
HOW DESIGN THINKING 
CAN HELP 

HYBRID WORK
SUCCEED



HUMAN-CENTRED 
APPROACH
At ET Group, we’re always keen to share our 
latest ideas and insights on how to make 
collaboration technology work for your 
company’s vision and strategy. What we’re 
hearing today is that while most firms agree 
that the effective technology integration can 
successfully unlock new ways of working, there 
is far less consensus on the best way to go about 
the process. 

We note a general concern that a standard 
approach to integrating communication 
technology for the rising trend towards hybrid 
work will lack a human-centred perspective, 
making innovation in this area less effective than 
it should be and failing to meet the needs of the 
people who will drive the organization forward.

‘Design thinking allows us to 
understand the different views 
of different users’  
Over the past five years, we’ve been pioneering 
a new approach with our clients based on the 
principle of Design Thinking – an alternative 
framing of challenges and opportunities based 
around a set of values you don’t always find in 
communication technology for the workplace: 
curiosity with how organizations work, empathy 
with users, a willingness to experiment and 
prototype rapidly, an ability to navigate 
ambiguity, and a commitment to the ‘art 
of the possible’.

Design Thinking allows us to understand the 
different views of different users, so we’re not 
just designing technology for its own sake. 
This e-book, produced in partnership with 
WORKTECH Academy, summarises what we’ve 
learnt and sets out seven key Design Thinking 
principles for hybrid work projects. Let’s make 
communication technology integration succeed 
in the future of work!  

Dirk Propfe
CEO, ET Group 
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IN THE VANGUARD 
OF CHANGE
Design Thinking (DT) first emerged in the 
immediate aftermath of the global financial 
crash of 2008 as companies sought new paths to 
innovation and an alternative angle to address 
business problems, although its human-centric 
and participatory models and methodologies 
were in development long before.

 Corporate adoption was rapid in a range of 
fields from consumer goods to financial services, 
but the workplace was generally slower to take 
DT methods on board. There is now growing 
evidence that this picture is changing as 
organizations seek to build more inclusive 
work environments in the aftermath of the 
pandemic and use technology to bring together 
a flexible workforce. 

‘Design Thinking has specific 
application in relation to 
addressing the complex 
challenges of hybrid working’
Canada’s ET Group has been in the vanguard 
of this change, working with a range of 
international clients to refine a development 
process focused on the real needs of employees 
and geared to delivering business value. 

I’ve been working in academia and practice to 
chart the evolution of techniques in the field ever 
since the UK Design Council first launched the 
‘Double-Diamond’ model of Design Thinking in 
2003. From my perspective over two decades, DT 
has specific application in relation to addressing 
the complex challenges of hybrid working, where 
neither problem or solution are always fully clear 
and there are multiple stakeholders to consider, 
sometimes with conflicting values and interests. I 
hope you derive benefit from this compilation of 
essential DT principles.        

Jeremy Myerson
Director, WORKTECH Academy/ Professor 
Emeritus, Royal College of Art
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Here are seven key principles of design 
thinking that underpin integration of 
technology for hybrid work:  
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PRINCIPLE 1: ADOPT A 
PARTICIPATORY MINDSET 
Too many technology solutions are based on an 
expert mindset that overlooks or downgrades 
the perspective of the end user. This is not 
helpful to a new world of work being built 
around growing employee flexibility and choice. 

Design Thinking brings a different mindset to 
technology integration for hybrid working– one 
that is participatory rather than expert. ET 
Group uses a range of methods to look at things 
through the lens of the user – from one-to-one 
confidential conversations and immersive role-
playing to asking people to tell stories about 
their experiences. 

Lisa Perrine, a strategic partner and advisor 
to ET Group on Design Thinking, describes its 
methodologies as allowing ‘a group of diverse 
people to work together and use their own 
experience to solve a problem – the clients 
are co-creators.’  

According to Chris Wheeldon, who leads design 
thinking engagements at ET Group, ‘courage and 
trust are required on both sides. There needs to 
be a conversation that is open to possibilities that 
neither side anticipated. We start with people’s 
pain points, values and objectives. It can feel like a 
therapy session.’ 

ET Group uses graphic artists to record the co-
creation activities on each project so that clients 
have a visual record of key discussions and 
decisions. In these co-creation sessions, the aim is 
to ensure that diverse voices from different levels 
of the company contribute to shaping the design. 



6

PRINCIPLE 2: 
SHOW EMPATHY 
‘Technology’ and ‘empathy’ are two words rarely 
been used in the same sentence when discussing 
the workplace. Engineers are trained to focus on 
scientific objectivity and technical factors rather 
than on human behaviour. However, in the 
context of new ways of working, showing empathy 
with end users – a central idea in Design Thinking 
- is a smarter tool for project engagement than 
scientific neutrality.

ET Group CEO Dirk Propfe describes empathy 
has ‘walking a mile in the user’s shoes’ and 
‘understanding needs from different perspectives’. 
According to Lisa Perrine, ‘Empathy is woven 
through the entire process. It is at the root of 
everything we do when we co-create with users, 
test ideas and pilot designs.’  

As organisations worldwide try to bring their 
people back to the office and figure out how 
to make hybrid happen, a more empathetic 

approach is essential. Empathy is all about 
building affinity with users and understanding 
their perspective. It is not the same thing as 
sympathy – it is not about feeling sorry for 
people but is about learning how to make 
things better for people. 

So how does ET Group’s design thinking team 
go about building empathy into its workplace 
projects? It uses a range of methods to ‘look 
through the lens of the user’ – from one-to-one 
confidential conversations and immersive role-
playing to asking people to tell stories about 
their experiences. 

ET Group advisor Lisa Perrine adds: ‘Empathy
is not just the first step on the journey and then 
you move on and leave it behind. Empathy has 
to appear at every single step – you continue 
to revisit it over and over, even when solution 
is compete.’  
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PRINCIPLE 3: FOCUS ON 
HUMAN EXPERIENCE
Technology is both an enabler of hybrid working 
and a significant factor in creating positive 
or negative experiences for employees. This 
experiential dimension is important to how 
technology integration projects are realised 
in the workplace.  

Design Thinking brings experiences to the fore 
via the ‘Double Diamond’ model at the heart of 
the process, which plots innovation across four 
stages (discover-define-develop-deliver). The 
‘problem diamond’ (discover-define) is where 
existing experiences are observed and analysed. 
The ‘solution diamond’ (develop-deliver) is where 
new and more ideal experiences are prototyped 
and tested. 

Chris Wheeldon, who leads design thinking 
engagements at ET Group, explains: ‘Design 
Thinking is a way to create a better experience for 
the client by considering the needs of both the 
space and technology in a collaborative fashion as 
early as possible.’ 

ET Group CEO Dirk Propfe adds, ‘People can 
describe their experiences better than they can 
describe the technology itself. An understanding 
of experience can help to align goals around 
what needs to be created on projects. It’s a good 
guiding light – it provides constraints and opens 
possibilities. When the technology integrator 
can’t get close to users, you can’t understand the 
challenges people are facing.’ 

In a world where architects and designers 
tend to think visually, it is important to design 
for experience and not just appearance. The 
orientation in Design Thinking is towards 
spending more time at the front end of the 
innovation process – slowing down the project to 
concentrate on discovery and definition of user 
needs, so that the project team can move faster 
in the later stages.

‘An understanding 
of experience can 
help to align goals 
around what needs 
to be created’
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Prototyping of potential solutions to test with 
users is a key part of ET’s approach – and one of 
the core values of Design Thinking. 2D, 3D and 4D 
full-sized mock-ups are built to explore new ideas 
and get feedback, using the digital fly-through to 
show the possibilities. The process can be iterative 
and messy, but the project team learns a great 
deal from these experiments. 

Michael Oppedisano, Head of Design & 
Engineering at ET Group, explains that such 
methods are a good fit in terms of understanding 
the needs of end users, educating them on what 
the technology can do, and providing a bridge to 
co-creation activities. 

‘If it’s a prototype, don’t expect to get it 100 per 
cent right first time,’ says Lisa Perrine. ‘Try one 
thing and see how people respond and go from 
there. Don’t fast-track entire solutions before we 
know it’s the right solution.’ 

Prototyping is therefore repositioned from the 
specification arena ahead of implementation to 
the research arena where many questions are 
still being asked and key assumptions are still 
being challenged.

PRINCIPLE 4: 
PROTOTYPE EARLY 
AND OFTEN

‘If it’s a prototype, 
don’t expect to 
get it 100 per cent 
right first time…’
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PRINCIPLE 5: 
FAIL FAST
The use of rapid prototypes and mock-ups is 
linked to the idea of failing fast to succeed sooner. 
Too much technology innovation plays safe and 
makes only incremental improvements. Making it 
safe to fail is among the central tenets of Design 
Thinking and is especially important at a time 
when organisations are experimenting with new 
pilots and models for hybrid working, and the way 
forward in unclear.

Michael Oppedisano, Head of Design & 
Engineering at ET Group, explains: ‘Our approach 
is to brainstorm, prototype and deploy. There may 
be a scenario that no-one thought about. We then 
learn from our failures, improve on them, and 
deploy more widely.’   

Many companies have a zero tolerance of failure 
and anyway lack the culture and infrastructure to 
learn from things that don’t work first time. That is 
likely to change over time as the ‘fail fast’ mantra 
becomes more widely adopted.    

‘Making it safe to fail is 
among the central tenets 
of Design Thinking’
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Many technology integration projects rush down 
a linear path to an end point – whether or not it 
has been proven to work for employees or is even 
solving the right problem. 

Design Thinking has a deliberate focus on the 
front-end of the innovation process – those 
discover-and-define phases that wrestle iteratively 
with the problem from every angle – rather than a 
reflex rush to delivering solutions. 

All project teams enjoy ideation and shaping 
solutions, activities that are at the heart of what 
design development is all about. However, it is 
important not to ‘jump to solutions’ before full 
appreciation of the bigger picture.  

ET Group advisor Lisa Perrine explains: ‘One of the 
things I love to do is to build in multiple mock-ups 
and prototypes from the beginning, so you have 
more than one solution to test. This forces you to 
make sure you’re not rushing to one solution.’

PRINCIPLE 6:  DON’T 
JUMP TO SOLUTIONS 

‘Design Thinking 
has a focus on 
wrestling iteratively 
with the problem 
from every angle’
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PRINCIPLE 7: CREATE 
A SHARED PLATFORM
Finally, there needs to be a shared vision of 
the key success factors on any hybrid working 
project at the outset – and a shared 
methodology too. Creating a shared platform 
and shared set of goals for collaboration is 
intrinsic to Design Thinking.

Wires can get crossed between client teams, 
design professionals and technology integrators; 
objectives can become obscured and parallel 
programmes can get out of alignment. Joint use 
of Design Thinking principles enables everyone 
to march to a single drum so that space and 
technology can be combined to optimum effect 
to enhance the employee experience.  

ET Group puts a lot of effort into joint team-
building activities at the outset so that people 
can talk about their ideas and their passions 
– including sharing two-minute success stories - 
right from the start. CEO Dirk Propfe explains: ‘The 
relationship between people sets the stage for the 
process later on.’ 
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ET Group is a Corporate Member of WORKTECH 
Academy, the global knowledge network for 
the future of work. Read more about our work 
in Design Thinking in a series of articles on the 
WORKTECH Academy platform:  

Can Design Thinking unlock technology 
integration?   

Bridge between technologists and designers

The role of empathy   

DT and human experience  

Key Principles of Design Thinking   

You might also like to read…

‘Design Thinking’ by Tim Brown, Harvard Business 
Review June, 2008. The paper that really got the 
design thinking ball rolling in business circles.

‘Design thinking as a process for people-centered 
innovation in the financial sector’, Capco Institute, 
2018. Paper by Jeremy Myerson and Rama Gheerawo 
from Royal College of Art 

FURTHER READING

https://www.worktechacademy.com/can-design-thinking-unlock-technology-integration-for-hybrid/
https://www.worktechacademy.com/can-design-thinking-unlock-technology-integration-for-hybrid/
https://www.worktechacademy.com/how-can-technology-and-design-collaborate-on-hybrid/
https://www.worktechacademy.com/is-empathy-the-missing-link-in-tech-integration-for-hybrid/
https://www.worktechacademy.com/can-design-thinking-bring-clarity-to-the-hybrid-work-experience/
https://www.worktechacademy.com/seven-design-thinking-principles-that-will-help-hybrid-work-succeed/
https://readings.design/PDF/Tim Brown, Design Thinking.pdf
https://www.capco.com/Capco-Institute/Journal-48-Design-Thinking/Design-thinking-as-a-process-for-people-centered-innovation-in-the-financial-sector
https://www.capco.com/Capco-Institute/Journal-48-Design-Thinking/Design-thinking-as-a-process-for-people-centered-innovation-in-the-financial-sector
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desteca tempera dellat haruptat modi quo que 
vere audi iusciet lacerro id et quam quam es 
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serepe nectusanim enderit laut alit alique 
plicaectur maxim ipsapid qui dolupta eossumquid 
ut volupturit pores et que sit eumenimil illuptatur 
andictur miliqua speremque vit aditatus 
voluptatur, quae eum is quis sa consequi doluptae 
prem voloreptat.

More information: 

etgroup.ca

WORKTECH Academy is the leading global 
research platform and member network exploring 
how we’ll work tomorrow. We look at innovation in 
the world of work and workplace through five key 
streams: people, place, technology, design, and 
culture. We engage with our powerful network of 
over 12,000 individual subscribers and more than 
80 corporate, design, and technology member 
organisations around the world to deliver content 
on the latest trends, research, and best practice in 
work and workplace.  

More information: 

worktechacademy.com

https://etgroup.ca/
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