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ABSTRACT 

 

How can design thinking help the World Bank and other aid institutions improve the effectiveness of 

development projects? This paper identifies six specific criticisms of World Bank projects and a toolkit of 

design thinking principles – a problem-centric focus, respect for local context, divergent and inclusive 

innovation, and iteration – that can be leveraged to address these criticisms and therefore improve aid 

effectiveness. The paper also reviews two case studies in the field of information and communication 

technologies for development (ICT4D) that demonstrate how these design thinking principles can be tangibly 

incorporated into development projects. Finally, the paper addresses criticisms of design thinking and concludes 

that, although these principles are not always suitable for all aid initiatives, they represent a necessary mindshift 

in the mainstream development discourse away from rigidity and risk-averseness towards experimentation, 

inclusivity, and adaptability. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

 

“Working for a world free of poverty” is the noble motto emblazoned at the entrance of the World Bank’s 

global headquarters in Washington DC. Its current President Jim Kim recently proclaimed that all of the 

institution’s activities would pursue the twin goals of eradicating poverty and bringing shared prosperity to 

everyone on the planet.
1
 The institution is hard at work to fulfill these ambitions, disbursing nearly $21 billion 

through 375 development projects in the 2012 fiscal year alone.
2
 

 

While no one questions whether the World Bank and other aid institutions have made a positive difference, 

many practitioners believe that there are opportunities to help them be more effective and efficient. Progress 

towards achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) – benchmarks for 2015 established by United 

Nations at the turn of the century – remains “far from sufficient”, according to a 2013 UN report.
3
 For instance, 

even as the ratio of people living below the global $1.25-per-day poverty line has decreased, regions such as 

sub-Saharan Africa have witnessed increases in the raw number of people living below that level.
4
 How can aid 

institutions improve their impact on international development? 

 

This question drives at the core of this paper, but it is not a new one. Aid institutions have for decades struggled 

to maximize their effectiveness, and the debate has centered around two contrasting perspectives. The leading 

narrative, championed by Columbia University professor Jeffrey Sachs, argues that carefully planned and 

                                                           
1
 Kim, Jim Yong. “Within Our Grasp: A World Free of Poverty.” Speech at Georgetown University. 2 Apr. 2013. Web. 26 Oct. 2013. 

2
 “Projects and Operations.” World Bank Projects Portal. 2013. Web. 8 Sep. 2013. 

3
 “The Millennium Development Goals Report 2013.” United Nations. 2013. Web. 8 Sep. 2013, p.4. 

4
 “Results and Performance of the World Bank Group 2012.” Issuu. Print, p.5. 
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sequential steps can be presented as a sort of checklist for developing countries to grow towards economic 

prominence.
5
 This ladder approach, Sachs suggests, is what has led to the emergence of Brazil and China on the 

global stage. 

 

New York University professor William Easterly defends an alternative approach. He argues for a “searching” 

model of development, which is a more bottom-up philosophy of aid that focuses on local communities, not 

governments, as recipients of smaller and more specialized pockets of aid.
6
 This strategy, he argues, empowers 

poor people to raise themselves out of poverty instead of rely on foreign aid programming to achieve it for 

them. For instance, Easterly identifies how a local non-profit in Malawi developed a self-sustaining program 

that sold bed nets for fifty cents in rural prenatal clinics, incentivizing nurses by offering them nine cents of 

each sale to mothers (wealthier families paid five dollars for each net to help subsidize costs). This ground-up 

and locally-specific model resulted in more nets being distributed and used than conventional aid programs that 

gave them out for free. 

 

Regardless of what model is adopted by an aid agency, a recent phenomenon has the potential to dramatically 

magnify the results of international development endeavors: information and communication technologies 

(ICTs). The 21
st
 century has witnessed an unprecedented proliferation of ICTs that provide immense 

opportunities in the developing world, giving citizens of some countries more access to mobile devices than to 

toilets.
7
 This rapid adoption of ICTs has inspired the field of ICT for development (ICT4D), a community of 

practitioners devoted to leveraging technologies to address challenges in the developing world.
8
 But despite the 

                                                           
5
 Sachs, Jeffrey. “The End of Poverty: Economic Possibilities for Our Time.” New York: Penguin Books, 28 Feb. 2006. Print.  

6
 Easterly, William. The White Man’s Burden. London: Penguin Books, 2007. Print. 

7
 “Deputy UN chief calls for urgent action to tackle global sanitation crisi.” United Nations News Centre. 21 Mar. 2013. Web. 24 Nov. 

2013. 
8
 I recognize that technology could technically mean any invented tool, but I use it interchangeably with ICTs as is essentially done in 

practitioner discourse (for example, a chief technology officer deals with ICTs, not technologies in the conventional sense, like 

desks or light bulbs). 
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promise that this interconnected world brings, ICT4D practitioners have struggled to translate the prevalence of 

ICTs into large-scale poverty reduction.  

 

Evgeny Morozov, contributing editor at The New Republic, believes he can explain this struggle. He argues that 

technological solutionism – a concept which will be elaborated in the following pages – has seen ICT4D 

practitioners apply rote and top-down ICT tools to complex development challenges. By prescribing ICT 

solutions to problems without careful consideration of the local context, technological solutionists closely 

mirror Jeffrey Sach’s model of planned development. The effectiveness of these aid projects, Morozov 

suggests, is compromised by this approach. 

 

A tendency towards solutionism is not the only criticism leveled at international development projects. Looking 

specifically at the context of the World Bank (although lessons should extend to the broader aid community), 

this paper suggests at least five other criticisms of international development projects. These criticisms 

summarize many arguments put forth by various critics over decades. They are: 

1. World Bank projects are designed in silos. 

2. World Bank projects are poorly designed. 

3. World Bank projects are measured by inputs and outputs, not informed by impact 

4. World Bank projects lack beneficiary input. 

5. World Bank projects are too risk-averse. 

 

Together with technological solutionism, these five criticisms paint an approach to international development 

that might help explain why aid has not been effective as it could be. They also threaten the World Bank’s 

likelihood of achieving the twin goals outlined at the beginning of this chapter. 

 

What is needed instead, and what is defended in this paper, is a different approach to international aid – one that 

aligns more closely with Easterly’s vision for bottom-up and community-driven development: design thinking. 
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Design thinking, or human-centered design (HCD), is a term for a problem-solving technique that situates the 

end-user at the forefront of the entire process of conceiving, creating, and testing an idea. These steps are: 

1. Discovery: Gain meaningful and nuanced appreciation for the local context, problems, and political 

economy of the user; 

2. Ideate: Encourage creative and unorthodox ideas that address parts of the user-defined problem; 

3. Prototype: Experiment, refine, and iterate ideas collaboratively with the user. 

 

Design thinking is a methodology commonly used to design products and inspire innovation in companies 

(Swedish furniture firm IKEA, for instance, proudly uses it to design its famously creative and user-friendly 

products).
9
 However, I argue that it should be viewed as a toolkit with principles that are uniquely positioned to 

help development practitioners increase the effectiveness of their projects. These principles include: 

1. Focus on the problem 

2. Embrace context 

3. Leverage open innovation 

4. Iterate 

 

These principles can be leveraged by international development practitioners to avoid the trappings of 

solutionism, address the criticisms of World Bank projects outlined above, and therefore improve aid 

effectiveness. While the majority of the paper explores how design thinking can improve the impact of ICT4D 

projects, key principles can be extracted and applied to broader development initiatives as well. In fact, in a 

November 2013 interview with Wired magazine, Melinda Gates’ cited HCD in response to the question, “What 

innovation do you think is changing the most lives in the developing world?”:
10

 

Human-centered design. Meeting people where they are and really taking their needs and 

feedback into account. When you let people participate in the design process, you find that they 

often have ingenious ideas about what would really help them. And it’s not a onetime thing; it’s 

an iterative process. 

 

                                                           
9
 Hisrich, Robert D. and Claudine Kearney. “Managing Innovation and Entrepreneurship.” Los Angeles: SAGE, 2013. Print, p.114. 

10
 Roper, Caitlin, “The Human Element: Melinda Gates and Paul Farmer on Designing Global Health.” Wired Magazine. 12 Nov. 

2013. Print. 
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This endorsement of HCD by an exemplary development practitioner like Melinda Gates supports the thesis 

that design thinking has a role to play in the aid community. To refine this argument, the paper adopts the 

following structure. Section 1 begins with a chapter introducing contrasting perspectives on the role of 

technologies and society. It is followed by a chapter describing these perspectives in international development. 

The final chapter of this section highlights criticisms of World Bank projects. 

 

Section 2 begins by introducing the design thinking history and methodology. The next chapter dives deeper 

into specific principles of design thinking and how they might address the World Bank project criticisms 

outlined earlier. This is followed by a chapter featuring case studies of two ICT4D projects that embody some 

of these design thinking principles. The final chapter of this section reviews and responds to criticisms of design 

thinking. A concluding chapter proposes recommendations and next steps to further articulate the role of design 

thinking in international development. 
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CHAPTER 2: PERSPECTIVES ON THE ROLE OF TECHNOLOGY IN SOCIETY 

 

 

 

 

In this section, I review two categories of thinkers on the role of technology in society – the 

optimists and the pessimists.
1
 Both camps subscribe to the belief that technology in and of itself 

has some deterministic quality or autonomous agency that drives towards a teleological end.
2
 It 

is at this end where the two perspectives diverge. The optimists see technology as an autonomous 

positive force in human history; the pessimists see it as negative.  They are ideal types or 

extreme polar opposites on a spectrum of understanding the place of technology in society. In 

between are varieties of pragmatists, who look at technology as a tool that can be used for good 

or bad purposes but has no intrinsic tendency one way or the other. I explore that pragmatic 

alternative as a part of the specific discussions of the role on technology in development in the 

following chapters.  

 

Technological optimism 

The advent of the microprocessor, coupled with Gordon Moore’s law that computing power will 

double every eighteen months, has encouraged many to celebrate an age in which technologies 

can solve many of humanity’s challenges.
3
 These techno-optimists are not without reason. From 

                                                           
1
 Brynjolfsson, Erik and Andrew McAfee. Race Against the Machine. Boston: Digital Frontier Press, 2012. Print. 

2
 Kelly, Kevin. What Technology Wants. New York: Viking, 2010. Print. 

3
 Moore, Gordon E. “Cramming More Components onto Integrated Circuits.” Proceedings of the IEEE. 46:1 

(January 1998): 82-85. Online PDF. 
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politics to medicine to banking, technological interventions continue to transform human life in 

meaningful ways. 

 

Techno-optimism (also called techno-positivism or, more derisively, cyber-utopianism
4
) comes 

in a variety of flavors. Its key tenets are: (1) that technology itself has agency that enables it to 

autonomously determine economic, social and political institutions, events or structures; and (2) 

that the direction of the changes determined by technology is positive, tending toward an 

improvement in economic, social and political conditions. 

 

The United States Government, for example, views contemporary ICTs as a tool to engage 

directly with foreign citizens, promote democratic ideals, and advance its human rights agenda. 

Former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton embodied this outlook in a 2011 speech under the 

banner of Internet Freedom. The State Department empowered a team of technologists - Alec 

Ross and Jared Cohen - to evangelize this agenda, all with the explicit goal of leveraging 

technologies to facilitate human rights and freedoms:
5
 

The spread of information networks is forming a new nervous system for our 

planet… in many respects, information has never been so free. There are more 

ways to spread more ideas to more people than at any moment in history… 

connection technologies like the internet and social networking sites should 

enhance individuals’ ability to worship as they see fit, come together with people 

of their own faith, and learn more about the beliefs of others. 

 

Secretary Clinton’s 2011 speech was peppered with utopian messages such as those revealed in 

the excerpt above. Underlying these goals of freedom, diversity, and connectivity is an implicit 

                                                           
4
 Morozov, Evgeny. The Net Delusion the Dark Side of Internet Freedom. New York: PublicAffairs, 2011. Print. 

5
 Clinton, Hillary Rodham. “Remarks on Internet Freedom.” U.S. Department of State. 21 Jan. 2010. Web. 16 Oct. 

2013. 
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belief in the inherent power of technologies to influence humanity and development. Similar 

biases are found among analysts of political revolutions, such as the Iranian Revolution of 1979
6
 

and the Arab Spring of 2011,
7
 who argue that technology and new media played an instrumental 

role in organizing protests that translated into political change. Technologist Clay Shirky echoes 

these sentiments, suggesting that social media enables people to organize, act, and influence in 

ways that were previously only accessible to established institutions in traditional power 

structures.
8
 This “moment of opportunity,” argues Yochai Benkler, empowers the masses to form 

networks that increase productivity and enforce human rights.
9
 

 

Few are as excited about new technologies as are municipal leaders, who are increasingly 

subscribing to a fast-growing global movement around “smart cities”, or cities that incorporate 

analytics, sensors, wireless technologies, and other technologies to better manage and interact 

with their citizens. From corporate services like Microsoft’s CityNext initiative and Amazon’s 

City On A Cloud service, to city networks like the European Network of Living Labs, to 

academic programs like MIT’s SENSEable City Lab, the smart city market is projected to be 

valued at over $3 trillion by 2025.
10

 The burgeoning ecosystem reflects an almost universal 

excitement about the role technologies will play in making cities more adaptive, responsive, and 

inclusive - assumptions that are rooted in techno-utopian ideals 

 

                                                           
6
 Sreberny, Annabelle, and Ali Mohammadi. Small Media, Big Revolution: Communication, Culture, and the 

Iranian Revolution. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994. Print. 
7
 Hounshell, Blake. “The Revolution Will Be Tweeted.” Foreign Policy Aug. 2011. Web. 16 Oct. 2013. 

8
 Shirky, Clay. Here Comes Everybody: The Power of Organizing Without Organizations. New York: Penguin 

Press, 2008. Print. 
9
 Benkler, Yochai. The Wealth of Networks: How Social Production Transforms Markets and Freedom. New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 2006. Print. 
10

 Amarnath, Acharna, Sarwant Singh, and Karen Parrish. “Global Smart City Market - a $1.5 Trillion Market 

Opportunity by 2020.” Frost and Sullivan. 6 Sept. 2013. Presentation. 
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The recent examples above would suggest that techno-utopianism is a contemporary 

phenomenon. Rather, techno-utopianism must not be viewed as a product of the 21st-century 

Internet age. Indeed, the perception that technology can shape and solve humanity’s challenges 

has its roots in 19th-century philosophy and social commentary. French social philosopher Henri 

de Saint Simon, along with contemporaries including Karl Marx and Robert Owen, believed that 

mechanical progress would facilitate order, cooperation, and utopian peace.
11

 Marx, for example, 

saw material forces of production as drivers of improved social conditions:
12

 

In acquiring new productive forces men change their mode of production; and in 

changing their mode of production, in changing the way of earning their living, 

they change all their social relations. The hand-mill gives you society with the 

feudal lord;the steam-mill society with the industrial capitalist. 

 

While Marx was critical of capitalism, he viewed it as an improvement over feudalism, 

suggesting that the inherent arc of history was normatively positive. This embodiment of 

positivism viewed scientific progress as integral to eliminating poverty and achieving equality in 

society.
13

 Likewise, prominent science fiction authors like H.G. Wells envisioned a future of 

world peace enabled by new innovations and technologies.
14

 

 

These perspectives give autonomous agency to technologies, viewing them as teleologically able 

to influence positive social change. One prominent example of this approach is the examination 

                                                           
11

 Marx, Leo. "The Idea of ‘Technology’ and Postmodern Pessimism" in Ezrahi, Yaron, Everett Mendelsohn, and 

Howard P. Segal, eds., Technology, Pessimism, and Postmodernism. Univ of Massachusetts Press, 1994: 237-

257. Print. 
12

 The Poverty Of Philosophy (1892). Kessinger Publishing, LLC, 2010. Print. p.49. 
13

 Smith, Merritt Roe, and Leo Marx. Does Technology Drive History?: The Dilemma of Technological 

Determinism. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1994. Print. 
14

 Lombardo, Thomas. Contemporary Futurist Thought: Science Fiction, Future Studies, and Theories and Visions 

of the Future in the Last Century. AuthorHouse, 2006. Print. p.13. 
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of the “road bumper” put forth by 20th-century French sociologist Bruno Latour.
15

 Latour argues 

that a multitude of social and technical constructs are mediated through the speed bump itself, 

ranging from keeping pedestrians safe to protecting a vehicle’s suspension.
16

 The speed bump, in 

other words, is a technology that in and of itself can modify human behavior and shape our 

worldview, making humans behave in a safer manner. 

 

Techno-optimism is also enthusiastically embraced by technologists - many in Silicon Valley - 

who view innovations as a critical contributor to a safer, more peaceful, and more productive 

future.
17

 One big data consultant recently articulated the almost religious agency these actors 

tend to give to technology:
18

 

Silicon Valley’s prominent spokespersons (Kevin Kelly of IDEO, Mark 

Zuckerberg of Facebook, Eric Schmidt of Google, to name a few)...  tend to speak 

of technology as if it were spelled with a capital “T.” For them, Technology is a 

sentient being with purpose that, much like the God of evangelicals, has a 

wonderful plan for our lives. It is our job as believers to embrace Technology and 

let it lead us to the promised land… 

 

Culprits of techno-centrism are not only found near Palo Alto. Perhaps the most touted example 

of exaggerated techno-utopianism falls in the education sector. One Laptop Per Child (OLPC) is 

an organization which believes in the power of computers to transform children’s education. It 

has developed a durable and affordable laptop device, called the XO, with special software 

intended for youth in developing countries. Millions of XOs have been deployed in school 

                                                           
15

 Latour, Bruno. “Where are the Missing Masses? The Sociology of a Few Mundane Artifacts” in Bijker, Wiebe E, 

and John Law, eds. Shaping Technology/building Society Studies in Sociotechnical Change. Cambridge, Mass.: 

MIT Press, 1992: 225-258. Print. p.255. 
16

I recognize that Latour’s speed bump analogy is part of a broader argument for actor-network theory whose scope 

exceeds the purpose of the example as it is used here, which is to simply argue that Latour appreciates the 

inherent ability of technology to influence social norms and actions. 
17

 To their credit, Google’s Eric Schmidt and Jared Cohen recently released The New Digital Age, in which they 

concede to limitations of technologies through a more modest appraisal. 
18

 Few, Stephen. “Technology Isn’t Spelled With a Capital ‘T’.” Perceptual Edge 26 June 2013. Blog. 16 Oct. 2013. 
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systems on a national level in numerous countries, but the effects of this program in terms of 

improved education and literacy remain disputed.
19

 Wayan Vota, a D.C.-based technologist and 

outspoken critic of the OLPC program, argues that its approach embodies unrealistic techno-

utopian ideals and fails to appreciate the nuances and social context around which technological 

interventions are applied.
20

 

 

Whether the optimist be the One Laptop Per Child campaign or the CEO of Google, it is clear 

that one perspective of technologies in society tends to overvalue the role of technological 

progress. What alternative approaches might we take to the relationship between technology and 

society? 

 

Technological pessimism 

As with their more optimistic counterparts, subscribers to techno-pessimism accept the idea that 

technology has inherent tendencies or capacities that will inevitably express themselves. The key 

difference, however, is that they think the direction of change is negative toward a less satisfying 

set of social, economic and political institutions and conditions. To paraphrase and modify 

Martin Luther King’s slogan, they think that the arc of technology is long, but it does not bend 

toward justice. 

 

The birth of this perspective can be traced to the post-War era of the mid-20th century. 

Unprecedented damage inflicted by modern weapons - broadcasted more rapidly and more 

                                                           
19

 Cristia, Julian, Santiago Cueto, Pabol Ibarran, Ana Santiago, and Eugenio Severin. “Technology and Child 

Development: Evidence from the One Laptop Per Child Program.” Inter-American Development Bank. 

February 2012. Print. p.20. 
20

 Vasdev, Samhir. “Tech in the Rural Classroom Part 1: A Closer Look at One-Laptop-per-Child.” NDN. 31 Mar. 

2011. Web. 16 Oct. 2013. 
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vividly by evolving communications technologies - exposed to the public psyche the horrible 

power of new innovations.
21

 This perspective of technological pessimism has been explored 

most prominently by 20th-century American professor Leo Marx. In his 1964 seminal piece The 

Machine in the Garden, Marx contrasts the sudden “intrusion” of technologies with the bucolic 

and idyllic American household into which these innovations protrude.
22

 The otherwise pastoral 

scene, Marx argues, is “divested of meaning” by these technologies. This perspective is shared 

by some contemporary philosophers including Martin Heidegger who stated that, fearing that 

inventors would eventually lose control of their inventions, “[t]he will to mastery becomes all the 

more urgent the more technology threatens to slip from human control”.
23

 

 

Marx’s defense of technological pessimism can be reinforced by popular conceptions of 

technologies put forth by authors in the 19th century. Henry David Thoreau in Walden, Herman 

Melville in Moby Dick, and Mark Twain in Adventures of Huckleberry Finn all allude to the 

dangers of technologies. Says Thoreau:
24

 

There is an illusion about… [modern improvements]; there is not always a 

positive advance… Our inventions are wont to be pretty toys, which distract our 

attention from serious things.  

 

If techno-pessimism has its roots in the post-War era but can be traced as far back as the mid-

1800s, how is it embodied today? Among contemporary technologists and sociologists exploring 

ICTs’ influence in society, elements of this perspective can easily be found. Leon Wieseltier, 

                                                           
21

 Marx, Leo. "The Idea of ‘Technology’ and Postmodern Pessimism" in Ezrahi, Yaron, Everett Mendelsohn, and 

Howard P. Segal, eds., Technology, Pessimism, and Postmodernism. Univ of Massachusetts Press, 1994: 237-

257. Print. p.240 
22

 Marx, Leo. The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in America. New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2000. Print. p.380. 
23

 Heidegger, Martin. The Question Concerning Technology, and Other Essays. Garland Pub., 1977. Print. p.289. 
24

 Thoreau, Henry David. Walden. Thomas Y. Crowell & Company, 1910. Print. p.37. 
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literary editor of The New Republic, articulated technological pessimism in a 2013 

commencement address delivered at Brandeis University:
25

 

For decades now in America we have been witnessing a steady and sickening 

denigration of humanistic understanding and humanistic method. We live in a 

society inebriated by technology, and happily, even giddily governed by the 

values of utility, speed, efficiency, and convenience… there is no task more urgent 

in American intellectual life at this hour than to offer some resistance to the twin 

imperialisms of science and technology… 

 

This negativist perspective clearly illustrates how technologies can be viewed as a threat to 

society and human ideals. The latter can be compromised by what Internet activist Eli Pariser 

calls “filter bubbles”, or technological mechanisms - which often operate unnoticed by users - 

that tend to surround users with ideas and people who match their preferences.
26

 A byproduct of 

the advent of online hyper-personalization (such as Google’s default setting which customizes 

users’ search results based on their location, social networks, and history), filter bubbles separate 

people from those who harbor different beliefs or viewpoints.
27

 The result is that, rather than be 

exposed to new or contrasting ideas, humans in the digital world are isolated in their own 

ideological spheres - a direct contradiction with aspirational human ideals of debate, discovery, 

and growth. Filter bubbles like Google Personalized Search or Facebook’s Newsfeed are 

marvelous feats of engineering, but, technological pessimists would argue, they marginalize 

human ideals and threaten social growth. 

 

                                                           
25

 Radin, Charles A. “Wieseltier Reminds Humanities Grads of Their Value.” BrandeisNOW. 19 May 2013. Web. 

16 Oct. 2013. 
26

 Pariser, Eli. The Filter Bubble: How the New Personalized Web Is Changing What We Read and How We Think. 

New York, N.Y.: Penguin Books/Penguin Press, 2012. Print. p.ii. 
27

 Zuckerman, Ethan. Rewire: Digital Cosmopolitans in the Age of Connection. 2013. Print. p.iv. 
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Other scholars articulate how technology can also threaten human safety, freedom, and lives. In 

Consent of the Networked, Rebecca MacKinnon - who is herself more of a pragmatist - clearly 

outlines how technologies are being leveraged by authoritarian states to monitor citizens, 

suppress ideas, and exert control over daily life:
28

 

It has become standard practice for authoritarian regimes to require companies 

operating digital networks and platforms to censor and discriminate in an opaque 

and unaccountable manner…. Citizens are thus vulnerable to abuse of their rights 

to speech and assembly… 

Techno-pessimists would point to such abuses by regimes as reason to be cautious about the role 

technology plays in society. Indeed, it is not just authoritarian states who threaten to usurp 

control of digital networks and violate personal privacy or security. Revelations by NSA 

whistleblower Edward Snowden reveal that, even in the United States - often considered a 

hotbed for digital freedom and innovation - citizens are being widely and closely monitored by 

their government through nefarious technological means. 

 

Techno-pessimists can find support for their perspective in a variety of contexts. In urban 

planning, for example, New York architect Robert Moses controversially endorsed technological 

means of racial segregation, including keeping public pool water colder to keep minorities at bay 

and building bridges with height limits that restricted the low-income population from riding 

buses over them.
29

 Like Bruno Latour, Moses granted autonomous agency to technologies. 

Unlike Latour, however, he demonstrates how the ultimate trajectory of technologies can be 

harmful, rather than constructive, for society. 

 

                                                           
28

 MacKinnon, Rebecca. Consent of the Networked: The Worldwide Struggle for Internet Freedom. New York: 

Basic Books, 2013. Print. p.119. 
29

 Powell, Michael. “A Tale of Two Cities.” The New York Times 6 May 2007. NYTimes.com. Web. 16 Oct. 2013. 
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Although he consciously avoids identifying with cyber-pessimists,
30

 Evgeny Morozov provides a 

compelling rejoinder against techno-optimists and in favor of a more cautious approach to 

technologies in his book To Save Everything, Click Here. Morozov identifies countless examples 

of overrated technologies being applied to challenges whose magnitude far exceeds the scope of 

the technologies themselves. As mentioned earlier, he calls this mentality “technological 

solutionism”, and it reflects an “intellectual tendency to view problems as problems simply 

because we have the technology to address them”.
31

 Put differently, technological solutionism is 

an ill-guided desire to leap towards innovations for innovation’s sake, rather than for the purpose 

of solving a clearly-defined and well-understood problem:
32

 

It’s not that the solutions proposed [by technological innovations] are unlikely to 

work but that, in solving the “problem,” solutionists twist it in such an ugly and 

unfamiliar way that, by the time it is “solved”, the problem becomes something 

else entirely. 

 

Among many other trappings related to utopian views of innovations in society, technological 

solutionism involves several assumptions and mistakes: 

● Putting the solution before the problem 

● Failing to gain a nuanced understanding of the problem 

● Packaging a technology or tool to implement without regard to context 

 

From images of war-torn battlefields to fears of diminishing idyllic values to erosion of privacy 

and human rights, it is clear that technological pessimists take a negative view of the role of 

technologies in society.  
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Technological Pragmatism 

As mentioned earlier, these two perspectives - techno-optimism and techno-pessimism - 

represent two extremes on a spectrum. It is helpful to understand these perspectives, particularly 

in the next chapter which evaluates the impact of technologies on international development 

from each point of view. Most technologists, however, might position themselves somewhere 

between these poles, in a camp that could be called technological pragmatism (also called 

technological constructivism). Technological pragmatists appreciate that technologies can be 

used for good or evil depending on the context in which they are applied. In this regard, they 

tend to remove from technology the sense of autonomous agency and teleology to which techno-

optimists and techno-pessimists subscribe. 

 

From a pragmatist’s point of view, the most important aspect of a technology is respect for 

context. Pinch and Bjiker defend this approach by exploring the evolution of the bicycle, whose 

frame, size, and tires were deliberately modified by humans over the course of decades to reflect 

the social pressures applied to them.
33

 Observing the socio-historical composition of a 

technology yields a deeper understanding of how to implement it without subscribing blindly to 
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the nostrums of technological optimism or pessimism.
34

 It also encourages us to think carefully 

about the users who are interacting with technology (the bike riders, to use Pinch and Bjiker’s 

example, grew from just a few men to women to racers to children and so on) to appreciate how 

that technology evolves. 

 

American academic Larry Lessig takes an equally pragmatic approach to technology’s 

relationship with society. He argues that the Internet is constructed by people who embody 

specific social and political goals in the way they design the technology.
35

 He elaborates that, 

through laws, norms, markets, and technical architecture, technology is shaped by the context 

built around it. This, as with Pinch and Bjiker, suggests a more pragmatic perspective that 

positions technologies as part of a broader socio-political ecosystem that dictates their trajectory. 

 

The following chapters will defend that, in the context of technology-enabled international 

development, this pragmatic approach is highly relevant as a contrast to the trappings of 

technological solutionism. Under the banner of design thinking, which will be articulated in 

chapters 5 and 6,  technological pragmatism can be embraced to better design and implement 

international development projects. 

 
Before submitting this argument, it is necessary to review the effects of ICTs in development. 

Chapter 3 does this from the perspectives of the technological optimists and pessimists. Then, 

Chapter 4 describes the current challenges facing conventional international development 

projects, including how they embody dangerous elements of technological solutionism. The next 
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section, beginning with Chapter 5, introduces design thinking, and chapter 6 highlights how its 

principles might help us adopt a more pragmatic and contextually-respectful approach to 

international development. 
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CHAPTER 3: PERSPECTIVES ON THE ROLE OF TECHNOLOGY IN 

DEVELOPMENT 

 

 

 

 

In this chapter, I review in broad strokes the effects of ICTs in developing countries. To illustrate 

the debate around the integration of technology in less-developed countries (LDCs), two 

different sectors – the economy and governance - are examined from the two contrasting 

perspectives explored in Chapter 2 (technological optimism and pessimism).
1
 This exercise is 

important because design thinking draws from contemporary software and technology principles. 

Therefore, the thesis of this paper - that principles of design thinking can help shape international 

development projects to make them more pragmatic and less solutionistic - warrants a discussion 

about the relationship between technologies and international development. 

 

Economic effects 

The techno-optimist perspective 

Techno-optimists must have felt reassured in 1984, when a study led by Sir Donald Maitland and 

sponsored by the International Telecommunications Union (ITU) reported that lack of access to 

telephones was inhibiting economic and social development.
2
 More recently, ICTs such as the 

Internet and mobile phones have also been shown to have demonstrated positive economic 

                                                           
1
 These two sectors could be accompanied by a more exhaustive digression including countless others. The two 

selected here are simply for illustration for this exercise. 
2
 Maitland, Donald. “The Missing Link: Report of the Independent Commission for World Wide 

Telecommunications Development.” International Telecommunication Union, 1985. Web. 20 Oct. 2013. 



 20  

effects in developing countries. In 2009 a 10% increase in broadband penetration, for example, 

was linked with a GDP growth of 1.38%. A similar pattern is followed in mobile telephony, 

where a 10% increase in mobile penetration yields a .81% increase in GDP among low- and 

middle-income countries.
3
 As mobile penetration in the developing world continues to 

proliferate, techno-optimists would find reassurance that this trend will contribute to economic 

growth; as mobile broadband surges developing world,
4
 it is expected to contribute over $3.7 

trillion to the global economy by 2025.
5
 

 

In the context of job creation, techno-optimists would point to the new income opportunities 

enabled by increased access to ICTs. First, the prolific demand and delivery of 

telecommunications services in LDCs has created “ICT jobs”, or employment opportunities 

directly within the ICT sector. Data in developing countries for full-time equivalent jobs (FTEs) 

are scarce, but a recent World Bank report suggests that thousands of ICT FTEs are being 

created annually in emerging markets.
6
 Moreover, through the added income and economic 

contributions of ICT workers, creating ICT jobs appears to have multiplier effects. One ICT job 

creates around 2.5 indirect jobs in Latin America, about three in the Philippines, and up to four in 

India.
7
 

Second, “ICT-enabled work” is providing access to work opportunities by “making labor 

markets more transparent, innovative, and inclusive.”
8
 One way of doing this is by allowing 
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previously excluded people - particularly marginalized segments such as females or minorities - 

to use mobile connectivity to find jobs. In Sri Lanka, for example, about 7.9% of males and 

females reported using mobile and Internet technologies to find jobs (this number is far lower for 

traditional methods, such as through employment agencies, universities, contacting employers 

directly, and apprenticeships).
9
 Another way is through microwork, a form of business process 

outsourcing that dissects projects into small tasks that people solve through their mobile or 

Internet connection. In 2011 oDesk, a popular microwork site, allowed freelancers to collectively 

earn $360 million through 35 million work hours conducted via that platform - and two-thirds of 

them said their online microwork generated over half of their families’ income.
10 

 

The prolific and growing mobile cash transfer industry is another reason techno-optimists are 

pleased with increased ICTs in the developing world. In 2011, twenty million users transferred 

$500 million each month using mPesa, a popular mobile transfer program operating in six 

LDCs.
11

 In Kenya, households that did not use mPesa experienced economic losses of 6-10% 

following negative shocks (such as harvest problems or livestock deaths) compared with their 

counterparts who subscribed to the program.
12

 These examples suggest that techno-optimists 

have good reason to believe that technologies can bring positive economic impact in emerging 

markets. 

The techno-pessimist perspective 

Despite ICTs’ promise to increase economic welfare among LDCs, ICTs, techno-pessimists 

would argue, can accelerate economic and labor divisions. For example, critics might argue that 

                                                           
9
 ibid., p.22. 

10
 ibid., p.26. 

11
 ibid., p.61. 

12
 ibid., p.64. 



 22  

ICT-enabled job creation via microwork is a misnomer. Rather than create jobs in the traditional 

sense - that is, employment that provides security, benefits, reliable income, and other features 

necessary to sustain a household - microwork programs “circumvent a range of labor laws and 

practices, found in most developed countries, that govern worker protections, minimum wage, 

health and retirement benefits, child labor, and so forth”.
13

 These “digital sweatshops”, techno-

pessimists would argue, simply mirror unfair offline work conditions and exacerbate traditional 

challenges facing laborers. 

 

Beyond the more specific example of microwork, techno-pessimists argue that the positive 

economic impacts of technology diminish for least-developed countries.
14

 Economic growth 

based on ICTs and innovation, in other words, “has little significance in low-income economies” 

who instead must focus on “basic market factors” such as land, capital, and institutional 

integrity:
15

  

The more successful economies in the global market are more capable of 

technology innovation to enhance their economic gain and, thereby, to 

disadvantage those less techno-economically capable of doing so. 

 

From this perspective, ICTs actually lead to a divergence between developed and developing 

countries that marginalizes developing countries. Techno-pessimists say that this point bolsters 

their view on the role of ICTS in economic development. 
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This divergence is reflected in a broader body of literature about the “digital divide”, a term 

whose definition varies but is broadly defined by the International Telecommunications Union as 

“the uneven distribution, differences or gaps that exist in opportunities to access and use ICTs 

amongst diverse population groups”.
16

 Broadband Internet access illustrates this divide; in 2008 

only 1.3% of citizens of developing countries had fixed broadband, while 16% of their 

counterparts in the developed world enjoyed such access.
17

 This pattern makes sense from the 

perspective of telecom operators rolling out these services, since they have a stronger incentive 

to lay fiber to communities that they know have the financial ability to return their investment. 

Absent government intervention, therefore, the newest and most powerful ICTs will by default 

favor wealthier classes while disenfranchising poorer ones. For techno-pessimists exploring the 

economic impacts of ICTs, this digital divide presents a solid foundation on which to criticize 

technologies in development.  

 

For example, fewer women than men in developing countries have access to ICTs like mobile 

phones and the Internet.
18

 As a result, ICTs appear to be limiting the economic contribution of 

females across the developing world. According to the International Labor Organization, patterns 

of offline gender segregation which relegate females to lower-paying jobs are being “reproduced 

in the information economy”.
19

 This suggests that, contrary to arguments about job opportunities 

put forth by techno-optimists, ICTs are limiting rather than supporting females’ contributions to 

their economies. Similar effects of degraded economic contribution can be linked with ICT 
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access disparities in education,
20

 health,
21

 and even language.
22

  This whole discussion must be 

in relative terms – everyone might have more economic opportunities because of ICTs but men 

experience a greater improvement. 

 

Perhaps counter-intuitively, some techno-pessimists might even argue that well-intentioned 

attempts to bridge the digital divide are in fact an economic drain. As Charles Kenny writes in 

Foreign Policy, the cost of bringing Internet access to rural communities throughout the 

developing world remains prohibitively high.
23

 And even if such connectivity were to come to 

fruition, Kenny continues, barriers such as digital literacy, linguistic literacy, and service 

delivery challenges would limit the economic impact of the access to those ICTs. 

 

The effect of ICTs in economic affairs, it seems, can be disputed according to at least the dual 

perspectives of technological optimism and pessimism. The next part of this chapter discusses 

the effects of ICTs in governance. 

 

Governance effects 

The techno-optimist perspective 

Techno-optimists highlight the ability of ICTs to empower citizens to play a more active role in 

governance. There is a growing body of practical evidence to support this claim. 
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Under the banner of “e-government,” or the “use of information technology...to transform 

relations between citizens, businesses, and other arms of government”,
24

 developing countries 

have utilized ICTs to conduct their activities more efficiently and transparently. This 

phenomenon began in the late 1990s, when it was observed that ICTs could “substantially 

redistribute power, functional responsibilities, and control within and across federal agencies and 

between the public and private sector”.
25

 Moreover, the “nonhierarchical character” of the 

Internet, techno-optimists argue, “frees citizens to seek information at their own convenience”.
26

 

 

At their inception, techno-optimist notions of e-government involved increasing efficiency and 

eliminating bureaucratic obstacles (office hours, for example, would no longer limit citizens’ 

ability to file for a business license). Related technologies like e-mail enabled quicker 

communication and coordination between government agencies, tools like integrated financial 

management systems became common elements of IT infrastructure projects by institutions like 

the World Bank, and governments emphasized IT access and training for their employees. 

 

The advent of social media, “Web 2.0” systems, and mobile applications in the early 21st century 

further fueled techno-optimists’ enthusiasm. This wave, called “open development”
27

 by some 

practitioners including the World Bank Institute, is built on accountability, transparency, and 

citizen innovation. For example, techno-optimists point to tools like SeeClickFix - a mobile 
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application that enables users to report infrastructure issues to their municipal leaders - as 

evidence of improved governance capabilities by harnessing ICTs. They also highlight the global 

open data movement, which encourages government ministries to release datasets in order to 

increase transparency and inspire civic innovation around the data. Beth Noveck, a leading 

proponent of technology-enabled open governance, shares her optimism:
28

 

[N]ew technology may be changing the relationship between democracy and 

expertise, affording an opportunity to improve competence by making good 

information available for better governance… The computer screen can shift 

power from professional sources of authoritative knowledge to new kinds of 

knowledge networks…If we can harness the enthusiasm and knowledge of 

"netizens" to the legal and political processes generally reserved for citizens, we 

can produce government decision-making that is both more expert and, at the 

same time, more democratic. 

 

Noveck is not alone in her positive assessment. Speaking in Nigeria at the October 2013 launch 

of his state’s open data portal - the first subnational platform in Africa - Edo State Governor 

Adams Oshiomhole praised open data and its promise for citizens, governance, and innovation:
29

 

Open data enables citizens to interrogate the state... It’s a precondition for good 

governance, for transparency, for accountability, and for access to information… 

When governments become more responsive and more transparent, citizens can 

ask the question: “Are we getting value for our money?” How they answer that 

can help build better trust between the governing and the governed. 

 

Whether under the banner of e-government or open government, techno-optimists clearly believe 

in the power of ICTs to enable better governance, accountability, transparency, and citizen 

engagement. However, techno-pessimists would disagree. 
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The techno-pessimist perspective 

Techno-pessimists push back on the ability of ICTs to improve governments in the ways lauded 

by optimists. Indeed, the promise of technology to dramatically transform governance 

contradicts established theories of incrementalism, which suggest that governments inherently 

change slowly and deliberately. Political scientist Darrell West reviews:
30

 

There are clear reasons why much political change tends to be small-scale and 

incremental rather than transformational. Government actions are mediated by a 

range of factors: institutional arrangements, budget scarcity, group conflict, 

cultural norms, and prevailing patterns of social and political behavior, each of 

which restricts technology's ability to transform society and politics. 

 

In other words, the ability of technology to influence government is limited. In fact, some take 

this perspective even further. They suggest that, rather than revolutionize and democratize civic 

engagement, ICTs such as the Internet “tend to reflect and reinforce patterns” of bureaucracy and 

politics found in government.
31

 Online portals intended to simplify citizen-to-government or 

business-to-government processes, such as filing taxes or registering for licenses, simply 

“perpetuate their mission and do little to enhance responsiveness or citizen participation”.
32

 For 

instance, widespread criticism in late 2013 over the online portal of President Obama’s flagship 

universal health care initiative, which suffered from technical issues that compromised many 

users’ health care options, supports this claim. 
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U.K. professor of development informatics Richard Heeks builds on this techno-pessimist 

interpretation by diving deeper into the costs of failed e-government projects. Based on surveys 

of 40 e-government case studies and a poll of a preeminent e-government practitioners’ 

community of practice, Heeks found that 85% of e-government projects are total or partial 

failures.
33

 He then proceeds to highlight six ways that these e-government projects hurt, rather 

than helped, civic engagement and good governance, including direct and indirect financial 

costs, opportunity costs, and political costs. But the biggest cost of these ill-advised techno-

utopian initiatives, he argues, is the vicious cycle surrounding them:34 

Most costs are intangible; few are ever measured in the event of e-government 

failure; e-government failures are often hushed up. This may explain why, despite 

the high costs of failure and the high prevalence of failure, many officials and 

politicians are still very keen on e-government. 

 

Techno-pessimists also argue that, even when open government projects that leverage ICTs are 

successfully implemented, they fail to respect context and other factors that dictate the openness 

of government. Kenya’s open data portal, for instance, was hurriedly prepared (it “ran before it 

could walk”, according to Open Data Institute Director and member of the portal’s team Jay 

Bhalla) without key political and institutional structures to accompany it.
35

 For example, without 

any freedom of information law - a common prerequisite for open data initiatives - government 

ministries were not legally compelled to release datasets for the portal.
36

 As a result, the quality 

and impact of the open data portal was compromised. 
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Panthea Lee, founder of international development design research firm Reboot, sums up this 

lack of context as a “government 2.0 fairytale”:
37 

Electoral participation or number of petitions tweeted may provide an indication 

of civic engagement, but hardly tell the whole story. Civic hackathons hosted or 

FOIA requests received may give some indication of intent, but are poor metrics 

for government accountability. Number of users, growth in users, and media 

mentions may provide a snapshot of popularity for an open government initiative, 

but do not explain long-term impact. 

 

This lack of respect for context reflects elements of Morozov’s technological solutionism, and 

techno-pessimists would argue that technologies used in this way harm the government-citizen 

relationship more than they help it. Lees reflections also touch on the idea that the success of 

these initiatives is measured by the wrong indicators. This is a criticism of aid projects that will 

be discussed in the next chapter. 

 

The harms of technological implementations in governance in the developing world are also 

evident in what World Wide Web creator Sir Tim Berners-Lee calls a “growing tide of 

surveillance and censorship” in some emerging states.
38

 The government of China, for example, 

has implemented the “Great Firewall”,
39

 a comprehensive and complex censorship program that 

is deliberately designed to suppress collective action among the country’s citizens.
40

 Indeed, the 

task of government surveillance is made easier by the proliferation of mobile phones in many 

developing countries, enabling authorities - particularly where the telecom industry is state-
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owned - to keep a close eye on citizens’ mobile usage and location data. This is compounded, 

techno-pessimists would fear, by other contextual features of developing countries:
41 

Standard privacy and security challenges are exacerbated by issues prominent in 

much of the developing world, such as high levels of political instability, 

government corruption, political turnover, unreliable legal systems, and social 

unrest. All of these factors make it even more difficult to control the effects of data 

collection… 

 

Another contextual element not mentioned in this excerpt is the role that developed economies 

are playing in exacerbating these technological threats to human rights. According to Freedom 

House, “most of the autocratic states in the Middle East… have received U.S. or European 

technology to censor internet content or monitor online communications.”
42

 Corporations 

ranging from Nokia to McAfee have exported tools to authoritarian regimes that are leveraged to 

monitor citizens and dampen their human rights. 

 

Just as with economic effects, when it comes to ICTs and governance it is clear that techno-

pessimists have more than enough cause for concern. In the developing world, technologies can 

reinforce existing citizen-to-government challenges, dangerously ignore context, and facilitate 

privacy violations. 

 

This chapter introduced the relationship between ICTs and international development by 

evaluating ICTs’ economic and governance effects (numerous other sectors could have been 

included in this exercise). Doing so through the dual perspectives of technological optimism and 
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pessimism illustrated the debate about the impact of ICTs in development, emphasizing how 

from any perspective there is general consensus that, for better or for worse, there are many 

tangible impacts on development of ICTs. 

 

The introductory section concludes with the next chapter, which reviews the World Bank’s 

approach to international development projects - including those involving ICTs - and argues 

how this approach embodies some of the trappings of technological solutionism that could be 

addressed by a more pragmatic approach to project design and implementation. 
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CHAPTER 4: CRITICISMS OF WORLD BANK PROJECTS 

 

 

 

 

In this chapter, I review arguments that international development agencies are not working as 

efficiently or effectively as practitioners and beneficiaries would hope. While I focus specifically 

on the World Bank, many lessons and criticisms apply to other aid institutions. The purpose of 

this chapter is to identify what flaws in project design and implementation can be addressed by 

principles derived from design thinking. 

 

The Bretton Woods conference in 1944 created a multilateral system that included the World 

Bank to support post-war reconstruction and stability in Europe. Once this goal was 

accomplished, however, its focus shifted towards supporting underdeveloped countries around 

the world.
1
 In an April 2013 speech at Georgetown University, World Bank President Jim Kim 

captured the modern-day mission of the institution. He marked an “auspicious moment in 

history” to “end extreme poverty” and boost “shared prosperity”, and he announced that these 

twin goals would guide all future investments by the World Bank.
2
 

 

Few could fault President Kim for his ambition. By many metrics, the World Bank and other aid 

organizations have been successful in accelerating poverty reduction in the developing world for 
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decades. The Millennium Development Goal of cutting extreme poverty in half by 2015, for 

example, was achieved with the help of the international development community.
3
 Progress 

follows in other arenas as well; the World Bank supported nutrition services to over 200 million 

women and girls in the past decade, committed a record $16.3 billion in the 2013 fiscal year to 

fight poverty, and will more than double its 2008 spending on agriculture by 2015.
4
 

 

Despite these successes, the World Bank is not without its critics. Some argue that the institution 

is too heavily influenced by the United States and other developed Western powers. Referencing 

the fact that the organization has only ever had American presidents, outspoken World Bank 

gadfly William Easterly complains that “U.S.-educated elites vetted by their autocratic home 

governments” are improperly positioned to “represent the underrepresented peoples of the 

world”.
5
 Others advocate for a more pluralistic leadership structure, such as that adopted by 

many regional banks. This model uses a voting system that requires leaders to receive a majority 

of votes from all member countries – not just those from majority shareholders.
6
 

 

Another emerging criticism of the World Bank is that its impact is diminishing and that its 

programs have paradoxically left “tens of millions of people suffering stagnating or declining 

living standards”.
7
 The Independent Evaluation Group (IEG), charged with assessing a variety of 

projects and initiatives of the World Bank Group, suggested in a 2006 report that the 

“[a]chievement of sustained increases in per capita income, essential for poverty reduction, 
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continues to elude a considerable number of countries”.
8
 Six years later, the IEG revisited these 

same concerns. It revealed that, while the percent of Sub-Saharan Africans living below the 

$1.25 per day poverty rate decreased from 57% to 48%, the raw number of people increased 

from 290 million to 386 million.
9
 This suggests that the impact of the global aid community has 

failed to match the rate of population growth in developing countries. 

 

A third criticism with of World Bank projects is that their success is measured without 

transparency or accountability in the evaluation process. Reviewing a 2012 IEG report, the 

Bretton Woods Project (an online bulletin expressing critical views of the World Bank and IMF) 

summarized that the gap between how staff rate their projects and how independent evaluators 

rate them has increased for seven consecutive years. While 83% of projects were reported by 

staff in 2011 to be at least moderately successful, only 70% of them achieved this rating by the 

IEG.
10 

Given that “bank staff incentives are linked to project outcomes”, this pattern makes sense 

from a behavioral perspective. But William Easterly worries that this is a major accountability 

issue:
11

 

To be effective, the World Bank needs to have in place a set of tasks, a mission, 

and an incentive system that will create accountability for results. Accountability 

for results implies that there will be some reward for getting results and some 

penalty for not getting results. 

 

Although these three criticisms – an imbalance of power favoring the West, a decline in impact 

on poverty reduction, and a culture of evaluation opacity – warrant mention due to their ubiquity 
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in the critical discourse, addressing them is beyond the scope of this paper. There are, however, 

at least five more specific criticisms relating to World Bank projects that could be addressed by 

the design thinking principles that will be outlined in the next section. These are summarized 

below, followed by an explanation of each one. 

 

Flaws in World Bank project design and implementation:
12

 

1. World Bank projects are designed in silos. 

2. World Bank projects are poorly designed. 

3. World Bank projects are measured by inputs and outputs, not informed by impact 

4. World Bank projects lack beneficiary input. 

5. World Bank projects are too risk-averse. 

 

1. World Bank projects are designed in silos 

Due to the complexity of international development, multilateral aid donors like the World Bank 

have intricate structures. Generally speaking, the World Bank organizes itself using a matrix 

structure, with development sector units (such as health or agriculture) comprising the vertical 

columns. Batches of these units are mapped to one of five thematic networks (such as sustainable 

development or private sector development). Six regional units (such as Africa or South Asia) – 

each divided into its respective country management unit – run horizontally to intersect these 

verticals, and accompanying this entire matrix are about thirty general management units (such 

as legal or treasury).
13
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The result is a convoluted web that inevitably yields challenges in flows of knowledge, ideas, 

and talent. Silos emerge in which staff members are isolated within their part of the 

organizational matrix – whether that be by sector or by country – and do not interact with each 

other across these lines, leading to inefficiencies and redundancies. While the concept of silos is 

not a new one for organizations as large as the World Bank, it remains a major obstacle. For 

example, the organization’s president recently declared that it needs to be “breaking down 

bureaucratic silos” that are obstructing “the need to connect the brilliant minds in our 

institution”.
14

 Indeed, in its most recent performance evaluation of the World Bank Group, the 

IEG in 2012 stressed a need for “collaboration across conventional sector silos within the Bank” 

and recognized that “[d]eepening and broadening Bank Group collaboration and partnership 

across conventional boundaries” are needed to help confront current development challenges”.
15

 

In another report, in this case regarding the World Bank’s support for innovation and 

entrepreneurship, IEG expressed a similar grievance. Its report articulated that “urgent action is 

required to enhance coordination, consultation, or linkages… across networks, sectors, and 

regions, as well as across the Bank Group institutions”.
16

 

 

To its credit, the World Bank is currently taking considerable measures to foster the cross-

fertilization of knowledge among its staff, regardless of the sector or country to which they are 

assigned. To prevent the institution from becoming “less than the sum of [its] parts”,
17

 Jim Kim 

is currently overseeing a significant reorganization that would create “global practices”, or 
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thematic groups, aligned roughly along sector lines (country programs would remain more or 

less as they are), designed to intrinsically support other sectors and country offices.
18

 For 

example, global practices like agriculture or health might have ICT experts embedded within 

them, whose mission would be to coordinate with a central “ICT beam” to share knowledge and 

coordinate with experts embedded in other global practices. But these changes are just now being 

designed, so their impact on reducing silos and increasing efficiency cannot be measured.  

 

Silos do not only exist within the World Bank. In fact, there is increasing recognition that the 

World Bank is too often insulated from other development stakeholders, including the 

beneficiaries themselves. Such is the significance of this obstacle that former World Bank 

President Robert Zoellick dedicated an entire speech to it in 2010 at Georgetown University:
 19

 

[F]or too long prescriptions have flowed one way. A new multi-polar economy 

requires multi-polar knowledge… With the end of the outdated concept of a Third 

World, the First World must open itself to competition in ideas and experience… 

The flow of knowledge is no longer North to South, West to East, rich to poor.  

 

His speech also announced the creation of six knowledge platforms, or multi-stakeholder and 

partner-driven initiatives housed at the World Bank but explicitly designed to draw knowledge 

from beyond its traditional walls. The fact that the topic of silos warranted its own speech and 

multimillion-dollar initiative exposes the magnitude of the challenge facing the World Bank. 

 

Silos become more problematic when globalization and technologies seek to make the lines 

between sectors less concrete. ICTs such as mobiles and the Internet, for instance, are 
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increasingly considered cross-cutting mechanisms to help achieve goals across traditional 

development sectors and regions.
20

 The culture of silos, then, prevents practitioners from 

approaching development challenges from the multidisciplinary perspective they demand. This 

has significant economic repercussions; between 2010 and 2012, projects in Africa funded by the 

World Bank’s water sector that contained ICT components exceeded $100 million.
21

 An 

investigation into these specific ICT components in summer 2012 suggested that tens of millions 

of these dollars were spent financing essentially the same software in different countries (more 

specific values are pending publication of that study).
22

 In other words, even within the water 

sector, staff members working on similar problems in neighboring countries were duplicating 

expenditures without giving thought to repurposing software to save money. 

 

The challenge of silos is not unique to the World Bank and is a symptom of the broader ICT4D 

community. Respected ICT4D practitioner and anthropologist Ken Banks expressed frustration 

in 2013 about persistent challenge of silos and bordered thinking:
 23

 

Take the problem of silos. Most of the [ICT4D] events where this comes up are 

silos themselves. How can someone stand up at a mobile health conference 

packed with only people who use mobile phones and only for health, and say we 

should stop talking in silos? How about a mobile health practitioner attending an 

agriculture conference, instead? Or one focussing on human rights? Don’t tell me 

mobile health projects can’t learn something from non-mobile agriculture? If, as 

we constantly hear, innovation and opportunity happen in unexpected places, we 

need to put ourselves in them a little more. 
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Silos remain a significant development challenge, whether in the context of the World Bank, in 

the broader development community, or specifically in the ICT space. The next section will 

introduce how principles of design thinking can help erode the walls of silos to improve 

development projects. Before that, the discussion continues about five criticisms of the World 

Bank project design process. 

 

2. World Bank projects are poorly designed 

Another common refrain against the World Bank argues that its projects are poorly designed. 

This is major cause for concern, since the IEG acknowledges that an improperly designed project 

is “less likely to achieve its objectives”.
 24

 At least two more specific complaints fall within this 

critique of project design: first, that they lack respect for context; and second, that they are too 

rigid. 

 

The Washington Post, reviewing the 2006 IEG report referenced earlier, explains that World 

Bank projects often “fail to tailor projects to local conditions”.
25

 A 2012 IEG analysis reported a 

similar concern, warning that there remains “a need to strengthen realism for country programs” 

and adding that “realistic country programs typically show an understanding of the country’s 

political economy”.
26

 A 2013 IEG report echoed that the “performance of interventions depends 

on the local context”.
27
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It is clear, then, that too many World Bank projects are designed in a way that does not 

accommodate the political economy of the country or setting in which they are implemented. But 

the World Bank is not alone; this appears to be a symptom of the global aid community. In their 

first evaluation of the implementation of the Paris Declaration (a commitment by 100 countries 

to improve aid effectiveness), OECD countries agreed that it was necessary to “give increased 

attention to such complex situations” in order to achieve stronger aid impact.
28

  

 

What might be causing this malaise? One explanation might be that projects fail to address the 

incentives faced by “frontline” service providers and managers who actually control the 

provision of goods or services.
29

 Owen Barder, Senior Fellow at the Center for Global 

Development, adds that no amount of “long coordination meetings” between donors and 

developing countries to plan aid projects can change the fact that political and institutional 

constraints will ultimately shape or limit the implementation.
30

 Indeed, The Anti-Politics 

Machine author James Ferguson suggests that even the most carefully designed projects can be 

subverted and rendered ineffective by local politics in the areas in which those projects are 

implemented.
31

 

 

The criticism that World Bank projects lack context suggests that there is an element of 

solutionism in the way they are currently designed and implemented. Likewise, it means that 

pragmatism – the belief that a particular tool, technology, or system will inevitably be shaped by 
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exogenous forces like the social context or political economy – is missing from World Bank 

projects. The following chapters will highlight how design thinking principles address these 

challenges. 

 

A second aspect that contributes to poor project design is a tendency towards rigidity, cookie-

cutter plans, and linear processes. Andrews, Pritchett, and Woolcock highlight these challenges 

in their explanation to “capability traps”, a phenomenon in which a state’s capability diminishes 

even while rhetoric about development momentum increases:
32

 

[C]apability traps emerge under specific conditions which yield interventions that 

(a) aim to reproduce particular external solutions considered ‘best practice’ in 

dominant agendas, (b) through pre-determined linear processes, (c) that inform 

tight monitoring of inputs and compliance to ‘the plan’, and (d) are driven from 

the top down, assuming that implementation largely happens by edict. 

 

Top-down, best practice-driven, “plan”-dedicated project design accurately describes the 
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challenges facing too many World Bank aid programs. So too do the “linear processes” the 

authors suggest. Indeed, analogies have been made to the waterfall structure, an aging model of 

software design in which progress is made sequentially from conception to design to testing to 

production. The waterfall model name dates to the 1970s,
33

 but its principles derive from the 

1950s when Herbert Benington presented about the software development methodologies used 

by U.S. defense computing firm SAGE.
34

 These tenets favor the design and requirements phase 

of a project, suggesting that investing heavy resources into rigidly designing a software project – 

i.e., getting it right the first time before exposing it to consumers – ultimately saves time and 

money.
35

 

 

Critics of the waterfall say this approach is outdated. For instance Chris Vein, the World Bank’s 

Chief Innovation Officer for Global ICT Development, laments how “the development 

community follows a waterfall model based around rigid implementation of a carefully prepared 

master plan”.
36

 In contrast to this rigid model, Owen Barder urges: 

We can’t engineer success. We have to proceed in small steps – experimenting, 

learning, and adapting – alongside all the other parts of the system with which we 

are co-evolving. 
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A schematic of the conventional World Bank project cycle (Figure 3) demonstrates how closely 

it follows the waterfall model.
37

 Worth mentioning is the fact that the cycle duration can last 

several years; it can take multiple years alone just to appraise a project and obtain board 

approval. This timeline may accommodate large-scale infrastructure projects that naturally take 

several years to implement, but it does not reflect changing realities on the ground. Elections in 

client countries, for examples, can change their political economy drastically during the time it 

takes for a World Bank project to move from planning to implementation. This is particularly 

salient in the context of projects involving ICTs, because innovations and emerging technologies 
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can mature from prototype to scale far more quickly than World Bank projects incorporating 

them can be brought to the ground. 

 

Here again we can see how World Bank projects are designed in a pre-packaged way. The 

Project Appraisal Document (PAD), reviewed and affirmed in the “Preparation, appraisal, and 

board approval” stage in Figure 3, is a 100+ page document that lists at the outset what specific 

problems will be addressed and what specific strategies, systems, or changes will be 

implemented to address those problems. These project development outcomes (PDOs) dictate 

everything else that transpires in the PAD; any activity must be aligned with these pre-

determined PDO interventions, and the PAD must even include specific metrics that will 

evaluate whether these PDOs are achieved (this reliance on these performance indicators are 

criticized in the next section of this chapter). This approach suggests that elements of solutionism 

persist in World Bank project design. As we will see in the following chapters, design thinking 

principles development can help us achieve the goals Barder outlines here while maintaining the 

respect for context that many critics argue is missing from development. 

 

3. World Bank projects are measured by inputs and outputs, not informed by impact 

Conventional World Bank projects utilize performance indicators (PIs) to evaluate their success. 

These indicators are aligned with the specific development objectives that are articulated during 

the projects’ design, and they include outcomes, outputs, activities, and inputs.
38

 These factors, 

however, are largely confined to quantitative values (such as inputs like money spent or outputs 

such as bridges built) and fail to account for the possibility that a project’s impacts “may not 
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manifest themselves as directly measurable numeric information”.
39

 As a result, critics argue 

that, as was put forth by the World Bank’s own Operations Evaluations Department (OED), the 

“monitoring and evaluation of Bank-financed projects did not focus adequately on the factors 

that are critical for positive development impact”.
40

 Instead as the the New York Times reported 

in 2012, the institution still suffers from a “bureaucracy in which performance has traditionally 

been assessed on the volume of loan and grant disbursements, rather than the effectiveness of the 

programs financed to help the poor”.
41

 

 

This criticism highlights the need to more meaningfully assess development impact and to use 

that information to iteratively inform the way a project is being implemented. A 2009 IEG report 

proposed how emerging impact evaluations (IEs) could be leveraged to achieve this goal:
 42

 

It is no longer acceptable for governments, official development agencies, and 

nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) to simply report how much money has 

been invested or what outputs have been produced...These demands have led to 

an increase in the number and sophistication of impact evaluations (IEs)... 

 

The report continued, however, to explain how IEs were poorly integrated across the World 

Bank:
 43

 

[M]any countries with decades of experience of project and program IE have 

made little progress toward institutionalizing the selection, design, and utilization 

of this type of evaluation. 
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Indeed, in a separate book published 2013, the IEG reported only “modest” feedback loops 

between IEs and project operations, with “limited use and influence” due to a failure of project 

managers to engage team members, underdeveloped linkages with the actual project, poor 

timing, and other reasons.
44

 This is a significant missed opportunity. Rather than be 

underutilized, impact evaluations that monitor beneficiaries’ reaction to project inputs and 

outputs could instead use this feedback to inform the project, allowing it to adjust and pivot 

according to these iterative impact evaluations. This concept will be elaborated in the context of 

design thinking principles in chapter 6. 

 

The World Bank has a similarly disappointing record of adopting another innovative success 

metric. This relatively new mechanism being piloted at the World Bank is called Program-For-

Results (P4R). This lending instrument allows project funding to be disbursed according to 

periodic evaluations of “disbursement-linked indicators” (DLIs) during its implementation.
45

 

DLIs might be traditional inputs or outputs, but they are deliberately designed to be more 

“flexible” than conventional measurements based on the level of maturity of a project (for 

example, capacity-building events might qualify as DLIs in the nascent stages of a project, while 

community participation in monitoring or evaluation might qualify in the final project stages).
46

 

Done correctly, P4R would ensure that the impact of a project’s work is directly informing how 

that project is being funded and, therefore, how it is being implemented. 
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Providing this iterative feedback loop between project impact and project implementation is an 

outstanding feature of P4R, but this approach is deliberately constrained by the World Bank. It is 

being treated as a two-year pilot that will disburse a maximum of $2 billion annually – or only 

about 5% of all commitments.
47

 Additionally, donor countries still view it as a significant risk. 

The United States in its official position statement, for instance, expressed dismay that 

independent monitors will not be used to verify the achievement of disbursement-linked 

indicators.
48

 In other words, innovative ways of measuring impact, and of having those 

measurements feed into the shape of the project itself, have yet to scale to a meaningful level at 

the World Bank. 

 

This concoction of project success measurement strategies – performance indicators, impact 

evaluations, and P4R – suggest that there is a need both to focus on more relevant development 

impact metrics and to better empower the performance of a project to inform its actual 

implementation. The following chapter will suggest how design thinking principles might help to 

provide monitoring of a project to facilitate real-time adjustments in its implementation. 

 

4. World Bank projects lack beneficiary input 

Throughout the project design process, the beneficiaries of projects – that is, the impoverished 

citizens of developing countries in which World Bank loans are executed – are too often 

removed from its design. This is inefficient and unproductive; in his book The White Man’s 

Burden, William Easterly suggests that the most successful campaigns against poverty are those 
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that empower indigenous and grassroots planning.
49

 According to this theory, aid projects that 

distance the beneficiaries in their design are less likely to succeed. 

 

Other members of the development community are likewise worried about this inclusivity gap. 

Sir Michael Barber, author of Deliverology (which provides the foundation for the World Bank’s 

new “science of service delivery” strategy
50

) acknowledged in a 2013 interview that “there is 

insufficient connection between the World Bank headquarters and aspirations and what happens 

country by country”.
51

 This “line of sight”, he argues, needs to be made more direct, giving local 

contexts and beneficiaries more input into project design. Owen Barder echoed this sentiment in 

a 2009 paper highlighting a “broken feedback loop between beneficiaries and decision 

makers”.
52

 ICT4D practitioner Ken Banks provides a more tangible example in a 2012 interview 

with The Guardian:
53

 

The rise of homegrown solutions to development problems will be most crucial in 

future… That means African software developers increasingly designing and 

developing solutions to African problems, many of which have previously been 

tackled by outsiders. 
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The urgency to consider the ultimate beneficiaries when designing an aid project for improved 

development impact may seem like a trivial and expected feature. In reality, however, the World 

Bank and other aid institutions have yet to systematically institutionalize beneficiary feedback.
54

  

 

This is not to say that beneficiary assessments have been excluded entirely from the discourse at 

the World Bank. By 2002, in fact, over 300 of its projects had used some degree of beneficiary 

feedback to inform their design or implementation.
55

 That number, however, must be placed in 

the broader context that the World Bank has averaged nearly 200 projects a year since 1947 and 

currently runs over 2,500 projects.
56

 Critics would argue that the relatively few 300 projects 

which include beneficiary feedback reveal how the process has yet to be mainstreamed at the 

World Bank. 

 

At the very least, the World Bank cannot be faulted for having a lack of awareness about the 

importance of beneficiary feedback. In 1996 a report by the World Bank’s Operations Evaluation 

Department acknowledged that “awareness is growing that participation by project beneficiaries 

in design” brings greater efficacy, ownership, and accountability of projects as they are 

implemented.
57

 But this “awareness” has yet to be operationalized; in 2012 former World Bank 

President Robert Zoellick said, “The Bank understands now more than ever that citizen voice 

and the engagement of project beneficiaries are crucial for lasting development results”.
58

 

Months later, this refrain was echoed by President Jim Kim when he admitted “we must listen, 
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learn and partner with countries and beneficiaries to build bottom-up solutions”.
59

 The fact that 

this call to action was reiterated by two presidents sixteen years after the OED report suggests 

that the World Bank still has to make significant strides towards incorporating beneficiaries more 

meaningfully in project design. As the next section will demonstrate, however, design thinking 

principles might help to make projects more inclusive of beneficiary feedback. 

 

5. World Bank projects are too risk-averse 

One final criticism about the way World Bank projects are designed and implemented is that 

there are weak incentives to take risks. As a result, potentially high-reward initiatives that 

involve high risk are avoided, decreasing the possibility of maximizing development impact. 

Indeed, Wayan Vota, the One Laptop Per Child critic mentioned in chapter 3, suggests that there 

is a “minimum tolerance for failure or anything else that could be seen as waste” among the 

donor community.
60

 He argues instead that the community should be “creating space for failure” 

to encourage risk-taking and innovation. Of course, it is not reasonable to expect the World Bank 

to accept high risk for its multi-million dollar projects as a whole. Vota’s key message, instead, 

is that a general culture of risk-taking – perhaps manifested by World Bank project managers in 

smaller sub-components of broader projects, rather than in the large project itself – can yield 

meaningful benefits. 

 

Owen Barder, Senior Fellow at the Center for Global Development, builds on this argument, 

placing risk-taking in the broader context of complexity, adaptation, and development. He argues 

that an increased appetite for risk allows development to “embrace experimentation” and nurture 
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“adaptation and evolution” – critical components of a broader theory of ecosystemic change.
61

 

Put conversely, insufficient risk cultures “hamper the achievement of strategic, tactical, and 

operational goals”, at worst undermining the mission of the World Bank and rendering it 

irrelevant.
62

 

 

To its credit, leadership at the World Bank has recently started to advocate for risk-taking. 

President Jim Kim recently called for a willingness to take “smart risks… even if it means we 

might fail”.
63

 Top-down declarations, however, are just one of several criteria that constitute a 

successful risk culture. Another is acceptance of failure, which encourages employees to discuss 

and learn from mistakes.
64

 Here again the World Bank deserves plaudits. It has hosted three “Fail 

Faires” which convene the ICT4D community to discuss failures in aid projects in an open and 

lighthearted manner. Institutional and behavioral reform – such as increasing risk tolerance, 

improving attitudes towards risk among project managers, and forming incentive structures that 

accommodate for risk – are more challenging criteria, and these arguably have yet to be 

implemented comprehensively at the World Bank.
65

 

 

Welcoming risk and accommodating failure are integral to design thinking. For this reason, the 

next section will demonstrate how World Bank projects might borrow from these principles to 

reduce its aversion to risk. 
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This chapter has reviewed criticisms about the way the World Bank designs and implements 

projects, including how they can reveal trappings of solutionism. It concludes the first section of 

this thesis, which reviewed how different perspectives of technologies might view the impact of 

ICTs on development. The following section will begin with a chapter introducing design 

thinking. This is followed by a chapter that dives deeper into principles of design thinking, 

defending how those principles can be leveraged to address the concerns about World Bank 

projects outlined in this chapter. 
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CHAPTER 5: DESIGN THINKING HISTORY AND METHODOLOGY 

 

 

 

 

Design thinking – also called human-centered design (HCD)
1
 – is a general framework for 

developing any kind of product, service, or system that situates the human experience at the core 

of an innovation. Although it has traditionally been adopted in business settings , design thinking 

as it is practiced today extends beyond business and is the result of a decades-long evolution of 

product, systems, and service design
2
 in a variety of disciplines. That trajectory is traced here, 

followed by a deeper deconstruction of the design thinking process. 

 

Before doing this, it is important to briefly mention the danger of referring to design thinking as 

a concept that can be easily distilled into a simple methodology. Although the methodology 

outlined later in this chapter is divided into three digestible and distinct phases, this approach 

simplifies a much more complex and nuanced set of tools that design thinking leverages. This 

tension – the need to simplify design thinking to articulate its processes at the risk of 

oversimplifying and commercializing it – is a criticism of design thinking that will be addressed 

among others in chapter 8. For the purposes of introducing design thinking here, however, the 

three-phase framework will be presented as a methodology later in this chapter. 
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Tracing the emergence of design thinking 

Before embarking on that discussion, it is valuable to trace the history of design thinking to its 

origins during World War II. In 1943, psychologist Abraham Maslow published his theory on the 

hierarchy of human needs, which introduced to business management practitioners the 

importance of treating their employees as people and catering to their desires.
3
 In 1960 Douglas 

McGregor published The Human Side of Enterprise, a bestselling book that advocated for 

people-centric management for improved business performance.
4
 Around that time, and in 

keeping with post-War patterns of automation, operationalization, and computing,
 5
 practitioners 

convening at the 1963 Conference on Design Methods in the U.K. founded a society for design 

research.
6
 Its goal was to move towards a more systematic approach of designing concepts 

around human needs. This fostered a burgeoning community and legitimacy around design as its 

own independent field in the 1980s, encapsulated by the belief that there was a “designerly way 

of knowing”
7
 that was distinct from traditional academic approaches such as arts, sciences, and 

humanities.
8
 Today’s multidisciplinary focus of many design thinking teams is a manifestation of 

this divergence, as designers recognize that addressing human challenges requires perspectives 

from a multitude of backgrounds and disciplines, rather than from those conventional academic 

approaches. 
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It was around this time that user-centrism became more firmly planted in the broader design 

conscience. A seminal book by Donald Norman, The Design of Everyday Things, used the phrase 

“user-centered design” to laud or criticize objects’ design, arguing that aesthetic pleasure should 

be subordinate to the user’s experience.
9
 Soon after, Harvard University Professor Peter Rowe 

combined design research’s emphasize on systematization with concepts of user-centrism in his 

book Design Thinking, which coined the phrase as it is used today.
10

 

 

Concurrently in the world of software, a movement was emerging around more iterative and 

flexible software development process that contrasted the heavy-handed and top-down waterfall 

model (discussed in the previous chapter). This new approach, articulated in the 1970s under the 

banner of “adaptive”
11

 and “evolutionary”
12

 software methods by leading thinkers E. A. 

Edmonds and Tom Gilb, moved the emphasis of project design from the planning period to the 

developing period. It proposed that the needs of users should feed iteratively into the design of 

software, and as such the software project should be approached not top-down but rather more 

collaboratively.  

 

These and related principles were coalesced into a Manifesto for Agile Software Development, 

published humbly on a simple website in 2001 and today revered by countless software 

developers and technologists. This Manifesto articulates twelve principles that comprise agile 

software methods, ranging from welcoming “changing requirements, even late in development” 
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to tuning and adjusting strategies “at regular intervals” according to evolving project needs.
13

 

Given the time of their emergence and their thematic similarities with design thinking, it is no 

coincidence that tenets of agile software development are closely aligned, interrelated, and 

correlated with phases of design thinking that will be outlined later in this chapter. 

 

Design thinking – and the agile software principles embedded within it – grew in popularity as 

the private sector recognized its ability to improve product development, user experience, and 

organizational efficiency. The scope of design thinking is now wider than ever. Major 

corporations like Intel have embraced design thinking to better understand its consumers to 

inform its products.
14

 Design firms such as IDEO and Frog – two internationally acclaimed HCD 

firms – began in product design by helping companies like Apple develop its first computer 

mouse. They soon evolved, however, into service and systems design, as IDEO CEO Tim Brown 

and IDEO.org CEO Jocelyn Wyatt explain:
15

 

Businesses are embracing design thinking because it helps them be more 

innovative, better differentiate their brands, and bring their products and services 

to market faster. Nonprofits are beginning to use design thinking as well to 

develop better solutions to social problems. Design thinking crosses the 

traditional boundaries between public, for-profit, and nonprofit sectors. 

 

One group of design thinkers that Brown and Wyatt fail to mention is the academic world. 

Programs like Stanford’s d.School, MIT’s d-Lab, and the Netherland’s Delft University are 

increasingly brokering relationships between the private and public sector to address societal 

challenges using design thinking. A 2013 initiative, for instance, saw the d.School partner with 
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the U.S. Department of State, Unreasonable Institute, and Semester At Sea to create a platform 

for innovation based on design thinking principles that convened young innovators and 

established technology leaders to innovate against development challenges.
16

 

 

The design thinking methodology 

The design thinking process is comprised of three main phases. The methodology begins with 

discovery, wherein a designer identifies an actionable challenge and gains deep empathy with the 

people who face that challenge. Next comes ideation, which encourages designers to 

conceptualize inventive ideas that address the challenge. The third phase involves prototyping, in 
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Figure 4: Design thinking over time. The design thinking process fluctuates between abstract and concrete concepts over time, 

becoming increasingly more specific and tailored to a potential solution. Figure 5 visualizes this from a slightly more tangible 

perspective. 

 

Source: Adapted from +Acumen HCD online workshop reading materials, 7 Jul. 2013. 



 58  

which ideas are tested, refined, and narrowed down until a potential solution to a challenge is 

articulated. 

 

Discovery 

The discovery process begins with framing a question. Called a design challenge, this question 

forms the nexus from which the entire design process flows. As such, it is critical to get this 

challenge right. One way of accomplishing this is by turning a general challenge into what 

designers call a “How-Might-We” (HMW) question. HMWs convert challenges into problems 

that are specific enough to be actionable yet broad enough to encourage a diversity of ideas. Say, 

for example, a team seeks to reduce waste at a grocery story. They might conclude that an 

appropriate HMW would be, “How might we make the store’s inventory more closely match 

consumer purchasing trends?” While this does a good job of creating an open-ended question, it 

also emphasizes a particular service rather than focus on the human element – a mistake that 

design thinking practitioners fear would bias the solution towards a technology, process, or 

tool.
17

 Instead, an appropriate HMW might be, “How can we ensure that customer’s food 

preferences are met at the grocery store to reduce waste?” This design challenge puts the end-

user at the forefront of the process to ensure it remains relevant. 
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The second component of the discovery phase is undoubtedly the most important of the entire 

design thinking process: gaining empathy with the end-user.
18

 Empathizing, HCD practitioners 

contend, places the human at the forefront from the beginning of and throughout the entire  

design process, ensuring that human concerns – not business goals or technical limitations – 

drive the final product or service being constructed. 

 

This degree of empathy can be achieved using several methods, collectively falling under the 

field of design research.
19

 Interviews with community members, for example, can help elucidate 
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Figure 5: Design thinking from tangible to abstract to tangible. 

Design thinking is catalyzed by a concrete and actionable “How Might We…?” question that diverges into various methods of 
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selected to iterate further with the user through more tangible prototypes. 

 

Source: Adapted from +Acumen HCD online workshop reading materials, 7 Jul. 2013. 
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design challenges, clarify boundaries, and attract social investment from the community. 

Conversations with experts are also helpful, as they can provide historical context that can 

inform a designer’s approach. Immersion is another method, even if it is done in an ostensibly 

menial task. For instance, a team exploring ways to encourage healthy stovetop cooking 

practices in rural areas might spend a week cooking meals with a family. Finally, designers can 

seek analogous experiences to draw inspiration and understanding. A team designing a system 

that sends SMS messages about crop prices to farmers, for example, might spend a week using a 

similar system that sends maternity advice to pregnant women in rural areas. This strategy helps 

break down silos between sectors and projects while cross-fertilizing ideas. 

 

It must be said that design thinking practitioners do not claim to have a perfectly intimate 

understanding of a particular social, cultural, or political context simply by spending a few days 

or experiences with end users. Ideally, the empathy process should continue throughout and after 

the design process in order to progressively understand more about this context, and it should be 

complemented by teams that are comprised of people who are themselves the users of the 

product or service being designed. When this does not happen, HCD can fall to the same 

trappings of top-down solutionism. Chapter 7 will explore a case study that embodied many of 

these techniques to avoid solutionism. 

 

In many regards, a dedication to empathy is what sets HCD apart from other design 

methodologies such as the waterfall method described in the previous section. While traditional 

approaches to software design reflect a “build it and they will come” mentality, HCD is careful 

to situate the end-user at the center of the process. This ensures that no assumptions are made, 
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that solutions are not created for problems that do not exist or are improperly understood, and 

that a respect for the local context is always emphasized. This aligns clearly with technological 

pragmatism, which as discussed in chapter 2 takes care to situate ICTs and innovations within 

the broader social context in which they are implemented. 

 

Ideation 

Once a design challenge is defined and a deeper understanding of the sociopolitical context is 

achieved, the ideation phase begins. Ideation done well involves organized chaos, where 

structured brainstorming yields ideas that address the design challenge from a diversity of 

sources. 

 

The key to robust ideation is not quality but quantity. The goal underlying this stage is that, by 

including ideas from previously excluded sources, the chances increase of identifying an 

unorthodox, creative, or particularly impactful idea. These “black swan” events, argue 

proponents of open and inclusive innovation, are rare but can be fostered by an ecosystem that 

promotes inclusivity and erodes traditional barriers between formal and informal thinkers and 

contributors.
20  

 

In conventional HCD, the ideation process is a collaborative and tangible process, often 

involving groups of creative thinkers brainstorming and sketching product ideas on Post-It notes 

or whiteboards. This process, however, can be extended beyond product design. Whether 

crafting a product, system, or service, the ideation phase provides an essential opportunity to 
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capture diverse and unorthodox ideas, in the hope that some elements will surface from this 

exercise and find relevance in future stages of the design process. Chapter 7 will highlight a case 

study that encourages ideation in this manner. 

 

Prototyping 

Following the ideation process, the team selects one or more ideas – or combinations of them – 

to move forward with a period of rapid and iterative prototyping. This selection process is based 

on the ideas’ relationship with the human experience, its business viability, and its technical 

feasibility. These three criteria (see Figure 6) represent the core of HCD by Tim Brown, CEO of 

HUMAN 

EXPERIENCE  

BUSINESS 

VIABILITY  

TECHNICAL 

FEASIBIL ITY  

IDEA 

SELECTION 

Figure 6: Selecting an idea Good design thinking yields potential solutions that intersect these three 

perspectives. Of the three, design thinkers give priority to the human experience. 

Source: Adapted from a presentation delivered by IDEO.org in IDEO.org offices, Palo Alto, California, 23 

Apr. 2013. 
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IDEO and a founding father of design thinking, who provided the following explanation in a 

2008 article:
21

 

[HCD] is a discipline that uses the designer’s sensibilities and methods to match 

people’s needs with what is technologically feasible and what a viable business 

strategy can convert into customer value and market opportunity. 

 

This prototyping exercise brings concepts from idea to implementation as quickly as possible, 

with the intention being of garnering feedback from users that will inform further prototyping. 

To expedite this feedback loop, for instance, many product design firms have workshops with 

tools like 3D printers to rapidly produce prototypes of concepts to test in the field. For more 

complex design projects like systems or services, prototyping becomes a more sophisticated 

                                                           
21

 Brown, Tim. “Design Thinking.” Harvard Business Review (2008:6). Web. 28 Oct. 2013. 

DIS COVER  IDEATE  PROTOTYPE  

A M B I G U I T Y  C L A R I T Y  
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clear but initially undefined product or service. 
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process that generally involves more direct collaboration with users, such as visualizing a service 

together or conducting dry-runs of processes.
22

 

 

This phase is not considered the end of design thinking. Rather, it marks the beginning of a 

cyclical process. Practitioners working with prototypes can return to previous stages, such as 

renewing empathy or ideating again, or they often begin churning out more prototypes based on 

the feedback they garner from their user base. This iterative quality is a hallmark of design 

thinking and is discussed among other principles in the next chapter. 

 

As the design thinking ecosystem continues to blossom, so too do its criticisms. These are 

discussed in chapter 8. Before that, and having introduced the design thinking history and 

methodology, the next chapter will extract key principles of design thinking that could be 

leveraged to address some of the criticisms of World Bank projects. The chapter after that will 

explore two case studies that embody some of these principles to avoid the trappings of 

solutionism and symptoms of poor World Bank project design and implementation. 
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CHAPTER 6: DESIGN THINKING PRINCIPLES AND HOW THEY ADDRESS 

WORLD BANK PROJECT CRITICISMS 

 

 

 

 

This chapter dives deeper into key principles and sub-principles of each of the three phases of 

design thinking described in the previous chapter. While doing so, it is important to remember 

that design thinking is not the sole arena where these principles can be found. Some, for 

example, are adopted from related concepts like agile software development (which, as discussed 

earlier, emerged at around the same time as the design thinking methodology). As such, these 

principles should not be viewed as exclusive to design thinking but rather as overlapping 

principles shared with other concepts like agile software and open innovation.
1
 

 

After introducing these principles below, I will describe each one in detail, articulating sub-

principles and the criticisms of World Bank projects that could be addressed by these principles. 

To help frame this discussion, Figure 8 below links the principles with their respective design 

thinking phase, while Figure 9 articulates which World Bank criticisms can be addressed by each 

of the principles. 

 

Four key principles found in design thinking that are featured in this discussion are: 

1. Focusing on the problem 

2. Embracing context 
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3. Harnessing open innovation 

4. Iterating 

 

The purpose of Figure 8 is to demonstrate from where in the design thinking process each key 

principle originates. That is not to say, however, that each principle is bound to remain within its 

assigned phase. In other words, an empathic focus on the problem and context spawn in the 

discovery phase, but designers keep these principles in mind as they progress through the 

ideation and prototyping phases. Figure 8 simply serves to root these principles directly within 

the design thinking methodology. 

 

What follows now is a discussion that dives deeper into each principle. For each principle, I 

feature some sub-principles that could directly feed into World Bank projects to address the 

criticisms outlined in chapter 4 (Figure 9 helps the reader visualize this discussion). 
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Figure 8: Principles of design thinking This graphic links the four key principles of design thinking discussed in 

this chapter (illustrated as colored boxes) with their respective phases of the design thinking process. 
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Focusing on the problem 

The identification and articulation of How-Might-We design challenges are critical to the design 

thinking process. Through brainstorming, inclusive opportunities for inputs, and empathy, the 

discovery phase of design thinking encourages designers to gain a nuanced understanding of the 

problem. 

 

Not all design challenges, however, can be easily understood. Social issues such as poverty, 

health, and education possess challenges whose complexity and diversity exceed simple 

definition. These are called wicked problems, a concept first formally articulated in 1973, and 

they share the following characteristics (among others):
2
 

 Wicked problems have different definitions and explanations according to different 

people 
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Figure 9: World Bank project criticisms addressed by design thinking The colored lines in this graphic 

connect principles of design thinking with the various World Bank project criticisms they might address. 
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 Wicked problems must be approached experimentally as there are no definitive templates 

to tackle them 

 Wicked problems cannot be solved so much as they can be improved  

 Wicked problems are interrelated with other wicked problems 

 

Wicked problems with these characteristics are what 20
th

-century economist E.F. Schumacher 

called divergent problems, or challenges which can have multiple solutions or, more likely, no 

all-encompassing solution at all.
3
 They can be contrasted with convergent or tame problems, 

which are approached using conventionally linear steps until a desired outcome is reached.
4
 

Wicked problems, on the other hand, demand “interdisciplinary collaboration” to define (as best 

as possible) the variety of issues and challenges that pertain to it.
5
 

 

As IDEO’s Tim Brown explains, design thinking is “a process especially suited to divergent 

thinking—the exploration of new choices and alternative solutions”.
6
 There are at least two 

reasons for this. First, design thinking embraces experimentation. This is necessary to tackle 

wicked problems whose potential solutions are unpredictable and undefined.
7
 Indeed, designers 

approach wicked problems often seek not to create specific solutions, but rather to foster an 

ecosystem from which “good things” can surface.
8
 Second, design thinking values the 

interdisciplinary approach needed to tackle wicked problems. Since divergent challenges have 

                                                           
3
 Schumacher, E. F. A Guide for the Perplexed. New York: Harper & Row, 1978. Print. 

4
 De Baillon, Thierry and Ralph-Christensen Ohr. “Tackling Complexity and Wicked Problems with Design 

Thinking.” Sonnez en cas d’absence blog. 8 Jul. 2011. Web. 2 Nov. 2013. 
5
 Kolko, Jon. “Wicked Problems: Problems Worth Solving.” Austin Center for Design. 1 Mar. 2012. Web. 2 Nov. 

2013.  
6
 Brown, Tim. “Why Social Innovators Need Design Thinking.” Standford Social Innovation Review. 15 Nov. 2011. 

Web. 2 Nov. 2013 
7
 Boone, Mary E. and David J. Snowden. “Leader’s Framework for Decision Making.” Harvard Business Review. 1 

Nov. 2007. Web. 2 Nov. 2013. 
8
 De Baillon and Ohr. 



 69  

roots in problems from a variety of sectors, a multistakeholder, collaborative, and 

multidisciplinary team must align to address them.
9
 

 

For these reasons, design thinking is well positioned to focus on the sorts of wicked problems 

that international development practitioners face. Moreover, its propensity to begin the design 

process based on an intricate and nuanced understanding of the problem – including wicked 

problems – helps it address various World Bank projects criticisms. 

 

One of these criticisms, outlined in chapter 4, is that projects are measured by inputs and outputs 

rather than informed by impact. That is to say, conventional impact assessments focus too 

heavily on how much money is spent or whether bridges are built. These simplistic 

measurements, while valuable and practical, might not truly gauge whether an underlying 

problem is being addressed. Design thinking, on the other hand, recognizes that the 

sophistication of a specific challenge or wicked problem exceeds what can be measured 

empirically by what World Bank projects call Project Development Objectives (see the chart of 

traditional project flow in chapter 4). As such, projects should be informed by seemingly 

peripheral indicators of impact that are linked with well-defined problems. 

 

For example, the World Bank is currently working with numerous developing countries to 

promote polices, practices, and platforms that release government data for public consumption 

and innovation. These open government projects, however, are too often measured by inputs or 

outputs such as the number of datasets published or the number of government ministries 
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participating in the program. But these are specific “solutions” that are not good indicators of the 

broader wicked problem these projects seek to address (whether that is economic inequality, lack 

of civic engagement, etc.). To complement these metrics, the project could also be evaluated by 

peripheral measurements (How did citizens’ attitude towards government offices change? What 

unintended negative consequences emerged?).
10

 These are admittedly less quantifiable, but they 

reflect a more nuanced evaluation of a project’s impact based on recognition that wicked 

problems emerge from multiple sectors and do not have easily packaged or measurable solutions. 

 

Design thinking’s interdisciplinary approach to tackling wicked problems also addresses the 

criticism that the World Bank operates in silos (both within the organization and between it and 

external knowledge producers). The planning stages of the conventional World Bank project 

cycle, for example, are where the problem is articulated in the form of Project Development 

Objectives. While there is a consultation period in which project managers are encouraged to 

obtain feedback on the project plan with their colleagues, they are rarely asked to reach out 

specifically to colleagues in other sector or country units. Even less likely are they to be required 

to engage with external partners from other disciplines who could potentially shed light on 

different aspects of the problem the project seeks to address. To its credit, an ongoing 

reorganization at the World Bank does seek to embed specialists from one cross-cutting sector – 

for example, the ICT unit – into other sectors in order to widen the range of disciplines that 

articulate a problem and shape a project. This interdisciplinarity is a key feature of design 

thinking that could significantly reduce the criticism that the World Bank operates in silos. 
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Another criticism is that World Bank projects lack beneficiary input. Although the institution 

consists of highly educated and specialized development practitioners, a reality embraced by 

design thinkers is that no one is more intimately aware of problems than the end-user. In other 

words, beneficiaries themselves can be directly engaged in: (a) the formulation of simple 

convergent problems to be addressed; or (b) the deconstruction of complex wicked problems into 

more manageable and structured pieces.
11

 By doing this, the project would benefit from a more 

nuanced and ground-level understanding of the problem while incorporating beneficiary 

feedback more than conventional projects do. The first case study of the next chapter 

demonstrates how this might be possible in the context of World Bank projects. 

 

Finally, design thinking’s problem-first focus also directly addresses one of the key pillars of 

solutionism that was described in chapter 2: failure to gain a nuanced understanding of the 

problem. Morozov fears that solutionists “twist” problems to match their solution. Design 

thinking, on the other hand, demands a respect for the problem in all its complexity. In tackling 

wicked problems, it recognizes that there may not in fact be a solution at all – a recognition that 

Morozov certainly would applaud, as would those harboring the pragmatic perspective outlined 

in chapter 2. 

 

Embracing context 

In the design thinking methodology, empathy is key. The empathy process is intended to help the 

designer achieve a variety of goals. It provides a window into the real-world constraints, 

opportunities, and networks that shape the actions of the individuals who may use the product or 
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service. It illuminates the political economy of the setting in which the designer operates, 

providing nuanced understanding of the context of the design challenge. 

 

Gaining empathy involves a toolkit that draws heavily from ethnography. In fact, design research 

firms often employ ethnographers to conduct the empathy phase of the discovery process in 

design thinking. But the mission of design ethnographers differs from that of traditional 

ethnographers. Rather than utilize conventional methods of qualitative research such as 

interviews, it uses “techniques such as participant observation, unstructured interviews, and 

artifact collection to attempt a holistic analysis… over time”.
12

 

 

The design thinking mentality views empathy as “foundational to effective program design” 

because it ensures that project development outcomes are relevant, feasible, and not overly 

optimistic.
13

 In other words, its ethnographic approach specifically addresses the criticism that 

World Bank projects are poorly designed because they lack an intimate understanding of the 

local context in which they operate. Rather than hire established firms –consultancies like 

Deloitte or McKinsey – to research a particular sector in preparation of a project (typically using 

conventional methods such as legislative reviews or human resource analyses
14

), World Bank 

project managers might turn to local ethnographers or design research firms to draw a more 

nuanced portrait of that sector. The obvious benefits of this approach are highlighted in the 

second case study of the next chapter. 
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In addition to providing context from which a project can be designed, this ethnographic 

approach can be leveraged to more meaningfully assess the impact of projects. In Rome, for 

example, a participatory budgeting project allowed citizens of a district to vote on how 20% of 

the municipal investment budget would be spent.
15

 From an impact evaluation perspective, 

quantitative metrics such as participation or money allocated (about five million Euros) might 

conventionally be used demonstrate success. A two-year ethnographic study, however, suggested 

that the long-term impact might not have been as positive. While some citizens exhibited 

increase civic skills and awareness, others harvested increased “distrust in politics” or became 

“disappointed” to the point of ceasing to participate in other civic initiatives.
16

 Design 

ethnography, then, could also help the World Bank more accurately assess the true impact of its 

projects. 

 

One specific technique encouraged by design researchers in the empathy process is embracing 

extremes. From the design thinking perspective, context about a specific challenge or wicked 

problem is often illustrated best by the people who passionately love or hate the status quo. This 

subset of users helps to “unearth unarticulated behaviors” based on the fact that they are more 

powerfully affected by a product or service than others.
17

 Their experiences, argues design 

thinker Jan Chipchase, set the “parameters of human behavior” in which designers can negotiate 

towards more intimate knowledge about a challenge, culture, structure, or relationship.
18

 

IDEO.org design researchers embodied this approach in a solar energy project by visiting an 
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“enthusiastic” user of solar panels in a local community, yielding valuable insight into the 

incentives and limitations of solar adoption. In the context of World Bank projects, these extreme 

users might be beneficiaries of a particular public service – a woman who regularly collects from 

a water pump, for example – who are conventionally excluded from the design process of a 

project. As such, adopting this design thinking technique can address the criticism that World 

Bank projects lack beneficiary input. 

 

Finally, embracing context through empathy in the design thinking process can help avoid the 

trappings of Morozov’s solutionism. This is particularly relevant in the case of ICT4D. Deep 

contextual understanding of a local community or problem can help to ensure that technologies 

developed or implemented in an aid project match the skills, capacities, and needs of the local 

community. This “appropriate technology” approach, spearheaded by E.F. Schumacher in his 

book “Small Is Beautiful”,
19

 argues (in an oversimplified fashion) that technologies being 

implemented to address a problem must be a “good technological fit” – that is, that they are 

fostered endogenously, that they are self-reliant, and that they develop communities around those 

technologies.
20

 This approach directly addresses Morozov’s criticism that technological 

solutionists package or implement a technology without regard to local context. In contrast, 

appropriate technology – articulated through a design ethnographer’s attempts to understand 

local nuances, social structures, and political economy – ensures that technology conforms to 

these elements and not the other way around. 
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Harnessing open innovation 

An underlying principle of design thinking is open innovation. Open or democratic innovation is 

a concept championed by the likes of Henry Chesbrough
21

 and Eric Von Hippel
22

 that includes, 

among other methods, inclusive innovation,
23

 competitive crowdsourcing,
24

 and distributed 

innovation.
25

 As these terms suggest, open innovation encourages permeable boundaries between 

internal and external contributors in order to promote cross-fertilization of ideas and access to 

markets. It fosters ecosystems of creativity that transcend lines between traditional disciplines, 

often by leveraging communities of innovators and stakeholders at the grassroots level.
26

 

 

Open innovation in the context of design thinking embraces several concepts associated with an 

art the New York Times calls “engineering serendipity”.
27

 Even over 250 years since Horace 

Walpole coined the term to mean a “fortunate accidental discovery”,
28

 serendipity continues to 

fascinate scholars and practitioners. 

 

One manifestation of the study of serendipity is the concept of positive deviance (PD). PD 

observers that, in a given community, there are particular individuals who follow uncommon 
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practices and “consequently experience better outcomes” than their neighbors.
29

 For example, 

children of the developing world whose mothers fed them specific diets due to economic 

limitations were found to be healthier than their wealthier counterparts, steering health 

practitioners to advocate that others follow their previously unendorsed diet.
30

 PD theory 

encourages practitioners to seek out these unique individuals in order to translate their 

serendipitous or unplanned behavior into lessons and impact for others. As such, PD proposes 

that communities are best equipped to solve their own problems and that collective intelligence 

exceeds expert knowledge.
31

 

 

Another lens of innovating through serendipity is through black swans. Black swan events, 

argues Nassim Nicholas Taleb, are disruptions that are hard to predict and yet retrospectively 

easy to explain.
32

 The black swan effect, as he calls it, is a complex concept that cannot be 

distilled here, but it fundamentally proposes logic that “makes what you don’t know far more 

relevant than what you do know”.
33

 This is critical in the context of design thinking and how it 

addresses World Bank criticisms because it, like positive deviance theory, places strong 

emphasis on outliers. Outliers, argues Malcom Gladwell, are unique people whose achievements 

are due to the ecosystems that fostered their serendipitous rise to success.
34
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Design thinking is a process that encourages an open innovation ecosystem from which 

unforeseen ideas that address divergent problems can surface. In other words, fostering the 

conditions for sudden and unexpected innovations, ideas, or disruptions should be viewed as 

equally important as the innovations themselves. For this reason, design thinking can address the 

criticism that World Bank projects are measured by inputs and outputs instead of being informed 

by their actual impact. In seeking to innovate in any sector, the World Bank might 

conventionally seek to measure the outputs, or the actual innovations that emerge from a project. 

From a design thinking perspective, this misses the point entirely. More meaningful would be a 

qualitative (and quantitative, to the extent possible) assessment of peripheral impact indicators. 

These could  include: whether a sustained, indigenous, and multidisciplinary community was 

convened or supported; how public attitudes towards service delivery changed during the project, 

etc. (chapter 9 provides a tangible example of how these peripheral indicators might be 

incorporated into the design of World Bank projects). Open innovation, in other words, expands 

the scope of the ecosystem of collaboration involved with a project, and therefore the project 

should measure this entire ecosystem to more accurately evaluate its impact. 

 

Iterating 

Design thinking relies heavily on iteration. Although iteration derives from the scientific method 

as the “repetition of a sequence of operations” to yield “results successfully closer to a desired 

result”,
35

 it assumes a more versatile meaning in the context of design. In design, iteration is a 

process which: (a) tests products or services with users or a subset of users; (b) analyzes and 

synthesizes their response to these products or services; (c) incorporates some or all of these 
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responses in a subsequent version; and (d) repeats the entire process until predefined but 

adaptable conditions are met.
36

 These external conditions could be indicators like end-user 

satisfaction, but they could also be more logistical limitations such as funding, project timelines, 

or a predetermined number of prototypes. 

 

Iterative projects leverage what the agile software movement has recently begun to call 

minimum viable products, or MVPs.
37

 MVPs embrace the value of prototyping “early and often” 

to present a set of users with a basic concept of a product or service.
38

 The goal of an MVP is to 

garner feedback to help the designer decide whether to persevere with or to pivot from a concept 

– a binary technique adopted from the lean startup movement.
39

 MVPs are inherently imperfect. 

Put differently, they imply some degree of failure. The key to the iterative approach of MVPs is 

to embrace, rather than fear, this risk. Error should be viewed not as a blemish on a project 

review report but rather as a source of information that can be leveraged to improve the next 

iteration. Indeed, some design thinkers might go so far as to say that failure can be almost 

deliberate; IDEO.org believes that it is sometimes necessary to “design something you know 

isn’t right to provoke what is right”.
40

 Iterating, in other words, leans heavily on learning from 

failure and, as such, views failure as a critical and even constructive part of the design process. 

This mentality is manifested in the case studies reviewed in the next chapter. 
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Another tool for iteration is A/B testing, a methodology whose use on the Web dates back to the 

beginning of the century when Google engineers ran the first A/B test in February 2000.
41

 A/B 

testing is a technical process – often unnoticed by individual users – in which designers subtly 

manipulate aspects of a product or service. They expose different users to one of these two 

versions and measure their responses to determine which one to move forward with. A/B testing 

was used to great effect in then-Senator Obama’s 2008 presidential campaign who, for instance, 

observed that saying “learn more” instead of “join us now” or “sign up now” in their fundraising 

emails increased signups per visitor by nearly twenty percent.
42

 Just as with political campaigns, 

designers too can also use A/B testing to iterate products and services based on the reactions of 

users. 

 

Iteration in the design thinking process can address multiple criticisms of World Bank projects. 

Since this technique advocates for agility and pivoting, it contradicts complaints that projects are 

too rigid. Rather than design a service delivery project in a top-down fashion that reflects the 

waterfall model, iteration ensures that beneficiaries of that service delivery can be exposed to 

progressively more refined models that adapt to their feedback. 

 

For instance, a project to improve children’s health might include a public awareness campaign 

about hand washing. Rather than design this campaign – such as what media or messages would 

be used – entirely from the outset, the project manager could allow for the campaign to pivot 

according to how different versions are received by the public. Perhaps A/B testing could be 

used to identify and harness messages that are most effective or memorable, or perhaps the MVP 
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methodology could be leveraged to roll out an initially basic campaign that becomes more 

refined and sophisticated over time. Regardless of the specific method, a more iterative project 

design would require the project manager to encourage pivoting and agility – two elements that 

are currently missing from World Bank project design in lieu of a more rigid structure. 

 

Another criticism that is inherently addressed through iteration is the concern that World Bank 

projects exclude beneficiary feedback. Since the iterative process intrinsically revolves around 

feedback from the end-users, incorporating this method into project design and implementation 

would naturally ensure that beneficiaries are more empowered in shaping that project. 

 

A third criticism that iteration addresses is that World Bank projects are too risk-averse. By 

making its projects more iterative, World Bank projects could begin to accept failure specifically 

with the intention of using its lessons to improve the next iteration of a project. It is of course 

foolish to suggest that the World Bank should dramatically increase risk or foster failure in its 

large projects of several hundreds of millions of dollars. Rather, failure and risk can be piloted in 

a controlled fashion in sub-components of projects. These projects can be deliberately designed 

to periodically measure points of failure and elevate their lessons to higher and more financially 

significant elements of a project. 

 

For example, a disaster resilience project might seek, as one of its many components, to produce 

a map of schools that are most prone to earthquake or flood damage. Instead of financing a 

sophisticated and expensive satellite imagery firm, a relatively small expenditure could promote 

an innovation competition for local entrepreneurs to find ways to create this map. This contest 
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could potentially surface a specific innovation that costs significantly less to achieve comparable 

results. This innovation could then be elevated to support other components of the larger project 

such as reinforcing critical infrastructure. While this approach involves more risk (as there would 

be no contractual assurance that a map of usable quality would be produced), it offers high 

rewards for project managers who are willing to invest modest funds into a potentially failed 

experiment. 

 

Finally, specifically with regards to aid projects that involve ICTs, iteration helps avoid the 

trappings of Morozov’s technological solutionism. Recall from chapter 2 that one distilled 

assumption of solutionism is packing a technology or tool to implement without regard to 

context. This much-abused strategy of parachuting in technologies directly contradicts the 

iterative process, which suggests that these technologies should be shaped by local beneficiaries 

and indigenous input. For this reason, iteration could help projects involving ICTs be less 

solutionistic. 

Now that the relationship between design thinking and World Bank project criticisms has been 

articulated, the next chapter includes case studies that illustrate how development projects can 

embody this framework by leveraging these design thinking principles and sub-principles. 
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Figure 10: Design thinking phases, principles and sub-principles, and the World Bank project criticisms 

they address This graphic reviews the discussion of chapter 6, visualizing what criticisms of World Bank projects 

are directly addressed by specific sub-principles and principles of design thinking. 
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CHAPTER 7: CASE STUDIES 

 

 

 

 

This chapter provides tangible examples of how the key principles and sub-principles of design 

thinking can be implemented in aid projects. It begins by highlighting the case study of the 

Sanitation Innovation Challenge, a global project that sought to catalyze local ICT-based 

innovation to address challenges facing the sanitation sector. This case study is important 

because it demonstrates that projects involving ICT innovations are particularly well-positioned 

to adopt many design thinking principles outlined in this paper.  

 

Beyond the realm of ICT-enabled innovation activities, other types of aid projects can also 

benefit from these design thinking principles. The second case study reviews a project in Zambia 

that sought to deliver infants’ HIV test results from central hospitals to rural clinics more 

quickly. This UNICEF-supported project leveraged specific design thinking principles to help it 

create an ICT-based system that is now scaled to every clinic in the country. Both of these case 

studies involved ICTs, primarily to build on the assumption defended in chapter 3 that ICTs can 

have measurable impact on development. That said, design thinking principles can, to a certain 

extent, be applied to projects that do not involve ICTs. This is discussed further in chapter 8. 

 

 

 



 

 84  

Sanitation Innovation Challenge 

Beginning in summer 2012, a small team, including me, assembled at World Bank headquarters 

in Washington, DC, to design an initiative to foster innovation in the sanitation sector. The 

primary goal of this project, which was called the Sanitation Innovation Challenge (SIC), was to 

source, scale, and support technologies that help address sanitation service delivery challenges. 

A secondary (albeit less explicit) goal was to experiment with principles of design thinking in the 

context of a World Bank project. 

 

From the outset, the SIC team’s composition was unique among World Bank projects. Although 

it officially fell under the leadership of a project manager working at the World Bank’s Water 

and Sanitation Program (WSP), in practice it was co-managed by a colleague in the ICT sector 

unit. This joint WSP-ICT approach reflected the specific topic of this project, but it also made 

traditional barriers between the two sectors more permeable. For practitioners accustomed to 

being confined to traditional World Bank bureaucratic silos, the simple fact that regular 

coordination meetings involved input from diverse sector units was refreshing. It also resulted in 

tangible project additions that would not have been realized without this multidisciplinary 

approach. For instance, both ICT and sanitation sector specialists contributed to define the 

specific technological and sectorial categories under which participants would submit their 

innovations. This collaborative effort created a meaningful taxonomy for sanitation innovation 

that did not previously exist. This interdisciplinary approach that transcended traditional 

boundaries is championed by design thinking and was leveraged by the SIC. 
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Additionally, the team benefited from meaningful contributions from external stakeholders 

throughout the entire process. Even in the initial planning stages, WSP and ICT forged a 

partnership with Toilet Hackers, a New York-based nonprofit seeking to innovate in sanitation, 

and obtained financial support from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. These linkages to 

external stakeholders would prove vital to convening and inspiring local communities to 

participate in the challenge. They also represent design thinking principles of open innovation to 

encourage atypical partnerships for collaboration. 

 

Once the team was formed, its mission was to design and deliver the Sanitation Innovation 

Challenge. It did so by formulating a three-phase process that clearly mirrors the design thinking 

methodology for identifying challenges, convening to ideate around those challenges, and 

supporting the most promising ideas. 

 

The first phase of the SIC, beginning in fall 2012, entailed defining the specific challenges facing 

the sanitation sector. To do this, a website was created to elicit problem definitions, or structured 

descriptions of sanitation issues that could be addressed by technological innovations. For a 

three-month period, the general public was urged by the World Bank and partners to document 

DISCOVER IDEATE PROTOTYPE 

• Preparing problem definitions 
• Community consultations 
• Expert consultations 
• Technologist consultations 

• Hackathons at numerous sites 
• Facilitation by local partners 
• Discovering and developing 
ideas 

• Incubating teams 
• Mentoring projects 
• Long-term support for 
sustainability 
• Trials and deployments 

Figure 11: Sanitation Innovation Challenge design thinking process. The Sanitation Innovation 

Challenge was broken into three main components that align with the three phases of design thinking. 
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their sanitation challenges and upload these problem statements to the website. There, users 

could sift through problem statements, vote on their favorites, and comment on others’ 

challenges. 

 

As Figure 11 suggests, this process aligns with the design thinking phase of discovery. 

Recognizing that locally-relevant innovations could only succeed if they addressed locally-

sourced problems, the SIC team intended to gain more meaningful context of ground-level 

sanitation issues. To gain a more detailed contextual understanding of the sanitation problems 

facing communities in the developing world, some participating sites conducted field trips. In 

Dar Es Salaam, for example, young software developers traveled to dense unplanned urban areas 

to view sanitation challenges first-hand. The issues they encountered - children playing soccer 

next to an open sewer pipe, for example - were photographed and uploaded to the SIC website as 

problem definitions. 

 

This problem definition period capitalized on design thinking’s appreciation for wicked 

problems. Like wicked problems, challenges facing the sanitation sector are complex and 

multifaceted. By deconstructing them into problem statements, the SIC encouraged stakeholders 

to tackle pieces of the broader puzzle while embracing divergent thinking and ideation. For this 

reason, the SIC demonstrated how design thinking can help address the sorts of wicked problems 

that face development practitioners. 

 

As mentioned earlier, embracing extreme perspectives is an important element of discovery, and 

it was not abandoned in the SIC. In this spirit, to complement the insight of the end-users, 
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experienced sanitation sector specialists were asked to contribute their problem definitions as 

well. This was done during workshops - held both in Washington DC headquarters and at some 

of the sixteen sites worldwide that were participating in the SIC - in which community 

technologists sat with sector specialists to translate their sanitation challenges into actionable 

tasks for programmers. Here again the value of interdisciplinarity was proven. It was often the 

case that sanitation experts could articulate a general problem, but they needed to work together 

with technologists to phrase the challenge in a relevant and actionable way for a potential 

innovator to properly address it. 

 

Of course, distilling complex issues around sanitation into bite-sized problem definitions hardly 

provided a deep contextual understanding of the challenges. That said, the process did succeed in 

articulating sanitation challenges in a more tangible and nuanced manner. The problem definition 

exercise yielded 120+ problems uploaded to the SIC website. While a far cry from the weeks- or 

months- long engagements required to gain fuller empathy with a particular challenge, this 

online database represents a unique global snapshot of user- and expert- defined problems facing 

the sanitation sector. 

 

Just as importantly, this approach to project design – one that empowers the users in defining the 

problems – created the potential for serendipitous externalities beyond the scope of the project 

itself. Through this collaborative problem definition phase, all of the participating cities 

catalyzed their local communities to convene around a particular challenge. This phase elevated 

sanitation challenges to the forefront of innovative minds that previously might not have 

considered applying their talents to the sector. While these communities are harder to measure 
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than traditional outputs, they are vital contributors to ecosystems and should be treated as such. 

These peripheral indicators of impact are discussed further in the next chapter. 

 

The second phase of the SIC consisted of hackathons that encouraged creative ideation to 

address the problems. Derived from the term “hack”, which is a creative workaround to a 

problem, a hackathon is a gathering of software developers who innovate to address defined 

challenges (in this case, the problem definitions). The SIC hackathon took place on December 1-

2 2012 simultaneously in sixteen cities around the world. At these events, 1200+ developers 

convened, formed groups to address one or more of the 120+ problem definitions on the SIC 

website, and spent the weekend ideating and rapidly prototyping technologies that could address 

those defined challenges. At the end of the weekend, a jury voted on the best prototypes whose 

teams won prizes arranged by local sponsors (these could range from gift certificates to access to 

local incubators or funds). Often these prototypes amounted to nothing more than a minimum 

viable product or proof of concept. As such, they were evaluated not on their finality or quality 

so much as on their potential for impact. This mentality – embracing MVPs and accepting 

imperfection – is a cornerstone of design thinking that was harnessed by the SIC. 

 

The ideas that emerged from the hackathon weekend were uploaded to a special section on the 

SIC website called “projects” (deliberately not “solutions”, despite the trend to use that term in 

the hackathon community).
1
 This database included the prototype, a link to the software code 

(often hosted under an open-source license in a repository such as GitHub), a description 

(including images and videos) of the application, and the specific problem definition(s) it 

                                                           
1
 Even Random Hacks of Kindness, a leading convener of hackathons, continues to call the outcomes of its events 

“solutions” (see http://rhok.org). In the context of technological solutionism, this mentality fails to recognize the 

more pragmatic perspective that the tools alone are not sufficient to solve the problems. 
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addresses. This last element is critical; the SIC sought to ensure that no project would seek to 

solve a problem that did not exist. It required that all projects uploaded to the website be linked 

to at least one problem. While this may seem like a procedural step, it was specifically designed 

to ensure that the context of the end-user who submitted the problem statement was being 

considered throughout the ideation process. This helped to avoid the trappings of solutionism – 

specifically of developing a proposed solution without meaningful regard to a nuanced 

understanding of the problem it seeks to address. 

 

The hackathon phase of the SIC reflected the next step in the human-centered design 

methodology: ideation. In this phase, divergent thinking was encouraged. No idea – at least in 

the first few hours of brainstorming – was considered too outlandish or irreverent to take into 

consideration. As the evening wore on, however, these ideas were whittled down until the more 

promising ones were tackled by teams of participants. The decision to focus on specific ideas 

was often made after considering the business, technical, and human elements of that idea – a 

strategy advocated by design thinking practitioners to ensure an idea is relevant and viable (see 

the diagram in Figure 6 in chapter 5). 

 

The hackathons themselves were designed around open innovation concepts. They grouped 

previously unaffiliated groups – private sector representatives, sanitation specialists, 

entrepreneurs, software developers, etc. – together in a room to foster the cross-fertilization of 

ideas. A tangential yet meaningful outcome, then, was simply the physical convening of these 

disparate groups. By empowering local people to tackle local issues using local resources and 

capacity, the hackathons helped to forge a community that, ideally, would persist long after the 
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SIC concluded. These empowered networks are rarely measured by traditional World Bank 

project indicators, but their impact is invaluable. 

 

 

 

The final phase of the SIC involved prototyping, refining, and iterating the ideas that emerged 

from the hackathons. From January to March 2013, developers who built prototypes at the 

hackathons submitted their ideas to a website, where they assigned it to one of ten problem 

categories. These categories were determined by grouping together the 120+ problem statements 

into thematic areas. The distinction between problem statements and problem categories was 

more than semantic; the former were deliberately intended to represent the initial divergent 

stages of design thinking, when the scope of challenges and ideas is expected to widen. The ten 

Figure 12: SIC infographic. Source: S. Vasdev, World Bank, 2013. 
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problem categories, on the other hand, were meant to guide innovators with more convergent 

challenges. Once participants assigned their ideas to one or more categories, they were connected 

with mentors online who could help them refine their projects. These mentors, who volunteered 

their time and were coordinated by partners of the SIC management team, hosted online meetups 

and discussion forums, fielded questions from developer teams, and provided expertise from the 

perspective of business, sanitation, and technology. At the same time, developers were expected 

to iteratively prototype their apps in the field to help them mature. For example, one winning 

team designed a tablet game that taught safe hygiene practices to children. They constantly asked 

children in their community to play with their app in order to identify opportunities to improve 

and refine it. 

 

The goal of this final phase was to narrow down the field of viable innovations that address 

sanitation service delivery challenges. This funneling effect is representative of the final stages 

of the design thinking process, in which - through iteration, testing, and support - usable options 

are dwindled down to a selection of more realistic designs. In the case of the SIC, the three-

month online mentoring portion distilled a pool of roughly 70+ prototypes into about 2 dozen 

final applications that were more technically and contextually prepared for deployment. These 

apps were uploaded to the website, this time under the “Apps” section, and linked to specific 

projects and problems statements. This provided a concrete path between the app and the end-

user’s problem statement that inspired it – a non-solutionistic link that Morozov would be 

pleased to see. 
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Of these 30 applications, 10 were selected as Finalists of the SIC. Their applications were 

featured at a high-level World Water Day event at World Bank headquarters. From this final list, 

the jury selected three teams as winners of the SIC. These teams were awarded a trip to Silicon 

Valley, an audience with UN and UNICEF executive leadership, and meetings with World Bank 

sanitation specialists to discuss opportunities to deploy their applications in the field. To provide 

some perspective about the scope and nature of these innovations, below is a list describing the 

ten Finalists in stylized fashion:
2
 

 Empowering Girls monitors girls’ school attendance to track appropriate sanitation 

facilities. 

 LION Sync provides decision-makers with access to real-time data online and offline. 

 LooRewards promotes sanitary behavior by rewarding safe sanitation practices. 

 mSchool monitors the status of water and sanitation infrastructure in schools. 

 mSewage crowdsources the identification of open defecation sites and sewage outflows. 

 San-Trac reminds users about hygienic practices and gathers real-time data for trend 

analysis.  

 Sanitation Investment Tracker tracks investment and expenditure in sanitation at the 

household level. 

 SunClean teaches sanitary and hygienic behavior through games for children. 

 Taarifa enables citizen reporting and tracks decision-makers’ feedback. 

 Toilight finds toilets in a smart and easy way. 

 

Each of these ten applications is the result of a design thinking process fostered by the Sanitation 

Innovation Challenge. But there is higher level to consider: The SIC was itself designed using 

design thinking principles to avoid traditional World Bank project criticisms. First, the team’s 

composition defied traditional notions of silos and bureaucratic boundaries, encouraging 

meaningful interaction between ICT and sanitation sector specialists as well as between internal 

and external stakeholders. 

                                                           
2
 “Meet the Ten Finalists of the Sanitation App Challenge.” Sanitation Hackathon Press Release. 21 Mar. 2013. 

Web. 7 Nov. 2013. 
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Second, the project was neither contextually ignorant nor rigidly designed. It approached its 

mission – to innovate to address sanitation challenges – by first gaining empathetic 

understanding about what those challenges were. This respect for context ensured that no 

assumptions were made and that ideas were grounded in reality. The SIC was also given room to 

pivot or adjust as needed. Rather than rigidly define a set of measurable outcomes – such as the 

number of participants or apps produced – the SIC embraced evolving factors that helped shape 

its design. For example, the SIC deliberately never promised to deliver hackathons at a certain 

minimum number of sites. Instead, sites were determined based on the demand of local 

communities for the activity (evaluated by local country offices and consultations with developer 

and sanitation groups) and the financial ability to support their events. This allowed the SIC’s 

scope to grow organically, rather than in a top-down manner dictated by a project document 

written before the initiative even got under way. 

 

Third, the SIC’s incorporation of open innovation principles helped to ensure that its success was 

measured in terms of actual impact, not in terms of quantifiable outputs. As alluded to earlier, the 

SIC had several tangential outcomes that could lead to sustainable and meaningful impact. These 

could include: the new networks of knowledge and skills that were fostered by the SIC; an 

increased awareness of sanitation problems by the general public; and an increased civic efficacy 

among local communities. Within the World Bank, another positive externality was the increased 

awareness among sanitation specialists about the potential for ICTs to help them achieve some of 

their goals. All of these factors constitute meaningful impact, but it remains a significant 
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challenge to convince the wider body of practitioners that these impacts are as valuable as the 

more quantifiable ones they are used to evaluating. 

 

Fourth, the SIC directly addressed the criticism that World Bank projects lack beneficiary input. 

On the contrary, in this case, the SIC empowered all stakeholders in the entire process, beginning 

with the formulation of the problem statements that would guide the innovation. There remains 

much work before the ultimate beneficiaries – those who likely did not have access to a website 

to submit their problem statements – have a more direct say in the process. But the idea of using 

a digital platform to more directly connect with ground-level concerns has not been fully 

explored in World Bank projects, and the SIC’s experimentation with this approach was positive. 

 

The fifth World Bank criticism is that projects are too risk-averse. In some key respects, the 

Sanitation Innovation Challenge was itself a risk by conventional measures. WSP and ICT 

management, for instance, took a risk by funneling financial and human resources into a project 

that was not guaranteed to yield a solution that would dramatically impact their sectors. They did 

so with the understanding that the outcome of the SIC would not be a ready-to-deploy app that 

would dramatically impact their sector. Rather, the outcome might be a series of well-designed 

ideas that could be further prototyped and iterated – possibly through incubation with World 

Bank projects – towards a point of meaningful deployment. Or, the outcome could be something 

entirely different and unexpected, like a partnership convened by stakeholders who met at a 

hackathon. Changing the appetite for risk at the World Bank remains a challenge, but activities 

like the SIC can help demonstrate the value of risk-taking to project managers. 
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Finally, the SIC can be positioned as a potential antidote to Morozov’s technological 

solutionism. Recall from Chapter 2 that this tendency contains three elements: 

● Putting the solution before the problem 

● Failing to gain a nuanced understanding of the problem 

● Packaging a technology or tool to implement without regard to context 

 

Each of these three criticisms of the way technologies are viewed by cyber-utopians was avoided 

in the SIC. The SIC approached the challenge (which might be phrased as “How might we 

empower people to find pit latrines and share information about them with each other?”) in an 

open-ended and divergent manner specifically to avoid designing the problem to match a 

preconceived solution. Through the collection of online problem statements, workshops with 

sector specialists, and field trips to affected communities by developers, the SIC encouraged 

technologists and sanitation experts to better understand the complex problem from as many 

perspectives as possible. This also meant that no technology was created without regard to the 

specific local context. By hosting events in many cities in the developing world, the SIC enabled 

communities to convene local talent to solve local issues using the resources available to them. 

This respect for context alleviates the concern Morozov might have about ICT4D projects, and it 

reflects the “searching” approaching to development, described in Chapter 1, for which William 

Easterly advocates. 

 

This review of the SIC should not imply that it was a perfect manifestation of design thinking in 

international development, or that design thinking is the ideal antidote to solve World Bank 

project criticisms (the next chapter explores the weaknesses of design thinking in this context). 

Nor should it contend that it dramatically shifted the mentality of World Bank project design 

towards a more agile and open approach. But the SIC is a step in the right direction, and 
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momentum is discernibly growing around these ideas. Innovation challenges continue to be 

experimented with and iterated at the World Bank (the SIC was a follow-up to a Water 

Hackathon and is succeeded by an ongoing innovation initiative in the disaster resilience sector). 

 

Streamlining early infant diagnosis in Zambia 

As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, design thinking principles can be incorporated 

into development projects beyond the context of innovation challenges. A noteworthy example is 

a 2009-2012 UNICEF project in Zambia.
3
 A small innovation team from UNICEF was charged 

with addressing challenges facing HIV testing for infants born to mothers with HIV. The specific 

challenge, defined by community stakeholders in three districts in the north of the country even 

before the innovation team entered the fray, was to decrease the time it took for HIV test results 

to be returned to local hospitals from one of the only three hospitals in Zambia that were 

equipped with the technology needed to analyze the samples. Once a newborn’s samples were 

sent for analysis, it often took several months for the results to return to rural citizens – leaving it 

too late for doctors to provide treatment to HIV-positive infants. 

 

Already at this early stage, the project was embodying the design thinking principle of empathy. 

This specific issue – slow HIV test turnaround rates – was determined not by a discussion 

between an aid agency and a health ministry, but rather by a series of clinics held in several 

districts in northern Zambia. These clinics convened stakeholders – volunteer and paid clinic 

staff, partner agencies, health practitioners, community leaders, etc. – to brainstorm specific 

challenges facing their country’s health care system. These seminars resulted in a set of 

                                                           
3
 Evidence, anecdotes, and examples presented in this case study are supported by an interview with World Bank 

Senior Innovation Specialist Merrick Schaefer, 14 Nov. 2013 (see Appendix). 
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recommendations, at which point the UNICEF innovation team traveled to Zambia to address the 

specific recommendation to speed up the delivery of test results from central testing centers to 

the concerned mother. 

 

When the team – consisting of a usability designer, a software developer, and a business 

management consultant – arrived, it began by absorbing and synthesizing all the 

recommendations and challenges that had been articulated at the workshops. The goal of this 

process, as in the stages of discovery in design thinking, was to lay a platform of understanding 

about local issues upon which to begin ideating and iterating tools that address them. 

 

This synthesis process was accompanied by visits to local health facilities to understand the 

process and challenges on the ground. In other words, the goal was to gain a deeper contextual 

understanding of the daily fabric of a health care worker’s life. Using techniques ranging from 

shadowing clinic works to interviewing stakeholders, the team gleaned valuable insights about 

the realities that were affecting the slow turnaround of test results. For example, while workers 

could easily recite the formal process for writing down test sample information for newborns, 

when pressed by the design researchers they were unable to physically locate the ledger to write 

down this information. 

 

Another notable example was how this process of discovery helped overturn initial assumptions. 

Upon arriving in the area, the team assumed that getting test results more quickly from central 

test centers to the local clinic would result in parents and doctors being aware earlier about the 

child’s health situation. After interviewing mothers and reviewing inpatient records, the team 
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learned that, even once a test result returned to the local clinic, it could still be weeks or months 

until the mothers picked them up. This was not out of apathy but rather embarrassment; in small 

communities it was difficult for mothers to visit a clinic solely to seek HIV test results for her 

infant without community members finding out. So instead, mothers would wait until they had a 

less stigmatized reason to visit the hospital, at which point they would pick up the test results. 

 

Both of these examples illustrate how empathy can yield nuanced insights about local 

communities that can shape a broader development project. By taking seriously the process of 

gaining empathy with the humans at the center of this health system, the team was able to 

identify specific behavioral patterns that might not have surfaced using a more high-level and 

less context-focused appraisal method. From the project management perspective, they also 

illustrate the importance of being agile. Insights like these required the team to reassess its initial 

assumptions, pivot towards new ones, test those, and repeat this process. This cyclical and 

adaptive process is enabled by design thinking principles of iteration and empathy working 

together to make the project more relevant and impactful.  

 

At around this time, the team engaged in a short ideation process that proposed an SMS-based 

system to help clinics, mothers, and central health care centers better coordinate the delivery of 

test results. Once this was settled, the team dived quickly into the prototype phase of design 

thinking. They hired two local software developers and engaged in a three-week intensive period 

of prototyping, collecting feedback from nurses and other clinic practitioners, and iterating the 

technical system. Through this process, the team gleaned valuable information that helped shape 

the direction of the broader project even as that project was under way. For instance, they 
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installed a benign snippet of code on the computer at the central hospital lab that would simply 

copy text and send it to the team whenever data about test results was entered in a spreadsheet at 

the central lab. Within a few weeks they found that, even though tests were being conducted 

daily, data would be entered periodically in large chunks. This illuminated inefficiency in the 

existing system that the team could now address. 

 

Through continued and close engagement, experimentation, and iteration, the UNICEF 

innovations team eventually produced an SMS reporting system that would notify relevant 

stakeholders when test results were available. The turnaround time for distributing test results 

using this SMS system fell from 44 days to 27 days in the ten clinics where it was originally 

piloted.
4
 This system has now scaled to every local health clinic in Zambia and Malawi, thanks 

in part to the continued involvement by the local software developers who originally helped 

build the system.  

 

Although there are numerous more complexities to this project than are summarized here, the 

purpose has been to demonstrate how development projects can embrace design thinking 

principles to better deliver impact. It would also provide more transparency throughout the 

process so that bottlenecks in the service delivery chain could be easily identified. Most 

importantly, the system adapted to local context and constraints and put the solution secondary to 

the problems. This suggests that features of the design thinking toolkit can and should be adopted 

by projects to avoid the trappings of technological solutionism. 

                                                           
4
 Seidenberg, Phil et. al. “Early infant diagnosis of HIV infection in Zambia through mobile phone texting of blood 

test results.” World Health Organization Bulletin 2012:90, p. 348. 
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CHAPTER 8: CRITICISMS OF DESIGN THINKING 

 

 

 

 

Although a faith in the promise of design thinking is at the crux of this paper, the methodology 

has its criticisms that deserve to be taken seriously. In this chapter, I review and respond to 

criticisms of design thinking (a) as a general methodology and (b) in the context of international 

development projects. 

 

Design thinking as a general methodology 

On his blog, UC Berkeley Professor Bill Storage neatly summarizes his problem with design 

thinking:
1
 

Design thinking has lost its focus… The term has been redefined to the point of 

absurdity. And its overworked referent has drifted from an attitude and guiding 

principle to yet another hackneyed process in a long line of bankrupt businesses 

improvement initiatives, passionately embraced by amnesic devotees for a few 

months until the next one comes along. 

 

Rooted in Storage’s diatribe is a common criticism that design thinking has been co-opted, 

oversimplified, and packaged for businesses at the expense of true design principles. Bruce 

Nussbaum, himself a prominent design thinking advocate, articulates how the methodology has 

been contorted and synthesized into sleek consultant presentations that offered business leaders: 

… a whole new process that promised to deliver creativity. By packaging 

creativity within a process format, designers were able to expand their 

                                                           
1
 Storage, William. “Design Thinking’s Timely Death.” The Multidisciplinarian Blog. 11 Jun. 2012. Web. 11 Nov. 

2013. 
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engagement, impact, and sales in the corporate world…In order to appeal to the 

business culture of process, [design thinking] was denuded of the mess, the 

conflict, failure, emotions, and looping circularity that is part and parcel of the 

creative process.
2
 

 

Finally, design executive and inventor of the term “blog” Peter Merholz adds an even more 

scathing criticism in Harvard Business Review:
3
 

Design thinking is trotted out as a salve for businesses who need help with 

innovation. The idea is that the left-brained, MBA-trained, spreadsheet-driven 

crowd has squeezed all the value they can out of their methods. To fix things, all 

you need to do is apply some right-brained turtleneck-wearing “creatives,” 

“ideating” tons of concepts and creating new opportunities for value out of whole 

cloth. 

 

These three excerpts suggest that the complexity, serendipity, and uncertainty of design thinking 

have been improperly distilled into a process appropriated by business executives who have 

embraced the methodology as a quick fix towards innovation. These critics argue that such 

oversimplification glosses over the complexity of design and that “there are no design thinking 

formulas for transformation”.
4
 

 

A related criticism worth mentioning is the contention that design thinking is no different than 

other long-established methods of creative thinking. Designer and author Don Norman 

summarizes this point of view:
5
 

We have had breakthrough ideas and creative thinking throughout recorded 

history, long before designers entered the scene… what is being labeled as 

                                                           
2
 Nussbaum, Bruce. “Design Thinking is a Failed Experiment. So What’s Next?” FastCo Design. 5 Apr. 2011. Web. 

8 Nov. 2013. 
3
 Merholz, Peter. “Why Design Thinking Won’t Save You.” Harvard Business Review Blog Network. 9 Oct. 2009. 

Web. 8 Nov. 2013.  
4
 Jones, Peter. “Design Thinking’s Convergence Diversion.” Design Dialogues Blog. 27 Feb. 2010. Web. 8 Nov. 

2013. 
5
 Norman, Don. “Design Thinking: A Useful Myth.” Core77 Blog. Jun. 2010. Web. 8 Nov. 2013. 
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“design thinking” is what creative people in all disciplines have always done… 

Yes, designers can be creative, but the point is they are hardly unique. 

 

Merholz adds:
6
 

[A] big chunk of [design thinking] is actually social science thinking. Design 

thinkers talk about being “human-centered” and “empathic”, and the tools they 

use to achieve that are methods borrowed from anthropology and sociology. 

 

A more extreme criticism is that design research – the tools of user-driven thinking at the crux of 

design thinking – has yet to catalyze a single truly transformative innovation. Norman argues 

that design research never took place for the “powerful inventions” of recent times, including 

television, radio, the Internet, or text messaging.
7
 Instead of being driven by the needs of users, 

breakthrough technologies evolve from earlier technologies, scientific discovery, of engineering 

pursuits – not from a careful, deep, and empathic study of the needs of a population. 

 

All of the criticisms outlined here about design thinking in general are valid to a certain extent, 

but they do not successfully undermine design thinking. The first argument – that design 

thinking has “lost its focus” and has been misappropriated to the point of irrelevancy – is true in 

many contexts. I agree that there has been a temptation to distill it into easily-digestible pieces. 

There are indeed those who contend that they are practicing design thinking every time they use 

sticky notes and whiteboards.
8
 But this can easily be avoided by always asking a practitioner of 

design thinking precisely what they mean by the term. Often, these misappropriated definitions 

                                                           
6
 Nussbaum, 2011. 

7
 Norman, Don. “Technology First, Needs Last.” Interactions Magazine, 17 (2), Apr. 2010. Print, p.38.  

8
 Norman, Cameron D. “The Hyperbole and Exaggerated Demise of Design Thinking.” CenseMaking Blog. 14 Jun. 

2012. Web. 8 Nov. 2013. 
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of design thinking reflect a failure to deeply engage with the methodology – not, as these critics 

would argue, a failure in the method itself. 

 

The criticism that design thinking has been overly distilled into a simple-step process likewise 

does not reflect poorly on the methodology itself. Design thinking is admittedly a complex, 

interdisciplinary, and unplanned process that by definition defies a simple sequence of steps. For 

people concerned with this, the design thinking methodology could be viewed more as a set of 

guiding principles rather than as a concrete sequence. Departing from these misunderstood 

notions of design thinking as a formula is essential to appreciating its added value. 

 

Those guiding principles, as explained earlier in chapter 6, are often drawn from other disciplines 

ranging from anthropology and sociology to agile software development and open innovation. 

This addresses the criticism that design thinking offers nothing new and simply extends already-

established concepts. This may be true on the surface, but there is a strong case to be made that 

design thinking borrows certain elements from these disciplines and arranges them as pieces of a 

broader puzzle collectively called design thinking. Therein lays the uniqueness of this 

methodology: it configures certain elements from a set of previously disparate conceptual 

groupings into a relatively more cohesive strategy or methodology. In this context, design 

thinking should not be harangued for borrowing from existing disciplines but rather commended 

for doing so. 

 

One way to avoid this criticism is to move the argument away from semantic debates over 

whether design thinking is a “formula”, “methodology”, “process”, or something else entirely. 
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On the surface, explained in a presentation, or perhaps even articulated in a paper like this, it 

may appear to be a sequence of steps or phases – and it is perfectly acceptable to explain it as 

such (as I did in chapter 5). In practice, however, the mentality and underlying principles of 

design thinking – accepting risk, experimenting, embracing interdisciplinarity, learning from 

failure, understanding human needs, etc. – are what set it apart, not the way in which they are 

packaged. 

 

The final criticism articulated above is that design thinking has no role to play in catalyzing 

breakthrough innovations that impact human life at a grand scale. This may be true, but it reflects 

a poor understanding of the goal of design thinking. Its goal is not necessarily to transform 

society through a single innovation. As TED Ideas Director Helen Walters explains:
9
 

Design thinking isn’t fairy dust. It’s a tool to be used appropriately. It might help 

to illuminate an answer but it is not the answer in and of itself. Instead, it turns up 

insights galore, and there is real value and skill to be had from synthesizing the 

messy, chaotic, confusing, and often contradictory intellect of experts gathered 

from different fields to tackle a particularly thorny problem. 

 

This humility about design thinking is lacking in many popular conceptions of the method. 

Design thinking should be viewed as one of many tools to approach a problem. I believe it is a 

particularly strong tool that can help inform approaches to international development challenges, 

but even in that context design thinking has its limits. That debate is discussed below. 

 

Design thinking in international development 

Challenges and criticisms of design thinking persist in the context of international development. 

Among them are: 
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 Walters, Helen. “Design Thinking Won’t Save You.” Helen Walters Blog. 21 Mar. 2011. Web. 15 Nov. 2013.  
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1. Iteration and prototyping are not relevant for large-scale infrastructure projects. 

2. It is hard to gain empathy at the scale needed to properly address development 

challenges. 

3. Constant iterative feedback is incompatible with project’s necessarily finite schedules. 

 

The first criticism suggests that the iterative and prototypical features of design thinking are 

irrelevant for large-scale projects. This is particularly salient for conventional infrastructure 

projects that involve building a bridge or a factory, for instance. These mulit-million dollar 

projects intrinsically require years of heavy planning and consultations with experts to ensure 

that the programs yield safe and durable infrastructure. As such, there is little room for 

prototyping or testing; contractors must get it right the first time and do not realistically have the 

resources to iterate or refine a highway after it is built. 

 

The simple response to this criticism is to embrace that, as Chris Vein (the World Bank’s Chief 

Innovation Officer for Global ICT Development) puts it, “design thinking is not a panacea. It 

isn’t necessarily needed on certain types of projects” such as building a dam.
10

 Design thinking 

principles are just some of a much broader development toolkit; this thesis argues only that they 

should be incorporated more readily into that toolkit, not that they must be implemented in all 

projects. 

 

That being said, Chris Vein and other advocates of design thinking would add that the 

opportunities to adopt some design thinking principles to improve World Bank projects might 
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 Vein, Chris. Interview. 13 Nov. 2013. See Appendix. 
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exist in more places than most would initially expect. In fact, Vein argues that “anything that 

involves people requires some amount of design thinking”.
11

 

 

Indeed, principles such as cultivating external knowledge and gaining empathy with local 

contexts and people could still apply to the initial design phases of a major road installation 

project. While the current World Bank project design paradigm would initiate this process with 

conversations between a country manager and the minister of transportation, these design 

thinking principles might suggest that other stakeholders – urban planners at a local university, 

public transportation union leaders, etc. – would have equally informative insights into where, 

how, and when the roads should be built. Yet even these consultations are noticeably absent from 

conventional World Bank project design. As Vein puts it, the initial formative conversations 

about multimillion-dollar projects “shouldn’t just be the country manager talking to a finance 

guy.” In other words, other elements of design thinking besides iteration and prototyping can be 

incorporated in certain projects. The next chapter concludes this paper and attempts to refine an 

understanding of in what types of development projects design thinking might be most relevant. 

 

Another criticism of applying design thinking principles to World Bank projects might be that 

empathy is incompatible with scale. It is all well and good to conduct intense design research in a 

particular community before rolling out a service there, but the mission of the World Bank is to 

eradicate poverty for billions of people, not for pockets of communities for which empathy is 

most suited. IDEO co-founder Tim Brown admits this tension:
12

 

Normally we think about getting [empathy] from ethnographic style research. 

Diving deep into the lives of a relatively small number of people, understanding 
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the environment they live in, their social networks, seeing things first hand. We 

have lots of evidence that this works but I sometimes wonder if we aren’t also 

missing something. The problem with looking deeply at a few people is that you 

miss the opportunity for insights that might come connecting more broadly across 

cultures. 

 

This tension between empathy and scale is one that could be solved, or at least partially 

alleviated, by ICTs. Tim Brown continues his essay by highlighting the “powerful” work of a 

videographer who asked personal questions – not unlike those that a design researcher would ask 

to local community members – to people on six continents. While not a form of empathy in the 

traditional design research sense, ICT-mediated empathy, such as collecting videos via YouTube, 

can help provide a wider window into the lives of more people. Indeed, the Sanitation Innovation 

Challenge explored how an interactive website might help a global community gain more 

nuanced understandings of complex development issues. 

 

Chris Vein agrees with this potential for ICTs to mediate empathy, highlighting a recent World 

Bank initiative that leveraged SMS technologies to survey tens of thousands of farmers spread 

out throughout rural Uganda.
13

 By asking simple questions about a popular banana crop that was 

being decimated by a bacteria strain, project managers were able to obtain tens of thousands of 

responses within 24 hours, empowering them to design an intervention based on their input.
14

 

This ICT-mediated discovery phase is akin to design thinking’s empathy, and it demonstrates 

how the concept of empathy might scale with the help of technologies. 
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 Vein, Chris. 
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 Bujoreanu, Lyudmila. “The Power of Mobile: Saving Uganda’s Banana Crop.” World Bank ICT Blog. 15 Apr. 

2013. Web. 8 Nov. 2013. 
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A final criticism about design thinking in World Bank projects is whether projects that involve 

design thinking are sustainable. How, critics ask, can we reconcile the spirit of perpetual iteration 

with the reality that development projects have finite project deadlines, limited resources, and 

strict reporting schedules? 

 

One response to this challenge is that, while World Bank projects do indeed have these logistical 

constraints, the broader community in which they are embedded might have the resources to 

continue evolving or adapting a project. This is because, unlike traditional projects, those that 

have incorporated design thinking principles are more likely to have cultivated an indigenous 

community of people who have been empowered to shape the development project that affects 

them. These community-centered relationships hold the key to continuing iterating and 

prototyping a particular service or product. In other words, World Bank projects that incorporate 

design thinking principles are inherently more likely to empower local communities and 

organizations to continue working on a project. This means that the iteration and prototyping 

phases of design thinking are not limited to the duration of an aid project. 

 

For example, in the second case study referenced in the previous chapter, the innovation team 

operating in Zambia intentionally hired two local software developers to ensure that the system 

they built would continue to be supported on a technical level after the project’s official term 

expired. A similar phenomenon occurred with a Sanitation Innovation Challenge winning team. 

Nine months after producing its initial prototype, the team of developers in Indonesia produced 

and tested a new version at a national sanitation conference in Jakarta. Long after the 

institutional support of the World Bank faded, the outcomes of the SIC – namely, platforms for 
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local and organic innovation – continue to flourish and prove how design thinking helps “the 

community become the capacity” needed for sustainable development.
15

 

 

Open innovation godfather Henry Chesbrough agrees that local communities are best equipped 

to help development agencies “sustain an exit”, or conclude a project while making its impacts 

and outcomes sustainable. Speaking at a smart cities conference in Barcelona in November 2013, 

he uses an example from a health care delivery project in a developing country to show how 

embracing empathy intrinsically introduced “platforms” of engaged communities that could be 

leveraged to sustain an exit:
16

 

[Donors’ clinic practitioners] make it a point to interview and get to know the 

entire family [of a patient]. And through this mechanism, they begin to broaden 

the entire concept of the patient to the entire family. Once things are developed 

enough… they will take their professional medical staff and they will leave. And 

the clinics, the facilities, the staff, the local people, they stay behind. So an exit 

does sustain. 

 

In other words, Chesbrough might agree that the community-driven focus of design thinking is 

particularly well suited to empowering indigenous leadership to carry on a development project. 

So, far from inhibiting sustainability, design thinking actually supports it in this context of 

international development. 

 

Of course, sustaining design thinking projects fundamentally requires financial resources. Here 

again, the local communities that are catalyzed by design thinking principles such as open 

innovation and empathy can be harnessed to finance initiatives after project funding dries out. 

                                                           
15

 Vein, Chris. “Open Development”. Guardian Activate Summit 2013. 15 Jul. 2013. Lecture. 
16

 Chesbrough, Henry. “Open Innovation: The Road Ahead.” 2013 CitiSense Conference, Barcelona. 17 Nov. 2013. 
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Crowdfunding platforms, for example, can leverage community excitement and buzz around a 

particular problem or idea and translate that into financial resources to support prototypes. 

Although it is too early to reference this as a case study, the World Bank is currently proposing 

to partner with an innovative water pump sensor firm that is seeking to fundraise through the 

crowdfunding website IndieGoGo. This means that the money raised from peers and community 

members, not from traditional development donors, could finance the prototyping of an idea. 

While crowdfunding is not explicitly part of the design thinking toolkit, it could be argued that 

design thinking favors a community-driven ecosystem that could later be leveraged to provide 

capital to support the ideas that emerge from the design thinking process. Whether this will 

ensure permanent sustainability is a question that remains to be answered, but this approach does 

suggest that projects that involve design thinking principles can find alternative mechanisms of 

support thanks to the open and community-driven process they entail. 

 

The criticisms and responses outlined in this chapter are simply intended to start a conversation 

about the extent to which design thinking principles can be integrated into different World Bank 

project and development contexts. While it is fair to say that not all elements of design thinking 

are relevant to all cases, it is also accurate that most elements sometimes are, and some elements 

almost always are. It is therefore duty of development practitioners to be constantly evaluating 

their projects to identify where these principles might fit in to improve their impact on the world. 

The next and final chapter concludes this thesis by exploring, among other concepts, when 

indeed elements of design thinking might be best suited for different types of international 

development projects. 
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CHAPTER 9: CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

 

 

 

This paper has demonstrated how design thinking principles can be leveraged to improve 

international development. In doing so, I have attempted to articulate that design thinking is not a 

panacea to challenges that face international development in general and World Bank project 

design and implementation more specifically. Rather, the principles of design thinking – many of 

which, as described in chapters 5 and 6, derive from other disciplines – should be viewed as a 

toolkit. International development practitioners should examine specific projects and select 

elements, if any, of this design thinking toolkit if and when appropriate. 

 

So when are these design thinking principles appropriate for World Bank projects? As mentioned 

at various points in this paper, design thinking certainly applies to projects involving innovation 

activities and ICTs. In the previous chapter, we even heard World Bank Chief Innovation Officer 

for Global ICT Development Chris Vein argue that broader infrastructure projects could benefit 

from some principles of this design thinking toolkit. Merrick Schaefer, a Senior Innovation 

Specialist at the World Bank, suggests a different approach, arguing that a valuable distinction 

for when and when not to apply design thinking might be between service and infrastructure 

projects, respectively.
1
 

                                                           
1
 Interview with World Bank Senior Innovation Specialist Merrick Schaefer, 14 Nov. 2013 (see Appendix). 
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Collectively, these insights might be distilled in Figure 13. As depicted in that diagram, it may be 

the case that international development practitioners should consider utilizing more principles 

and sub-principles from the design thinking toolkit as they progress down a spectrum of project 

type. That is to say, more phases and principles of design thinking are applicable as the project’s 

nature moves from infrastructure to non-ICT-enabled services and finally to ICT-enabled 

services. The distinction between whether a service involves ICTs is necessary from the design 

thinking perspective because ICTs are intrinsically more accommodating to principles such as 

iteration and prototyping (it is easier – in terms of finances, time and resources required, etc. – to 

iterate an SMS delivery system than to rapidly prototype a health awareness print campaign). 

 

This is not to say that international development practitioners who select and incorporate certain 

design thinking principles for a project will necessarily experience better outcomes. As 

referenced at various points throughout this paper, design thinking is as much if not more so a 

mentality or culture than it is a specific set of techniques. A project manager who opens up for 

Infrastructure 

Non-ICT-enabled service 

ICT-enabled service 

DISCOVER  PROTOTYPE  IDEATE  

P
ro
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Figure 13: When to use design thinking While even infrastructure projects can benefit from design thinking 

principles such as involving nonconventional stakeholders, other design thinking principles become more relevant 

for service delivery projects. 



 

 113  

public input the opportunity to ideate around specific ways to address a particular problem, for 

instance, must also be willing to accept the risk involved with this approach. It is this mindshift 

towards welcoming risk, learning from failure, thinking creatively, and embracing 

nonconventional inputs that is at the heart of design thinking. 

 

For this reason, implementing design thinking principles in World Bank and other development 

projects will not be easy. Institutional barriers, incentive structures, and bureaucratic limitations 

could easily inhibit the adoption of some design thinking principles in project design and 

implementation. But the challenge is not be insurmountable; there might be specific 

opportunities within the current World Bank project design process to pave the way for the 

adoption of design thinking principles. 

 

One recommendation to this end is to reform the procurement process through which the World 

Bank hires firms to assist with project implementation. For instance, currently no firm is allowed 

to bid for a World Bank project contract if it has not been formally established as a company for 

at least one year.
2
 While this makes sense from a corporate safeguards context, it is an antiquated 

rule that does not meet the 21
st
-century climate of change. Globalization and technological 

advances mean that a cutting-edge firm might emerge to address a development-related 

challenge in far less than one year. In a world where it is easy to quickly establish a company or 

to develop an ICT innovation that a company can master in less than a year, this requirement 

limits the World Bank’s ability to hire new and agile firms that might be better equipped than 

their established counterparts to face emerging, dynamic and evolving challenges. 

                                                           
2
 “Guideline for Vendor Registration and Vendor Eligibility.” World Bank Corporate Procurement Kiosk. 12 Nov. 

2012. Web. 21 Nov. 2013. 
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Another recommendation is to inject design thinking principles into the requirements of a project 

appraisal document (PAD). Recall from chapter 4 that the PAD is a comprehensive 100+ page 

document that discloses the specific project development outcomes (resulting from specific pre-

defined interventions) and their performance indicators (evaluation metrics for those 

interventions). Since the PAD is a highly structured form, it should be amended to include 

specific questions that, at the very least, make project managers consider certain principles of 

design thinking. For instance, Annex 1 of PADs generally articulates the specific indicators that 

will be used to measure achievement of a project’s PDOs (see Figure 14 as an example). 

 

Figure 14: PDOs and indicators This table could be modified to encourage project managers 

to submit potential metrics for peripheral indicators of impact. 

 

Source: World Bank, “Quality Improvement and Equity of Basic Education Project”, 

Report No. 75752-SN, 17 May 2013. 



 

 115  

As Figure 14 suggests, these indicators could be considered as too narrow metrics of success 

than other potential impact measurements that could still help address the PDO. In addition to 

rows for specific indicators and target years for each, another row might be called “Potential 

Peripheral Impact Indicators”. These might include more qualitative measurements such as 

“increased community awareness of math and science subjects” or “change in university 

enrollment of math and science courses.” Better still, some of these peripheral indicators might 

even be intentionally left blank at start of the project, with the goal of discovering other 

peripheral impacts progressively as the project evolves. While these peripheral indicators are not 

directly related to the PDO, they might reflect a broader ecosystem surrounding the specific 

challenge (in this case, improved math and science education). As discussed in chapter 6, design 

thinking encourages practitioners to look for and value these peripheral impact measurements 

just as highly as the more traditional performance indicators currently found in World Bank 

project documents. 

 

Another recommendation is to encourage aid institutions to commit to experimenting with design 

thinking principles and sub-principles in their projects. Just as with software developers and their 

Manifesto for Agile Software Development, articulating and committing to a set of principles 

can help galvanize the community around these design thinking principles. Momentum within 

the aid community for this “manifesto” approach has grown significantly in a short period of 

time. While no set of principles was commonly accepted when this paper was conceived, in the 

summer of 2013 the World Bank published a set of Open Development Principles. These 8 

ideals, announced Chris Vein at a summit in the U.K., reflect a “paradigm shift” in development 
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towards collaboration, agility, and risk.
 3

 These principles are listed below, and it is apparent how 

some of them closely align with the design thinking principles and sub-principles discussed in 

this paper: 

 User-centered 

 Data-driven 

 Reusable 

 Sustainable 

 Scalable 

 Ecosystemic 

 Open 

 Secure and Private 

It is possible to imagine how these principles could be adopted into mainstream development for 

improved aid effectiveness. Project documents such as PADs could be evaluated in part on 

whether they adopt some of these principles, or a project’s funding could be disbursed based on 

whether it adheres to them. More broadly, they could be agreed to by major aid organizations in 

order to broaden their visibility. In fact, in summer 2013, leadership from the World Bank, 

UNICEF, and USAID convened in New York to commit to these open development principles.
4
 

This is an important step towards adopting some principles of design thinking into international 

development, and it validates this paper’s claim that they can improve aid effectiveness. 

 

These are just some examples of specific recommendations to induce a design thinking mentality 

in World Bank project design. Another more general suggestion is simply that more research is 

required to evaluate the role of design thinking principles in international development projects. 

This is a difficult endeavor for multiple reasons. First, there is room for disagreement on what 

                                                           
3
 Sawers, Paul. “How the World Bank is using technology and open development to help eradicate poverty.” The 

Next Web. 9 Jul. 2013. Web. 24 Oct. 2013. 
4
 At the time of publication, the signed letter of intent is not externally published. 
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exactly constitutes principles of design thinking. Just as I have argued for a certain set of 

principles and sub-principles that are associated with design thinking, others might suggest that 

they belong in other camps (such as open innovation ,agile software development, or , as 

introduced above, open development principles). This makes it difficult to define whether a 

project is technically using design thinking principles before evaluating it as a design thinking 

project. Second, these principles have yet to scale beyond smaller development projects, so an 

evaluation of their impact may not be sufficient to suggest that design thinking be systematically 

incorporated in international development. 

 

Despite these concerns, this paper has explored how the value of principles of design thinking in 

international development is worth taking seriously. Design thinking can be embraced in 

development projects – particularly those involving ICTs, but also those that do not – to help 

them avoid technological solutionism while embracing pragmatism. It facilitates the agile, open, 

and iterative process needed to work collaboratively on complex challenges. As such, the 

principles and mentality of design thinking are particularly well-positioned to help international 

development practitioners achieve greater impact for, and together with, the beneficiaries they 

serve. 
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APPENDIX 

 

 

Interview with Chris Vein, Chief Innovation for Global ICT Development, World Bank, 13 

Nov. 2013. 

 

Transcript 

 

SV: Samhir Vasdev 

CV: Chris Vein 

 
SV: Okay, go ahead 

CV: So, as you may recall this fall the Bank began thinking about the science of delivery in earnest. There was much 

work that our team contributed to the development of what that meant for the Bank. And we went to Seoul. We 

talked about what the science of service delivery meant. At one of the breaks at that conference, we were chatting 

and there was a TTL [task team leader] from china. He said to me point blank: Chris, your team is doing a lot of 

great stuff. I get ICT or tech can help us do better, cheaper, faster development. The problem is that I have too many 

projects; I have to disperse quickly; I have no tools; and I have no support. Therefore, I don’t do your stuff. I don’t 

worry about design thinking i don’t worry about real time data, I don’t worry about any of that because I can’t afford 

to – both in terms of time and impact of my project, because it’s not necessarily direct, it doesn’t help you right 

away, it doesn’t help you push money out. 

Basically, what that does is talk about just about every one of your problems. He is focusing on a project that is 

poorly designed because he doesn’t know any better and because the Bank doesn’t do any of what I would call tech 

transfer, which is all the stuff that we pilot and test, it doesn’t get turned into actual products and services that could 

actually be used by TTLs in the field. So the projects therefore are poorly designed. 

They are measured in traditional ways because they don’t understand how technologies can actually speed up and 

improve the measurement.  

They obviously lack beneficiary input because they don’t understand how technology can be used to actually do that 

– to efficiently and effectively get the input of the beneficiary. And because they’re thinking in an analog world, not 

a digital world, they think it’s going to take five years, not a day, five days, a month, or whatever it could be. 

So they become risk-averse, and then they automatically focus on the solutions because they are tried and true, they 

understand them, they know how to implement them, , but they’re not looking all the way back at what problem 

they’re trying to solve. 

So there are a whole bunch of things that need to change if we are going to really realize this dream of real-time data 

for real-time decision-making for real-time impact and real-time m and e. If we could rethink how the Bank is 

organized and how we approach or project, and build that in, then we could accomplish some amazing things. But as 

with most things, we tend to add technology to make very inefficient systems more efficient – we may do that, but in 

the end we’re not solving a problem better, we’re just trying to solve it in a different way. 

SV: Could you speak a bit about how the mentality of design thinking is just as important as the outcome of design 

thinking? 
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CV: I don’t even distinguish between the two, because that’s embedded in what I’ve said. But every book that’s 

written about change talks about the need for this kind of mindset. And that’s what we’re talking about, we’re 

talking about changing the way development works. And that’s scary for a lot of people.  So absolutely, at a 

fundamental level we are talking about changing people’s outlook, behavior, and way of doing things. 

So it’s fundamental to everything and it’s something we do badly – whether at the Bank or whether you’re outside. I 

was at dinner last night with the head of the Prime Minister’s office in [redacted]. We were talking about this and I 

asked him about what the number one issue was for his change process, and he said “attitude of the people”. He 

cannot get the people that need to see that this type of technology-enabled change will actually benefit either the 

customer or even just himself as he does his daily work. And he said it is so hard to do that because people 

automatically just shut it off. And it’s getting over all of those very real excuses or issues about why people don’t 

want to do something. At a fundamental level, it’s that. How do we actually get people outside of their normal way 

of doing things to at least consider, if not actually follow through, some of these opportunities. 

SV: So are there potential more specific opportunities to make that happen? 

CV: You’re talking to a guy who, if he could, would go in and completely redesign every process of the Bank. 

Because there is no reason that the Bank is as bureaucratic that there are so many steps, so many processes, that it 

takes two years to do a loan – there is simply no reason. I think what change in any time of large organization has 

taught us it that you first start with understanding that process, then you understand how it can be different. And it’s 

kind of an industry standard that 50% of those steps are not necessary. And then you build in the technology to make 

it more efficient or flow better. 

So in the Bank, I totally agree that we should be focusing on revamping or changing every single process. And what 

I would do is to is to start at the very beginning, and when that country manager is chatting with the head of finance, 

it shouldn’t just be the manager talking to that finance guy. To have those two you get the narrow views of a finance 

guy and a country manager who doesn’t necessarily understand the transformative power of technology either. So if 

you were to broaden that – and I’m not saying having everybody in the room – and had someone who understood 

technology, you’d start at the beginning with a very different problem to be solved. And once you’ve got that done, 

then every step of the day would change as well so that we could actually help the portfolio and figure out how 

technology can help the portfolio. Every country is doing the same thing over and over again. If we were doing a 

portfolio-wide analysis, we would find similar problems and go through to figure out how to make those processes 

more efficient. 

SV: What are your thoughts on the criticism that to gain good empathy and to do good design research, you need to 

be in the field you need to be on the ground you need to be talking to those people. That’s a very time- and resource-

intensive project. How do you reconcile that with the large scale of conventional infrastructure projects or the finite 

limits of a project, in terms of limits of time and money? 

CV: The underlying principles of design thinking are just plain good project management. I love the folks at IDEO 

and everybody who’s in this space. But basically, what they’ve done in a certain sense is made a trademark of how 

you do good project management and rearrange some things. So I like design thinking because it’s common sense. 

Secondly, it’s of course not a panacea. Design thinking isn’t necessarily needed on certain types of projects. I’m 

thinking of a maybe a big damn project – it just goes in. But anything that involves people requires some amount of 

design thinking. In the continuum then, in those countries where you have an existing technology infrastructure – 

you’re right you don’t have to talk to every person, you can, as with Uganda, use a text messaging system and get 

200000. Now that’s not everyone, but it’s a pretty good sample size. That turnaround was in 24/48 hours. That isn’t 

going to delay that disbursement; it’s not going to delay that project. It’s actually a very effective way of getting a 

lot of data very quickly that can be used to make assumption about the broader population and the broader project. 
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In those situations where there isn’t the existing technology infrastructure, you do have to go in there and you have 

to talk. You can try to use community aggregators – whether in the old style, with the chief of a tribe – you don’t 

have to talk to everybody. But the idea is that you do need the individual input, and when you have ways to get it 

more efficiently use it. If you don’t you have to find other ways of doing it in some fashion, because the Bank’s 

history is littered with failed projects because we didn’t do that. You’ve got to do some of it if you want to have a 

successful project. 

SV: I like how you’ve said that design thinking is just a common sense approach – 

CV: As you defined design thinking, you defined it in three steps. I just focused on the first step – which is getting 

the baseline data – very important; foundational. But design thinking is more than that. So if you don’t have the 

money or the luxury of time or resources to do that, that doesn’t meant that you still can’t do design thinking. That 

just means that you have to focus, have a bit more risk, think more creatively in steps 2 and 3 to try overcome what 

you couldn’t do in step one. 

SV: Do you think there are other ways to measure impact, ways that are more peripheral, perhaps less known 

initially, than traditional input/output measurements of Bank projects? 

CV: Absolutely. The Bank’s got twin goals. We are a bank and therefore we are supposed to be worrying about 

bottom line and risk and all of that, and that’s absolutely true. But we’re also about solving world poverty and 

economic well-being. That is a social good. When you start redefining the business you’re in not in a traditional 

profit model, but in a social capital/entrepreneur model, that changes everything. 

So countries hire us because they think we know what we are doing. We market ourselves as the knowledge bank, 

we have years of experience, we have really smart people, et cetera. And I would argue that every project starts out 

with an objective to do that one think or goal. And in the life of that loan, whether it’s seven years, or a reimbursable 

service, or a TA [technical assistance], or whatever it is – every single one of those runs horizontal. Because once 

you start digging into it, you find all these contributing factors that affect what you want to do. You can’t solve 

world hunger without dealing with education and health and climate change. And so once you start through that 

pyramid, you’re finding more and more causes of whatever you’re trying to do. 

As a result of that, you can’t help but start dealing with a whole bunch of other issues and either consciously or 

subconsciously affecting those issues, hopefully in a good way. So I don’t know if serendipity is the right word, but 

as you problem-solve, you’re going to identify so many factors to deal with as you solve your one goal, that you are 

going to have an impact in so many ways that you either understand or don’t. And so the value in what the Bank 

does it ultimately solve world poverty, but in the process, can be solving all these other problems at the same time. 

Design thinking actually helps you do that. 

 

Interview with Merrick Schaefer, Senior Innovation Specialist, World Bank, 14 Nov. 2013. 

 

Transcript 

 

SV: Samhir Vasdev 

MS: Merrick Schaefer 

 
SV: Could you briefly describe to me what that project was from a design thinking/design research perspective? 

MS: I’ve done two projects that have  very significant design research components. One I what I did for UNICEF in 

Zambia, and the other is what I did working for the World Bank in Nigeria. 
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SV: Zambia. 

MS: So in the Zambian context, I was working effectively as a project manager for UNICEF, and this was a project 

hat originally [redacted] and [redacted] wrote the grant for, but I reviewed the grant, and after that I was involved 

with every stage of the process up until the point when it was scaling, and that’s when I left the project. So it was 

from about 2009 to about 2012, was the last time I was actively involved in it. 

So, we as an innovation eam were asked to come in to a larger project that was a combination of health and 

nutrition, which were separate silos in UNICEF, coming together in Zambia to evaluate the set of interventions that 

the districts themselves had come up with. So even before our input into the process, they already were doing 

multiple seminars in the districts where they wre doing gap analysis. They were trying to ask a variety of 

stakeholders within the system – from community health workers to district level people, clinic workers, clinic staff, 

federal ministry people – how the health system was peforming; look for areas where they were doing poorly, where 

there might be solutions that were cheap. And then the project was going to fund a certain volume of solutions (no 

more than 10 per set of clinics or district) and then they were going to evaluate whether those interventions that were 

going to be funded – which were all intended to be small value chain changes, so not buying new fleets of 

ambulances. These were going to be tweaks to the system that actually had a postivie set of outcomes associated 

with them. So I guess, in many ways, this was attempting to do something similar to a positive deviance situation. 

Saying, look, where are the deficiencies and can we plug some of them to have better outcomes.  

SV: Mm hmm 

MS: So our team was brought in to see how technology, likely mobile phones, could help accelerate some of these 

problem areas that were identified by the clinics. That being said, there already was in the works a lot of 

organizations working on trying to use SMS to deliver early infant diagnosis results for a child. When a child is born 

to a mother with HIV, you can’t tell whether the child has HIV or AIDS from a rapid HIV test, because it has the 

mother’s antibodies in the bloodstream. So you have to do a DNA-level test which requires a PCR machine. PCR 

machines are extremely expensive and they require a lot of technical expertise as well as a clean lab to get results 

from. In Zambia there are only three; two in the capital and one in a northern town. 

So every single child born to an HIV mother  - and some of these have HIV burdens of 30% - all of their samples 

have to be sent to these labs, analyzes, and sent back to tell whether or not the children can begin treatment. 

SV: And how much time is that? 

MS: So there’s a national average of 6 weeks. The global gold standard is 4 weeks. That averages the city, where the 

large populations were right next to the labs so the turnaround time is really like a few days to a week. In the 

country, it’s actually 3-6 months, which is enough time to actually have the child die. So there is a direct impact on 

MDG 5 by not being able to get the results back on time. 

SV: So if I could go back to the community-defined problems… who precisely was that community? 

MS: In those districts, the people who came to the workshops included community health workers – so unpaid 

volunteers, paid hospital staff – clinic staff, very few doctors who weren’t Ministry of Health officials, officers in 

charge, nurses, environmental health technicians who worked at the clinics themselves, the district health staff, and 

then the Federal Ministry of Health. As well as implementing NGOs and health partners who were working in those 

districts. 

SV: It’s interesting, you never mentioned – I think people treat design thinking as you have to have the beneficiary, 

the ultimate end-user –  
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MS: Right, no, the beneficiary was not included in this. But this was not perceived as design thinking. This wasn’t 

perceived as a design thinking thing. This wasn’t coming from us. It was a gap analysis, a public health concept.  So 

it’s a very similar process and procedure from what we see in design thinking, but being done from a very different 

lens and approach. 

So our team came in, expecting to participate in these workshops and basically come up with a set of potential 

technological improvements. There was already some interest in using mobile technology, so we decided we would 

double down on that and really try to understand the process on the clinic level. So the irony was though that the 

people at the clinic that we were supposed to visit were actually at the workshop, and that wasn’t communicated to 

anyone. So we ended up stranded at the clinic for a day. We did manage to learn a lot about the process from a 

variety of non-high ranking clinic staff that were around. 

So we had other team members participating in the workshop. We did a lot of examination of the processes, so we 

used the shadowing techniques to follow people through the labs, trying to understand where results come in, where 

do they go, how do they move along. We did a lot of interviews with stakeholders, having them explain the 

processes to us and shadowing to see if their actions matched it. We tried to model the existing early infant diagnosis 

system – asking, what’s actually going on? We also looked at all of the workshop results and tried to come up with 

other health interventions. 

This was the UNICEF innovation team only at this point, which consisted of me, who has a bit of a usability, design, 

software background, a software developers, and then [redacted] was actually involved; she has a management 

background. So once we finished the first two scoping missions and had a rough sense of what we wanted to do, we 

ended up hiring in two software firms to work on this project. The first thing we did at a workshop was they 

basically synthesized the outputs of the workshops of the stakeholders, and we brainstormed something like 10 

different potential technology interventions that could help addres the issues that were raised by the stakeholdres. 

And then we did a prioritization process to determine which were the highest an dmost important ones. 

Lo and behold, number one thing was EID [early infant diagnosis], so our initial assumption that that was well worth 

investing in was agreed upon. And the other two were improving the ability of getting mothers back to the clinics in 

general. The other one was that we believe we could use SMS to improve stock coordination between the last mile. 

So we chose those three things. 

So we then moved the entire team – we hired two local software developers into the team  for sustainability 

purposes, for local ownership purposes – which consisted of three international developers, two local developers, 

two project managers, and two represetnatives from the Ministry, and a health person from UNICEF up to the north 

of Zambia. So we spent roughly three weeks in the field, where we started building MVPs based upon these initial 

plans, and testing it every 3 or 4 days. We would go into a clinic, we identified a set of nurses that – we found a time 

when they weren’t super busy – and we would arrange through mobile phones to come in and test out the different 

features of the system. We used the earlier process I diagrams that we had created about how the whole EID system 

worked, and created new ones for how they did patient tracing / followup. And we did all of this in Zambia having 

gone to Malawi and done something similar to that. They had a very similar context. So we could build a solution in 

Zambia and then modify it for Malawi. 

SV: That’s a common design thinking technique right? To look for analogous situations… 

MS: Right. We also sent a team to the hospitals where the PCR machines were. And we wrote a little bit of software 

that sat in the background – that changed nothing about how people did their jobs – and it just noticed when they 

entered something into the spreadsheet they were already using to track this suff, and when a new line was added to 

that, the software would go in and take what was in the content of that line and pass that on through a modem that 

was in the back.  So our intent was to create a completely transparent system that did not interfere at all. 
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What we found was that because there was never any sort of timeliness for the data that was being collected prior to 

this health intervention being built, it was only being collected or bureaucratic and research purposes. So the needs 

of that were just 6 months intervals. So there was no expedience in terms of getting these test results into the system. 

The data that was being collected, there was no rush for it, no rush to process anything. 

SV: The data being collected at the clinics, or the results of the PCR tests? 

MS: Right, the results of the PCR tests. So that was actually something that came out, once we started seeing what 

was really going on, because we put in this little tracking tools, we noticed that there would be a lot of down time, 

then large clusters [of data]. So we found that there was an unexpected and unnecessary bottleneck in the lab. There 

was no need for that bottleneck. It wasn’t until we got this system up and going that we started seeing real patterns 

of behavior, which actually informed my thinking because once we could actually have touch points of people doing 

actions that we’re seeing, we have a very different picture of accountability; you can see whether or not people are 

doing their tasks. 

SV: So here you are, your MVP is out, you’re finding this information out…   

MS: So at the same time, on the other side, was in the clinics. We were doing a lot of design and iteration for the 

first 2 of the 3 prioritized pieces. We started sketching out the third piece, but we ended up dropping that in an agile 

sense. There just wasn’t enough time to build out the stock piece. So we got the EID piece in place, and one of the 

big things we got out of design thinking research was that rather than figuring out who the right person is to send the 

results to, we sent the results to everyone associated with that clinic. And then the first person to collect the results, 

by sending in a PIN, would get the results. And then everyone else in the clinic would be told who got the results. So 

we were able to design an accountability mechanism, since before there was no one responsible in the clinic. So 

rather than assigning someone, which would have been the bureaucratic hierarchical approach, we created an 

organic system that was both flexible and allowed for accountability because other people could see was getting the 

results. 

We introduced a new register which did a lot of rounds of design research to figure out what fields are actually 

needed and what ones could be excluded; clustering them in an organized manner, providing a methodology for 

updating previous records. We did a huge design research process around this, a lot of iteration, approvals, we did 

the work itself with the people in the clinics. This process took over a year. And use of the registries did improve 

somewhat, but if someone chose not to write down the results, when the mother showed up, there wasn’t a record 

when she arrived. We developed 3 or 4 ways to deal with that as well. 

The systems that were prescribed to us officially of how things were being done – after working in this clinics for 

about a week, gaining trust, seeing how people actually do their jobs – it ended up being very different from what 

was being described to us. Specifically, in that there were no systems in play. Everything was ad hoc. Different 

people in different roles would take on different problems at different times, and do things differently each time. 

Which was a response to being in a situation with extremely high demand and low resources. So in that context, we 

realized that there really weren’t good institutional systems to map our technology onto. So we had to create 

technology that was very flexible, very simple, and had a lot of redundancies. 

Every clinic had a different method of writing down results. Some had scraps of paper, some had registries. We used 

the registries that were used by high-performance clinics as a template that was later distributed. One of the other 

things we learned was that a lot of the clinics didn’t have wireless coverage. So we ended up, because of that 

experience, designing a system that was asynchronous. So 3 days later, you could send something and get it out.



 

 124  

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 

“A New Instrument to Advance Development Effectiveness: Program-For-Results Lending.” 

World Bank Operations Policy and Country Services. 23 Feb. 2011. Web.  

“About: World Bank Units.” The World Bank. Web.  

Altbach, Philip G. “Globalization and the University: Myths and Realities in an Unequal World” 

in The NEA 2005 Almanac of Higher Education, 2005. 

Amarnath, Acharna, Sarwant Singh, and Karen Parrish. “Global Smart City Market - a $1.5 

Trillion Market Opportunity by 2020.” Frost and Sullivan. 6 Sept. 2013. Presentation. 

Andrews, Matt, Lant Pritchett, and Michael Woolcock. “Escaping Capability Traps through 

Problem-Driven Iterative Adaptation (PIDA).” Harvard Kennedy School Faculty 

Research Working Paper Series. Aug. 2012. Print. 

Archer, L. Bruce, and Council of Industrial Design (Great Britain). Systematic Method for 

Designers. London: Council of Industrial Design, 1965. Print. 

Archer, Leonard Bruce, "Whatever Became of Design Methodology?" Design Studies 1 (1979). 

Avgerou, Chrisanthi. “The link between ICT and economic growth in the discourse of 

development”. Organizational information systems in the context of globalization. 

Springer US, 2003. Print. 

Baldwin, Carliss Young. Organization Design for Distributed Innovation. Harvard Business 

School, 2012. 

Bamberger, Michael. “Institutionalizing Impact Evaluation within the Framework of a 

Monitoring and Evaluation System.” Independent Evaluation Group. World Bank 

Publications, 2009. Print. 

Banks, Ken. “M4d: The Fun Is over. Time to Get Tough?” Kiwanja.net. 29 Jul. 2013. Web. 



 

 125  

Barder, Owen. “Beyond Planning: Markets and Networks for Better Aid.” Working Paper 185. 

Center for Global Development. Oct. 2009. Web.  

Barder, Owen. “Development and Complexity.” Kapuscinski  Lecture. May 2012. Online 

presentation. 14 Sept. 2013. 

Beck, Kent et. al. “Manifesto for Agile Software Development” (2001). Web.  

Bell, Genevieve and Brian David Johnson. “Watching Viewers.” MIT Technology Review. 21 

Dec. 2010. Web.  

“Bell, T.E. and T.A. Thayer. “Software Requirements: Are They Really A Problem?” 

Proceedings of the 2
nd

 International Conference on Software Engineering. IEEE 

Computer Society Press (1976). Print. 

Benington, Herbert. “Symposium on Advanced Programming Methods for Digital Computers: 

Washington, D.C.,” 28 Jun. 1956. Washington, D.C.: Office of Naval Research (1956). 

Print. 

Benkler, Yochai. The Wealth of Networks: How Social Production Transforms Markets and 

Freedom. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006. Print. 

Bijker, Wiebe E., Thomas Parke Hughes, and Trevor J. Pinch. The Social Construction of 

Technological Systems: New Directions in the Sociology and History of Technology. MIT 

Press, 1987. Print. 

Blomkvist, Johan and Stefan Holmlid. “Service Prototyping According to Service Design 

Practitioners.” ServDes (2010). Web.  

Bollyky, Thomas J. “How to Fix the World Bank.” The New York Times 8 Apr. 2012. 

NYTimes.com. Web.  

Boone, Mary E. and David J. Snowden. “Leader’s Framework for Decision Making.” Harvard 



 

 126  

Business Review. 1 Nov. 2007. Web. 

Brown, Tim and Jocelyn Wyatt. “Design Thinking for Social Innovation.” Stanford Social 

Innovation Review, Winter 2010. Web. 

Brown, Tim. “Definitions of design thinking.” Design Thinking: Thoughts by Tim Brown. 7 Sep. 

2008. Blog. 29 Oct. 2013. 

Brown, Tim. “Design Thinking.” Harvard Business Review (2008:6). Web.  

Brown, Tim. “Empathy at Scale.” Design Thinking Blog. 24 Aug. 2008. Web.  

Brown, Tim. “Why Social Innovators Need Design Thinking.” Standford Social Innovation 

Review. 15 Nov. 2011. Web.  

Brynjolfsson, Erik and Andrew McAfee. Race Against the Machine. Boston: Digital Frontier 

Press, 2012. Print. 

“Building Digital Bridges.” International Telecommunications Union, November 2005. Web.  

Bujoreanu, Lyudmila. “The Power of Mobile: Saving Uganda’s Banana Crop.” World Bank ICT 

Blog. 15 Apr. 2013. Web.  

“Bulgaria Health Sector Labor Adjustment Strategy.” Deloitte | Case Studies. 2013. Web.  

Calingaert, Daniel. “Dictatorships Go High Tech—With Our Help.” Freedom House. 9 May 

2013. Web. 

Chesbrough, Henry William. Open Innovation: The New Imperative for Creating and Profiting 

from Technology. Boston, Mass.: Harvard Business School Press, 2006. Print. 

Chesbrough, Henry. “Open Innovation: The Road Ahead.” 2013 CitiSense Conference, 

Barcelona. 17 Nov. 2013. Lecture. 

Chipchase, Jan. “Jan Chipchase On Mapping The Lives Of Your Users.” FastCo.Design. 18 Apr. 

2013. Web.  



 

 127  

Christian, Brian. “The A/B Test: Inside the Technology That’s Changing the Rules of Business.” 

Wired Magazine. 25 Apr. 2012. Print. 

Clinton, Hillary Rodham. “Remarks on Internet Freedom.” U.S. Department of State. 21 Jan. 

2010. Web.  

Cristia, Julian, Santiago Cueto, Pabol Ibarran, Ana Santiago, and Eugenio Severin. “Technology 

and Child Development: Evidence from the One Laptop Per Child Program.” Inter-

American Development Bank. February 2012. Print. 

Cross, Nigel. “Designerly Ways of Knowing.” Design Studies 2 (1982). Print. 

De Baillon, Thierry and Ralph-Christensen Ohr. “Tackling Complexity and Wicked Problems 

with Design Thinking.” Sonnez en cas d’absence blog. 8 Jul. 2011. Web. 

“Definition of E-Government.” The World Bank. Web. 20 Oct. 2013. 

“Deputy UN chief calls for urgent action to tackle global sanitation crisi.” United Nations News 

Centre. 21 Mar. 2013. Web.  

“Designing Project Monitoring and Evaluation.” World Bank Operations and Evaluations 

Department. Lessons and Practices, no. 8. 1 Jun. 1996. Web.  

“Disruptive Technologies: Advances that will Transform Life, Business, and the Global 

Economy.” McKinsey Global Institute. New York: McKinsey & Company, Inc. May 

2013. Print. 

Easterly, William. "The World Bank and Low-Income Countries: The Escalating Agenda" in 

Steven Radelet, “The Role of the Bank in Low-Income Countries.” Center for Global 

Development. (2006). Print. 

Easterly, William. “How I Would Not Lead the World Bank.” Foreign Policy 5 Mar. 2012. 

Foreign Policy. Web.  



 

 128  

Easterly, William. The White Man’s Burden. London: Penguin Books, 2007. Print. 

Edmonds, Ernest A. "A process for the development of software for non-technical users as an 

adaptive system." General Systems 19.215C18 (1974). Print. 

Ferguson, James. “The Anti-politics Machine: ‘Development,’ Depoliticization, and 

Bureaucratic Power in Lesotho.” University of Minnesota Press, 1994. Print. 

Few, Stephen. “Technology Isn’t Spelled With a Capital ‘T’.” Perceptual Edge 26 June 2013. 

Blog. 

Flammia, Madelyn and Carol Saunders. “Language as Power on the Internet” in Journal of the 

American Society for Information Science and Technology, Vol. 58, No. 12, October 

2007. 

Foresti, Marta, Tam O’Neil, and Leni Wild. “Making Sense of the Politics of Delivery.” ODI 

Politics and Governance. Apr. 2013. Web.  

Gilb, Kai. “Evolutionary Project Management and Product Development.” Self-published online 

25 May 2007. Web. 

Gladwell, Malcolm. Outliers: The Story of Success. New York: Back Bay Books, 2011. Print. 

“Goal 1: Eradicate Extreme Poverty and Hunger by 2015.” The World Bank. Web.  

Goldstein, Josh, Katherine Maher, Matthew McNaughton, and Merrick Schaefer. “Code For 

Africa Report.” World Bank. Forthcoming. 

Goodman, Peter S. “The Persistently Poor.” The Washington Post 8 Dec. 2006. 

washingtonpost.com. Web.  

“Guideline for Vendor Registration and Vendor Eligibility.” World Bank Corporate 

Procurement Kiosk. 12 Nov. 2012. Web.  

Gupta, Anil. “Tapping the Entrepreneurial Potential of Grassroots Innovation.” Stanford Social 



 

 129  

Innovation Review. Summer 2013. Web.  

Heeks, Richard. “Most e-Government Projects Fail. How Can Risks Be Reduced?” IDPM 2003. 

Web.  

Heidegger, Martin. The Question Concerning Technology, and Other Essays. Garland Pub., 

1977. Print.  

Heiskanen, Eva, et al. "Constructing innovative users and user-inclusive innovation 

communities." Technology Analysis & Strategic Management 22.4 (2010). Print. 

Hisrich, Robert D. and Claudine Kearney. “Managing Innovation and Entrepreneurship.” Los 

Angeles: SAGE, 2013. Print. 

Homer, Jack B. "Why we iterate: scientific modeling in theory and practice."System Dynamics 

Review 12.1 (1996). Print. 

Hounshell, Blake. “The Revolution Will Be Tweeted.” Foreign Policy Aug. 2011. Web.  

“How the Project Cycle Works”, World Bank Projects. Web.  

Hughes, Thomas P. Human-Built World: How to Think About Technology and Culture. 

University of Chicago Press, 2004. Print. 

“Human Centered Design Toolkit, 2
nd

 edition” IDEO. Jun. 2013. Web. 

Huppi, Monika. Annual Review of Development Effectiveness 2006: Getting Results. World 

Bank Publications, 2006. Print. 

Hussain, Hibah. “Dialing Down Risks: Mobile Privacy and Information Security in Global 

Development Projects.” New America Foundation. August 2013. Web.  

“IEG Finds Declining Impact at Bank, IFC.” Bretton Woods Project. 13 Feb. 2013. Web.  

Jane E. Fountain. "The Virtual State: Toward a Theory of Federal Bureaucracy in the 21st 

Century" democracy.com? Governance in a Networked World. Ed. E. Ciulla Kamarck 



 

 130  

and J. S. Nye. Hollis, NH: Hollis Publishing, 1999. Print. 

Jones, John Christopher. Conference on Design Methods: Papers. Pergamon Press, 1963. Print. 

Jones, Peter. “Design Thinking’s Convergence Diversion.” Design Dialogues Blog. 27 Feb. 

2010. Web.  

Jump, Laura. “Beneficiary Feedback Mechanisms: A Literature Review.” Development 

Initiatives. Apr. 2013. Web.  

Junk, William S. "The Dynamic Balance Between Cost, Schedule, Features, and Quality in 

Software Development Projects." Computer Science Department, University of Idaho, 

SEPM-001 (2000). Print. 

Karlan, Dean. “Survival of the Deviant.” Stanford Social Innovation Review (Fall 2010). Web.  

Kelly, Kevin. What Technology Wants. New York: Viking, 2010. Print. 

Kelly, Tim and Zhenia Viatchaninova. “Africa: Using ICTs for Transformational Development.” 

World Bank IC4D Blog. 16 Jan. 2013. Web. 

Kenny, Charles. “Development’s False Divide.” Foreign Policy 1 Jan. 2003. Foreign Policy. 

Web.  

Kenny, Charles. “Overselling Broadband: A Critique of the Recommendations of the Broadband 

Commission for Digital Development.” Center for Global Development. Dec. 2011. 

Web.  

“Kenyan Officials Say Lack of FOI Hampers Open Data.” FreedomInfo.org. 29 May 2013. Web. 

Kickbusch, Ilona S. “Health Literacy: Addressing the Health and Education Divide.” Health 

Promotion International 16.3 (2001): 289–297. heapro.oxfordjournals.org. Web. 

Kim, Jim Yong. “Remarks As Prepared for Delivery: World Bank Group President Jim Yong 

Kim at the Annual Meeting Plenary Session.” Speech in Tokyo, Japan. 11 Oct. 2012. 



 

 131  

Web.  

Kim, Jim Yong. “Within Our Grasp: A World Free of Poverty.” Speech at Georgetown 

University. 2 Apr. 2013. Web. 

King, Gary, Jennifer Pan, and Molly Roberts. "How censorship in China allows government 

criticism but silences collective expression." APSA 2012 Annual Meeting Paper. 2012. 

Kolko, Jon. “Wicked Problems: Problems Worth Solving.” Austin Center for Design. 1 Mar. 

2012. Web. 

Kremer, William and Claudia Hammond. “The Pretty Pyramid That Beguiled Business.” BBC 31 

Aug. 2013. Web.  

Latour, Bruno. “Where are the Missing Masses? The Sociology of a Few Mundane Artifacts” in 

Bijker, Wiebe E, and John Law, eds. Shaping Technology/building Society Studies in 

Sociotechnical Change. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1992: 225-258. Print. 

Lawley, James. “Black Swan Logic: Thinking Outside the Norm.” Presentation delivered to The 

Developing Group 5 April 2008. Web. 

Lee, Panthea. “Design Research for Media Development.” New York: Self-published (2013). 

Print. 

Lee, Panthea. “Is Open Government Working?” TechPresident. 26 Mar. 2013. Web.  

Lee, Panthea. “Toward the Next Phase of Open Gov.” The Aspen Institute Communications & 

Society Program. 31 Oct. 2013. Web. 

Leimeister, Jan Marco, et al. "Leveraging crowdsourcing: activation-supporting components for 

IT-based ideas competition." Journal of management information systems 26.1 (2009). 

Web. 

Lessig, Lawrence. Code and Other Laws of Cyberspace. New York: Basic Books, 1999. Print. 



 

 132  

Lindsay, Greg. “Engineering Serendipity.” The New York Times 5 Apr. 2013. NYTimes.com. 

Web.  

Lombardo, Thomas. Contemporary Futurist Thought: Science Fiction, Future Studies, and 

Theories and Visions of the Future in the Last Century. AuthorHouse, 2006. Print.  

Lowrey, Annie. “World Bank, Rooted in Bureaucracy, Proposes a Sweeping Reorganization.” 

The New York Times 6 Oct. 2013. NYTimes.com. Web.  

Luna, Kristin. “Unreasonable at Sea: Entrepreneurs Dock at State Department.” 

Entrepreneur.com. 2 May 2013. Web.  

MacKinnon, Rebecca. Consent of the Networked: The Worldwide Struggle for Internet Freedom. 

New York: Basic Books, 2013. Print.  

Maitland, Donald. “The Missing Link: Report of the Independent Commission for World Wide 

Telecommunications Development.” International Telecommunication Union, 1985. 

Web.  

Margolis, Michael, and David Resnick. Politics as Usual: The Cyberspace “Revolution.” 

Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 2000. Print.  

Marsh, David R. et. al. “The power of positive deviance.” British Medical Journal 2004:329, p. 

1177. Web. 

Marx, Leo. "The Idea of ‘Technology’ and Postmodern Pessimism" in Ezrahi, Yaron, Everett 

Mendelsohn, and Howard P. Segal, eds., Technology, Pessimism, and Postmodernism. 

Univ of Massachusetts Press, 1994. Print. 

Marx, Leo. "The Idea of ‘Technology’ and Postmodern Pessimism" in Ezrahi, Yaron, Everett 

Mendelsohn, and Howard P. Segal, eds., Technology, Pessimism, and Postmodernism. 

Univ of Massachusetts Press, 1994. Print.  



 

 133  

Marx, Leo. The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in America. New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2000. Print.  

McGregor, Douglas. “The Human Side of Enterprise.” Adventure in Thought and Action: 

Proceedings of the 5
th

 Anniversary Convocation of the School of Industrial Management, 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Cambridge, 9 Apr. 1957. Web.  

“Meet the Ten Finalists of the Sanitation App Challenge.” Sanitation Hackathon Press Release. 

21 Mar. 2013. Web.  

Merholz, Peter. “Why Design Thinking Won’t Save You.” Harvard Business Review Blog 

Network. 9 Oct. 2009. Web.  

Merton, Robert King, and Elinor G Barber. The Travels and Adventures of Serendipity a Study in 

Sociological Semantics and the Sociology of Science. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 

University Press, 2004. Print. 

Moore, Gordon E. “Cramming More Components onto Integrated Circuits.” Proceedings of the 

IEEE. 46:1 (January 1998).Web. 

Morozov, Evgeny. “To Save Everything, Click Here: New America Event.” New America 

Foundation, Washington, D.C. 15 Apr. 2013. Lecture. 

Morozov, Evgeny. “To Save Everything, Click Here: The Folly of Technological Solutionism.” 

New York: Public Affairs, 2013. Print. 

Morozov, Evgeny. The Net Delusion the Dark Side of Internet Freedom. New York: 

PublicAffairs, 2011. Print. 

Mosse, Roberto and Leigh Ellen Sontheimer. “Performance Monitoring Indicators Handbook.” 

World Bank Technical Paper no.334. Sept. 1996. Print. 

Nielsen, Jakob. "Iterative user-interface design." Computer 26.11 (1993). Print. 



 

 134  

Norman, Cameron D. “The Hyperbole and Exaggerated Demise of Design Thinking.” 

CenseMaking Blog. 14 Jun. 2012. Web. 

Norman, Don. “Design Thinking: A Useful Myth.” Core77 Blog. Jun. 2010. Web. 

Norman, Don. “Technology First, Needs Last.” Interactions Magazine, 17 (2), Apr. 2010. Print. 

Norman, Donald A. The Psychology of Everyday Things. New York: Basic Books, 1988. Print. 

Norris, Pippa. Public Sentinel: News Media & Governance Reform. World Bank Publications, 

2010. Print.  

Noveck, Beth Simone. “Wiki-Government.” Democracy Journal. Web.  

Nussbaum, Bruce. “Design Thinking is a Failed Experiment. So What’s Next?” FastCo Design. 

5 Apr. 2011. Web.  

Pariser, Eli. The Filter Bubble: How the New Personalized Web Is Changing What We Read and 

How We Think. New York, N.Y.: Penguin Books/Penguin Press, 2012. Print.  

Pfanner, Eric. “Developing Countries Surge in Mobile Broadband, UN Finds.” The New York 

Times Bits Blog. 26 Sept. 2013. Web.  

Porter, Michael E. “The Global Competitiveness Report 2001-2002: World Economic Forum ; a 

Refined Analytical Tool for Exploring the Exponential Expansion of Interconnections in 

Our Global Economy.” New York: Oxford University Press, 2001. Print. 

Powell, Michael. “A Tale of Two Cities.” The New York Times 6 May 2007. NYTimes.com. Web. 

“Primer on Design Thinking.” Lecture given at IDEO.org offices, San Francisco, 22 Apr. 2013. 

“Projects and Operations.” World Bank Projects Portal. 2013. Web.  

Radin, Charles A. “Wieseltier Reminds Humanities Grads of Their Value.” BrandeisNOW. 19 

May 2013. Web. 

Raja, Siddhartha, Saori Imaizumi, Tim Kelly, Junko Narimatsu, and Cecilia Paradi-Guilford. 



 

 135  

“Connecting To Work”. The World Bank, 2013. Print.  

“Results and Performance of the World Bank Group 2012.” Print. 

Ries, Eric. “The Lean Startup: How Today’s Entrepreneurs Use Continuous Innovation to Create 

Radically Successful Businesses.” New York: Crown Business, 2011. Print. 

“Risk Culture Under the Microscope: Guidance for Boards.” The Institute of Risk Management. 

2012. Web.  

Rittel, Horst. "Dilemmas in a General Theory of Planning." Policy Sciences, 1973. Web. 

Roper, Caitlin, “The Human Element: Melinda Gates and Paul Farmer on Designing Global 

Health.” Wired Magazine. 12 Nov. 2013. Print. 

Rowe, Peter G. “Design Thinking.” MIT Press, 1991. Print. 

Royce, Winston W. “Managing the development of large software systems.” Proceedings of the 

IEE WESCON, 26:8 (1970).  

Sachs, Jeffrey. “The End of Poverty: Economic Possibilities for Our Time.” New York: Penguin 

Books, 28 Feb. 2006. Print. 

Salmen, Lawrence F. “Beneficiary Assessment: An Approach Described.” World Bank 

Environment Department Papers, Social Assessment Series, No. 23, Jul. 1995. Print. 

Sandys, Edwina. “Gender equality and empowerment of women through ICT”. United Nations 

Division for the Advancement of Women, 2005. Print. 

Schneider, Howard. “In a Drive Toward Reform, World Bank’s Jim Yong Kim Turns to a 

‘deliverologist’.” Washington Post. 17 May 2013. Web.  

Schumacher, E. F. A Guide for the Perplexed. New York: Harper & Row, 1978. Print. 

Schumacher, E. F. Small Is Beautiful: Economics as If People Mattered : 25 Years Later ... with 

Commentaries. Point Roberts, Wash.: Hartley & Marks Publishers, 1999. Print. 



 

 136  

Seidenberg, Phil et. al. “Early infant diagnosis of HIV infection in Zambia through mobile phone 

texting of blood test results.” World Health Organization Bulletin 2012:90. Print. 

Shirky, Clay. Here Comes Everybody: The Power of Organizing Without Organizations. New 

York: Penguin Press, 2008. Print. 

Smith, Merritt Roe, and Leo Marx. Does Technology Drive History?: The Dilemma of 

Technological Determinism. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1994. Print. 

Sreberny, Annabelle, and Ali Mohammadi. Small Media, Big Revolution: Communication, 

Culture, and the Iranian Revolution. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994. 

Print. 

Stephens, Paul. “For the World Bank, It’s Time To Take Risks.” DevEx. 7 Oct. 2013. Web. 

Stolle, Bethany. “Deconstructing Difficult Problems.” Austin Center for Design blog. 16 Oct. 

2012. Web.  

Storage, William. “Design Thinking’s Timely Death.” The Multidisciplinarian Blog. 11 Jun. 

2012. Web. 

“Supplement: The Positive Deviance Approach to Improve Health Outcomes: Experience and 

Evidence from the Field.” Food and Nutrition Bulletin 23:4 (December 2002). Web. 

Taleb, Nassim Nicholas. The Black Swan: The Impact of the Highly Improbable. New York: 

Random House Trade Paperbacks, 2010. Print. 

Talley, Ian. “Jim Yong Kim Aims to Reshape World Bank.” WSJ Blogs - Real Time Economics 

1 Oct. 2013. Web.  

Talpin, Julien. “What Can Ethnography Bring to the Study of  Deliberative Democracy?” Revista 

Internacional de Sociología 70(2) Dec. 2012. 

“The Design Process Part 2: Discover.” +Acumen HCD Workshop Materials. Jul. 2013. Print. 



 

 137  

“The Developmental Impact of Broadband.” InfoDev, 2009. Web. 

“The Global Partnership for Social Accountability: A New Mechanism to Support Civil Society 

Organizations.” World Bank Press Release no. 2012/406/WBI. 19 Apr. 2012. Web.  

“The Millennium Development Goals Report 2013.” United Nations. June 2013. Print. 

The Poverty Of Philosophy (1892). Kessinger Publishing, LLC, 2010. Print.  

Thomas, Robert J. “The Three Essential Ingredients of Great Collaboration.” Harvard Business 

Review Blogs. 1 Jun. 2011. Web.  

Thoreau, Henry David. Walden. Thomas Y. Crowell & Company, 1910. Print. 

“Tim Berners-Lee says ‘surveillance threatens web’”. BBC Online. 21 Nov. 2013. Web.  

“U.S. Position on the World Bank’s Program-For-Results (P4R)”. United States Government. 24 

Jan. 2012. Web. 

Vark, Caspar van. “Information Technology: Connecting the Developing World.” The Guardian. 

5 Dec. 2012. Web.  

Vasdev, Samhir. “Tech in the Rural Classroom Part 1: A Closer Look at One-Laptop-per-Child.” 

NDN. 31 Mar. 2011. Web.  

Vein, Chris. “Agile Global Development: Using Technology to Fight Extreme Poverty.” World 

Bank IC4D Blog. 7 Oct. 2013. Web.  

Vein, Chris. “Open Development”. Guardian Activate Summit 2013. 15 Jul. 2013. Lecture. 

Verhulst, Stefaan. “An Ethnographic Approach to Impact Evaluation: Stop Measuring Outputs, 

Start Understanding Experiences.” NYU Governance Lab. 28 May 2013. Web. 

Von Hippel, Eric. "Lead users: a source of novel product concepts." Management science 32.7 

(1986). Print. 

Vota, Wayan. “How Do We Break Oscar Night Syndrome in ICT4D M&E?” ICT Works. 15 



 

 138  

Aug. 2011. Web.  

Walters, Helen. “Design Thinking Won’t Save You.” Helen Walters Blog. 21 Mar. 2011. Web.  

West, Darrell M. "E‐Government and the Transformation of Service Delivery and Citizen 

Attitudes." Public administration review 64.1 (2004): 16. Web.  

“Why Kenya’s Open Data Portal Is Failing -- and Why It Can Still Succeed.” Opening 

Parliament. Web. 20 Oct. 2013. 

Willoughby, Kelvin W. “Technology choice: A critique of the appropriate technology 

movement.” Dr Kelvin Wayne Willoughby, 1990. Print. 

Wood, B; Kabell, D; Sagasti, F; Muwanga, N. "Synthesis Report on the First Phase of the 

Evaluation of the Implementation of the Paris Declaration." Copenhagen, Jul. 2008. Print. 

“World Bank Group Impact Evaluations: Relevance and Effectiveness.” Independent Evaluation 

Group.World Bank Publications, 2013. Print. 

“World Bank Group Strategy.” World Bank Development Committee Meeting 12 Oct. 2013. 

Web.  

“World Bank Group Support for Innovation and Entrepreneurship: An Independent Evaluation.” 

IFC. Sept. 2013. Print. 

Zittrain, Jonathan. “Work the New Digital Sweatshops”. Newsweek Magazine, 7 Dec. 2009. 

Print. 

Zoellick, Robert B. “Democratizing Development Economics.” Speech at Georgetown 

University. 29 Sept. 2013. Lecture. 

Zuckerman, Ethan. Rewire: Digital Cosmopolitans in the Age of Connection. 2013. Print. 

 

 


