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ABSTRACT

This research is a comparison study of the concept ‘design thinker’ in western and
Chinese contexts. Qualitative research methodology was used. A western database
with 105 selected papers and a Chinese database with 25 selected papers have been
reviewed. 14 categories of 179 concepts from the western database and 11 categories
of 31 concepts from the Chinese database have been collected. Three philosophies
have been found: the concepts in the western context; the concepts in the Chinese
context; the differences and similarities between these two concepts. The findings
of this research can be used to understand ‘design thinker’ better and improve the
teaching to nurture design thinkers.

Keywords: Design thinker, Western concept of design thinker, Chinese concept of design
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INTRODUCTION

Design thinking is a problem-solving approach, however, some academics
claimed that design thinking is not only a process, it is also a mindset or
attitude that people choose(Owen, 2007; Razzouk, 2012; Ma & He, 2019).
Therefore it is important to research the concept ‘design thinker’. A better
understanding of this concept can also benefit our teaching. In the western
context, much more research has been done about the concept ‘design thin-
ker’ than in the Chinese context. A research gap of comparative studies exists.
Comparative study is used to explore the similarities and differences between
the concept ‘design thinker’ in western and Chinese contexts.

Research Significance

Better Understanding of the Concept

This research can benefit the understanding of ‘design thinker’. There are
not much Chinese research available on the concept ‘design thinker’. This
concept originally comes from western research, then it spread to mainland
China. Especially, when the keyword ‘design thinker’ is searched in Chi-
nese, the result presents only one article (Ma & He, 2019) on the Chinese
National Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKI), and only 25 papers mentioned

© 2022. Published by AHFE Open Access. All rights reserved. 51

https://doi.org/10.54941/ahfe1002035


52 Li and Ma

‘design thinker’. Therefore, to have a better understanding of the concept, a
comparative study should be conducted.

Improve Teaching Design Thinking and Nurture Design Thinker

This study can also benefit educators who aim to nurture design thinkers or
conduct design thinking in their classes. Generally, a design thinker is a person
who can use design thinking to solve the problems. Students are able to be
more competitive to catch future opportunities as design thinkers. It can be
observed that the concept of ‘design thinker’ is understood in different ways
in both western and Chinese contexts. This comparative study can offer a
reference for them to improve teaching.

Research Questions

In this research, three major research questions will be answered:

1. What are the concepts of ‘design thinker’ in western academic
publications?

2. What are the concepts of ‘design thinker’ in Chinese academic
publications?

3. What are the similarities and differences of the concepts described by the
western and Chinese academic publications?

BACKGROUND

Nurture Students to be Design Thinker

Relationship between Design Thinking and Design Thinker

The concept ‘design thinker’ contains the idea of design thinking. Designers in
a different discipline, use design thinking to solve design problems. They are
using certain processes and tools to generate creative solutions. Design thin-
kers are driven by certain behaviours when they are using the design thinking
approach, such as human-centred focus, holistic considerations, non-linear
process, creative thinking, use of cognitive tools, intuition and subjective
thinking, learning-by-making, exploring and discovering opportunities (Ma
& He, 2019).

Use Design Thinking to Nurture Students to be Design Thinker

Design thinking is also applied in teaching pedagogy and affects students’
personalities. Many business schools and institutes use Design Thinking as a
problem-solving approach (Dunne&Martin, 2006; Davis, 2010). In western
countries, Design Thinking has already been successfully applied inmany sch-
ools and programmes. Today’s business people need to become design thin-
kers instead of understanding designers (Dunne & Martin, 2006). Students
who successfully become design thinkers have independent personalities. The
representation change theory includes design thinkers’ personal traits, which
are taking sensible risks, the willingness to take self-responsibility, the prese-
nce of strong self-efficacy and the willingness to tolerate ambiguity (Ma &
He, 2019).
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Design Thinker Research in Mainland China

Lack of Research in Design Thinker

It is not much research of the concept ‘design thinker’ are available in main-
land China. Article with the topic of ‘设计思维者’ (Chinese translation of
‘design thinker’) on CNKI was searched, the search result returned only 1,
but this paper is from India Srishti Labs (Warren, 2015). One article in CNKI
uses ‘design thinker’ with the keyword of design thinker (Ma & He, 2019)
and talked about it. When ‘design thinker’ with the appearance in the whole
context on CNKI was searched, 31 academic journals have been founded(but
in fact only 25 that show the word ‘design thinker’ in the context). These
papers mention ‘design thinker’ in different ways, therefore, it is difficult to
see the whole picture of the concept ‘design thinker’. If this information was
used as a reference for research or teaching, teachers in this field may counter
problems for using not holistic information.

Later Start of Design Thinking and Design Thinker Research

One of the reasons that design thinker research in China started later than
in the West is Chinese design thinking research itself lags behind that of the
West. As can be seen from the CNKI data, research on design thinking in
China surged from 2012 with 59 publications in CNKI, to 2020 with 225
publications. Also, the last five years have seen the highest number of publi-
cations. However, the research of design thinking has been started earlier in
western countries. In 1969, Simon‘s foundational work about the nature of
the design (Simon, 1969) brought increasing publications about design thin-
king. From the 1980s, design theorists began to publish, and the number
of publications largely increased around 1999 and reached a peak in 2009
(Johansson-Sköldberg, Woodilla, & Çetinkaya, 2003). In addition, design
thinker was mentioned several times in these design thinking related articles.
While the concept has been explored as a topic in western contexts, related
research in China has not yet begun.

Design Disciplinary Background in Mainland China

Why did design thinker research in Mainland China start so late? On the one
hand, the historical reason is that design thinking research in China started
later than in the West, which has led to a lag in the study of design thinkers.
On the other hand, the disciplinary background is also one of the reasons.
Current education system of mainland China was developed based on the
needs of industrialization in nineteenth century, while today new needs and
challenges for design should be considered. Design discipline needs to be fur-
ther developed in Chinese education. Majority of Chinese design teachers are
from art background, they have less experience in teaching design and design
thinking. Obviously, difficulties exist in nurturing qualified design thinkers.

METHODOLOGY

This study employed the qualitative approach, using the comparative meth-
odology. Data collection was carried out initially and concepts were catego-
rized later, followed by comparative analysis.
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The study employed qualitative approach to conduct a comparative study
between western and Chinese contexts. The data of this comparative study
was collected in two databases (a combination of western databases and
CNKI). The western database combines 105 papers selected from Google
scholar high sited, Scopus, JSTOR,Web of Science. 55 academic papers were
collected from the 56 results of Scopus by keyword search of ‘design thin-
ker’. Then 23 academic papers of 25 JSTOR results with the search of ‘design
thinker’ in all content were selected. And 1 paper was picked from 4 results
from Web of Science with a topic search of ‘design thinker’, since the other 3
papers duplicate with Scopus. Moreover, 26 google scholar high cited papers
or books were chosen from about 132000 search results of ‘design thinker’,
with more than 12 citations (the highest citation is 6308).

For Chinese databases, CNKI was used, which is the most authoritative
academic database in China and where all officially published academic arti-
cles are issued. In the CNKI database, the only 1 paper with the keyword
‘design thinker’ was collected. Then papers that mentioned ‘design thinker’
in the whole context were searched and 31more papers were found, but actu-
ally 6 of them do not show ‘design thinker’ in the context. Therefore, only
25 papers were selected.

Once the data had been collected, a comparative analysis was carried out.
Firstly, the literature review was used to summarize concepts in the western
literature database (14 categories in total) and the frequency of a concept
appearing was recorded. Secondly, review selected literatures in CNKI, sum-
marized concepts and also recorded the frequency of the 14 categories.
Finally, compared the result from these previous two steps and obtained
findings.

FINDINGS

Finding 1: Western Concept of ‘Design Thinker’

In the western database, concepts of ‘design thinker’ appeared 179 times in
106 papers. These concepts were summarized as 14 categories in table 1.
These 14 categories are characteristics (including traits, personality and pro-
file), thinking style (including mindset, mind shift and cognitive style), nur-
ture (including education), behaviour, attitude (including value and decision),
ability (including capability), skills (including knowledge), focus (including
goals), weakness (including limits), problem-solving strategy, tool (inclu-
ding toolkit), favourable factors, evaluation, motivation. Furthermore, the
frequency of concepts was also recorded in table 1.

Obviously, the first three categories take the majority ratio (approxima-
tely 57%) of the sum (179 times). The most frequently appeared concept
is that design thinkers have common characteristics (including traits, per-
sonality and profile), such as human-centred concern, ability to visualize,
predisposition toward multifunctionality, systemic vision, ability to use lan-
guage as a tool, affinity for teamwork, avoiding the necessity of choice, etc.
(Owen, 2007; Razzouk, 2012; Chesson, 2020). The second frequently appe-
ared concept is that design thinkers have their own thinking style, and some
articles also call it cognitive style, or a design thinker mindset (or mind shift),
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Table 1. Frequency of concepts in the western database (keep two decimal places).

Frequency 24.58% 18.44% 13.97% 8.94% 7.26% 6.15% 3.91%

Concept Characteristics Thinking
style

Nuture Behaviour Attitude Ability Skills

Frequency 3.35% 2.79% 2.79% 2.79% 2.23% 2.23% 1.12%

Concept Focus weakness Problem-
solving
strategy

Tool favourable
factors

Evaluation Motivation

such as empathetic (Schmiedgen, 2015; LIEDTKA, 2021), critical thinking
(Campbell & Brown, 2018; LIEDTKA, 2021), and creative ideas (Dinar,
2015), and multidisciplinary collaboration (Köppen & Meinel, 2015). The
third representative concept mentioned by these papers is that design thinkers
can be nurtured by some approaches, such as the use of different ways of thin-
king (Martin & Euchner, 2012), ‘fail early and fail often’ (Gabrysiak, Giese,
& Beyhl, 2012), working on issues that require complex solutions (Revano
& Garcia, 2020).

Finding 2: Chinese Concept of ‘Design Thinker’

Chinese researchers talk about the concept ‘design thinker’ fewer than
western. Searching result of CNKI with the Chinese translation of ‘design
thinker’ (设计思维) presents only one paper that used the keyword ‘design
thinker’ (Ma & He, 2019). Another 24 papers mentioned design thinkers
among the whole text. The concepts were summarized and the frequency of
the 14 categories of concepts were recorded in table 1. The concept of ‘design
thinker’ appearance 31 times. The most obvious mentioned two concepts
are characteristics and thinking style. They approximately take 61% of the
sum. Within characteristics and thinking style, Tim Brown has been cited
5 times which is the highest cited when these Chinese researchers talk about
‘design thinker’. Other people’s ideas (Owen, 2007; Plattner,Meinel & Leifer,
2011; Razzouk, 2012) were also mentioned by Chinese researchers, but not
mentioned as frequently as western. The other concepts (nurture, behaviour,
attitude, ability, skills, focus, problem-solving strategy, tool and evaluation)
are less mentioned. Moreover, no article talks about weakness, favourable
factors and motivation.

Finding 3: Comparison Result of Western and Chinese Concept of
‘Design Thinker’

Differences exist in the number of the concept ‘design thinker’ in the western
and Chinese context, and the western contexts has more complex descri-
ptions of ‘design thinker’ than in Chinese context. There are about 132000
researches talk about design thinkers in the western context, while in the
CNKI database only little information of Chinese understanding on the sub-
ject can be found from 25 papers. In the western context, a more systematic
and comprehensive understanding of ‘design thinker’ can be seen within
14 categories of 179 concepts. However, in the Chinese context, there are only
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Table 2. Frequency of concepts in the Chinese database (keep two decimal places).

Frequency 38.71% 22.58% 3.23% 3.23% 6.45% 6.45% 3.23%

Concept Characteristics Thinking
style

Nuture Behaviour Attitude Ability Skills

Translation

Frequency 3.23% 0.00% 3.23% 6.45% 0.00% 3.23% 0.00%

Concept Focus weakness Problem-
solving
strategy

Tool favourable
factors

Evaluation Motivation

Translation

11 categories of 31 concepts, which are much less than in the west and still
need to be clarified. The concepts in the western context have more mature
and sophisticated descriptions, while in the Chinese context have just star-
ted the discussion and exploration. Chinese research of the concept ‘design
thinker’ is still waiting for its mature stage.

Similarities also exist in the understanding of the concept ‘design thin-
ker’. From table 1 and table 2, both western and Chinese research mentioned
design thinkers’ ‘characteristics’ and ‘thinking style’ the most frequently
(western contexts also talk about ‘nurture design thinker’ with the third fre-
quency). Some researches have influenced both western and Chinese context.
For example, Tim Brown and IDEO’s idea about ‘design thinker’ have both
been cited in the western and Chinese context. Chinese researcher Mostly
cited Tim Brown, but they also noticed Owen and Razzouk’s high cited paper
in 2007 and 2012, which have also influenced the concept in Chinese context
(even though they have been cited in the western context more frequently).
Gradually, the concept of ‘design thinker’ in Chinese context are going to
clear by following western context.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this study found 14 categories of 179 concepts in the western
context and 11 categories of 25 concepts in the Chinese context, and the
similarities and differences between them. For the concepts, western contexts
mostly (approximately 57%) talk about the characteristics, thinking style
and nurture of design thinkers while Chinese mostly talk about the characte-
ristics and thinking style of design thinkers (approximately 61%). These two
contexts both take characteristics and thinking style as the majority of the
concept of ‘design thinker’. Similarities exist: (1) Characteristics and thinking
style are the most common recognized concepts of ‘design thinker’ among the
two contexts; (2) 11 categories in table 2 have been both talked about; (3)
Some researchers have influenced the understanding of the concept in both
two contexts (Brown, Owen, Razzouk, Plattner, Meinel and Leifer, etc.). Dif-
ferences exist: (1) the number of researches in western is much more than in
Chinese; (2) the quality of research in the concept is more mature and sophi-
sticated in western context than in Chinese context; (3) the understanding of
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the concept ‘design thinker’ is more holistic in the western context than the
Chinese context.

In western studies, the concept of ‘design thinker’ has been maturely deve-
loped. Many people claimed that design thinking is not only a process, it’s
also an understanding of people (e.g. characteristics, mindset and nurture of
design thinker should be discussed). Even though searches of ‘design thin-
ker’ developed slowly in Chinese context, it doesn’t mean that nobody talks
about it. Since western countries started earlier than China, the interest of
‘design thinker’ in Chinese researchers has been started later. Because in the
recent five years, Chinese researchers are mostly focus on design thinking.
After some years passed, when the concept of design thinking is clearer, the
concept of design thinker will be more clarified.

It is hard to nurture design thinker if educators don’t understand the
concept. When educators have a systematic and holistic concept of design
thinker, they will be able to see clear direction to improve teaching when
they want to nurture students to be design thinkers. This study can benefit
in understanding of the concept of ‘design thinker’ in western and Chinese
context. For the future studies, it can help to add understanding of ‘design
thinker’ as well. Other researches can apply these findings in their future
studies and educators can use them to improve teaching.
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