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Abstract 
 

The objective of this contribution is to conceptually analyze the potentials of entrepreneurial 

design thinking as being a rather new methodology for supporting the field of scientific 

entrepreneurship in research as well as in practice. The results of our work show that the 

characteristics of entrepreneurial design thinking can enhance scientific entrepreneurship by 

supporting respective action fields of scientific entrepreneurship. 

 

 

Research Contribution and Objective  

 

According to Romme (2003), design can be understood as an ideal-typical mode of engaging in 

scientific research and as an alternative to a natural sciences- and a humanities-based mode. 

Especially, design science involves inquiry into systems that do not yet exist, it is based on 

contributing to the so-called “relevance gap” between theory and practice by finding out about if 

systems will work (epistemological notion of pragmatism), and it draws on “design causality” in 

order to produce scientific knowledge which is actionable and also open to validation (Van Aken 

& Romme, 2009; Van Aken, 2004; Romme, 2003).  

 

Against this background, design thinking is the basic methodology in order to “build up” ideas as 

the outcome of creative processes. According to Simon (1969, p. 55), this process has seven 

stages (define, research, ideate, prototype, choose, implement, and learn), which can occur 

simultaneously and can be passed through repeatedly. Similar stage models have been developed 

by institutions like “Hasso Plattner Institute of Design at Stanford University” 

(dschool.stanford.edu), or most recently by the “School of Entrepreneurial Design Thinking – 

The ED-School” at the University of Koblenz-Landau in Koblenz, Germany (www.ed-

school.com).  

 

Although design thinking becomes increasingly attractive for business management, it has not yet 

been sufficiently recognized and discussed in the context of entrepreneurship and especially not 

in the context of scientific entrepreneurship. Still, there seems to be a gap between the design 

focus on creativity and invention on the one side and the entrepreneurial innovation focus on the 

other side (Cruickshank, 2010). Following, we intend to overcome this gap by introducing the 

notion and concept of entrepreneurial design thinking.  

 

The objective of this contribution is to conceptually analyze the potentials of entrepreneurial 

design thinking as being a rather new methodology for supporting scientific entrepreneurship. 

The results of our study show that the characteristics of entrepreneurial design thinking can 



enhance scientific entrepreneurship by supporting respective action fields of scientific 

entrepreneurship. 

 

 

Research Design and Theoretical Basis 

 

The research design of this contribution is mainly conceptual, however we also implicitly 

integrate our first experiences with workshops we conducted in entrepreneurial design thinking 

(Denzin, 2006). In the following, we will conceptually develop an understanding for the 

characteristics of entrepreneurial design thinking and then we will link them to certain action 

fields of scientific entrepreneurship in order to investigate the respective support potentials. 

 

 

Entrepreneurial Design Thinking 

 

The concept of design has a long tradition in organization theory as well as in management 

science, not least by virtue of the seminal work of Herbert A. Simon (1969). Thus it is not 

surprising that the field of design management evolved very successfully over the last decades in 

both disciplines (Cooper & Junginger, 2008).  

 

In very general terms, design is about the creation of meaning and describes both the results 

(systems, artifacts et cetera) and the development processes which lead to the respective outputs 

(Kazmierczak, 2003). Design management conceptually links the potential benefits of creative 

design resources with business-oriented management decisions and the potential advantages of 

the use of management know-how with design processes and related outcomes (Best, 2006). 

Besides its business orientation, design management‟s contributions as a research discipline are 

rooted in what is called design research and design science. Based on the body of knowledge 

concerning design science and design thinking, we demarcate entrepreneurial design thinking as 

a team-diversity-based approach for treating user-centered problems as entrepreneurial 

opportunities within an iterative process supported by the use of creativity fostering tools and 

environments.  

 

The demand of diverse teams in entrepreneurial design thinking is promoted due its nature 

dealing with “wicked problems” (Buchanan, 1992) or “„Knightian uncertainty‟ (Sarasvathy, 

2004; Sarasvathy et al., 2008) future entrepreneurs have to face. The principle of user-centricity 

is strongly promoted through design thinking literature (Buchanan, 2001; Dunne & Martin, 2006; 

Clark & Smith, 2008; Ilipinar et al., 2008) and allows in the context of (scientific) 

entrepreneurship for the understanding that the entrepreneurial opportunity begins with the 

observation of a real-life problem and continues with its scientific solution trough innovation. 

User-centered problems as the trigger for new venture creation will be analyzed in reference to 

their qualification as entrepreneurial opportunities. On this aspect the role of entrepreneurial 

alertness (Gaglio & Katz, 2001) is crucial for entrepreneurial design thinking.  Finally, 

entrepreneurial design thinking promotes a creativity-supporting process, which has a non-linear, 

circular bodywork and helps the progress of trial-and-error as well as of generate-and-test 

routines (Rowe, 1987), supported by environments and tools which stimulate creativity.  

 

 



Scientific Entrepreneurship 

 

In response to the lack of systematization (Klandt & Volkmann, 2006) and the rather unrelated 

development of approaches to support scientific entrepreneurship (Teasley & Lockwood, 2009), 

Magin & von Kortzfleisch (2008) propose an integrative framework (see figure 1), validated on 

the basis of a qualitative text analysis of the self-description of more than 120 initiatives in 

German-speaking Europe. This framework includes 13 action fields which than allow to put 

respective methods and tools in place in order to support scientific entrepreneurship. These 13 

action fields are also our starting point so as to systematically think about the potentials of 

entrepreneurial design thinking within these action fields up. 

 

 
 

Figure 1: Integrative approach to scientific entrepreneurship 

 

 

Analysis and Results 

 

In order to discuss the potentials of entrepreneurial design thinking to support scientific 

entrepreneurship, we conceptually linked the elaborated characteristics of entrepreneurial design 

thinking with the 13 action fields of scientific entrepreneurship. 

 

Sensitizing students or researchers for entrepreneurship is widely accepted as a strategic need for 

universities and other schools of higher education or research institutions, supported by 

respective political will and initiatives, like EXIST in Germany, for example (www.exist.de). In a 

broader sense, these initiatives suggest the establishment of what they call an entrepreneurship 

culture in order to foster the positive values and believes of entrepreneurship and to make it 

visible also for the purpose of sensitization. Entrepreneurial design thinking conceptually 



supports sensitization and thus the creation of an entrepreneurship culture by putting the 

participants into situations of everyday problems. The workshops are especially designed to 

sensitize for the “streets which are paved with gold” without putting this thematically in the 

foreground.  

 

With regard to identification, there is an obvious need for systematically identifying potential 

ideas which might become a business success. Normally, so-called idea scouts follow a strict 

sequence of activities, starting with personally talking to students or researchers with the aim to 

detect and discuss potent ideas, than involving experts like patent attorneys if necessary, than 

involving technology transfer departments and further specialists with technology or branch 

expertise, and finally integrating other network resources which can support the entrepreneurial 

process. From the entrepreneurial design thinking point of view, we found out that this procedure 

should be more agile and incremental allowing for circular rebounds and more version-oriented 

acting instead of planning. Also it became obvious how important it is that the idea owners 

themselves should be motivated and enabled to "freely talk" about their ideas by providing a very 

tolerant atmosphere as it is the case in our entrepreneurial design thinking workshops. 

 

Potent ideas are based on the creativity of students and researchers within a field of tensions 

between the degree of innovation and market risk. Normally, especially researchers have to be 

creative and innovative considering their topics because otherwise they do not get any additional 

resource funding to work on their hypothesis or they have no possibility to publish their scientific 

insights as being unique. Typically, they are working in an ivory tower which guarantees their 

absolute expertise. Here, we saw plenty of potential to open this working attitude towards 

interdisciplinary research within diverse teams and settings. Especially, it includes an open 

discussion of the innovation potentials and leads to a more reflective appraisal of market 

success. 

 

Sound teams are the basis for successful start-ups. Most often, potential team members use well 

established contacts in order to build a team accrue from stable friendship-based relationships 

(Francis & Sandberg, 2000) or family connections. Without questioning the positive effects of 

trust-based close relationships, we like to recommend a more open perspective also here because 

we see a huge gap between what is used as contacts and what could be used. Entrepreneurial 

design thinking not only opens-up the perspective for other disciplines and related problem-

solving perspectives but also for potentially completely new team members. 

 

Social networks are open, flexible and creative by definition. As we all know, everybody has his 

or her own private or business social network connecting people by mutual personal 

characteristics or interests. Also, there are many Web 2.0-based platforms on the internet which 

facilitate potential social communication and network access and extension, like facebook, 

studiVZ oder XING just to name a few. What is missing, however are dedicated networks for 

entrepreneurship. Again, entrepreneurship related networks do exist but they are either informal 

or very much specialized, e.g. on business plan competitions, venture capitalists or alike. 

Entrepreneurial design thinking brings together like-minded people and can be a very effective 

platform for social networking in the context of scientific entrepreneurship. This includes also the 

necessary task of mentoring or coaching, respectively. 

 



Looking at necessary competencies in order to start companies brings with it the need to provide 

platforms for education and training. Many universities or other institutions of higher education 

have these platform for scientific entrepreneurship in place because it is part of their business. 

What is also observable is that content and tools which are offered are very similar and that a 

high degree of redundancy can be found with regard to institutions and regions. Entrepreneurial 

design thinking definitely offers an alternative scenario in order to get entrepreneurial 

competences. It is the atmosphere and using building bricks and plasticine which makes this 

learning process playful. Also, it includes the possibility of self-evaluation of the measures 

provided during the entrepreneurial design thinking workshops because it is dynamic and flexible 

in itself. 

 

What was written about necessary competencies holds also true for access to financial resources 

as another absolute condition in order to act entrepreneurial and also for access to rooms: 

Entrepreneurial design thinking firstly provides creativity fostering rooms and includes the 

discussion of the necessity of financial resources immediately when the business plan is 

discussed. 

 

From a behavioral perspective, motivation is the absolute condition in order to start companies. 

Especially, the process of purposive striving which is called volition (Kielhofner, 2008) is a 

particular challenge for entrepreneurs always facing uncertainty and with it potential failure. 

During our entrepreneurial design thinking workshop, the participants never got bored and the 

motivation to really start a business continuously grew by pursuing the development process of 

self-identified entrepreneurial opportunities.  

 

 

Implications for (Scientific) Entrepreneurship Research and Practice 

 

Entrepreneurial design thinking, as it was conceptually argued is a very helpful methodology 

especially for scientific entrepreneurship but also most likely for entrepreneurship research and 

practice in general. Entrepreneurial design thinking may supplement the entrepreneurship 

research agenda on the levels of diverse teams, user-centricity, opportunities and processing. 

Further research needs to discuss these potentials on a broader empirical basis as well as in other 

contexts, like corporate or social entrepreneurship. Especially, our hypothesis is that 

entrepreneurial design thinking will increase the likelyhood of successful start-ups from 

university origins. This also needs to be proved, empirically with respective rigor. 
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