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Design thinking and sport for development: enhancing
organizational innovation
Greg Joachim , Nico Schulenkorf , Katie Schlenker and Stephen Frawley

UTS Business School, University of Technology Sydney, Ultimo, Australia

ABSTRACT
Rationale/purpose: To determine if the field of sport for development (SFD)
presents opportunities for the employment of design thinking approaches
toward enhancing organizational innovation.
Design/methodology/approach: We undertook a scoping study to determine
if and how SFD research and practice aligns with five established themes of
design thinking practice.
Findings: Design thinking indicators are present across the breadth of SFD
research. A total of 14 SFD articles display total thematic alignment with
design thinking practice, particularly in regard to five key indicators of such
alignment: (a) deep user understanding, (b) diversity of perspectives, (c)
testing for user feedback, (d) futuristic thinking, and (e) bias toward action.
Practical implications: Five key indicators represent logical points of entry for
the employment of design thinking in SFD research and practice.
Research contribution: Design thinking has become popular in the broad field
of management, but this is the first study of the concept in the sport
management domain.

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 30 November 2018
Accepted 23 April 2019

KEYWORDS
Design thinking; sport for
development; sport
management; innovation;
scoping study

The field of sport for development (SFD) has
experienced significant growth and diversifi-
cation over the past 15 years (Schulenkorf,
2017; Schulenkorf, Sherry, & Rowe, 2016).
Research over this time period has been
approached from various angles and disci-
plines. From the sport management perspec-
tive, studies have traditionally focused on the
broad areas of programing and design, sus-
tainable management and capacity building,
the creation and leveraging of impacts and
outcomes, and the advancement of concepts
and theory (Schulenkorf, 2017). Meanwhile,
management scholars have highlighted the
need for further investigations to address
current issues and future challenges in the

field. In particular, management concepts
such as organizational innovation (Hoeber,
Doherty, Hoeber, & Wolfe, 2015; Svensson &
Hambrick, 2018), leadership, entrepreneur-
ship, and design thinking have been identified
as fruitful areas for SFD research (Schulenkorf,
2017).

The last of these suggested research topics –
design thinking – is a human-centered approach
to generating innovation in non-design fields. It
provides a way for non-design practitioners,
such as many of those who design and deliver
SFD programs, to incorporate the ostensive
(thinking) and performative (doing) dimensions
of expert design practice into their own non-
design practice in pursuit of organizational
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innovation (Carlgren, Rauth, & Elmquist, 2016).
As such, design thinking may well provide SFD
practitioners with improved opportunities for
program design and delivery – particularly in
social contexts in which the resources or
capacity for extra-operational activities such as
pursuing innovation are limited (e.g. Svensson
& Hambrick, 2016).

The need for improved designs in sport pro-
grams (as a function of management) has
become apparent in the literature. For instance,
program design is seen as a significant factor in
the success of youth sport development pro-
grams (Jones, Edwards, Bocarro, Bunds, &
Smith, 2017). In the SFD context specifically,
program and intervention design have gained
greater importance as research in the field has
begun to shift toward a focus on the managerial
aspects of programs (Bruening et al., 2015;
Schulenkorf, 2017; Sugden, 2006). Against this
background – and in line with the focus of
this special issue – we answer the call for
research addressing human-centered design
thinking for social innovation. In particular, we
undertook a scoping study of recent SFD
research as a means of determining if, and in
what ways, the field presents opportunities for
the meaningful employment of design thinking
approaches, specifically toward enhancing
organizational innovation. In doing so, we
not only determined the extent to which
design thinking mentalities and/or approaches
already exist within SFD research and practice,
but also the various ways in which they mani-
fest. Building on our findings, we offer both
theoretical and practical implications for SFD
management. Theoretically, our research con-
tributes to the recommended shift toward the
study of design thinking in the SFD context
and is, to our knowledge, the first study of
design thinking not only in the field of SFD
but also in the broader field of sport manage-
ment. Practically, our study provides specific
recommendations for SFD organizations, par-
ticularly those with limited organizational
capacity, regarding logical points of entry for

employing design thinking in the pursuit of
organizational innovation.

Literature review

Drawing from literature on social innovation,
Svensson and Hambrick (2018) offered a broad
definition of innovation specifically framed for
the SFD context: “The implementation of new
or improved ways of promoting social change
… includ[ing] program, process, and socially
transformative advances focused on improving
the ability of an organization to promote
social change” (p. 2). This definition provides a
broad space within which to explore and con-
sider the topic of organizational innovation in
SFD. In examining the past and present of SFD
research, Schulenkorf (2017) recently provided
a path for pursuing such innovation: through
research into leadership, entrepreneurship,
and design thinking.

First, leadership has enjoyed increasing
attention in SFD research (Schulenkorf, 2017;
Welty Peachey & Burton, 2017; Welty Peachey,
Burton, Wells, & Chung, 2018). Specifically,
concepts such as servant leadership have
helped to expand the scope of leadership –
beyond traditional leadership – to a broader
consideration of the psychological needs and
well-being of followers. Leaders in SFD have
been shown to display the characteristics of
servant leadership in practice, resulting in fol-
lowers who are empowered to deliver on the
goals of the organization (Wells & Welty
Peachey, 2016; Welty Peachey, Burton, et al.,
2018). Second, more research is focusing on
exploring entrepreneurship, especially as a
concept interrelated to leadership (Svensson &
Seifried, 2017). In particular, research has
found social entrepreneurship (i.e. attempting
to positively impact society without an expec-
tation of profit) important in SFD practice. The
development of such entrepreneurship has
had positive impacts on not only organizations,
but also individual entrepreneurs within an
organization (Cohen & Welty Peachey, 2015).
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Further, social entrepreneurship is an essential
trait when facing increasing (and often conflict-
ing) organizational demands, as it aids in
keeping the organization focused on its core
mission and vision (Svensson & Seifried, 2017).

Finally, design thinking is the only topic of
the three that has yet to be explored in SFD,
despite the fact that design thinking has
already been employed toward social inno-
vation within the broader field of management
(Brown & Wyatt, 2010). The lack of design think-
ing studies is even more surprising given that
design has been repeatedly identified as critical
to the success of sport programs (see Jones
et al., 2017; Schulenkorf, 2017) and has also
been shown to contribute to achieving
specific sport and social development goals
such as social capital development (Bruening
et al., 2015; Darcy, Maxwell, Edwards, Onyx, &
Sherker, 2014) and leadership ability (Gould &
Voelker, 2010). Given the apparent absence of
design thinking in sport management research,
it seems timely to provide a more detailed over-
view of the concept, including its development
in the broader field of management, and its
applicability to the SFD sector.

Roger Martin introduced design thinking to
the management lexicon in 2006, describing
the concept as a means of “approaching man-
agerial problems as designers approach design
problems” (Dunne & Martin, 2006, p. 512).
Martin saw this change in approach as a way
to add value to MBA programs by moving man-
agerial problem solving away from the tra-
ditional approaches of deduction and
induction – both of which are based in past out-
comes – toward abduction, which is a means of
generating entirely new ideas through leaps of
logic. Martin’s (2010) approach to design think-
ing was to move through the knowledge funnel,
which he illustrates using the example of McDo-
nald’s and the creation of their Speedee service
system. First, amystery is identified which, in this
case, was how the increased mobility of post-
war Americans would change their dining
habits (if at all). Then a heuristic – or “rule of

thumb” – is formulated. The heuristic for McDo-
nald’s was that newly mobile Americans would
want food that was prepared quickly but was
also tasty. Finally, an algorithm is developed
that codifies practice, addressing the mystery
and heuristic. The Speedee service system stan-
dardized food preparation to ensure the speed
and tastiness that newly mobile Americans
were thought to desire, ultimately becoming
the algorithm for McDonald’s.

While Martin introduced design thinking as a
means of creating value, it was Tim Brown
(2008), CEO of the design consultancy IDEO,
who centered that value creation around
human end users and brought the concept
into the popular management discourse. In
Brown’s (2008, 2009) view, design thinking is a
methodology that allows organizations to
focus all of their innovation activities on achiev-
ing human-centered outcomes, a feat achieved
through a three-step cycle of inspiration, idea-
tion, and implementation. Problems and oppor-
tunities are identified in the inspiration phase,
before ideas about how to approach them are
generated in the ideation stage. The most
ideal solution – that is, the solution that best
serves the needs, wants, and desires of the
end user – is finally realized in the implemen-
tation stage when it is turned over to those
end users.

Martin and Brown both understood design
thinking to be psychological in nature. As the
nature of his knowledge funnel suggests,
Martin (2009) saw design thinking as a
dynamic interplay between analytical and intui-
tive thinking. This view relies upon the prac-
titioner’s ability to engage in leaps of
abductive logic – jumping ahead in reasoning
and then testing a hypothesis rather than
merely analyzing history to inform their next
steps (Martin, 2009). This is similar to integrative
thinking, which Brown (2009) defined as a per-
sonality trait of design thinking practitioners.
This calls for a design thinker to be analytical
but also capable of seeing all aspects of a
problem in order to generate novel solutions.

MANAGING SPORT AND LEISURE 3



Both approaches enable a design thinker to
engage in abduction, the form of reasoning
that Martin felt was missing from management
education and practice. Because abduction
enables non-designers to transcend traditional
approaches to solving problems and pursuing
innovation, it continues to be of critical impor-
tance to design thinking practice (Carlgren
et al., 2016; Johansson-Sköldberg, Woodilla, &
Çetinkaya, 2013).

The importance of abduction is fore-
grounded by the design perspective, which
considers abduction in two forms. Dorst (2011,
2015) refers to these as abduction-1 (or normal
abduction) and abduction-2 (or design abduc-
tion). Normal abduction resembles the tra-
ditional problem solving that most
organizations employ (i.e. that which Martin
had hoped to move managers away from). In
using normal abduction, designers know how
they would like to go about creating value but
not the thing that will go through the how to
create that value. In other words, designers
revolve between inductive and deductive
approaches to solve this equation. Most organ-
izations in management stop at this point and
settle for a solution that is “good enough” (i.e.
the cheapest, easiest, etc.). Design abduction,
meanwhile, begins with only the value to be
created and not the thing or the how.

Dorst (2015) uses the example of the desire
for a burst of energy in the morning to illustrate
the difference between the two forms of abduc-
tion. The desired value or outcome – a burst of
energy – is known in both cases. If coffee (the
thing) is a known (and desired) means of achiev-
ing a burst of energy, then only normal abduc-
tion is needed to determine that a satisfactory
means of generating coffee is needed (the
how). In this case, the team may design and
test a brewing machine. However, if it is not
known if coffee would achieve such an energy
burst (let alone how such coffee would be
made), then designer abduction is required to
fill in both blanks: the thing and the how. In
this scenario, coffee – and various ways of

making coffee –may be tested before a solution
is found. Alternatively, coffee and various ways
of brewing it may be abandoned altogether –
and a different thing tested – if those tests
don’t succeed in creating the desired burst of
energy.

Dorst (2015) posits that it is design abduction
that can best help organizations in pursuing
innovation and that the use of this reasoning
can be meaningfully accomplished through
the creation of logical frames that link the
how to the value. These frames are usually
defined by the context in which the problem
is being solved, making this reasoning a
matter of perspective.

Against this background, Carlgren et al.
(2016) identified problem framing as one of
five core themes characterizing design thinking
practice, along with user focus, experimentation,
visualization, and diversity. User focus is con-
cerned with developing empathy with end
users through activities such as ethnographic
research, carrying out informal conversations
with those users, or developing empathy
maps. Problem framing allows practitioners to
interrogate and reconceptualize the problem
at hand through the use of techniques such as
“how-might-we-questions”. Visualization sees
design thinkers structuring gathered data in a
visual way (through sketching, storyboarding,
wireframing, etc.) and/or developing rough rep-
resentations of ideas using whatever materials
they have on hand. Experimentation allows
design thinkers (and users) to engage with
hard (physical objects) or soft (role playing,
etc.) prototypes in order to identify deeper
insights. Finally, diversity allows integrative
thinking to occur by ensuring that a diversity
of perspectives (determined from the organiz-
ation’s hierarchy or even through personality
tests) contributes to a democratic spirit.

Carlgren et al. (2016) concluded that taken
together, these five themes of design thinking
provide a robust framework for considering –
and identifying – the concept of design thinking
in practice. In particular, where all five themes
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are represented by existing organizational
practice, it is thought that the intentional align-
ment of these activities toward design thinking
outcomes – toward achieving design abduction
outcomes rather than normal abduction out-
comes – would be the only thing standing
between such an organization and the
human-centered innovations that design think-
ing purports to offer. This is significant for SFD
research and practice, as it suggests that SFD
organizations may already be engaging in
design thinking activities and can thus enjoy
enhanced organizational innovation with rela-
tively minor tweaks to their pursuit of such inno-
vation. Considering this, we have adopted this
thematic design thinking framework as the
lens through which we have aimed to under-
stand if, and to what extent, extant SFD research
and practice displays design thinking potential
as a means of organizational innovation.

Methodology

In line with the purpose of this research, we
undertook a scoping study of SFD research as
a means of (a) determining if and in what
ways the SFD field currently features design
thinking mentalities; and (b) how the field pre-
sents opportunities for the meaningful employ-
ment of design thinking approaches, specifically
toward enhancing organizational innovation.
We opted for a scoping study approach as it
allows for the review and rapid mapping of
the existing literature in a field regardless of
differences in study design and without the
need to account for research quality per se
(Arksey & O’Malley, 2005; Daudt, van Mossel, &
Scott, 2013; Levac, Colquhoun, & O’Brien,
2010). Moreover, the process of conducting a
scoping review is iterative in nature, allowing
researchers reflexivity in moving toward a
better-focused research question as they
become more familiar with the literature being
reviewed. Thus, the approach taken for this
study ensured a comprehensive (but by
design, not exhaustive) review and thus

allowed for the identification of gaps in the
existing research without compromising the
overall quality of the scoping study itself
(Arksey & O’Malley, 2005).

For our scoping study, we employed the five-
stage framework developed and outlined by
Arksey and O’Malley (2005): (a) identify the
research question; (b) identify relevant studies;
(c) select studies; (d) chart the data; and (e)
collate, summarize, and report the results. The
Arksey and O’Malley framework has proven
popular and durable, having already been suc-
cessfully utilized in prior scoping studies in
sport management and governance (e.g.
Dowling, Leopkey, & Smith, 2018) as well as
topic-specific SFD work (e.g. Gardam, Giles, &
Hayhurst, 2017).

Identification of research question

Broad search parameters are recommended in
the first stage of a scoping study in order to
ensure no relevant studies are overlooked
(Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). However, the
pursuit of a broad research question has the
potential of resulting in an unwieldy number
of studies to analyze (Daudt et al., 2013). This
potential problem can be overcome in two
ways: by clearly defining terms in the research
question (Levac et al., 2010) and through revi-
sion and refining of the research question as
the researchers become familiar with the litera-
ture being reviewed (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005).

Considering this advice, we began our study
with a two-part research question: (a) to what
extent (if any) do the current organizational
activities of SFD studies and/or programs align
with Carlgren et al.’s (2016) five themes of
design thinking, and (b) does the nature of this
alignment suggest opportunities for the mean-
ingful employment of design thinking in SFD?

In addition to providing a comprehensive fra-
mework through which to identify and analyze
design thinking activity in practice, the use of
the five themes of design thinking – user focus,
problem framing, visualization, experimentation,
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and diversity (Carlgren et al., 2016) – provided
the clear definition of terms suggested by
Levac et al. (2010). The broader second com-
ponent of the question, meanwhile, guided our
scoping study without restricting it. This was in
line with Arksey and O’Malley’s (2005) suggestion
to allow for revision and refinement of the
research question. Indeed, this structured but
open-ended approach allowed us to sub-
sequently employ thematic analysis as a relevant
and useful tool for making sense of our findings,
even as we undertook our initial charting of the
identified studies.

Identification of relevant studies

Stage 2 involves identifying relevant studies for
consideration in addressing the evolving
research question. While it is essential to be as
comprehensive as possible in this effort
(Arksey & O’Malley, 2005), researchers must
also strike a balance between comprehensive-
ness and the limited resources available to
them, such as time and financial support
(Daudt et al., 2013; Levac et al., 2010). In our
case, this balance was struck by deciding to
focus specifically on the abstracts of articles,
rather than full papers. Considering scoping
studies do not account for research quality per
se, and given that we focused on indicators of
design thinking alignment, we selected this
approach as an efficient and effective way of
ensuring an inclusive and meaningful review.

The identification of relevant studies begins
with the identification of relevant journals. To
this end, we were guided by our socio-manage-
rial focus and a specific interest in advancing
studies through possibilities represented by
design thinking. As such, we excluded soci-
ology, physical education, and sport science
outlets. Instead, we included only leading
sport management and SFD journals that were
indexed and highly ranked or rated: Journal of
Sport Management (JSM), Sport Management
Review (SMR), European Sport Management
Quarterly (ESMQ), Managing Sport and Leisure

(MSL), and the SFD-specific Journal of Sport for
Development (JSFD).

Next, we followed Arksey and O’Malley’s
(2005) recommendation of a manual search of
the literature to ensure all relevant studies
were considered. Because of the journal’s focus
on SFD research, we began with all original
research articles published in JSFD (n = 48) from
its establishment in 2013 through 28 July 2018
(Volume 6, Issue 11). To ensure consistency and
currency across the board, this manual search
was subsequently extended to all issues of the
remaining journals for the same timeframe.

Study selection

To select relevant studies to include in the
review, researchers must develop specific
inclusion and exclusion criteria (Arksey &
O’Malley, 2005). Hence, our search included
only those studies from the chosen journals
which contained the phrase “sport[-]for[-]devel-
opment” in the article title, abstract, or key-
words. Excluded, then, were studies published
in our target journals that did not specifically
identify (in title, abstract, or keywords) as SFD
but that may be classifiable as SFD upon inspec-
tion of the full article. For example, Misener,
Taks, Chalip, and Green’s (2015) study of how
sport events may or may not lead to increased
sport participation may have SFD implications.
However, it was not selected given the
absence of SFD terminology in the title,
abstract, or keywords. Similarly, while our
focus on the key phrase “sport[-]for[-]develop-
ment” allowed us to capture and include articles
relating to extensions of the phrase such as
“sport[-]for[-]development and peace”, it
excluded articles using variations such as
“sport for peace”. We acknowledge that this
chosen approach leads to an incomplete rep-
resentation of all available SFD-related litera-
ture; however, rather than limiting our study,
we argue that focusing our review on those
studies which explicitly identify as SFD contrib-
utes toward a transparent, clear, and cohesive
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base of evidence in the field. Indeed, the focus
on title, keywords, and abstract to identify
studies for review is not unprecedented in
sport management (e.g. Hermens, Super, Ver-
kooijen, & Koelen, 2017; Schulenkorf et al.,
2016). Finally, in an attempt to ensure consist-
ency, we did not consider any studies that
were in press or advance online publications.
We decided to exclude these articles for consist-
ency reasons, as in press studies were not avail-
able for all of the journals reviewed.

Overall, our search resulted in 32 research
articles from JSM, SMR, ESMQ, and MSL that
identified as SFD. Together with the 48 articles
from JSFD, the total number of articles selected
for review was 80 (see Table 1).

Our scoping study confirms previous SFD
research which has suggested that SMR has
been the leading sport management outlet for
SFD research over the past 5 years (see Schulen-
korf, 2017). Somewhat surprisingly, our search
also revealed only one SFD-related article pub-
lished in ESMQ, and no articles on SFD pub-
lished in MSL during this time period. The
present special issue seems timely, then, given
the rising significance of SFD in the wider
sport management literature and MSL’s aim of
seeking “submissions from those investigating
new and innovative areas of research and prac-
tice in sport and leisure management” (Adams,
n.d., para. 2).

Charting the data

Stage 4 involved sorting – or “charting” – key data
from these 80 selected articles. We usedMicrosoft
Excel to conduct a clear and precise charting of

articles according to the journal of publication,
EndNote shortcode, abstract, category (research
or research/practice), and qualitative indicators
(if any) of each of the five themes of design think-
ing adopted from Carlgren et al.’s (2016) frame-
work. These indicators are key phrases extracted
from Carlgren et al.’s discussion of each theme
and are listed in Table 2.

For the most accurate charting process, the
lead author read each abstract twice to ensure
comprehension and precision. Specifically, the
first reading enabled a high-level understanding
of what the article was about while the second
reading was concerned with identifying the pres-
ence of any design thinking indicators from
Table 2. As a next step, the co-authors engaged
in cross-author checking (Patton, 2015) to
ensure accurate interpretations of abstract
phrases as indicators of design thinking themes
(see Daudt et al., 2013, for a similar approach).
In instances in which the authors disagreed
with the charting of a particular indicator, all
authors engaged in critical discussions until a
consensus was reached. The final chart of all
reviewed articles is included in the Appendix.

Collating, summarizing, and reporting
results

Lastly, in Stage 5, an analytical framework or
thematic analysis was employed in order to con-
struct a narrative around the literature reviewed
(Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). In order to ascertain
both the scope (Research Question A) and the
nature (Research Question B) of design thinking
indicators in SFD research and practice, we con-
ducted both a frequency and thematic analysis.
The findings are presented and discussed in the
following section, highlighting the practical
possibilities for design thinking in SFD that our
scoping study ultimately revealed.

Findings and discussion

This scoping study of SFD research sought to (a)
determine to what extent (if any) the SFD field

Table 1. Number of selected studies from each sport
management journal.
Journal n

Journal of Sport for Development 48
Journal of Sport Management 14
Sport Management Review 17
European Sport Management Quarterly 1
Managing Sport and Leisure 0
Total 80

MANAGING SPORT AND LEISURE 7



currently features design thinking mentalities;
and (b) how the field presents opportunities
for the meaningful employment of design
thinking approaches, specifically toward enhan-
cing organizational innovation. The thematic
design thinking framework developed by Carlg-
ren et al. (2016) was used as a means of achiev-
ing both of these aims. A frequency analysis was
first undertaken to understand the extent to
which design thinking themes were present in
recent SFD research and practice, while a

subsequent thematic analysis revealed the
nature of the ways in which these mentalities
manifested. Both analyses revealed how such
alignment might be leveraged by using design
thinking in research and practice as a means
of enhancing organizational innovation.

Frequency analysis

We conducted a frequency analysis as a means
of establishing the extent to which recent SFD

Table 2. Indicators of design thinking alignment (by Design Thinking Theme).
Theme Indicators

User focus User orientation
Customer focus
Human-centeredness
Active user involvement
Deep user understanding
Empathetic
Curious
Non-judgmental
Ethnographic approach

Problem framing Unconstrained view of the problem
Question the problem
Problem exploration
Problem Focus
Futuristic thinking
Identifying pain points
Comfortable with complexity and ambiguity
Open to unexpected
Widen the problem
Identify larger problem space
Creating many alternatives

Visualization Prototyping
Making tangible
Thinking through doing
Bias towards action
Making sense of data

Experimentation Iteration and testing
Action orientation
Curious and creative
Playful and humoristic
Optimistic and energetic
Learning-oriented
Eager to share
Working on multiple solutions
Test to obtain user feedback

Diversity Collaboration
Systemic perspective
Integrate diverse outside perspectives
Media
Background research

Combinations of different skills and personalities
Considering ideas from other fields
Integrative thinking
Open to differences in personality
Democratic spirit
Diversity of perspectives

8 G. JOACHIM ET AL.



research resembles design thinking practice in
management. Carlgren et al. (2016) established
that organizations engaging in design thinking
conducted at least one activity that related
back each of the five themes of design thinking.
To be totally aligned with design thinking prac-
tice, then, SFD research and practice should
thus include one indicator from each of the
five themes of design thinking. Considering
this, the concentration of any such indicators
becomes a similarly important consideration.
The frequency with which each of the five
themes of design thinking was represented
across the dataset is presented in Table 3.

All 80 reviewed articles presented at least
one design thinking indicator (see Table 3), in
at least one theme. This indicates that design
thinking traits were present (to at least a
nominal extent) across the breadth of recent
SFD research. In fact, the theme of visualization
alone featured at least one indicator from each
of the 80 reviewed articles. Experimentation,
meanwhile, was present in only 20 of the
articles. While this wide spread of themes
across the studied articles was an important
finding in itself, the range of indicator concen-
tration (i.e. the number of articles that pre-
sented indicators in one, two, three, four, or all
five themes) contained further promise still.
Fourteen articles (charted in Table 4) presented
at least one indicator from all five themes of
design thinking practice and thus represented
total alignment with the thematic design think-
ing framework (as such, we henceforth refer to
these articles as totally aligned).

Recalling that Arksey and O’Malley (2005)
recommend revision of the research question

through iterations of a scoping review, we
undertook a further frequency analysis to deter-
mine if the frequency of specific indicators
among totally aligned articles varied signifi-
cantly from the larger (total) population of
articles. This subsequent analysis was important
to determine if there was something intrinsi-
cally different about these articles (see Table
4). That is, in addition to their complete set of
indicators, were there any trends among the
specific indicators present in these articles?

Indeed, such trends were immediately appar-
ent. Five indicators were found to be more
heavily concentrated among totally aligned
articles than they were across the total popu-
lation of articles: (a) deep user understanding,
(b) diversity of perspectives, (c) test to obtain
user feedback, (d) futuristic thinking, and (e)
bias toward action. These concentrations are
outlined in Table 5.

These trends of indicator concentrations led
us to believe that there may be thematic links
between and among the totally aligned articles
– that the articles may, as a group, display
unique traits or perspectives beyond the fact
that they all present indicators in each of the
five themes (which could otherwise be mere
coincidence). In light of this, we undertook a
thematic analysis in an attempt to go beyond
the descriptive, to make deeper sense of the fre-
quency observations and to generally build on
the overall picture that had emerged.

Thematic analysis

Our first frequency analysis revealed that the
totally aligned articles displayed thematic align-
ment with design thinkingmanagement practice
but such alignment did not, of course, indicate
that design thinking practice was purposefully
employed by the respective SFD organizations
or program. In other words, in order to enjoy
the benefits of enhanced organizational inno-
vation, any SFD organization would still have to
intentionally engage with design thinking to
enable and leverage desired outcomes.

Table 3. Number of articles presenting indicators
under each design thinking theme.
Theme Articles presenting indicators (N = 80)

Visualization 80
Problem framing 74
Diversity 63
User focus 60
Experimentation 20
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Table 4. Completed chart of articles presenting total design thinking alignment.

Journal Citation

Indicators present

User focus Problem framing Visualization Experimentation Diversity

JSFD (Walters et al., 2018) Human-centeredness
User orientation

Problem exploration
Futuristic thinking

Making sense of data Test to obtain user feedback
Optimistic & energetic

Diversity of perspectives

JSFD (Meir, 2017) User orientation Unconstrained view of the problem
Problem exploration
Identifying pain points
Futuristic thinking

Bias toward action
Making sense of data

Optimistic & energetic
Learning-oriented

Diversity of perspectives

JSFD (Wells & Welty Peachey,
2016)

User orientation
Deep user understanding

Problem exploration Making sense of data Test to obtain user feedback
Optimistic & energetic

Diversity of perspectives
Open to differences in personality

JSFD (Mandigo et al., 2016) User orientation
Deep user understanding

Widen the problem
Identify larger problem space

Making sense of data
Bias towards action

Test to obtain user feedback Diversity of perspectives
Considering ideas from other fields

JSFD (Bean & Forneris, 2016) User orientation
Deep user understanding

Problem exploration
Futuristic thinking

Making sense of data Test to obtain user feedback
Action orientation

Diversity of perspectives

JSFD (Cooper et al., 2016) User orientation
Deep user understanding

Problem exploration Making sense of data Test to obtain user feedback
Learning-oriented

Collaboration

JSFD (Beacom & Golder,
2015)

User orientation
Deep user understanding

Problem exploration
Futuristic thinking

Bias toward action
Making sense of data

Action orientation
Learning-oriented

Systemic perspective
Considering ideas from other fields

JSFD (Gannett, Kaufman,
Clark, & McGarvey,
2014)

User orientation Problem exploration
Open to unexpected

Making sense of data Test to obtain user feedback Systemic perspective
Open to differences in personality

JSFD (Whitley et al., 2013) User orientation
Deep user understanding

Problem exploration
Identifying pain points

Making tangible
Making sense of data

Test to obtain user feedback Systemic perspective
Diversity of perspectives

JSFD (Burnett, 2013) User orientation Problem exploration Making sense of data Test to obtain user feedback Diversity of perspectives
Collaboration

JSFD (Schulenkorf, 2013) User orientation Identify larger problem space
Widen the problem

Making sense of data
Making tangible

Test to obtain user feedback Diversity of perspectives

JSM (Welty Peachey,
Cunningham, et al.,
2015)

User orientation
Deep user understanding

Problem exploration Making sense of data Test to obtain user feedback Diversity of perspectives
Open to differences in personality

JSM (Welty Peachey,
Bruening, Lyras,
Cohen, &
Cunningham, 2015)

User orientation Problem exploration
Widen the problem
Identify larger problem space

Making sense of data Learning-oriented Diversity of perspectives

SMR (Olushola et al., 2013) User orientation
Deep user understanding

Problem exploration
Widen the problem
Identify larger problem space

Making sense of data
Making tangible

Test to obtain user feedback Diversity of perspectives

Note: JSFD = Journal of Sport for Development; JSM = Journal of Sport Management; SMR = Sport Management Review.
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The second frequency analysis assisted to
this end by highlighting five design thinking
indicators that were more heavily concentrated
in totally aligned articles than in the larger
population of reviewed articles (see Table 5).
The higher concentrations suggested that
these indicators were useful lenses through
which to critically identify and analyze thematic
similarities and differences among the totally
aligned articles. We therefore undertook a the-
matic analysis as a means of making these com-
parisons. Such an analysis was critical in order to
establish not only that there was alignment with
design thinking practice, but also to determine
the ways in which alignment existed and, con-
sequently, how such alignment was leveraged
in research and practice.

Deep user understanding (theme: user
focus)
In design thinking practice, deep user under-
standing – which indicates alignment with the
broader theme of user focus – is often the
result of “extensive qualitative research” (Carlg-
ren et al., 2016, p. 46). Our findings aligned
with this claim. Deep user understanding mani-
fested in a number of ways as there were a
variety of different user groups represented
across these studies, including coaches, coordi-
nators, participants, or general “stakeholders”
(some combination of coaches, participants,
administrators, etc.). While most of the reviewed
articles clearly articulated the user group being
targeted (that is: the users which the program
was designed to primarily serve), it was also
clear that other groups of stakeholders – such
as those administering SFD programs – might
also stand to benefit incidentally from their

involvement with the program (without being
users, as such).

Many of the approaches to achieving such
deep user understanding are common in aca-
demic research at large and within SFD in par-
ticular, ranging from the use of pre- and post-
questionnaires (e.g. Welty Peachey, Cunning-
ham, Lyras, Cohen, & Bruening, 2015) to highly
focused approaches such as narrative inquiry
(e.g. Cohen & Welty Peachey, 2015). However,
novel approaches did stand out. Such unique
approaches to deep user understanding went
beyond traditional approaches to qualitative
research and indicated a desire to access and
establish empathy, another key feature of the
user focus theme (Carlgren et al., 2016).

One example of such a novel approach was
Wells and Welty Peachey’s (2016) study of
servant leadership in Street Soccer USA. Rather
than attempting to understand the users
(here, the leaders) by seeking the perspectives
of those users, they instead sought the perspec-
tive of the followers. This lens allowed for a hol-
istic understanding of not just the users
themselves, but also the ways in which they fit
within the organizational context. Similarly,
Mandigo, Corlett, and Ticas (2016) considered
the views of not just pupils but also the views
of influential adults in their lives, such as tea-
chers and school directors. This depth was
further enhanced by the use of a 3-year longi-
tudinal approach. Beacom and Golder (2015)
likewise studied pupils, focusing on developing
critical practitioners as a means of overcoming
systemic patterns of thought toward disability
sport. In this case, the deep user understanding
was performed by the participants themselves
as a component of their critical reflection on

Table 5. Concentration of articles presenting key indicators.

Theme Indicator
Totally aligned
articles (n = 14)

All other articles
reviewed (n = 66)

User focus Deep user understanding 8 (57%) 16 (24%)
Diversity Diversity of perspectives 11 (79%) 24 (36%)
Experimentation Test to obtain user feedback 11 (79%) 4 (6%)
Problem framing Futuristic thinking 4 (29%) 4 (6%)
Visualization Bias toward action 3 (21%) 1 (1.5%)
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their practice, though the findings had impli-
cations for future placement learning activities.

Taken together, these different approaches
highlight that deep user understanding is best
achieved by considering multiple angles of the
users involved. In SFD, this may usefully take
the form of including disconnected (or subju-
gated) local voices in the design of programs,
thus closing the gap between those who
deliver SFD programs and those who stand to
benefit from them (Nicholls, Giles, & Sethna,
2011). Techniques for achieving such deep
user understanding include informal conversa-
tions with users, the development of empathy
maps, and ethnographic research (Carlgren
et al., 2016). Pursuing deep user understanding
and actively involving users in design thinking
practice is the core of Brown’s (2009) founda-
tional model of design thinking in which
human users are kept at the center of all prac-
tice. Where SFD practitioners are already pursu-
ing deep user understanding, Brown’s three-
stage model of ideation, inspiration, and
implementation may represent a valuable
means of focusing their practice on enhancing
organizational innovation through design think-
ing. This recalls and aligns with another of the
five themes of design thinking – diversity –
and also provides a future pathway for SFD
research and practice that would aim to
achieve deep user understanding, particularly
as a component of a design thinking practice.

Diversity of perspectives (theme: diversity)
The diversity of perspectives indicator relates to
the broader design thinking theme of diversity.
Rather than referring to demographic diversity
(although that can certainly occur incidentally),
diversity of perspectives instead relates to a
diversity of skills, personalities, and even hierar-
chal positions (Carlgren et al., 2016). This indi-
cator manifested in a variety of ways.

Multiple studies of homogenous stakeholder
groups have demonstrated such diversity, such
as in Whitley, Wright, and Gould’s (2013) study
of 19 coaches, in which data were collected

from five different focus groups. While the
coaches might have had a similar hierarchical
perspective, views from the ground differed
among coaches operating in different geo-
graphic locations. Similarly, Walters, Spencer,
Farnham, Williams, and Lucas (2018) were able
to generate a diversity of perspectives through
the use of multiple data collection methods –
individual interviews and focus groups – with
the same participants. Elsewhere, diversity of
perspectives manifested as the consideration of
views frommultiple – and different – stakeholder
groups. Such approaches ranged from the study
of merely two groups (e.g. the participants and
partners studied by Meir, 2017) to more compre-
hensive studies (such as Burnett’s, 2013, study
which considered the perspectives of managers,
participants, and the significant others of partici-
pants). This variety of approaches to pursuing
diversity of perspectives highlights that SFD
researchers and practitioners are already
capable of achieving diversity (and apparently
desire to do so), yet an intentionally multidimen-
sional approach may yield still greater insights.

One example of such an approach was the
pursuit of a diversity of perspectives as a func-
tion of time. In totally aligned articles, this was
achieved by incorporating interviews with
both past and present players (Olushola,
Jones, Dixon, & Green, 2013) and by conducting
interviews over the course of an entire season
(Bean & Forneris, 2016). Such approaches
revealed how a diversity of perspectives
emerged or evolved over time as a function of
other variables and, in the process, highlighted
potential obstacles and opportunities that
could not be foreseen by studying past out-
comes alone. Despite this potential, achieving
a diversity of perspectives as a function of
time was less common among the articles we
reviewed. Although this multidimensional
concern for diversity was promising as an indi-
cator of design thinking alignment in SFD, the
voices of potential beneficiaries of the
program – participants, volunteers, coaches,
and so on – were all but absent in the design
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of programs that were ostensibly being studied
and improved with a goal of converting such
potential users into actual users (Nicholls et al.,
2011). Engagement with design thinking may
help SFD organizations to close this loop in
the pursuit of organizational innovation.

Practically, attempting to understand the
potential user recalls Martin’s (2009, 2010)
knowledge funnel, which we highlighted in
the literature review as being concerned with
identifying and interpreting a mystery before
developing a heuristic for approaching it, and
refining that heuristic into an algorithm for
operational practice. Recall that in developing
their Speedee service system, McDonald’s
aimed to cater to a market that was still emer-
ging. In successfully doing so, they likely had a
hand in shaping that market. By considering
the potential user, McDonald’s effectively
solved a problem for Americans that Americans
didn’t know they had. Alignment of SFD articles
with this indicator suggests that pursuing a
diversity of perspectives – especially as a func-
tion of time – is but one way that SFD research-
ers and practitioners may solve problems for
their users in unexpected but useful ways.

Futuristic thinking (theme: problem
framing)
Unconstrained and futuristic thinking was found
to be a critical mindset in the pursuit of user-cen-
tered innovation within Carlgren et al.’s (2016)
design thinking theme of problem framing. Inter-
estingly, all of the totally aligned articles that
demonstrated futuristic thinking adopted
similar perspectives: that future outcomes
would transcend the program at hand and
have larger positive effects. These articles
tended to focus their futuristic thinking
through a lens of the program itself and/or
those who delivered the program.

A focus on the program itself was apparent in
Bean and Forneris’s (2016) study of the Nunavik
Youth Hockey Development Program, which
drew on identified themes and subthemes of
program successes and challenges to offer not

only recommendations, but also future direc-
tions for the program. Likewise, Meir (2017)
studied the Leadership and Empowerment
through Sport organization in a manner that
displayed obvious futuristic thinking. Rather
than stopping with empirical observations,
Meir sought to connect those observations to
theoretical perspectives as a means of inform-
ing not only future practice in the program,
but also future development of the same. As a
result, his study not only identified issues
within the program (such as community
engagement with the program) but also went
on to suggest a specific theory-backed way to
potentially overcome those shortcomings: in
this case, the use of participatory action
research in future studies. SFD work has been
accused of generating only short-lived (Schu-
lenkorf, 2013) or modest outcomes (Sugden,
2010) as well as being, at times, overambitious
(Coalter, 2010). Considering these criticisms,
such a focus on ensuring the longevity of the
program itself is welcome and can be a com-
ponent of design thinking practice in SFD.

Futuristic thinking was also presented through
a focus on the program as a function of those
who delivered it. For instance, the study of
service learning students by Beacom and
Golder (2015) displayed futuristic thinking
through a focus on developing critical prac-
titioners who would go on to correct stigmatizing
attitudes toward disabled athletes. The notion
that these students would carry their critically
reflective attitudes and lived experience into
their studies and careers beyond that single
class was an obvious consideration of future out-
comes. Such a concern for outcomes beyond
those enjoyed by immediate stakeholders
signals more than just a concern for sustainabil-
ity: It can also be seen as a response to concerns
that SFD impacts are fleeting at best or neo-colo-
nial at worst (for a detailed critique on neo-colo-
nialism in SFD, see Darnell & Hayhurst, 2011).

Despite different foci, these studies share a
multidimensional concern for outcomes – an
aim to not only achieve positive outcomes in
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the short term, but for these short-term gains to
ultimately translate into long-term gains. This
reflects a widening of the problem space,
which in turn leads to a widening of the solution
space (Carlgren et al., 2016). The result of this
ambitious embracing of ambiguity is an expan-
sion of the scope of SFD work itself. Such an
expansion has the effect of demonstrating that
such programs can be sustainable and are
capable of achieving more than only modest
outcomes that some – such as Sugden (2010) –
have suggested might be the upper limit of
SFD programs. Where organizations are already
capable of futuristic thinking, the implemen-
tation of design thinking can focus their efforts
on achieving design abduction, as outlined by
Dorst (2011). Unlike traditional approaches to
innovation, design abduction begins with only
the value that the organization wishes to
create. In this case, that value has been identified
(at least broadly) through futuristic thinking.
From there, the organization can work back-
wards to uncover what thing (most likely their
users) will be put through a working principle
(some creative phenomenon developed by the
organization) to create the desired value. Practi-
cal techniques for achieving such framing
include the use of “how-might-we-questions” or
separating available data into “FOG” (facts,
opinions, guesses) so as to better synthesize
findings (Carlgren et al., 2016).

Test to obtain user feedback (theme:
experimentation)
Despite the wording, the test to obtain user
feedback indicator relates to the broader
theme of experimentation rather than user
focus, and the difference is subtle but distinct.
Carlgren et al. (2016) described experimentation
within design thinking (which often includes
working on multiple solutions at once) as “a
bias towards testing and trying things out in
an iterative way, and moving between diver-
gent and convergent ways of thinking” (p. 47),
a definition that focuses on learning as an
organizational pursuit. Testing to obtain user

feedback, then, is merely one means by which
this iterative process of learning manifested in
the SFD literature.

For example, recall that the Walters et al.
(2018) study of Marist Institute graduates dis-
played futuristic thinking in considering the
ways in which current practice would inform
future practice and outcomes. One means by
which this futuristic thinking was achieved
was testing for user feedback. This testing was
considered iterative as it resembled a feedback
loop of continuous testing and subsequent
improvements. Olushola et al. (2013) assumed
a similar focus in their study of female African
American high school basketball players. Their
testing for user feedback aimed to identify
key values to ensure flexibility in future oper-
ations of the program rather than employing
a standardized operating procedure. This
suggests that the authors saw the future as
flexible rather than fixed, thus calling for an
iterative approach to learning and experimen-
tation. Such iterative testing represents one
way by which SFD researchers and practitioners
can identify and test the working principle
needed to achieve design abduction, as
described at the end of the previous section
(Dorst, 2011).

Elsewhere, this iterative nature of testing for
user feedback took varying and more straight-
forward forms. These included pre and post
methods of data collection (e.g. Burnett, 2013;
Welty Peachey, Cunningham, et al., 2015), con-
sideration of program sustainability based on
user feedback (Schulenkorf, 2013), or merely a
desire to utilize obtained user feedback in
future practice of the studied program(s) in par-
ticular (e.g. Cooper, Blom, Gerstein, Hankemeier,
& Indovina 2016; Gannett, Kaufman, Clark, &
McGarvey 2014; Wells & Welty Peachey, 2016)
or the field of SFD in general (e.g. Bean & For-
neris, 2016; Mandigo et al., 2016; Whitley et al.,
2013). These types of phrases are not altogether
uncommon in academic studies, of course, but
the multitude of different approaches to gather-
ing user feedback underscores that there is
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more than one way to skin this particular cat.
Clearly the manner in which user feedback is
gathered is less important than the fact that it
is being gathered at all. More critical still is the
manner in which the gathered feedback is
employed (Brown & Wyatt, 2010; Johansson-
Sköldberg et al., 2013). All of these articles
referred to user feedback not as the end goal,
but as an intermediate step of a larger
process: as one means of learning (through
action). Such iterative testing for user feedback
as a means of learning signals an orientation
toward action, as well as a willingness to
endure (and even welcome) intermediate fail-
ures as a feature of iterative progress (Carlgren
et al., 2016).

Unfortunately, due to limited resources,
many SFD organizations simply cannot afford
to fail intermediately in the pursuit of success,
let alone to fail repeatedly. As a result, they
are largely limited to the use of normal abduc-
tion in their approaches to problems and/or
opportunities – that is, the traditional
approaches whereby most managers settle for
what’s good enough (Dorst, 2011, 2015). This
has the potential to stall progress in programs
such as the ones studied by Walters et al.
(2018) and Olushola et al. (2013), both of
which demonstrated a clear desire to be learn-
ing organizations. Because this desire (and
their organizational practices) suggested a com-
patibility with design thinking, the concept may
provide a way for both to achieve greater
organizational innovation. Indeed, practical
(and low-stakes) techniques for experimen-
tation are still available even when resources
are limited. These include the use of soft proto-
typing (role play, etc.) and, where possible, a
physical space that is flexible enough to allow
for experimentation without added expense
(Carlgren et al., 2016).

Bias toward action (theme: visualization)
The bias toward action indicator occurred
almost exclusively among totally aligned
articles. A bias toward action indicates

alignment with the broader theme of visualiza-
tion and refers not to a willingness to take
action in general, but to a willingness to learn
through doing – and to likely fail along the
way. As a method for visualization, it relates to
the creation of visual aids and even prototypes
(Carlgren et al., 2016). In the case of recent SFD
research, a bias toward action manifested in two
primary ways: (a) undertaking practice as a
means of learning immediately and improving
future practice, and (b) in more quickly building
effective practice by basing it on existing knowl-
edge (perhaps from other fields).

Meir (2017) used the study of current prac-
tice in SFD programs in a novel way: by begin-
ning with pilot programs. The program itself
was a test, indicating a pull toward action
rather than getting mired in prolonged plan-
ning. Taking such immediate action is atypical
of the approach traditionally taken by the aca-
demic researchers upon whom many SFD
organizations have come to rely (Welty
Peachey & Cohen, 2015). Because such work is
often experimental, time must be taken to
review relevant literature, establish or develop
theoretical links, and to choose a proper meth-
odology – all before any practical action is
taken. So, while immediate action and (rapid,
repeated) failure is encouraged within design
thinking practice, the link between research
and practice needs to be carefully negotiated
to allow both parties to benefit from a bias
toward action.

Relying on existing infrastructure may be a
means of bridging this possible gap between
researchers and design thinking practitioners
in SFD, and two totally aligned articles took
this approach. Mandigo et al. (2016) relied on
physical education programs in order to take
immediate action, ultimately applying their
findings toward improvements in the program.
Similarly, Beacom and Golder (2015) drew on
existing theory from outside of SFD (specifically,
critical pedagogy) to jump immediately into
action on a small scale with an aim to grow
from there. In each of these cases, the
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researchers and/or practitioners used immedi-
ate action as a source of feedback and learning
– an approach that can be employed as the
testing of a working principle (the phenomenon
that users are put through in order to create a
desired value) (Dorst, 2011). Such a cycle also
evokes Brown’s (2009) three-stage process of
inspiration, ideation, and implementation. A
design had already been implemented in all of
the articles presenting the bias toward action
indicator, but Brown’s process allows for
(indeed, calls for) the three stages to be
repeated toward ever-improving outcomes.

Overall, bias toward action, as demonstrated
by the totally aligned articles that presented
the indicator, was perhaps the most critical
point of difference between design thinking in
practice and existing SFD research and practice.
While academic research, by its very nature,
tends to proceed deliberately toward any event-
ual action in the field, design thinking practice is
founded on the notion of physically trying ideas
– whether they be prototypes or pilot programs
– as soon as reasonably possible, and with the
involvement of the stakeholders who will actu-
ally use the final output (Brown, 2008, 2009;
Carlgren et al., 2016). However, as we have dis-
cussed, many SFD organizations – and academic
researchers – simply cannot afford to fail. While a
lack of resources is a commonly cited obstacle,
there is also a justified concern that to expose
a stakeholder group such as participants to a
program that is only half-baked would represent
a tremendous risk to those participants (Welty
Peachey & Cohen, 2015). Where SFD programs
are aimed at marginalized populations, the risk
is greater still. Should a program fail to accom-
plish outcomes, the effect on participants
might not be neutral, and indeed could be cata-
strophically negative. Any attempt to engage in
design thinking, then, must take care to involve
would-be users in a responsible manner. While
a bias toward action is ideal in the pursuit of
greater organizational innovation, it must be
undertaken with care.

Conclusion and implications

By making the action and the thinking of expert
designers accessible to non-design practitioners,
design thinking has been shown to positively
enhance the innovation efforts of organizations
in a management context (Carlgren et al., 2016;
Johansson-Sköldberg et al., 2013). While it has
yet to be empirically studied in an SFD, our
scoping study has confirmed the presence of
design thinking indicators in recent SFD research
and practice. Having demonstrated the presence
and differing frequencies of these indicators, we
have further analyzed emergent trends among
and between the indicators presented by the
14 totally aligned articles. Having analyzed the
similarities and differences in the ways in which
the five key indicators were present in these
totally aligned articles – deep user understanding,
diversity of perspectives, test to obtain user feed-
back, futuristic thinking, and bias toward action –
we are able to confidently suggest that any or all
of these indicators represent valuable points of
entry for SFD organizations that might desire to
incorporate design thinking into their practice,
especially as a means of pursuing organizational
innovation.

Carlgren et al. (2016) found design thinking
to be simultaneously something that is and
whatever it becomes in practice. Consideration
of both the idea and the enactment is necessary
when attempting to understand design think-
ing. Adopting this view, we can conclude that
design thinking already is in SFD, especially
where research and practice has presented
total alignment with the thematic design think-
ing framework. Considering this, to enjoy the
full innovation-enhancing potential of design
thinking, organizations should employ the
concept, allowing it to become what it will
within their operational context. As we outlined
in our thematic analysis, there are valuable
points of crossover between recent SFD work
and existing design thinking models. Where
existing approaches align with the key indi-
cators in such ways, practitioners can
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meaningfully engage with these models in
order to focus their organizational innovation
efforts toward achieving abduction and gener-
ating the human-centered outcomes that
design thinking is capable of delivering.

Our study also highlights that such a
dynamic conceptualization of design thinking
couples well with the thematic design thinking
framework to provide a fruitful way of discuss-
ing and studying design thinking in practice.
Future work concerning the use of design think-
ing to pursue organizational innovation in SFD
(as well as in the broader field of sport manage-
ment) can use this framework as a guide. In par-
ticular, it might be most immediately used in
further scoping studies that either expand on
our focus here by including more journals
over a longer period of time, or in different the-
matic areas (such as sport development) as a
contribution toward a wider understanding of
the extent to which the broader field of sport
management aligns with design thinking
practice.

Meanwhile, empirical work may involve the
implementation of models of design thinking
through research interventions, or even the
study of design thinking as an organic phenom-
enon, should SFD practitioners adopt the prac-
tice from management (the field from which
much SFD work is derived; see Schulenkorf,
2017). These interventions could meaningfully
study and seek to capitalize upon phenomenon
revealed in this article (such as the fact that sta-
keholders other than those in the target popu-
lation of a program stand to benefit from
being involved with the program) or to
approach larger issues that continue to plague
the field of SFD, such as those relating to the
SFD program delivery. The field of SFD has
been accused of displaying neo-colonial ten-
dencies (Darnell & Hayhurst, 2011) and despite
an apparent awareness of this issue, many pro-
grams continue to be designed and delivered
by international actors (and from higher-
income countries, in particular) (Schulenkorf
et al., 2016). Design thinking may provide a

means by which this gap can finally be mean-
ingfully reconciled. Local voices can be restored
through user focus and the seeking of empathy,
not just through the techniques mentioned in
this paper (informal conversations, empathy
maps, etc.) but through the involvement of
the users themselves in pursuing the under-
standing that such techniques can generate.

Work along these lines may represent a com-
pelling branch of SFD research that ESMQ and
MSL could pursue should they wish to increase
the extent of their (so far) limited SFD publi-
cations. To this end, we call for the undertaking
of a variety of investigations and case studies to
examine – and learn from – design thinking out-
comes in sport management. Not only will such
studies advance evidence in SFD and sport
management, but they will also contribute to
a developing canon of applied design thinking
practice in the broader field of management.
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Journal Citation User focus Problem framing Visualisation Experimentation Diversity
JSFD (Mataruna, Range, Guimaraes, &

Melo, 2015)
Making sense of
data

JSFD (Siefken, Schofield, & Malcata,
2014)

Making sense of
data

JSFD (Hills, Gómez Velásquez, & Walker,
2018)

Problem focus Making sense of
data

Making tangible
JSFD (Gadais, Webb, & Garcia, 2017) Making sense of

data
Thinking through
doing

Considering ideas from other
fields

Systemic perspective

JSFD (Gardam et al., 2017) Making tangible
Making sense of
data

Background research

JSM (Schulenkorf, 2016) Problem exploration Making sense of
data

Making tangible
SMR (Reis, Vieira, & Sousa-Mast, 2016) Questioning the problem

Problem exploration
Making sense of
data

Making tangible
JSFD (Svensson & Woods, 2017) Unconstrained view of the

problem
Problem exploration

Making sense of
data

Systemic perspective
Background research

JSFD (Welty Peachey, Cohen, & Musser,
2016)

Deep user
understanding

Active user
involvement

Unconstrained view of the
problem

Making sense of
data

JSFD (Hamilton, Foster, & Richards, 2016) Question the problem
Identifying pain points

Making sense of
data

Systemic perspective

JSFD (Obadiora, 2016) User orientation
Human-centredness

Making sense of
data

Systemic perspective

JSFD (Cottingham, Blais, Gearity, Bogle,
& Zapalac, 2015)

Problem exploration
Identifying pain points

Making sense of
data

Diversity of perspectives
Systemic perspective

JSFD (Smith, Wegwood, Llewellyn, &
Shuttleworth, 2015)

User orientation
Deep user
understanding

Problem exploration
Widen the problem
Identify larger problem space

Making sense of
data
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Continued.

Journal Citation User focus Problem framing Visualisation Experimentation Diversity
JSFD (Bean, Forneris, & Fortier, 2015) User orientation Problem exploration Making sense of

data
JSFD (Hanrahan & Ramm, 2015) User orientation Problem exploration

Open to unexpected
Making sense of
data

JSFD (Mayrand, 2013) Problem exploration Making sense of
data

Background research
Considering ideas from other
fields

JSFD (Ekholt, 2013) Futuristic thinking Making sense of
data

Making tangible

Background research

JSFD (Coleby & Giles, 2013) Problem exploration Making sense of
data

Media
Diversity of perspectives

JSFD (Wagnsson, Augustsson, &
Patriksson, 2013)

User orientation
Deep user
understanding

Widen the problem
Identify larger problem space

Making sense of
data

JSM (Svensson & Seifried, 2017) Widen the problem
Identify larger problem space

Making sense of
data

Making tangible

Considering ideas from other
fields

Systemic perspective
JSM (Misener & Schulenkorf, 2016) Problem exploration Making sense of

data
Bias towards
action

Action orientation
Optimistic & energetic

JSM (Schulenkorf et al., 2016) Widen the problem
Identify larger problem space

Making sense of
data

Making tangible

Systemic perspective
Diversity of perspectives

JSM (Marshall & Barry, 2015) Problem exploration Making sense of
data

Iteration and testing

JSM (Inoue, Funk, & Jordan, 2013) User orientation Problem exploration Making sense of
data

ESMQ (MacIntosh, Arellano, & Forneris,
2016)

Problem exploration
Identifying pain points

Making sense of
data

Making tangible

Diversity of perspectives

SMR (Edwards, 2015) Problem exploration
Widen the problem
Identify larger problem space

Making sense of
data

Making tangible

Considering ideas from other
fields

Systemic perspective
SMR (Gallant, Sherry, & Nicholson, 2015) User orientation Problem exploration Making sense of

data
SMR (Welty Peachey, Borland, Lobpries,

& Cohen, 2015)
User orientation Problem exploration Making sense of

data
JSFD (Wright, Jacobs, Howell, & Ressler,

2018)
Deep user
understanding

Problem exploration Making sense of
data

Iteration and testing
Test to obtain user
feedback

JSFD (Zipp & Nauright, 2018) Deep user
understanding

Empathetic

Identify larger problem space
Widen the problem

Making sense of
data

Diversity of perspectives
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JSFD (Whitley, Massey, & Farrel, 2017) User orientation Problem focus
Question the problem

Making sense of
data

Integrative thinking

JSFD (Mwaanga & Adeosun, 2017) Problem focus
Question the problem

Making sense of
data

Making tangible

Iteration and testing
Test to obtain user
feedback

Systemic perspective

JSFD (Stewart-Withers, Sewabu, &
Richardson, 2017a)

User orientation Problem exploration Making sense of
data

Diversity of perspectives

JSFD (Meyer & Roche, 2017) User orientation Problem exploration Making sense of
data

Systemic perspective
Diversity of perspectives

JSFD (Devine et al., 2017) User orientation
Deep user
understanding

Identifying pain points
Problem exploration
Identify larger problem space

Making sense of
data

Diversity of perspectives
Democratic spirit

JSFD (Warner, Sparvero, Shapiro, &
Anderson, 2017)

User orientation Problem exploration Making sense of
data

Integrate diverse outside
perspectives

JSFD (Halsall & Forneris, 2016) User orientation
Deep user
understanding

Widen the problem
Identify larger problem space

Making sense of
data

Making tangible

Test to obtain user
feedback

JSFD (Lopes, 2015) User orientation Problem exploration Making sense of
data

Systemic perspective
Diversity of perspectives

JSFD (Forber-Pratt, 2015) User orientation
Deep user
understanding

Problem exploration
Widen the problem Identify larger
problem space

Making sense of
data

Diversity of perspectives
Systemic perspective

JSFD (Inoue & Forneris, 2015) User orientation Problem exploration
Widen the problem
Identify larger problem space

Making sense of
data

Diversity of perspectives
Systemic perspective

JSFD (Bruening et al., 2015) User orientation
Deep user
understanding

Unconstrained view of the
problem

Problem exploration
Identifying pain points
Futuristic thinking

Making sense of
data

Open to differences in personality

JSFD (Blom et al., 2015) User orientation Making sense of
data

Test to obtain user
feedback

Systemic perspective

JSFD (Simard, Laberge, & Dusseault,
2014)

User orientation Problem exploration
Widen the problem
Identify larger problem space

Making sense of
data

Open to differences in personality

JSFD (Romeo-Velilla et al., 2013) User orientation Problem exploration Making sense of
data

Diversity of perspectives

JSFD (Lecrom & Dwyer, 2013) User orientation Problem exploration Making sense of
data

Open to differences in personality

JSFD (Sherry & O’May, 2013) User orientation
Deep user
understanding

Problem exploration Making sense of
data

Diversity of perspectives

JSFD (Rock, Valle, & Grabman, 2013) User orientation Problem exploration Making sense of
data

Systemic perspective
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Continued.

Journal Citation User focus Problem framing Visualisation Experimentation Diversity
JSFD (Hancock, Lyras, & Ha, 2013) User orientation Problem exploration Making sense of

data
Making tangible

Background research

JSM (Svensson, Andersson, & Faulk,
2018)

User orientation Problem exploration
Question the problem

Making sense of
data

Making tangible

Systemic perspective
Diversity of perspectives

JSM (Welty Peachey, Burton, et al.,
2018)

User orientation Problem exploration Making sense of
data

Making tangible

Diversity of perspectives

JSM (Jones, Wegner, Bunds, Edwards, &
Bocarro, 2018)

User orientation Widen the problem
Identify larger problem space

Making sense of
data

Diversity of perspectives

JSM (Thorpe & Chawansky, 2017) User orientation
Deep user
understanding

Problem exploration Making sense of
data

Making tangible

Considering ideas from other
fields

Systemic perspective
JSM (Welty Peachey & Cohen, 2016) User orientation

Deep user
understanding

Problem exploration
Identifying pain points

Making sense of
data

Making tangible

Diversity of perspectives

JSM (Spaaij & Schulenkorf, 2014) User orientation Problem exploration
Widen the problem
Identify larger problem space

Making sense of
data

Making tangible

Systemic perspective
Diversity of perspectives

SMR (Bruening et al., 2015) User orientation
Deep user
understanding

Problem exploration
Widen the problem
Identify larger problem space

Making sense of
data

Considering ideas from other
fields

Systemic perspective
SMR (Cohen & Welty Peachey, 2015) User orientation

Human-centredness
Deep user
understanding

Unconstrained view of the
problem

Comfortable with complexity &
ambiguity

Making sense of
data

Considering ideas from other
fields

Systemic perspective

SMR (Harris & Adams, 2016) User orientation Question the problem
Problem exploration

Making sense of
data

Considering ideas from other
fields

Systemic perspective
SMR (Svensson & Hambrick, 2016) User orientation Problem exploration Making sense of

data
Considering ideas from other
fields

Diversity of perspectives
SMR (Schulenkorf, 2017) User orientation Question the problem

Problem exploration
Futuristic thinking

Making sense of
data

Making tangible

Diversity of perspectives

SMR (Sherry, Schulenkorf, Seal,
Nicholson, & Hoye, 2017)

User orientation Question the problem
Problem exploration

Making sense of
data

Making tangible

Diversity of perspectives

SMR (Stewart-Withers, Sewabu, &
Richardson, 2017b)

User orientation
Deep user
understanding

Question the problem
Problem exploration

Making sense of
data

Making tangible

Collaboration
Combinations of different skills
and personalities
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Open to differences in
personalities

Diversity of perspectives
SMR (Svensson, 2017) User orientation Futuristic thinking

Widen the problem
Identify larger problem space

Making sense of
data

Making tangible

Considering ideas from other
fields

SMR (Inoue, Heffernan, Yamaguchi, &
Filo, 2018)

User orientation Problem exploration Making sense of
data

Making tangible

Diversity of perspectives

SMR (Jones et al., 2017) User orientation Questioning the problem
Problem exploration

Making sense of
data

Making tangible

Considering ideas from other
fields

SMR (Spaaij, Schulenkorf, Jeanes, &
Oxford, 2018)

User orientation Question the problem
Problem exploration

Making sense of
data

Making tangible

Considering ideas from other
fields

Systemic perspective
SMR (Welty Peachey, Cohen, Shin, &

Fusaro, 2018)
User orientation
Deep user
understanding

Problem exploration
Identifying pain points

Making sense of
data

Making tangible

Collaboration
Systemic perspective
Diversity of perspectives

JSFD (Walters et al., 2018) Human-centredness
User orientation

Problem exploration
Futuristic thinking

Making sense of
data

Test to obtain user
feedback

Optimistic & energetic

Diversity of perspectives

JSFD (Meir, 2017) User orientation Unconstrained view of the
problem

Problem exploration
Identifying pain points
Futuristic thinking

Bias toward action
Making sense of
data

Optimistic & energetic
Learning-oriented

Diversity of perspectives

JSFD (Wells & Welty Peachey, 2016) User orientation
Deep user
understanding

Problem exploration Making sense of
data

Test to obtain user
feedback

Optimistic & energetic

Diversity of perspectives
Open to differences in personality

JSFD (Mandigo et al., 2016) User orientation
Deep user
understanding

Widen the problem
Identify larger problem space

Making sense of
data

Bias towards
action

Test to obtain user
feedback

Diversity of perspectives
Considering ideas from other
fields

JSFD (Bean & Forneris, 2016) User orientation
Deep user
understanding

Problem exploration
Futuristic thinking

Making sense of
data

Test to obtain user
feedback

Action orientation

Diversity of perspectives

JSFD (Cooper et al., 2016) User orientation
Deep user
understanding

Problem exploration Making sense of
data

Test to obtain user
feedback

Learning-oriented

Collaboration

JSFD (Beacom & Golder, 2015) User orientation
Deep user
understanding

Problem exploration
Futuristic thinking

Bias toward action
Making sense of
data

Action orientation
Learning-oriented

Systemic perspective
Considering ideas from other
fields

JSFD (Gannett et al., 2014) User orientation Problem exploration
Open to unexpected

Making sense of
data

Test to obtain user
feedback

Sytemic perspective
Open to differences in personality
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Continued.

Journal Citation User focus Problem framing Visualisation Experimentation Diversity
JSFD (Whitley et al., 2013) User orientation

Deep user
understanding

Problem exploration
Identifying pain points

Making tangible
Making sense of
data

Test to obtain user
feedback

Systemic perspective
Diversity of perspectives

JSFD (Burnett, 2013) User orientation Problem exploration Making sense of
data

Test to obtain user
feedback

Diversity of perspectives
Collaboration

JSFD (Schulenkorf, 2013) User orientation Identify larger problem space
Widen the problem

Making sense of
data

Making tangible

Test to obtain user
feedback

Diversity of perspectives

JSM (Welty Peachey, Cunningham,
et al., 2015)

User orientation
Deep user
understanding

Problem exploration Making sense of
data

Test to obtain user
feedback

Diversity of perspectives
Open to differences in personality

JSM (Welty Peachey, Bruening, et al.,
2015)

User orientation Problem exploration
Widen the problem
Identify larger problem space

Making sense of
data

Learning oriented Diversity of perspectives

SMR (Olushola et al., 2013) User orientation
Deep user
understanding

Problem exploration
Widen the problem
Identify larger problem space

Making sense of
data

Making tangible

Test to obtain user
feedback

Diversity of perspectives

Note: ESMQ = European Sport Management Quarterly; JSFD = Journal of Sport for Development; JSM = Journal of Sport Management; SMR = Sport Management Review.
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