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MANY OF THE MANAGERS we meet harbour a deep, dark secret: they 
believe, in their hearts, that they lack creativity. Picasso they 
know they’re not: but being seen as short on a talent for inven-
tion these days is almost as bad as not knowing how to populate 
an Excel spreadsheet. 

It all seems so unfair. After years spent focusing on pru-
dence and proving the ROI of any new idea, years spent trying 
not to look stupid, now all of a sudden we are also expected not 
to look — what would the word be — unimaginative? 

Despite popular misconceptions, innate genius isn’t the 
only way to solve business problems creatively. We just need 

to build a bridge to take us from current reality to a new future. 
The good news is, the technology for better bridge building  
already exists, right under our noses. What to call it is a matter  
of some dispute, but we call it Design Thinking. Whatever label 
it goes by, this approach to problem solving is distinguished by 
a few key attributes:

•	 It	 emphasizes	 the	 importance	 of	 discovery in advance of  
 solution generation using market research methodologies  
 that are empathic and user-driven;
•	 It	 works	 to	 expand the boundaries of both our problem  
 definitions and our solutions;

How Design Thinking improved the lives of a group of Danish seniors 
and inspired the people that serve them.
by Jeanne Liedtka, Andrew King and Kevin Bennett

Re-Framing Opportunities: 

DESIGN  
THINKING  
IN ACTION
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•	 It	 is	 enthusiastic	 about	 engaging partners in co-creation; 
 and
•	 It	is	committed	to	conducting	real-world experiments rather 
 than running analyses using historical data.

We aren’t talking about turning managers into designers, but 
about helping them to become better design thinkers, literate  
in the tools and process that designers use, and able to use that 
process not to design products, but to solve business problems. 
In	this	article	we	will	describe	in	how	one	organization	embraced	
this approach, to great effect.

Embracing the Process
Last year, the municipality of Holstebro, Denmark and the  
Danish design agency Hatch & Bloom teamed up to to use a 
comprehensive set of design thinking tools to address a complex 
problem. First, some background: 

Like	 citizens	 in	 all	 developed	 countries,	 the	 Danes	 recog-
nize	that	the	aging	of	their	population	presents	many	challenges,	
and		one	of	these	is	serving	the	more	than	125,000	senior	citizens	
who rely on government-sponsored meals. Complicating mat-
ters, many of these seniors have nutritional challenges and a poor 
quality of life because they simply do not eat enough. In fact, it 
is estimated that 60 per cent of Denmark’s seniors in assisted-
living facilities or residential care units have poor nutrition, and 
20 per cent are malnourished. The result is health problems, a low  
quality of life and a greater economic burden on the government.

In response to this, the municipality of Holstebro applied for 
an innovative program that provides funding and facilitates part-
nerships between municipalities and Danish design firms. Hatch 
& Bloom signed on, with innovation director Lotte Lyngsted 
Jepsen leading the effort over the next six months. As Jepsen  
recalls, both Holstebro officials and the leaders of the meal  
preparation and delivery teams saw the project as straightfor-
ward at the outset: the current menu just needed some updating. 
In their view, they already offered high-quality food and ser-
vice, so the design team’s role would be to ask clients about their  
menu preferences. 

However as the project progressed, a dramatic reframing of 
the opportunity at hand emerged from the user-centered design 
approach. Let’s take a closer look at how the team moved through 
the Design Thinking process.

STAGE 1: UNCOVERING CURRENT REALITIES. The Hatch & Bloom team 
began by digging deep into seniors’ behaviours, needs and wish-
es, using a comprehensive ethnographic research process that 
focused on identifying their current situation and unarticulated 
needs. Team members rode with the employees who delivered 
the meals and accompanied them into seniors’ homes, watching 
as clients prepared the food, set the table, and ate the meal. In 
addition to observing current customers, they studied those who 
had discontinued the service as well as people close to retirement 
age, who would soon qualify for the program. 

They also interviewed the supervisor of the food prepara-
tion process in her workplace, and what they saw in the kitchen  
surprised	them.	“We	realized	—	only	by	being	there	—	that	the	 
atmosphere was not what we would expect to find if the food 
was as good as they said it was. The people who worked in the 
kitchen were a major factor that needed to be addressed,”  
Jepsen told us. The fact was, working in a public service kitchen 
was a low-status job in Denmark. “There was a general percep-
tion that the people who work in these kitchens don’t know how to 
cook and are sloppy,” she explained. “The staff was sick and tired  
of being told that they should do things differently. But nobody 
ever asked them how they would like to do things differently.” 

Clearly, it was not going to be enough to focus on the needs 
of the customer: they would also need to address the problems  
of the employees producing the meals. The team decided to 
broaden its scope beyond just improving menus, and helped the 
government clients understand why this was necessary. From 
this dual focus, a set of interesting findings began to emerge.

Understanding kitchen employees. As the research team ob-
served kitchen employees and interviewed them, they were 
surprised to find that one of the workers’ major frustrations was 
that they were not empowered to do what they loved. They had  
chosen to work with food because they enjoyed the creative  
aspects of cooking, but they were forced to prepare the same 
food, month after month. The decision to use one menu for three 
months made sense from an operational point of view, but it was 
terribly corrosive to the morale, motivation and commitment of 
the kitchen employees; and as the team learned, it wasn’t good 
for customers, either. 

During interviews, another important thing happened: the 
kitchen	employees	realized	that	someone	was	listening	to	them,	

We aren’t talking about turning managers into designers,  
but about helping them become literate in the tools  
and process that designers use.
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which generated tremendous goodwill for the project. “At first, 
we were a bit skeptical,” said catering officer Birgit Jespersen, 
“but people listened to us, and everyone’s opinions and ideas car-
ried equal weight.”

The more the design team got to know the kitchen staff, 
the more it became clear that public perception and reality were 
quite different: this was a skilled workforce. The workers were 
making boring, low-cost meals because of perceived economic 
and logistical constraints, not because they faced a skills gap. 

Understanding customers. The team learned that the seniors 
receiving meals also suffered from feelings of disconnection and 
stigma. The social stigma of having to receive such assistance 
weighed heavily on them: help with cleaning was considered 
acceptable in Danish culture, but help for more personal needs 
was much less so. It also mattered who was providing the help. In 
Denmark, a senior hoped to receive it from a relative or a friend. 
If that was not possible, one would perhaps hire someone. The 
final resort was to receive assistance from the government.

 Also painful to seniors was the loss of control over their 
choices. “We discovered that deciding what kind of food they put 
in their mouths was the second most important thing for them, 
after taking care of their personal hygiene,” Jepsen explained. 
Furthermore, they often disliked eating alone, because it re-
minded them that their families were no longer around. All of 
these factors were linked to the underlying problem: the less you 
enjoy the situation, the smaller your appetite. 

On a more positive note, the team also discovered that this 
generation of seniors was capable in the kitchen and had a keen 
sense of the seasonality of food, such as ‘apples in the fall’ and 
‘strawberries	in	summer’.	They	also	often	tried	to	customize	their	
meals by adding spices or using their own starch or vegetables. 

STAGES 2 AND 3: IDENTIFYING A NEW FUTURE. Once the team com-
pleted its ethnographic research, it enlisted a broader group of 
stakeholders to solicit a wide range of ideas for developing a new 
and better meal service. 

Workshop 1. The first workshop brought together municipal  
officials, volunteers, experts on elderly issues, kitchen workers, 
and employees of residential care centers. This group of roughly 
25 gathered for a day-long workshop to review the ethnographic 

research and develop insights. The Hatch & Bloom facilitators 
began by serving the group food from the actual kitchen to give 
participants an experience similar to that of the customers. The 
purpose of the workshop was to build awareness of the issues and 
a shared vantage point before the group proceeded to address the 
issues. No possible solutions were discussed on that day. 

Workshop 2. During the second workshop, facilitators and  
participants used a ‘mind mapping’ approach, first grouping the 
key findings and observations gathered during the discovery pro-
cess into categories—for instance, ‘delivery of the food’ or ‘com-
position of the menu’. Then they delved further, exploring what 
an ideal solution for each might look like. 

At this point they moved into generating ideas. Facilita-
tors asked participants to think of the kitchen as a restaurant —  
using the tool of analogy to trigger a creative rush. “This changed 
their perception completely,” Jepsen explained. Until that point, 
the menus had been minimalist, factual descriptions of the food, 

THE FOUR STAGES OF DESIGN THINKING

In Designing for Growth (Columbia University Press, 2011), 
Jeanne Liedtka and Tim Ogilvie laid out a simple process  
for using design thinking to accelerate organic growth.  
Whether your focus is growth, redesigning internal processes  
or engaging your sales force, the basic methodology remains  
the same. The design thinking process examines four basic  
questions, which correspond to four stages of Design Thinking: 

What is? explores the current reality;

What if? envisions multiple options for a new and better future;

What wows? makes some choices about where to focus  
first; and 

What works? moves into the real world to interact with actual 
users through experiments.
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perhaps detailing how it was prepared. For example, one item 
read, “liver, potatoes and sauce” — not exactly a description that 
makes your mouth water.  

“They had never given a thought to how the menus should 
look; but now they wondered, ‘maybe they should look like  
actual menus; maybe we should describe our meals in a com-
pletely different way.’” 

Workshop 3. The third workshop was very hands-on, moving 
into the next phase — prototyping the co-created ‘solutions’ and  
testing them out. Hatch & Bloom worked with participants on 
three different versions of the menu, asking them which colours 
they favoured and whether they preferred photos or illustrations. 

STAGE 4: TESTING PROTOTYPES WITH CUSTOMERS

Next, Hatch & Bloom took the results from the workshops and 
moved into testing prototypes with the customers they had been 
observing since the beginning of the project. The learnings from 
the initial set of experiments resulted in some quick packaging 
design changes that allowed for more modular meals where the 
components were separated, instead of being mixed together. Je-
psen explained: “Instead of having a tray where there’s potatoes 
or rice, and then some meat and sauce and some vegetables, we 
implemented a solution where you pack these things separately. 
This way, you don’t have to order potatoes if you prefer to make 
your own, or if you have your own vegetables. You can order what 
you instead of someone deciding that for you.”

A Transformation Unfolds
In order to improve the negative culture at the food service kitch-
en, Hatch & Bloom brought in a gourmet chef to work with em-
ployees.	“We	were	nervous	that	he	might	criticize	us,”	catering	
officer Brigit Jespersen recounted, “but instead he praised our 
food and said we had a very high technical skill level. That was a 
real boost, and made us feel like real chefs.”

The chef inspired the kitchen workers to introduce more 
seasonal ingredients and offered ideas for improving presenta-
tion. “Now we take the time to make the presentation appealing,” 
Birgit said. “We also think more about colours. For example, we 
toss carrots with parsley to add some colour to the tray.”

Kitchen employees also received new uniforms that were 
more ‘chef-like’, providing a sense of dignity and status, and  
signaling a sense of pride and care to their customers, as well. 
“The old uniforms were like nightgowns,” Jepsen recalled. “The 
new uniforms gave the workers a level of authority they were  
not used to.”

The collective process—which included ethnographic ob-
servation, mind mapping, co-creating with stakeholders, and 
iterative prototyping and experimentation—yielded a host of 
dramatic changes: a new menu, new uniforms, a new feedback 

FIVE CONTRIBUTIONS DESIGN HAS MADE TO BUSINESS

1. The Power of Re-framing. Design thinking helps us ask 
better, deeper questions that expand the boundaries of the 
search itself. One of the most serious challenges we face in our 
quest for innovation is our own impatience, which makes us rush 
to solve instead of taking time to understand. Spending time at 
the front end of the process to explore the question and its con-
text can pay big dividends in producing more effective solutions. 

2. Collaboration. How many of us have been trapped in seem-
ingly endless debates between ‘quant jocks’ and ‘intuitives’, or  
between those advocating the ‘customer case’ versus those  
insisting on the ‘business case’? Design thinking refuses to get 
caught up in debates and either/or thinking. Instead, it insists 
that we develop shared insights and ambitions before generat-
ing ideas, and that we use data from experiments (rather than 
theoretical debates) to determine the most effective course  
of action.  

3. Curation. Design thinking helps us to drill down to the 
essence of an issue and see what really matters. This is an 
increasingly important role in today’s environment. Wired  
magazine has announced that we have entered the “age of  
curation,” where we are “surrounded by too much music, too 
much software, too many websites, too many feeds, too many 
people, too many of their opinions and so on...” The problem: 
research demonstrates that too much information actually 
degrades the quality of our decisions. But it is not likely that this 
information bombardment is going to let up. We predict that 
the future will place even more value on the ability of the design 
process to cut through complexity to find nuggets of wisdom.

4. Comfort with Emptiness. Design is comfortable with 
‘emptiness’—with leaving space in the emergence of a solution 
so that many can contribute to it. Managers are often taught  
the importance of finishing something, making it complete;  
but artists and philosophers know better. “To finish a work?” 
Picasso said; “What nonsense! To finish it means to be through 
with it, to kill it, to rid it of its soul…” In organizations, employees 
want to be part of works in progress, too, to feel the sense of 
discovery as it unfolds. Design thinking builds these possibilities 
into every step of the process.

5. Speed. The final contribution is an outcome of the previous 
three: when you combine the engagement and alignment that 
design’s affinity for collaboration and emptiness makes possible 
with skilled curation, you get another invaluable asset for any 
organization trying to move innovative ideas through bureaucra-
cies: speed.  Design’s ability to deliver engagement, alignment 
and curation greatly enhances speed by removing the friction 
and subsequent drag created by trying to unite people with  
different views of the world around a new idea. 
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mechanism and most importantly, an overall new experience  
for both customers and employees. 

The process also yielded a new name:  what was once known 
as ‘Hospitable Food Service’ became The Good Kitchen. “We 
wanted a name that showed that the employees were committed 
to their work,” said Jepsen. As Paul Sangill, the head of Holste-
bro’s Department of Health and Social Services, observed, “It’s 
an ambitious name, which was exactly what we wanted, and we 
are working hard to live up to the expectations.”

Good Kitchen employees also made changes to the menu 
based on what they heard from seniors. For example, they 
learned that many of their clients were still very social, so they 
added a two-course guest menu. They also introduced individual 
snacks, such as pastries and chocolate, to enable seniors to adapt 
their meals to their lifestyles and behaviours. 

Previously, kitchen workers had no communication with  
the people they served, and the delivery team would enter a 
home, drop off the meal and leave without reflecting on what 
they saw. The team developed simple comment cards that driv-
ers began to carry with them and hand to customers, who could 
write reviews of their meals and provide suggestions.

This direct contact was reinforced with indirect contact: 
large photos from home visits were hung on the kitchen walls, 
bringing employees closer to their customers. The Good Kitch-
en also began publishing a newsletter that included posts from 
kitchen employees, information about new hires, and other im-
portant events such as employees’ birthdays. This gave the elder-
ly a better understanding of what happened in the kitchen and 
communicated that there were real people standing in front of 
the stove taking pride in what they did. The relationship between 
the kitchen staff and the customers, which is now both personal 
and professional, has increased the satisfaction of both. 

Once the transformation from Hospitable Food Services 
to The Good Kitchen was complete, the results spoke for them-

selves: the efforts described herein drove a 500 per cent increase 
in meal orders in the first week alone. Within three months, the 
number of customers increased from 650 to 700. One of the most 
important—and unexpected—elements of the transformation 
has been the shift in employees’ perception of themselves and 
their work. Kitchen workers are now much more satisfied and 
motivated, and as a result, customers are happier with their food. 

In closing
As teachers who work with managers regularly, the most gratifying 
outcome we see when we introduce Design Thinking is the shift in 
our students as they gain confidence in their problem-solving abil-
ities. Time and again, they come to see themselves not as uncre-
ative ‘management types’, but as inhabitants of a world filled with  
possibilities that they can make real. As evidenced by the story  
of The Good Kitchen — and countless others — design has a key 
role	to	play	in	achieving	creative	organizational	outcomes.		

A satisfied Good Kitchen customer. Feedback from customers is readily available.
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