
“Creating the Future Through Design Thinking” 
Transform Conference 
 
Presenter: Rev. Dr. Peter Coutts CEC (Varsity Acres Presbyterian Church, Calgary) 
November 8-11, 2018 
 
“Experimental Ministry: Ideas for fostering a missional culture that nurtures initiative, creative 
thinking, and risk taking in your ministry.” 
(taken from the PCC Strategic Plan, adopted by the 2016 General Assembly) 

 
Introduction 
 
When thinking about congregational life, and the need for change 

 have you ever thought the following: 
 

“We have to do something, but we don’t know what to do….” 
 
 How does that feel? (frustrating, demoralizing) 

 
If your congregation wishes to become more missional it is easy to get stuck right here as well.  

“We want to become more missional, but: What does missional mean? What could it 
mean for us? What do we do? How do we do it?” 

 
This is THE MOST COMMON STUMBLING BLOCK IN ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGE 
 
Why does it happen? 
 

Leadership expert Ron Heifetz (book: “Leadership Without Easy Answers”) 
Says there are two types of challenges 



Technical Challenges: challenges we understand for which we have tried and tested 
solutions (eg. A committee needs new members, so we recruit) 
 
Adaptive Challenges: challenges that 

• We are not clear what the real issues are… 

• We do not know what the solution is….. 
 

Examples: 
o We have families who assure us that they feel very much a part of our 

congregation, but they rarely attend worship and they never participate 
in congregational life. How can we help them be more involved? 

o Children that have been very involved in church all their lives but once 
they move beyond youth group they drop out of involvement. Can we 
prevent that or reverse that? 

o There are congregants that are reluctant to contribute to the activities of 
the congregation (ie. Help make things happen in church). How can we 
encourage their involvement? 

 
These can be real conundrums: we can be unsure what the problem really is, and 
lost for responses to address it 

 
It is the adaptive challenges that prompt that thought:  
 

“we have to do something  
but we don’t know what to do….” 

 
A tension is created  

• “we have to do something…” (motivation to move ahead) 

• “I don’t know what to do…” (impedes movement ahead) 
 

Organization psychologist Edgar Schein describes it this way: 

• The feeling / conviction that “we have to do something” creates (what he calls) 
survival anxiety 

• The feeling / conviction that “we don’t know what to do” creates (what he calls) 
learning anxiety 

 
Our gut instinct as churches is to try to set an achievement goal (“let’s do this because 
we think it will work…”) but too often we hesitate / fail to pursue that goal because:  we 
are unsure what the problem really is and we can be unsure that our solution is a 
solution.  
 



Have you ever seen a congregation adopt a goal and a strategy to attain that 
goal, but:  the congregation becomes very reluctant to get on with doing what it 
has decided to do?    That’s this dynamic in action.  

 
How can we get past this impasse? 

• How do we get to know what the real issues are? 

• How can we discover workable solutions to address the issues? 
 

Edgar Schein says the way past the impasse is learning: 

• Becoming clear on the real nature of the challenge 

• Learn what can be a real solution that addresses the real challenge 
 

So how do you do that…..?                           Here is one way that works 
 
 
Design Thinking 
 

Stanford University engineering department has been using this approach to problem 
solving since the 1950’s  

• 1980’s began to explore how to apply design thinking in a host of other 
disciplines 

• 2003 Stanford established d.school, which is now a separate university 
department there 

 
There is a philosophy behind Design Thinking 

• No time for it now 

• If you want dive deeper I will be recommending materials to guide you 
 

We will look at a quick overview of the process, then as a group we will try it! 
 
 
1] EMPATHIZE (seeking understanding) 

 
Step 1 is to seek understanding about the challenge from the people who are 
challenged. 
 
The Empathize mode seeks to understand the people as much as the challenge itself. It 
is your effort to understand the way they do things and why, their physical and 
emotional needs, how they think about world, and what is meaningful to them. 
Engaging with people directly reveals a tremendous amount about the way they think 
and the values they hold. Sometimes these thoughts and values are not obvious to the 
people who hold them, and a good conversation can surprise both the designer and the 
subject by the unanticipated insights that are revealed. The stories that people tell and 



the things that people say they do—even if they are different from what they actually 
do—are strong indicators of their deeply held beliefs about the way the world is. Good 
designs are built on a solid understanding of these beliefs and values. You do this 
through: 
 
Observe: view people in the context of their lives. You can learn much from observation: 
you may see things they haven’t told you about and you may see a disconnect between 
what they say about their lives and what they actually do.   
 
Engage: have conversations with those who want to imagine solutions for. Ask open 
ended questions. Ask “Why?” Try to drill down deeper….expect (and prompt) the 
conversation to be free ranging.  
 
 

2] DEFINE (seeking insights) 
 

In a group process all you have seen and heard about the issues. Try to understand the 
“big picture” and find the take-aways from what you’ve learned. This mode is 
sensemaking. Given what you’ve learned formulate your initial description of the 
challenge that is before the people who are challenged. The goal of this step is to craft a 
meaningful and actionable problem statement. The more refined and sharper you can 
make the problem statement the more likely you will be able to formulate good 
solutions.  “Framing the right problem is the only way to define the right solution.”  
Examples: 
 

Many people begin an exercise routine to benefit their health but in time they 
stop following it. How might we help people maintain their routine over time? 
 
New mothers can feel isolated and lonely because of their focus on care-giving 
for their infant. How might we help them feel less lonely? 
 
Many children do not like doing homework so they waste their time and then 
complain that homework takes too long. How might we help them be more 
efficient and focused on their homework? 
 

See the result of the EMPATHIZE step: the problem statement is people focused, 
expresses care about a real life challenge, and seeks to focus thinking on the actual 
need.   
 

3] IDEATE (brainstorming)  
 
Ask yourselves “how might we address this challenge?” and brainstorm solutions. 
Encourage creative solutions…hold nothing back! Crazy ideas are permissible. There are 
other ideation techniques such as bodystorming, mindmapping, and sketching. “It’s not 



about coming up with the ‘right’ idea, it’s about generating the broadest range of 
possibilities.” But one theme throughout all of them is deferring judgment – that is, 
separating the generation of ideas from the evaluation of ideas. In doing so, you give 
your imagination and creativity a voice, while placating your rational side in knowing 
that your will get to the examination of merits later. Then assess all the ideas you have 
collected. Choose 1 – 2 ideas to more forward to the next step.  
 

4] PROTOTYPING  (applied learning) 
 
REMEMBER: THIS IS A LEARNING PROCESS NOT A FIX-IT PROCESS. Prototyping is a multi-
iterative step that helps you learn more about the real nature of the challenge and 
move towards a functional solution.  
 
In prototyping you bring together what you think is the real challenge with what you 
think might be a solution by creating something that addressed the challenge and meets 
the needs. But you want to create a prototype: 

• Modest in scale 

• Simple to make and execute 

• Doesn’t cost much 

• Something to try for a short period of time 
 

Goal is to try it on a limited scale for the sake of learning: to gain more understanding 
about the actual challenge and what will really address the challenge.  
 
Some considerations in prototyping: 

• Default to action: don’t spend too much time refining an idea by thinking about 
it abstractly but rather jump in and try in out! 

• Remember EMPATHIZE: build your prototype with the user in mind 

• Limit your use of the resources of time, effort and money 

• A prototype does not have to be the actual program or object. A prototype can 
be a bunch of Post-It’s on a wall and then trialed as a thought experiment. A 
prototype can be a proposal that you can explain to the challenged people that 
you can get feedback about.  

 
5] TESTING (applying for learning) 
 

Testing is the opportunity to learn MORE about the challenge, the challenged people 
and the solution. Try out your prototype on a limited scale over a limited time period. 
Testing takes place when those in need experience the solution. The less theory you give 
about why you designed the prototype the better. Help people simply experience the 
prototype, come to their own understanding about it and formulate their own 
evaluations about it. This maintains the focus on those you are trying to help and keeps 
their understanding and evaluations untainted by your ideas and expectations. At the 



end of the trial seek feedback from those you are trying to help. In evaluating how well 
the prototype worked you are trying to learn two things:  

1. What new things have we learned about the real challenge? 
2. What new things have we learned about the needed solution? 

 
As you seek feedback you are actually going back to the EMPATHIZE step! Then 

• What you discover might refine your problem statement (DEFINE) 

• Prompt a new round of brainstorming (IDEATE) 

• ….and help you imagine a refined or even whole new prototype to try. 
 
Remember, this is a great process for “adaptive challenges” when the problem people 
face is not easy to understand and you don’t know how to address the problem.  By 
going through this process 2+ times you will find a real solution to a real issue.  

 
Moving On 
 

Once you have a really helpful prototype that meets the need the next step is to scale it 
up. This is when you give more time, effort and money to a project.  
 
 
Thinking About the “Big Picture” of this Process 

 
The description for this workshop is: “Experimental Ministry: Ideas for fostering a 
missional culture that nurtures initiative, creative thinking, and risk taking in your 
ministry.” 
 
How does Design Thinking… 

“nurture initiative”: empathetic listening fosters compassion in us, that prompts 
us to act 
“creative thinking”: IDEATE step around the challenge 
“experimental ministry”:  the entire process is experimental by its very nature 
“risk taking”: addressing the issue through prototypes with the goal of learning. 
The small scale of prototypes and the goal to learn diminishes the feeling of risk. 
Developing a prototype that works strengthens confidence that you can do what 
you want to do and this will help you do it….so you are willing to take the bigger 
risk of scaling it up.  

 
 



 
 


