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What is UBC?
University Business Consulting (UBC) is an internal 
George Mason management consulting practice 

committed to identifying and capitalizing on 
opportunities for innovation, turning data into 

insights, and increasing efficiency across George 
Mason University. 

Using our experience in higher education, project 
management, facilitation, analytics, and strategic 
planning, we work alongside our George Mason 
clients to devise solutions that support them in 

reaching their goals across the university. 

UBC is located within the Office of the President.

https://consulting.gmu.edu/

https://consulting.gmu.edu/
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Learning Objectives

1. What is Design Thinking and Experimentation?
2. When and how might I use it?
3. How do others use it? What are some examples?

We'll answer these questions:
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Highest Level Definition

Design Thinking
A problem-solving toolkit that is:
• Human-centered

• Starts with and focuses on 
deeply understanding the 
unmet need to solve for

• Iterative
• Collaborative
• Optimized for the “new” or 

improving something
• Origination: product design

…and its "extended family"
• Growth Mindset
• Lean Startup
• Scientific Method
• Entrepreneurship
• Engineering
• Innovation
• Agile
• Creative Problem Solving
• Customer Experience
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Reflection Question

Are you creating a new 
program, service, class 

or way of working?

Are you working on a 
program, service, class, 

or process that you 
think might need a 

refresh or 
improvement?
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Why I Got Interested In Design Thinking

M
Y 

LE
VE

L
O

F 
SM

AR
TN

ES
S

TIME



8

Problem Solving Spectrum

KNOWN
KNOWNS

execution/implementation

Checklist Thinking 

KNOWN
UNKNOWNS
search, sort, and solve

Analytical Thinking

Planning
Logical/rational

Proving what’s best
Pursuit of control and stability

UNKNOWN
UNKNOWNS

innovation

Design Thinking

Experimenting
Human/emotional

Iterating towards better
Pursuit of exploration



Organizations That Use Design Thinking
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Principles of Design Thinking



What Is Happening In This photo?
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Design Thinking and Analytical Thinking
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FRAMEWORK ANALYTICAL DESIGN

Underlying 
Assumptions

Rationality, objectivity; Reality as 
fixed and quantifiable

Subjective experience;
Reality as socially constructed

Method Analysis aimed at proving one 
“best” answer

Experimentation aimed at iterating 
toward a “better” answer

Process Planning Doing

Decision Drivers Logic; Numeric models Emotional insight; Experimental 
models

Values Pursuit of control and stability;
Discomfort with uncertainty Pursuit of novelty; Dislike of status quo

Levels of Focus Abstract or particular Iterative movement between abstract 
and particular
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Creating Something "New" Can Feel Daunting
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New
…program
…process
…customer
…experience
…team



Design Thinking Process: 4 Questions

15



Design Thinking Tools
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Framing
User interviews
Observing
Analyzing
Visualizing (Journey mapping, 
Jobs-To-Be-Done, etc..)

Exploring
Brainstorming
Creating

Prototyping
Refining
Experimenting

Testing
Experimenting
Implementing



Experimentation Is Key To The Design Thinking Process

17

Experimentation



Why Experimentation Is Important
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Experimentation protects you from 
overspending on a solution that 
won’t work for the people you 
designed it for. 

It encourages you to test a portfolio 
of ideas rather than converging 
prematurely on a single idea. 

Through experiments, you 
learn how to scale your idea 
effectively and successfully. 

You’ll get to know your early 
adopters and incorporate 
their feedback.

Experimentation is engaging! 
It gets you out of the 
conference room and into the 
real world.



Design Thinking At Mason
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• University Life Student 
Journey Teams

• College of Public Health 
Strategic Plan

• Grand Challenge Initiative
• Freedom Aquatic Fitness 

Center

Examples of George Mason curriculum 
using Design Thinking:
• Engineering School
• Honors College
• Entrepreneurship Programs
• Business School

Examples of 
UBC projects 
using Design 
Thinking:



Mindset Shifts With Design Thinking For Individuals
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from

I have the answer

to

idea

being right

solution

we co-create the answer

impact

iterating to better

problem



Mindset Shifts With Design Thinking For Organizations

from

organizational 
problems

to

conference room 
debates

one and done

sell and socialize

end user problems

field observations

iterate and improve

co-create and test



A Scenario
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Bringing a new 
program into
reality means 
confronting 
uncertainty.
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Bringing a new 
concept into 
reality means 
confronting 
uncertainty.

What do students even want? 
What would truly solve a pain 
point they have?

I have a rough idea or two of 
a concept, but how do I 
decide what to build?

Students say they like it, but 
will they actually engage with 
it? 

Can we deliver this concept 
at scale? What resources do 
we need?
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And uncertainty is often 
described as risk.

And no one wants to invest 
time and money into 
something risky.
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We don’t want to build-out a new program 
without investing in de-risking it first.

Invest in de-risking > Invest in an Idea
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Test for a need
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Test for a need

Test a concept
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Test for a need

Test a concept

Test "live"
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Test "live"

Test for scale

Test a concept

Test for a need
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Launch

Test "live"

Test for scale

Test a concept

Test for a need
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At each step, we still ask 
ourselves, “What’s the least 

expensive, most effective way to 
see if you are really driving value 

for students, faculty and/or 
staff?”



An Example
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How might we create a 
digital service that enables 
a better shoe purchasing 
experience for both 8-12 

year-olds and their 
parents?
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We conducted 1:1 
interviews to build 

empathy and identify pain-
points and emerging 

needs
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We brainstormed a new 
set of possibilities for our 
customer based off those 

needs
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The high-level concept we 
landed on.
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We validated concepts via 
low-fidelity prototypes and 

experiences.
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We ran micro in-market 
experiments.

We wanted to test the following 
assumptions:
1. People are willing to return old 

shoes
2. People value returning old 

shoe
A. Declutter my home
B. Recycle my stuff/do 

something good for the 
environment
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What we learned

People returned their shoes 
over 200 days after they 
received the boxes

Sent back multiple shoes in 
many sizes

Story/incentivization didn’t 
impact rate of return

…Return is a latent need
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We built a minimum viable 
experience (MVX) to test 
critical business model 

assumptions in the 
market.
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We built a higher fidelity, 
initial commercial version 
(ICV) experience to test for 

scale.
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These series of 
experiments gave us the 
evidence to iterate along 
the way. 

After continued market 
evidence of platform 
potential, Nike spun-in the 
venture as a new business  
- Nike Adventure Club



Case Study: Georgetown MBA
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Case Study: Georgetown MBA
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Opportunity
In 2014, the Associate Dean of Admissions at Georgetown’s  McDonough 
School of Business decided to lead her team in  creating a more 
differentiated, enhanced, customer-centered  experience for candidates 
coming through their admissions  process. She had read about design 
thinking and wanted to  employ this toolkit for this project.

Approach
Over 30 days, Peer Insight partnered with the McDonough  team 
through the design thinking process. We started by framing the 
challenge (selecting target users  and designing the field research) 
then quickly  began ethnographic-based interviews with  target 
candidates. We collectively processed the findings with the entire 
Admissions team and used our synthesis  to develop a journey map, 
personas and design  criteria. The project culminated with an Ideation 
session, which included senior leadership and the  Directors of Student 
Programs and Career Services.  The Associate Dean charged her sub-
teams to  select a pain point identified in the process that fell  within 
their realm and imagine new programs and  solutions to mitigate it.

Acceleration
The sub-teams empowered and armed with deep customers  insights, launched 
into a series of tests throughout the 2014- 2015 academic year to further iterate 
on their initial ideas  and really drive a new customer experience for this particular 
experience within the overall McDonough experience. The McDonough  team has 
been so inspired by this project and its findings that they have spoken about the 
project twice at two GMAC events. The Associate  Dean of Admissions wrote an 
article for GMAC a year after the project, noting how the project has enhanced the  
admissions process. She found the work to be particularly helpful in moving 
forward anchored on applicant/user needs, not university needs, noting it was: 

“valuable in facilitating brainstorming with  a purpose. Instead of simply creating  
innovative ideas and implementing them,  we strategically organized and 
prioritized  our ideas with a specific goal in mind—to  provide a student-centered, 
high-touch  experience.”

—Shari Hubert  Associate Dean, MBA Admissions

Through the sense-making session the team 
collectively found themes and  patterns within 
the raw data  from the in-field interviews. These 
were the launching  points for new ideas.



Georgetown MBA Admissions Personas
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Georgetown MBA Admissions Journey Map
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Learning Resources 
Books:
• Designing for Growth: A Design Thinking 

Toolkit for Managers
• The Experimentation Field Book: A Step by 

Step Project Guide (also at the library)
• 101 Design Methods
• Design Thinking for the Greater Good: 

Innovation in the Social Sector
• Another great book on testing ideas
• Great video: Build the Right It by Alberto 

Savio of google

Please reach out with 
questions, specific 

resource requests, or to 
connect!

nfoley3@gmu.edu

Websites​/Groups:
• Design Thinking DC MeetUp – 5k+ 

members!
• Stanford’s d.school
• Future of Design in Higher Education
• IDEO U - free/affordable classes
• Free tools:

• ideo.org
• luma institute

• Education Design Lab
• Academy for Innovative Higher 

Education Leadership (AIHEL)

https://a.co/d/glHGS1m
https://a.co/d/gCm2T3U
https://a.co/d/7Jd1Uvh
https://a.co/d/85jrIRM
https://www.amazon.com/Rapid-Testing-Business-Ideas-Customer/dp/1119551447/ref=sr_1_2?crid=M703FWV3UYBA&dib=eyJ2IjoiMSJ9.UagOD-9D2lXQMCV6719UzaeukoExLq-tRbs2R2T6HE85G-KjGMEw9mWaCKfM8NzoIq7eBtbmA6QCQM-JMrqA0PE_VFe7o5M1-cjM010aoLSgtHaSdgCpadO8hIkjuiimSwNdytK-R3akpZ2b7EiSBGIgotSiJX6FMfirTi47z0b8VmRfRn0TpDNVHCe3L95uz7ZRMveF8up4R3NM1w6CFGkxHbE1LC4MsB_FNsXluyI.SdlkbY9SQwFpQxMJ_haXetwbVtB_Ijog5Q5ptA2pguY&dib_tag=se&keywords=testing+business+ideas&qid=1721757866&sprefix=testing+busines+ideas%2Caps%2C94&sr=8-2
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3sUozPcH4fY
https://www.meetup.com/design-thinking-dc/
https://dschool.stanford.edu/
https://www.fdhe.org/
https://www.ideou.com/
http://ideo.org/
https://www.luma-institute.com/
https://eddesignlab.org/
https://georgetown.asu.edu/
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Reflections & Questions?



Thank You!



CONTACT UBC
Email: UBC@GMU.edu

Website: consulting.GMU.edu

Please provide 
feedback on this 

presentation

http://www.consulting.gmu.edu/
https://forms.microsoft.com/Pages/ResponsePage.aspx?id=VXKFnlffR0ygwAVGRgOAy6IB9nA2SvRChs4hpapJ4IZUNkpNUUVUSVM0RlpTQk8wVFVSWU9MUFFUNi4u


UBC Summer Knowledge Series

We'll see you next summer!

Prior session materials are available on our website: 
https://consulting.gmu.edu/summer-series/
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APPENDIX



4 Principles of Design Thinking
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