
Musings of an Apprentice: Business Thinking Meets Design Thinking to Create a 
Design-led Innovative Company

Vidya Priya Rao, Founder and Director, Innovatus Marketers Touchpoint LLP., Mumbai.
E-mail : vidyapriya.rao@marketerstouchpoint.com

Even worse, there are many claiming to be “design thinkers” after learning about the standard methods and tools of 
design thinking process or those who run a UI/UX design firm. Their engagements are driven by one-off 
workshops which usually ends in creating a prototype with a roleplay or pitching session, without focusing on 
following through the ideas for execution. Most often this is resulting in misdirected solutions and outcomes 
disappointing business, who abandon it and return to the old ways of working.

Because of these illusions, and the rampant use of the term, I fear it has perhaps, led to some misdirection and 
misconceptions, and has diluted the value of design thinking and the ROI it can realize. It is also delaying the 
management buy-in to invest in this critical tool that is the need of the hour.

The need of the moment is the right know-how of how businesses can apply this idea-inspiring, culture-building, 
co-creating and revenue-driving approach, and the commitment they need to make is to take a call, if they are ready 
to embark on the journey. I am glad that many business schools and are all set to demystify the concepts of design 

Abstract

Businesses realize that delivering an awe-inspiring customer experience is the digital era is no longer an option. 
The business imperative is the need to transform themselves to avoid losing existing and future customers to 
competition. However, to visualize the blueprint for success and become an “Experience Maker” and fine-tune 
offerings based on what customers expect, the business requires rethinking everything, though some of the ideas 
may seem overwhelming. To leverage the “experience wave,” the business aspiring to be “future-ready” need to 
focus on: connectedness, immediacy, relevancy and visual quality. This calls for the change in mindset of the senior 
leadership to realize the underlying reality of an experience business and their ability to empower employees 
across all levels to take timely decisions with real-time data for the value segments and elevate the perception of the 
company’s ecosystem. The article shares A the perspective of a redesigned, reformed and transformed business 
design professional. The author shares her journey, experience, progress, and point of view on today's often 
discussed “design thinking or building a design-led innovation culture,.” a must have skill in today’s digital and 
experience era.

Background

While I love the idea of design being applied by a battalion of brains to make a meaningful impact in business and 
the world, I have mixed feelings about Design Thinking. I firmly believe the term was coined by Tim Brown (2009) 
of IDEO in a well-intentioned manner. Pioneers like Roger Martin (2009) and Tim Brown (2009) have directed the 
shifting role of design from a noun to verb in the networked economy. It can and is being applied by forward-
thinking businesses and disruptors to create a USP (unique selling proposition) or differentiator to respond to 
changing trends, consumer and employee behaviors and expectations, and gain a competitive advantage that 
ultimately drives business growth and impacts bottom-line.

I have realized that the whole brain thinking, empathy, diverse viewpoints, research, analysis, big data insights, 
ideation, validation; balances the art and science behind the ways a human can engage their mind to solve complex 
problems in today’s networked economy, is spot on. It’s agile, learnable, repeatable, disciplined and flexible 
process ensures that even an ordinary person can use to get things done while creating unique and qualified value 
which complements the existing value management capability.

Inspired by the success of Apple, Amazon, Google, Airbnb and many more, the good news is its gaining traction 
globally, and India too is joining the bandwagon. However, I also have my fears. It stems from the fact that, often 
businesses lured by innovation and sweeping organizational change are jumping into it without really 
understanding what design thinking is, how it works and why do they need it in the first place.
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Engineering:
Hard, or concrete, skills: Knowledge of core subjects, machine design, CAD, application of the knowledge, 
familiarity with industry standards, understanding the mechanisms between components in a system, soft, or 
complex skills – attention to detail, scientific mind-set, analytical and creative thinking, adaptability, 
collaboration, team player.

Well to cut the story short, the schooling equipped me with the basic skills to become employable

There was no concept of User Experience (UX), Customer Experience (CX), Employee Experience (EX) or 
Service Design (SD). There was architecture, graphics and industrial design in engineering school. In business 
school, there was Kotler’s 4 Ps (Product, Price, Place, and Promotion); and the focus was to learn how to get the 
final product to market while reducing internal costs and increasing margins. The customer was another crucial 
factor in decision making.

A couple of years later, when I joined a business school email was beginning to gain traction, surfing the internet 
was an expensive affair, but one had to wait for your turn to access the PC in school or internet café. eCommerce 
was elective coursework exposing us to a new disruptive model using technology. There was no mobile phone, 
social media, wearables, mobile apps, mobile or cloud computing.

I attended engineering school in a mostly pre-digital age. I was sharing a 386 PC with my classmate learning to 
code or using Auto CAD to design a product, and we had heard of something called the internet.

Back in the school days
Design Thinking? What is this? Oh, and post-it notes was unheard of, even in the product design sessions in my 
engineering school or while understanding consumer behavior in business school.

thinking, by imparting the know-how of design thinking tools and techniques and the necessary mind set to 
students and business leaders.

Hard, or concrete, skills: accounting, economics, statistics, marketing, sales management, operations, finance, 
investing and supply chain. Soft, or complex, skills: business thinking, communications, ethics, organizational 
behaviour, strategy, leadership, change management, negotiations, and entrepreneurship.
For better or worse, most associate an Engineering degree or MBA with only the hard skills. While hard skills are 
vital and important, but the “secret sauce” for success I realized later in my career is to learn and hone the complex 
soft skill set.

Noticeably absent? Design Thinking.
Oh, and post-it notes. I never saw those in industrial product design or consumer behaviour sessions either.

The early years of my career 
I rolled up my sleeves and got immersed in the tough world of sales, and consulting.

Post-engineering, a couple of years in sales taught me valuable lessons about business. To name a few, I learned to 
talk to strangers, ask them questions to understand their needs and gauge their interest, take notes without losing 
eye contact, deal with rejection, looking and reacting to signals, prioritization, building relationships and business 
ethics.

With the burning desire to learn how a business functions, I landed in a business school.

I entered the emerging world of software product consulting immediately upon graduation from business school. I 
was among the first wave of management professional hired by the company to become a multi-tasker – a product 
manager, function tester, and implementation consultant. I was tasked to collaborate with software engineers, 
sales, and marketing to start shifting software from a highly technical, unapproachable space to solve business 

MBA:
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