a legacy
structure designed for a physically dispersed, locally relational, commodity-based business.
This structure was functionally incompatible with the requirements of a digital service that
needed to operate consistently across national and international markets: “That works very
well if you are renting out containers, picking up metals, and selling them on. But it becomes
problematic if you are going to build a digital service that has to work for all of Sweden”
(Respondent C). The mismatch between inherited organisational architecture and the
requirements of new design outputs was identified as a root cause of the implementation
difficulties the project encountered, one that was independent of leadership commitment or

design quality.

Respondent H introduced an antecedent condition specific to the public sector: the
democratic governance structures of Swedish municipalities, in which multiple administrative
units operate under political mandates that rotate with electoral cycles. “It is nine different
administrations that need to cooperate, and they change roughly every four years. And that is
wonderful from a democratic perspective. Organisationally, it makes things a bit... exciting,
shall we say... or rather, a bit more challenging” (Respondent H). The consequence of this
structural feature is that long-term design initiatives may be politically orphaned when

leadership changes, losing the executive sponsorship on which their continuation depends.
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There is no direct equivalent of this challenge in private sector contexts, where organisational

continuity is not subject to periodic democratic renewal.

Respondent I contributed a systemic argument about organisational absorption capacity as an
antecedent factor. Drawing on contemporary economic thinking about the costs of
institutional change, she argued that organisations and the social systems in which they are
embedded, have a finite capacity for absorbing novelty. “If we innovate too fast, that is, if
there is too much renewal in a system, in society, and in organisations, then we will create
chaos” (Respondent I). This perspective positions innovation not as intrinsically desirable but
as requiring calibration to the existing capacity of the receiving system. She illustrated the
argument with reference to digital solutions introduced into healthcare organisations: “A
digital solution that you say is excellent will create changes in the way you work on many
different levels, but it also creates changes in who you collaborate with, how you collaborate,
new routines, new ways of working that affect other things that we perhaps cannot even
foresee” (Respondent I). The systems-theoretic framing she brought to implementation, in
which every change creates second-order effects that may exceed the organisation’s adaptive
capacity, represented a minority perspective within the interview material. However, it carries

significant implications for how implementation timelines and sequencing are understood.

The formal positioning of design functions within organisational hierarchies was identified
by Respondent G as a further antecedent condition, consistent with her decades of research
on the subject. In her analysis, design functions achieve strategic influence solely when
integrated into senior leadership structures, allowing design directors to participate in
strategic discussions and access information about organisational direction. Without this
positioning, design remains a downstream service that can be instructed, bypassed, or
deprioritised by decisions taken at levels it cannot reach. The contrast between the hand-tool
manufacturer case, where the design function eventually became integrated into product
development strategy, and the telecommunications case, where it never moved beyond a
tactical and peripheral position, illustrated the long-term consequences of this antecedent

condition over decades.

Respondent F’s healthcare design lab represented an unconventional resolution to the
positioning problem. By embedding the lab formally within a regional authority while

simultaneously constructing a non-profit vehicle that enables work on national policy
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commissions, his organisation occupies a structural position that is neither fully internal nor
fully external to the organisations it serves. “My team are all employed within [name of
regional public authority]. For us, the point is to remain embedded in the system so that
knowledge stays there. We want to be colleagues with those we work for” (Respondent F).
This hybrid positioning, which allows the lab to move across organisational boundaries while
maintaining the credibility and relational access of an insider, was explicitly described as a

deliberate design choice that enables a particular kind of reach.

4.7 Summary of findings

This chapter has presented the empirical findings of the study across three aggregate
dimensions, drawing on interviews with ten respondents occupying design and innovation

roles across Swedish and Norwegian public and private sector organisations.

The first dimension, how practitioners make sense of design thinking, revealed a consistent
pattern of active terminological distancing from the label “design thinking” among
respondents who nonetheless employ its underlying methods. This distancing 1is
pragmatically motivated rather than intellectually principled: practitioners adapt their
language to organisational contexts, selecting terminology that invites participation rather
than creating distance. Underlying this variation, a shared orientation towards tolerance for
ambiguity, ethnographic understanding, and iterative problem reframing was consistently
identified as the substantive core of design-oriented practice. Within this dimension,
front-end exploration emerged as the phase in which respondents locate design’s most
distinctive contribution, both in terms of the quality of understanding it generates and in

terms of practitioner experience of the work.

The second dimension, the exploration-to-implementation gap and bridging strategies,
established implementation as the most difficult, most under-resourced, and most structurally
precarious phase of the design process. One of the more challeging practitioner perspectives
to emerge from the material was respondent F's claim that design thinking carries no
structural advantage over other methods at the implementation stage, a view that found
support in several case accounts across the interviews. This finding was supported by a series
of empirical cases in which high-quality design work failed to achieve sustained

implementation due to organisational, political, or governance constraints that design
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excellence could not overcome. Against this structural difficulty, practitioners articulated a
set of bridging strategies centred on parallel implementation planning from the outset of the
design process, early inclusion of those responsible for implementation, and the deliberate
cultivation of internal ownership and advocacy through champion relationships and
credibility-building sequences. Cultural change, understood as a lasting shift in participants’
orientations, capabilities, and willingness to work differently, was identified across multiple

interviews as the most meaningful and durable long-term output of design-oriented work.

The third dimension, enabling and hindering conditions, identified senior leadership support
as the single most consistently cited differentiating factor between successful and
unsuccessful implementation, operating powerfully in both enabling and hindering directions.
Middle management was identified as the structural layer most consistently associated with
active resistance, attributed across interviews to job insecurity and political self-protection
rather than principled opposition. Broader antecedent conditions, including organisational
cultural heritage, structural misalignments between inherited architecture and design outputs,
democratic governance cycles in public sector contexts, and the formal positioning of design
functions within organisational hierarchies, were identified as pre-existing features that shape

what is possible before any individual project begins.

Together, these three dimensions suggest that the challenge of navigating from exploration to
implementation is not primarily a methodological problem but an organisational and political
one. The conditions that determine whether implementation succeeds appear to be established
largely before the design process begins; in the cultural inheritance of the organisation, the
structural position of the design function, the presence or absence of senior sponsorship, and
the political alignment of the middle-management layer through which any change must pass.

The analytical implications of these findings are developed in Chapter 5.

5. Discussion
5.1 Revisiting the conceptual framework

The initial conceptual framework, presented in Figure 2, was designed as an analytical tool

rather than a causal model. It identified four components: antecedents, adoption, execution,
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and output. It also flagged stakeholder inclusion timing as a mechanism that was empirically
suggested in the literature but remained theoretically underspecified. The framework is now

revised in light of the empirical material, and the revised version is presented as Figure 3.

Three of the four original components remain intact in their structure. The antecedents box
retains culture, leadership orientation, strategic context, and resources, but one element has
been added: industry heritage. The empirical material, particularly the account offered by
Respondent E and the supplementary white paper they provided, suggests that sector-specific
organisational cultures are shaped by long-term industrial logics that pre-date any individual
design project. This is analytically distinct from organisational culture as a general variable.
A safety-first engineering culture in an automotive company is not simply a cultural
preference; it is a structural inheritance from decades of regulatory compliance, product
liability, and quality assurance imperatives. Adding industry heritage as a separate antecedent
acknowledges this specificity and extends the framework in a direction that the literature did

not adequately anticipate.

The adoption component is largely unchanged. The dashed outline around stakeholder
inclusion timing has been removed, and the element itself has been relocated to the bridging
strategies component. In the original framework, the dashed formatting signalled that this
element was empirically plausible but theoretically underspecified, and its placement in
adoption reflected analytical uncertainty about where it conceptually belonged. The empirical
material resolves this. Timing of stakeholder inclusion emerged consistently across the data
not as a condition of adoption but as an active strategy that practitioners deploy to bridge the
gap between exploration and implementation. Its relocation to the bridging strategies
component therefore reflects both the confirmation of its empirical significance and a more

precise understanding of its analytical function.

The execution component, represented by the iterative cycle in Figure 1, is unchanged.
Leadership involvement and stage-gate criteria remain as external forces acting on the cycle.
What the empirical material adds here is texture rather than new structure: the double-edged
role of leadership, both as an enabler of the overall process and as a potential inhibitor of the

divergent front-end phase, is discussed in depth in Section 5.4.
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Two substantive additions have been made. The first is a new component, bridging strategies,
positioned between adoption and output and receiving arrows from both adoption and
execution. This component captures the set of practitioner strategies that respondents
consistently described as oriented towards closing the gap between exploration and
implementation: parallel implementation planning, early stakeholder inclusion, internal
champion building, and sceptic-to-advocate conversion. While individual elements of this
component find precedent in the literature, notably in Baldassarre et al.'s (2017) work on
integrated design and implementation planning and in Alam and Perry's (2002) arguments for
early stakeholder inclusion, the existing literature treats these as isolated recommendations
rather than as a coherent set of practitioner strategies. The present study identifies them
empirically as a recognisable and distinct component in practitioners' accounts of how the
exploration-to-implementation transition is navigated. The analytical logic of this addition is

discussed further in section 5.5.

The second addition is cultural change as a fourth possible output alongside implemented,
partially adopted, and stalled. Several respondents identified lasting shifts in participants'
orientations and capabilities as the most meaningful outcome of design-oriented work, often
more meaningful than the fate of any specific solution. This reframes the evaluation logic of

design projects in ways that have theoretical implications discussed in Section 5.3.

The relationship between adoption depth and output has also been reconsidered. In the
original framework, a direct arrow connected adoption to output, reflecting the literature's
suggestion that the depth and character of adoption shapes whether implementation is
achieved independently of execution quality. The empirical material supports this insight but
refines its mechanism: adoption depth operates primarily by shaping which bridging
strategies practitioners are able to deploy, rather than by influencing output directly. In the
revised framework, this relationship is therefore rendered as a pathway from adoption
through bridging strategies to output, with adoption depth annotated on the arrow connecting
these two components. This routing is both logically more precise and more consistent with
the practitioner accounts, in which the effect of deep versus shallow adoption was most
clearly visible in what kinds of bridging strategies were available and how effectively they

could be executed.
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Figure 3. Revised framework: Navigating the transition from exploration to implementation.

Red elements indicate new empirical contributions (own illustration).

One further modification concerns the feedback loop at the base of the framework. In the
original, this was labelled organisational learning and cultural change. Given that cultural
change now appears as a distinct output category, the feedback arrow has been relabelled as
organisational learning to prevent conceptual overlap. The two refer to related but distinct
phenomena: cultural change is a project-level output, while organisational learning is the
longer-term process by which accumulated project experience reshapes the antecedents for

future work.

Taken together, the revised framework reflects what the empirical material most clearly
showed: that the conditions shaping implementation outcomes are largely established before
the design process begins, and that the practices used to bridge the gap between exploration
and implementation constitute a form of practitioner knowledge that deserves analytical

recognition in its own right.

5.2 Design thinking as sense-making and terminological distancing

Practitioners who work with design methods do not, for the most part, call it design thinking.

This is one of the most consistent findings across the interview material, and it is easy to
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misread. It might appear to say something about scepticism toward the concept, or about the
gap between academic framing and professional practice. What it actually reveals is
something more interesting: the relationship between language, legitimacy, and the conditions

under which design-oriented work becomes possible in organisational settings.

Carlgren et al. (2016b) identify framing as one of the five core themes of design thinking in
practice, noting that how practitioners articulate what they do shapes both their own
understanding of the work and others' willingness to engage with it. The present study takes
this observation considerably further. Framing does not just describe design thinking practice;
in many organisational contexts, it actively constructs its conditions of possibility. When
Respondent A replaced design terminology with the locally developed BLT acronym, the
method itself was unchanged. What changed was who felt authorised to participate in it. The

label had been creating a barrier that the method could not overcome on its own.

This is a different phenomenon from the terminological heterogeneity that Micheli et al.
(2019) 1identify as a challenge for design thinking research. Micheli et al. frame the
inconsistency of use as a measurement problem: if everyone means something different by
"design thinking," it is hard to study its effects. The present study adds a second layer. A
significant portion of design thinking practice is invisible to any study that tracks the label
rather than the methods, because experienced practitioners have made the deliberate and
rational decision to abandon the label precisely in the contexts where the methods are most
needed. Surveys of design thinking adoption will systematically undercount what is actually

happening.

What practitioners retain, beneath the terminological variation, is consistent. Ambiguity
tolerance, ethnographic inquiry, problem reframing, iterative prototyping: these
characteristics appear across all ten respondents regardless of what they call their practice.
Respondent G's contrast between the designer's comfort with open-endedness and the
engineer's preference for definitive answers maps closely onto Liedtka's (2015) account of
how design thinking counters cognitive biases toward premature convergence. The

underlying orientation is stable even where the vocabulary is not.

There is an additional dimension to this finding that the literature has not addressed.

Respondent F's distancing from the “design thinking” label is not only a methodological
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preference, it is a professional identity claim. By locating his practice within the
Scandinavian participatory design tradition, he is positioning himself in relation to a different
set of political commitments, one that prioritises democratic participation and co-creation
with affected communities rather than design-led problem solving delivered to them. The
label "design thinking," in his account, carries the wrong genealogy. Respondent I takes a
different position but responds to the same underlying pressure. For her, the label is largely
irrelevant: the philosophy remains regardless of what name it goes by, and the changes in
terminology are mostly just repackaging aimed at consultancy markets, not real innovation.
Where Respondent F resolves the problem by claiming a different tradition, Respondent I
resolves it by insisting on the continuity of the underlying practice. Both responses reflect the
same structural reality: design thinking as a concept has a life of its own, shaped by academic
discourse, management trends, and commercial interests that individual practitioners cannot
fully control. Navigating professional identity in that context requires taking some kind of

stance, even if the stances look very different from the outside.

The front-end emphasis that emerged so consistently across the interviews carries its own
analytical weight. Respondent F argued that the most important contribution of design work
is generating the quality of understanding that makes action worthwhile, not delivering the
action itself. Respondent I went further: if the problem is properly understood, ideation is
almost redundant. The implication is that design thinking's most distinctive value is partly
independent of whether anything gets implemented. A project that reframes a problem so
fundamentally that the original solution becomes unnecessary has delivered something real,

even if nothing is built.

This matters for how the exploration-to-implementation gap is understood. If design
thinking's primary contribution is epistemological rather than operational, then the gap
between exploration and implementation is not simply a failure of follow-through. It may in
some cases reflect the success of the front-end in revealing that the proposed implementation
was the wrong response to the wrong problem. That is a possibility the existing literature
tends not to consider. Dorst's (2011) account of abductive reasoning in design suggests
something similar: that the value of design work lies in how problems are reframed, not only

in what solutions are produced.
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5.3 The structural nature of the implementation gap

One of the most thought-provoking perspectives to emerge from the empirical material
concerns an assumption that runs through the design thinking literature so consistently that it
is rarely examined as an assumption: that human-centred, iterative, user-grounded design
work should, by virtue of those qualities, be better positioned for implementation than
alternatives. Respondent F challenged this directly, arguing that design projects succeed and
fail at implementation at roughly the same rate as projects initiated through any other method.
This is a practitioner perspective rather than a verified empirical claim, but it raises questions
that the literature has not adequately addressed, and it finds resonance in several of the case

accounts presented in Chapter 4.

What it suggests, taken together with the broader empirical material, is a reading that sits
uneasily alongside much of the design thinking literature: the conditions that determine
whether implementation succeeds appear to be largely established before the design process

begins, and they appear largely indifferent to the quality of the design work itself.

This requires explanation. The design thinking literature has produced a well-developed
account of how good front-end work contributes to better solutions. Micheli et al. (2019)
document how design practices generate richer user understanding. Liedtka (2015) shows
how they counter the cognitive biases that push organisations toward premature convergence.
Baldassarre et al. (2017) demonstrate that integrating desirability, feasibility, and viability
from the start produces concepts that are better prepared for real-world conditions. None of
this is wrong. The problem is what the literature implies from these findings: that
better-designed solutions will, as a consequence of their quality, be more likely to reach

implementation. The present study suggests this implication does not hold.

The reason is structural. March's (1991) distinction between exploration and exploitation
captures part of it. Design thinking is, by design, an exploration-oriented set of practices. It is
optimised for generating understanding in conditions of uncertainty, for iterating through
possibilities, for keeping options open. Implementation requires a fundamentally different
organisational mode: the allocation of stable resources, the alignment of multiple
stakeholders around a single direction, the embedding of new practices within existing

routines and accountability structures. These requirements do not follow from good
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exploration work. They require an organisational commitment that must be secured through a
different kind of process, and that commitment is either present or it is not, largely regardless

of what the design team has produced.

Vink (2019) points to a related problem at the level of design practice itself. The tendency to
think of design as the delivering of a bounded solution suggests that the hard work is in
making the solution. But the case Vink examines, a service that produced measurably positive
patient outcomes and was nonetheless discontinued because it disrupted billing logics and
altered physicians' sense of professional control, shows that the hard work is in the ongoing
negotiation of a solution within the political and institutional context that must sustain it. This

is work that design methods, oriented toward the user and the concept, are not built to do.

The case of Respondent F's mental health platform is a direct illustration of the same
dynamic. The service worked. Users valued it. The pilot produced real outcomes. None of
that was sufficient. A national policy directive introduced after the service went live created a
compliance requirement that the platform's architecture could not meet, and the platform was
shut down. The design quality was not at issue. The governance environment was. No design
method can anticipate or manage the external policy context in which its outputs will

eventually need to survive.

The structural invisibility of non-implementation is part of what sustains this situation.
Respondent I's image of the "product graveyard" is analytically precise: organisations
accumulate unused solutions that never generate a visible failure event. No announcement is
made, no accountability is assigned, no lesson is formally drawn. The cost of
non-implementation simply does not appear in the system of organisational reckoning. This
makes it entirely rational, from an individual actor's perspective, to continue investing in the
front end of innovation while under-investing in the implementation capacity that would
determine whether that investment produces lasting value. The asymmetry is a structural
feature of how organisations account for innovation, rather than a management failure. This
structural invisibility connects to what Micheli et al. (2019) identify as the fragmented
evidence base for design thinking's impact: if non-implementation produces no visible failure

event, it will not appear in the outcome data that adoption studies rely on.
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The budgeting dimension makes this concrete. Respondent B identified the absence of
dedicated implementation budgets as a normal feature of the organisations she works with.
Innovation project funding is structured around the front end, because that is where the idea
lives and where the excitement is. What comes after is treated as operational, and operational
budgets belong to different parts of the organisation with different priorities and different
accountabilities. The result is that design teams do excellent front-end work within
well-resourced project structures and then hand outputs to recipients who were never given
the time, money, or mandate to implement them. Baldassarre et al. (2017) point toward a
structural response to this: integrating implementation planning from the outset rather than
treating it as a downstream phase. The present study suggests that even where this integration
occurs, the resource asymmetry between front-end and implementation funding often

undermines it.

The temporal asymmetry reinforces this. Respondent E noted that the technical development
of a connected media application took roughly one week; establishing the relationships with
broadcasting partners that made it viable took several years. Respondent A continues to
support a project he formally completed three years ago, because without that continued
presence the solution would disappear. The design thinking literature is attentive to the time
required for good front-end work. It has almost nothing to say about the open-ended timeline
of implementation, which is not measured in project sprints but in years of quiet

organisational maintenance.

The public sector introduces a further structural complexity that has no direct private-sector
equivalent. Respondent H's account of designing across nine municipal administrations each
operating under political mandates renewed on four-year electoral cycles describes a specific
form of implementation vulnerability. A long-running design initiative that loses its executive
sponsor to an election does not simply stall; it may be politically orphaned in ways that no
amount of front-end quality can protect it against. Democratic accountability, which is an
actual organisational strength in other respects, creates a form of continuity risk that is

structurally incompatible with the long timelines that implementation requires.

There is a further irony worth naming. The very strengths of design thinking at the front end
may, in certain organisational conditions, amplify the gap rather than narrow it. A deeply

thorough problem-understanding process raises expectations, generates user attachment, and
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creates genuine enthusiasm for what has been designed. When the organisational capacity to
implement is weak, the distance between what the design work promises and what the
organisation can deliver becomes more painful, not less. Respondent C's observation that his
firm had been producing digital services that both the company and its clients were "very
proud of" but that "nonetheless were not implemented” captures this precisely. Pride in the

design process is no substitute for the organisational conditions required for implementation.

What emerges from this material is a picture in which the exploration-to-implementation gap
is not primarily a problem of method. This is a problem of political economy. Who has
resources, who has accountability, who has power over the conditions that implementation
depends on, and whether any of those people were part of the design process. Design thinking
addresses the problem-framing and concept-generation end of this equation with considerable
sophistication. At the implementation end, it is largely silent. That silence is not an accident;
it reflects where the intellectual energy of the design thinking tradition has been concentrated,

and it points to where the work of extending that tradition still needs to go.
5.4 Enabling and hindering conditions

5.4.1 The double-edged nature of leadership

The literature on leadership in design thinking is well-developed, and the present study
largely confirms it. Bason and Austin (2019) argue that leading design-oriented work requires
tolerating ambiguity, protecting the divergent phase, and helping teams process discomfort
rather than closing it down. Wrigley et al. (2020) position senior leadership support as one of
the primary structural conditions that distinguishes a genuine organisational commitment to
design thinking from a one-time experiment. Both accounts find strong support in the

empirical material.

The study adds something that neither account fully captures: a structural tension in the
leadership role itself. Senior leadership support is essential for implementation, but the same
leadership presence can be destructive in the earlier exploration phase. Respondent H
described having to exclude senior managers from ideation sessions because their evaluative
intervention destroyed the psychological safety that generative work requires. "They

demoralised, they destroyed, and they said no too quickly” (Respondent H). This is not a
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failure of attitude but a structural characteristic of how authority operates in hierarchical
organisations. Senior managers evaluate, that is what they are trained and incentivised to do.
Asking them to stop evaluating during early ideation is asking them to suppress a deeply

conditioned professional reflex.

Bason and Austin (2019) recommend that leaders learn to sit with ambiguity. That is useful
advice, but it only addresses the problem at the level of attitudes. The present study suggests
a complementary structural response: building formal separation between the exploratory and
evaluative modes of leadership involvement, so that senior actors participate in exploration
through roles that do not invite evaluation. This is a more durable solution than relying on
individual behavioural change, particularly in organisations where strong hierarchical
cultures make evaluation the default register of senior engagement. Wrigley et al. (2020)
identify leadership orientation as one of the four conditions required for design thinking to
function as a strategic capability. The present study adds that this orientation may need to be
operationalised differently across phases: enabling ambiguity in exploration, and driving

accountability in implementation.

The other face of this dynamic appears in Respondent A's account of municipal leaders who
understand that a challenge exists and want it addressed, but fail to translate that awareness
into actual resource allocation. The challenge is acknowledged; it is not prioritised. This
might be framed as a leadership competency gap. The present study frames it differently,
viewing it as a structural feature of how public sector leadership roles distribute attention and
accountability. When leaders are working under multiple competing mandates with limited
resources, knowing there is a problem and allocating the sustained investment required to

solve it are entirely different decisions, separated by a gap that goodwill alone cannot bridge.

5.4.2 Inherited cultures and structural antecedents

The literature on organisational conditions for design thinking tends to frame culture as
something that organisations currently have or lack. Risk tolerance, ambiguity acceptance,
openness to experimentation: these are treated as present-tense variables that can, in
principle, be cultivated through leadership behaviour, change management, and sustained

practice. What the empirical material suggests, however, is a somewhat different picture.
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The cultures that practitioners encountered were rarely experienced as chosen. They were

described as inherited.

Respondent E's account of her automotive employer is precise on this point. The
organisation's deep resistance to iterative experimentation reflected something deeper than
management failure or absent innovation intent. It was the product of a safety engineering
tradition so thoroughly embedded in the company's identity that it shaped how people
reasoned about risk at every level. That tradition predated any conversation about design
thinking, having emerged from decades of regulatory compliance, product liability, and
engineering culture that preceded any design methods by a generation or more. The
supplementary white paper develops this further: the tension between hardware-oriented
cultures, built around sequential precision and stable requirements, and software-oriented
cultures, built around rapid iteration and user feedback, is not a stylistic disagreement. There
is a conflict between two distinct operational rationalities, each of which, on its own terms,

has generated real organisational value.

Randhawa et al. (2021) frame the challenge of integrating design thinking as an
ambidexterity problem: organisations must manage the balance between exploration and
exploitation over time. This is accurate as far as it goes. What the present study adds is that
the starting point for this balancing act is not neutral. An organisation whose foundational
identity is built around the elimination of uncertainty faces a more fundamental challenge
than simply finding the right balance. Its antecedent conditions are systematically weighted
against the orientation that design thinking requires. Leadership commitment and cultural
change programmes can shift the balance at the margins; they cannot change the inheritance.
Carlgren and BenMahmoud-Jouini (2022) document how design-oriented values collide with
traditional organisational logics, generating frictions that slow decision-making and erode
project traction. The present study extends this account by suggesting that the key tension lies
in the clash between newly introduced design orientations and inherited operational logics
shaped over decades. The distinction matters for how realistic expectations of change can be.
In doing so, the study introduces industry heritage as a theoretically distinct antecedent
category: not culture as a present-tense variable, but culture as a structural inheritance that
precedes and constrains design work in ways that conventional enabling conditions

frameworks do not account for.
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Respondent C's account of a client organisation whose regional subsidiaries operated under a
legacy of full local autonomy, a structure designed for a geographically dispersed commodity
business, makes the same point from a structural angle. While highly effective for a
geographically dispersed commodity business, the same architecture became a major
constraint for a digital service requiring consistency across national markets. The mismatch
between inherited organisational architecture and the requirements of new design outputs

instead reflects conditions embedded in the organisational context prior to the project.

5.4.3 Middle management and the internal empathy deficit

If the literature on leadership in design thinking focuses primarily on senior actors, the
empirical material here points consistently one level lower as the more proximate source of
implementation difficulty. Middle management emerged across multiple interviews as the
structural site of active resistance. The localisation's specificity is important. Rather than
describing a generalised form of organisational inertia, the findings point to a particular group
of actors, the layer immediately below executive leadership, with a particular structural

exposure to the disruption that design-led change produces.

Respondent E attributed this resistance to job insecurity rather than principled opposition.
Design thinking can threaten the position of middle managers by challenging established
forms of authority, expertise, and control over resources. Such reactions can be understood as
a structural consequence of the incentive systems surrounding middle management roles in
large hierarchical organisations, without necessarily involving individual bad intent. Senior
leaders commission design work and take credit for its outputs; frontline workers participate
in it and often find it energising; middle managers bear accountability for the disruption it

generates without having much control over its direction.

The conventional response to this in design thinking practice is to strengthen the mandate
from above. The present study suggests that this approach, while sometimes necessary,
bypasses rather than resolves the underlying dynamic. Middle managers who feel bypassed
seldom champion the initiative. They wait. The risk is not open resistance, which is at least
visible and addressable; it is passive non-implementation, which is structurally invisible for

exactly the reasons that section 5.3 describes.
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Respondent H put the underlying dynamic most directly, describing what he calls the
"internal empathy deficit" in design practice. Design thinking applies empathetic inquiry to
users as a matter of method. It rarely applies the same orientation to the internal stakeholders
whose cooperation implementation depends on. "We very easily have empathy for users and
so on. But we failed somewhat in having empathy for the management situation” (Respondent
H). Jaskyte and Liedtka (2022) report that design thinking produces intermediate outcomes
including stronger cross-functional collaboration and psychological safety. The internal
empathy deficit identified here may help explain why these outcomes are sometimes difficult
to achieve in practice. When empathy is directed primarily toward users, while the internal
stakeholders responsible for implementation are treated mainly as sources of resistance,
collaboration can remain shallow. Practitioners who devote significant attention to
understanding users, but less to understanding the concerns of middle managers, apply design

thinking unevenly in the situations where it may matter most.

Respondent G's account of the hand-tool manufacturer project illustrates one resolution. By
making the internal product development director the visible owner and author of the design
initiative, the external design firm neutralised the threat that their growing influence might
otherwise have posed to the existing power structure. The initiative became associated with
internal leadership rather than external intervention, reshaping how middle managers
positioned themselves in relation to the project. The political conditions for implementation
were restructured through a deliberate act of positional humility. That is, in effect, an

application of empathetic design thinking to the internal political landscape.

5.5 Bridging strategies as practitioner knowledge

The bridging strategies identified in Chapter 4 have no clear home in the existing design
thinking literature. They are not systematically theorised in the enabling conditions
frameworks that dominate organisational design thinking research, and their emergence from
independent practitioner accounts across different sectors and roles suggests they reflect
something more than context-specific improvisation. They deserve analytical treatment on
their own. Identifying them as a coherent and distinct component of the
exploration-to-implementation transition is a contribution this study makes to the design

thinking literature.
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The parallel implementation planning principle addresses the structural source of the gap
identified in section 5.3 most directly. If the gap exists partly because design and
implementation are treated as sequential stages, with different resources, different actors, and
different accountabilities at each stage, then the response is to compress that sequence into a
parallel structure from the start. Respondent A was direct: "Begin working with
implementation from the very start, so you have a parallel track where you can prepare,
think, and plan for when the solution is ready to be implemented." The image of a parallel
track emerged in similar formulations across a number of respondents. This is remarkable
exactly because these practitioners operate in different sectors and were not relying on shared
methodological instruction. They had arrived at the same principle independently, through

experience.

Baldassarre et al. (2017) come closest to this in the literature, arguing for the integration of
desirability, feasibility, and viability throughout the design process. But their argument is
primarily about the quality of the resulting concept. What the empirical material reveals is
that the real mechanism is relational rather than conceptual. Parallel implementation planning
works not because it produces better project timelines but because it changes who feels
ownership over what gets built. When the people responsible for implementation have been
present during the design process, the solution is, to some degree, already theirs. Respondent
B stated the mechanism plainly: "It becomes their idea. Then it is easier for them to follow up
and implement what they have been part of from the beginning." What looks like a project
planning technique is, underneath, a strategy for pre-empting the resistance that arises when

implementers encounter a solution they did not shape.

Alam and Perry (2002) show in the service development literature that early involvement of
operators significantly improves adoption rates, and that finding aligns well with what
practitioners here describe. Brown and Martin (2015) argue that successful implementation
requires careful attention to sequencing and stakeholder involvement. What the present study
adds to both accounts is a more specific mechanism: it is the experience of co-authorship, not
simply consultation, that transforms potential resisters into committed implementers, and that

changes the nature of parallel planning from a project technique to a relational strategy.

The internal champion strategy works through a different but related logic. Rather than

building distributed ownership, it concentrates ownership deliberately in a single credible
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internal figure and positions the external design team as that person's resource. Respondent G
captured the principle directly: "The most important thing for us is to make the internal
champion look good. This is his project. We do not need to be seen in the company, but it is
his." The practical rationale is straightforward. A solution publicly owned by a respected
internal figure is much harder to dismiss than the same solution presented by external
consultants. The champion's institutional relationships create a support network that the
design team alone cannot build, and their continued presence after the project ends provides
the sustained advocacy that keeps implementation alive. There is no equivalent of this in the
design thinking literature. It is a strategy discovered through practice, and its mechanism is
fundamentally political: it works by restructuring the power dynamics of implementation

rather than by improving the quality of the design.

The sceptic-to-advocate strategy operates through a third mechanism. Where parallel
planning works by building ownership in advance, and the champion strategy concentrates
ownership in a credible intermediary, the sceptic conversion creates ownership through
experience. Respondent H's account of a highly respected technical expert whose direct
encounter with users at operational sites transformed him from the team's most vocal critic to
its most influential internal advocate illustrates something important about how
organisational resistance actually changes. Rational argument rarely shifts deeply held
professional scepticism. Direct experience does. The expert did not change his mind because
someone persuaded him; he changed his mind because he saw something that his prior model

of the world could not accommodate.

The design thinking literature applies the logic of learning through direct encounter almost
exclusively to user research: we understand users better when we meet them than when we
reason about them from a distance. The present study extends that logic inward. Sceptical
colleagues, resistant middle managers, and uncommitted senior sponsors hold mental models
built from experience and expertise that may not include direct contact with the realities
driving the design work. Creating structured opportunities for that contact is an application of

design thinking's core epistemological principle to the organisation rather than to its users.

Cultural change as a strategic output deserves treatment as a finding in its own right, not
merely as a byproduct of other strategies. Several respondents, most explicitly Respondent F,

described cultural change as the primary purpose of design work, not the collateral
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consequence of a project that happened to go well. "The most important result is rather what
the people who have participated in a process will go on to do later. That is the most
important result, far more important than what happens with the individual implementation
of an individual thing" (Respondent F). This reframes the evaluation logic of design thinking

in a way that the literature has not fully registered.

Jaskyte and Liedtka (2022) frame these intermediate outcomes as preconditions for eventual
implementation. The present study goes further. Cultural change, understood as a lasting shift
in how participants see their work, their users, and their own capacity for collaborative
problem-solving, is not a step toward implementation. In many organisational contexts, it is
the most valuable thing that a design project can produce, and it is produced even when the

specific solution does not survive.

This has direct implications for how design thinking investments are evaluated and funded.
Organisations that measure design thinking programmes solely against the implementation
rate of specific solutions will consistently underestimate the return on that investment. The
participants who leave a design project having developed new professional orientations
represent a form of organisational learning that never appears in a project accounting system.
Respondent H named this "frustrated capability" when it leads practitioners to leave
organisations that cannot accommodate what they have learned. The frustration is real, but

the capability is not lost; it re-enters the system somewhere.

Taken together, these strategies do not constitute a method for closing the implementation
gap. The gap is structural, and no set of practitioner techniques can fully overcome the
antecedent conditions, resource asymmetries, and power dynamics that generate it. What they
represent is something more modest and more honest: a coherent body of practitioner
knowledge about what makes a difference at the margins. That knowledge has been
developed independently, across sectors and contexts, by people who were not looking for it
in the literature because the literature did not have it to offer. The fact that it converged,
across ten respondents who did not know each other, around the same four or five principles,
is one of the more striking results of this study. It suggests that what practitioners have
learned is not idiosyncratic experience but something closer to structural insight, insight that

the design thinking field has not yet caught up with.
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6. Conclusion

6.1 Answers to the research questions

This study set out to explore how organisations that adopt design thinking navigate the
transition from early exploration to implementation in innovation projects, and what
conditions enable or hinder that process. The empirical material, drawn from ten interviews
with design and innovation practitioners across Swedish and Norwegian public and private
sector organisations, produced findings that address both the main research question and the

two sub-questions.

Sub-question 1: How do practitioners make sense of design thinking and its role in

early-stage innovation?

Practitioners who work with design methods rarely call it design thinking. This
terminological distancing is pragmatically motivated: the label creates distance in
organisational settings where it signals expertise that others do not share, and practitioners
adapt their language to protect the methods from the associations the term carries. Beneath
this variation, a consistent substantive orientation emerged across all respondents: tolerance
for ambiguity, ethnographic problem understanding, and iterative reframing. The front-end
phases of the design process were consistently identified as the site of design thinking's most
distinctive contribution. Several respondents argued that a thorough understanding of the
problem makes ideation almost unnecessary. This positions the primary value of design
thinking as epistemological rather than generative, emphasising the quality of understanding

that precedes action rather than the production of solutions.

Sub-question 2: How do organisational and leadership conditions shape the transition from

early exploration to implementation?

Leadership emerged as the single most consistently cited differentiating factor, but with a
structural tension at its core: the same senior presence that is essential for securing
implementation resources can undermine early exploration when it takes an evaluative form

too early. Middle management was consistently identified as the structural layer most
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associated with active resistance, a consequence of rational self-protection rather than
principled opposition. More fundamentally, the antecedent conditions that shape what is
possible in any given project are largely established before the design process begins.
Industry heritage, democratic governance cycles, and inherited organisational architectures
constrain what design methods can achieve in ways that leadership commitment and cultural

change programmes can shift only at the margins.

Main research question: How do organisations that adopt design thinking navigate the
transition from early exploration to implementation, and what conditions enable or hinder

this process?

The central finding is that the transition is navigated primarily through organisational and
political means, not methodological ones. The conditions that determine whether
implementation succeeds are largely pre-existing. Design quality matters for the quality of
the concept; it does not reliably determine whether that concept reaches implementation.
Against this structural reality, practitioners have developed a coherent set of bridging
strategies: parallel implementation planning, early stakeholder inclusion, internal champion
building, and sceptic-to-advocate conversion. Each works by changing the political and
relational conditions surrounding a project rather than improving the design itself. Cultural
change emerged as a fourth and frequently undervalued output: a project that shifts how an
organisation reasons about its users and its problems has produced something real, even if no
specific ~ solution survives. The study's overarching answer is that the
exploration-to-implementation gap is not a methodological problem. It is an organisational
and political one, and closing it requires strategies that the design thinking field has not yet

adequately theorised.

6.2 Theoretical contributions
This study makes several contributions to the design thinking literature and to the broader

literature on organisational innovation.

The most significant contribution is the empirical challenge to an assumption that the design
thinking literature has not examined critically: that human-centred, iterative design work

should be structurally better positioned for implementation than alternative approaches. The
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empirical material does not support this. Design projects succeed and fail at implementation
at roughly the same rate as projects initiated through other means, because the conditions
determining implementation outcomes are organisational and political rather than
methodological. This reframes the research agenda for design thinking from a question about
which practices improve outcomes to a question about which organisational conditions

determine whether any approach, design-led or otherwise, produces lasting change.

The study introduces industry heritage as a theoretically distinct antecedent category. Prior
literature treats organisational culture as a present-tense variable that can be cultivated or
shifted. The empirical material shows that the cultures practitioners encounter are inherited
from long-term industrial logics, safety engineering traditions, commodity-based operational
architectures, and similar formations that precede any individual design project by decades.
This distinction has practical implications for what realistic expectations of design-led

cultural change look like.

The bridging strategies identified in Chapter 4 constitute a coherent body of practitioner
knowledge that has no systematic equivalent in the existing literature. Parallel
implementation planning, stakeholder inclusion timing, internal champion building, and
sceptic-to-advocate conversion have been documented in partial form in adjacent literatures,
but they have not been theorised as a connected set of strategies oriented toward the political
and relational conditions of implementation. Their emergence from independent practitioner
accounts across different sectors strengthens the case for treating them as a genuinely

generalisable contribution.

The study extends the concept of empathetic inquiry beyond its conventional application to
users. Respondent H's framing of the "internal empathy deficit" in design practice, the
tendency to apply rigorous ethnographic understanding to users while treating internal
stakeholders as obstacles, points to a significant gap in how design thinking is practiced and
taught. Applying the same orientation to middle managers, implementation owners, and
organisational sceptics is an extension of design thinking's core epistemological logic that the

literature has not yet registered.

Finally, the terminological distancing finding has methodological implications for how design

thinking diffusion is studied. Studies that track the label rather than the underlying practices
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will systematically undercount design-oriented work in the contexts where practitioners have
made the rational decision to abandon the label. Future research on design thinking adoption

needs to account for this.

6.3 Practical implications

The findings carry implications for design practitioners, organisational leaders, and those

responsible for funding and evaluating design thinking programmes.

For practitioners, the most actionable implication is the parallel implementation planning
principle. Beginning implementation planning at the outset of the design process, rather than
treating it as a downstream phase, changes the political conditions surrounding a project
before those conditions have time to harden into resistance. This means identifying who will
be responsible for implementing what is being designed, involving those people in shaping it,
and attending to the relational and organisational dimensions of the project as carefully as to

the design dimensions.

The internal empathy deficit identified in this study points to a practice gap that design
education and professional development have not yet addressed. Applying empathetic inquiry
to internal stakeholders, understanding what middle managers stand to lose, what would
make implementation feel safe rather than threatening, what existing commitments and
accountabilities shape their behaviour, is as analytically tractable as applying it to users, and

likely to be as consequential for outcomes.

For organisations, the most significant implication concerns how design thinking investments
are evaluated. Measuring design thinking programmes solely against the implementation rate
of specific solutions will consistently undervalue what the approach produces. Cultural
change, understood as lasting shifts in how participants reason about problems and engage
with users, is a form of organisational return on investment that does not appear in standard
accounting systems. Organisations that want to understand whether their investment in design

thinking is working need evaluation frameworks that can capture this.

The budgeting implication is concrete: implementation requires dedicated resource allocation

that is structurally separate from the front-end project budget. Without it, the asymmetry
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between well-resourced exploration and under-resourced implementation is baked into the

organisational structure from the start.

For senior leaders, the double-edged nature of leadership involvement points to a practical
discipline that the existing literature does not fully address. Structural separation between the
exploratory and evaluative modes of leadership engagement is a more reliable solution than
asking leaders to change their instincts in the moment. Building that separation into the
design of innovation processes, rather than relying on individual behavioural adjustment, is

likely to produce more consistent results.

In public sector contexts specifically, the democratic governance risk identified in this study
warrants deliberate attention. Long-running design initiatives require implementation
continuity planning that accounts for electoral cycles and political mandate changes. Building
that continuity into the design of an initiative from the start, through embedded institutional
structures and cross-political stakeholder ownership, is a form of anticipatory implementation

that the empirical material shows is possible.

6.4 Limitations

Several limitations of this study should be considered when interpreting its findings.

The sample skews toward public sector contexts, with five of ten respondents working within
municipal or regional public organisations. While this reflects both the accessibility of the
professional network through which recruitment was conducted and the genuine
concentration of design thinking activity in Nordic public sector innovation, it limits how
confidently findings can be extended to private sector contexts with different accountability
structures, competitive dynamics, and investment logics. The antecedents identified in public
sector settings, democratic governance cycles, political mandate discontinuity, and the
specific challenges of multi-administration collaboration, may not transfer directly to other

organisational environments.
The geographic scope of the study is predominantly Swedish, with one Norwegian

respondent. Scandinavian design culture and public sector innovation contexts share features

that are not universal: relatively flat organisational hierarchies, a strong tradition of
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participatory methods, and comparatively high levels of institutional trust. Findings generated
in this cultural context may not transfer straightforwardly to settings where these background

conditions do not hold.

A further limitation concerns the boundary between design thinking and innovation
management more broadly. This study was designed around practitioners who work with
design-oriented methods and cannot determine which findings are specific to design thinking
and which reflect wider patterns in how organisations navigate implementation challenges

generally.

The data are retrospective. All respondents reflected on past projects and experiences rather
than being observed as those projects unfolded. Accounts are shaped by hindsight,
professional self-presentation, and the particular salience of certain experiences at the time of
the interview. This limitation was partially addressed during data collection by consistently
anchoring questions in specific projects and concrete situations, but it cannot be eliminated

entirely.

The cross-sectional research design means that the study captures a snapshot of practitioners'
experiences at a particular point in time. Dynamic processes, such as how organisational
culture shifts in response to sustained design engagement, or how implementation challenges
change as design functions mature within organisations, are not accessible through this

design. A longitudinal approach would be required to trace these developments.

The analysis was conducted by a single researcher. The interpretive moves from first-order
concepts to second-order themes and aggregate dimensions reflect one researcher's analytical
judgement, and the absence of inter-rater coding means that alternative interpretations of the
material cannot be systematically ruled out. The transparency of the data structure presented
in Table 6, and the inclusion of respondent quotes throughout Chapter 4, are intended to
allow readers to assess the interpretive logic, but they do not substitute for independent

verification.

Finally, the Gioia methodology, while well suited to inductive theory-building from
practitioner accounts, depends substantially on researcher judgement in the coding and

aggregation process. Different researchers working with the same material might arrive at a
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different, though not necessarily incompatible, structure. The analytical choices made here
are documented as transparently as possible, but their constructedness should be kept in mind

when considering the scope of the conclusions.

6.5 Future research

This study points to several directions that future research could productively pursue.

The most pressing gap is longitudinal. The implementation timeline emerged in this study as
open-ended, measured in years of organisational maintenance rather than project sprints, yet
the research designs most commonly used in design thinking research are cross-sectional.
Longitudinal studies that follow design-led initiatives from front-end exploration through
implementation and organisational embedding would produce a fundamentally different

understanding of what the transition actually involves and how long it takes.

The terminological distancing finding points to a methodological gap in existing adoption
research. Studies that measure design thinking uptake through self-reported label use will
systematically miss the practitioner population that has abandoned the term while retaining
the methods. Future research could develop approaches to identifying design-oriented
practice that do not depend on practitioners endorsing any particular label, perhaps through

observation-based or artefact-based methods rather than survey instruments.

The industry heritage concept introduced in this study warrants comparative investigation.
The antecedent cultures identified here, safety engineering traditions in automotive contexts,
commodity-based operational architectures in industrial sectors, and democratic governance
cycles in public sector contexts, were documented in a limited set of organisational
environments. Systematic comparison across a wider range of industry contexts would allow
for a more precise account of which inherited logics create which kinds of implementation
constraints, and whether certain configurations are more amenable to design-led change than

others.
The bridging strategies identified in Chapter 4 have been documented but not yet tested

across a wider population. Quantitative or mixed-methods research could examine whether

the strategies identified here, particularly parallel implementation planning and

&3



sceptic-to-advocate conversion, are present and effective in design thinking contexts beyond
the Nordic settings represented in this study, and whether their effectiveness varies

systematically with organisational or sectoral conditions.

The internal empathy deficit identified by Respondent H represents a direction for both
research and practice development. If applying empathetic inquiry to internal stakeholders
produces effects analogous to those produced by applying it to users, as the present study
suggests, then this represents a significant and largely unexplored extension of design
thinking's core methodology. Research that examines how practitioners can be supported in
developing this orientation, and what difference it makes to implementation outcomes, would
be a valuable contribution to both the academic literature and the practical guidance available

to organisations working with design thinking.

A broader question raised by this study concerns whether the patterns identified here extend
beyond design-led innovation. Whether the bridging strategies, antecedent conditions, and
implementation dynamics documented in this study are equally characteristic of other
innovation approaches remains an open question. Research that examines these patterns
across a wider range of innovation methods would help establish whether the contributions of
this study speak to design thinking specifically or to a broader set of challenges that any

innovation process must eventually confront.
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Appendix

Interview Guide

Theme Question

1. Background and role e Could you start by telling me a little about
your role and what you work with today?
o How long have you worked at the
organisation / with this type of project?

e How did you come to work with design
thinking (if that is what you call it) or similar
ways of working?

2. Project to draw from e Could you describe a concrete project where
you worked with design thinking or a similar
innovation process? Preferably a project
where you tried to take the solution all the
way toward implementation, regardless of
whether it fully succeeded or not.

o What was the project about?

o  Who was involved?
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o What was the goal?
o If you think chronologically: what
happened first, then, and then?

3. Design thinking practices
(front-end)

If we go back to the beginning: how did you
work concretely in that first phase?
o How did you explore the problem or
the need?
o Did you work with users or customers?
How?

What happened after that? How did you begin
developing possible solutions or ideas?

o Workshops?

o Visualisation?

o Idea generation?

Did you work with prototypes or tests?
o  What did you test?
o How early?
o With whom?

4. Organisational
conditions

How did you experience the support from the
organisation in this particular project?
o Leadership? (How was leadership
involvement or support?)
o Resources? (Time, budget)
o Mandate? (How much freedom did
you have to drive the work forward?)

How did the organisation's structures affect
the work?
o Were there rules, processes, or
decision-making pathways that shaped
how you could work?

How would you describe the culture around
risk and experimentation?

Which people or roles did you need to
collaborate with in the project? How did that
collaboration work?

Was there anything that made the work easier
or more difficult?

5. From idea to
implementation

If yes:

What happened to the ideas or solutions that
were developed? Did anything move forward
to implementation?
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If no:

e How did that happen concretely?

e What was decisive for it to work?
(What would have happened if you
had not done that?)

e Why do you think it did not move
forward?

e Where in the process did the biggest
challenges arise?

What helped the project move forward?
o People? Mandate? Budget? Pilot?
Prototype or test?

How did the work in the early phase differ
from when it came to implementation?

6. Reflections

Is this project typical of how things usually
work?

Have you been involved in projects where it
looked different?
o If you compare different organisations
you have worked in: do you see any
patterns?

If you compare projects that were actually
implemented with those that were not: what is
the biggest difference?

Based on your experience, what is the biggest
challenge in moving from idea to
implementation?

If an organisation wants to do better at this,
what is most important?

Is there anything you think is important that I
have not asked about?
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