
Importantly, design thinking is more 
than what the product or experience 
looks like on the surface — it is really 
about how it works and feels for the 
user.

How can HR best use or apply these concepts in its work? 
One of the most promising approaches is “design thinking.” 
Tim Brown, CEO of IDEO Design, once said “design thinking 
can be described as a discipline that uses the designer’s 
sensibility 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”. 

Importantly, design thinking is more than what the product 
or experience looks like on the surface — it is really about 
how it works and feels for the user. It helps construct 
emotionally meaningful and functional experiences by 
adding the “wow” factor that makes products, services or 
experiences compelling.

How design thinking works

Design thinking empowers HR to be story tellers, architects 
and builders of a compelling employee work experience. 
Quite simply, HR is the “movie maker,” writing the script 
and delivering the experience by piecing together different 
scenes with a variety of actors and editors to create a 
consistent whole.

Rather than focusing on the HR program or process alone, 
design thinking shifts the emphasis to the employee. More 
organisations are accessing people and resources through 
various talent platforms and networks, and design thinking 
applies to the entire ecosystem of work and workers. For 
HR, it is about understanding, envisioning and designing 
how people experience work. 

How does design thinking work in practice? Like agile 
software development, it creates ideas quickly, turns 
them into pilots, prototypes or beta products, measures 
how customers respond and then either perseveres or 
changes course. It answers questions about the most 
desired employee experiences, sorting what is desired 
and ancillary; how they should be prioritised across the 
many experiences employees have with the company; what 
happens if certain program experiences or elements are 
changed; and determines if any current experiences detract 
from the desired state and what is the next work project. 

Hamish Deery

Consumer research and software development terms are increasingly 
common in HR circles. Calls for greater agility, treating employees as 
consumers and segmenting program design speak to the delivery of an 
exceptional and differentiated “employee experience.” This is similar to 
how consumer researchers understand and apply customer insights in 
their product development, or a software developer designs a great user 
experience.
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contractor or alliance partner. Visual images and associated 
descriptions are used to create a persona that represents 
real workers in the ecosystem, allowing the HR program 
designer to empathise with the experience or unmet need. 
Personas are useful in considering goals, desires, attitudes 
and behaviours that help guide decisions about design. In 
most cases, personas are synthesised from data collected 
from observations, workshops or interviews with employees. 
In this regard, design thinking minimises the risk of releasing 
a HR program that does not meet the employee need. 

A quick search of LinkedIn reveals literally thousands of 
employee experience roles inside organisations these 
days, with common titles such as Employee Experience 
Manager or Chief Employee Experience Officer. This trend 
has grown in recent years and is likely to continue as HR 
responds to the pull from the business and employees to 
deliver an exceptional and differentiated experience at 
work. Design thinking can play a key role.

Culture frames the employee experience

To create a better employee experience, it is important 
to understand how employees relate to strategy, values, 
culture, purpose and the employee value proposition 
(EVP), as outlined in the figure below. This framework 
is designed based on the findings from Willis Towers 
Watson’s employee survey database, which holds data on 
the employee experience from over 500 companies each 
year. The database includes a subset of “high performing” 
organisations—those that exceed their global industry 
average financial performance for at least three years, 
and also deliver an exceptional employee experience. 
Over the last 30 years, we have extensively studied these 
organisations to understand what distinguishes them from 
“the rest of the pack.”

As Eric Ries describes in The Lean Startup, nothing plagues 
an entrepreneur or innovator more than the question of 
whether they are making progress towards their product or 
business goals. Successful innovators answer this question 
through validated learning, a way to demonstrate that 
they have discovered valuable truths about the customer 
experience and the subsequent expected behaviour. Often, 
this is referred to as incubation, ideation and prototyping in 
design, where the designer envisions a desired future state, 
tests, iterates and scales the solution. “Think big, act small 
and fail fast” are terms that are often used to describe this 
stage of design. 

Adopting these principles is also possible in designing 
the employee or worker experience. Journey maps— 
visual representations of the steps or touch points that 
employees have at work—are one of the tools that can 
support HR design. They often focus on employees’ most 
“critical” or “engaging moments.” The journey map shows 
the experience at each stage—what is working, what is not, 
what are the barriers—so that they can be redesigned as 
needed. A practical way to do this is to map key moments in 
the employee lifecycle: hiring, onboarding, performance and 
reward discussions, learning and career experiences, and 
off-boarding. It can narrow in on key elements of the work 
experience, from the work itself, to the people (colleagues, 
manager and leaders), purpose (mission, vision, values 
and culture), the physical work environment and the total 
rewards.

HR design thinking also borrows from consumer research 
when it uses “personas” as a part of the toolkit. A persona 
is a fictional employee or worker created to represent a 
segment of the workforce, such as a new hire, a mid-career 
employee, a frontline manager, a seasoned executive, or a 

People

Flexibility

Physical environment

Inclusion & diversity 
(I&D)

HR programs

Structure

Total rewards

Sustainability

Systems Work

Business processes

Wellbeing

Strategy 
& purpose

EVP

Culture, values & beliefs 



3   Design thinking for a better employee experience

enduring characteristics that at least match, if not exceeds 
programmatic elements and practices. For example, 
leaders in high performing organisations use core values 
and principles to guide decision-making, and install the 
appropriate structures, processes and practices to support 
winning behaviours and culture that deliver business 
strategy, through better innovation, customer service, 
quality, and more. Although these elements tend to be more 
enduring, the concepts of design thinking can still apply 
here, designing desired behaviours enabled or generated 
from that design.

Delivering a differentiated employee value 
proposition

Highly performing organisations build employee 
alignment to purpose and an emotional engagement 
to the organisation. Often leadership commitment to 
sustainability—whether through social, environmental, 
community, company brand or other programs—generates 
this kind of strong, emotional, employee attachment to the 
organisation. Inclusion and diversity (I&D), where human 
differences are genuinely embraced, can also create this 
kind of emotional bond. For employees generally, and the 
younger generation specifically, I&D are often key to their 
decision to join and stay with an organisation where they 
feel they fit, and can be productive and contribute to a 
larger purpose through their own work and behaviour.

The concept of EVP, the experience of working for an 
organisation, follows naturally, although increasingly 
companies are managing or designing it as they do their 
product or service brand. EVP is an organisation’s promise 
of what it is like to work here and what is expected in return, 
and is used to attract desired talent. It includes:

�� A position: what makes us a unique employer

�� A proposition: what is our core offer to employees

�� Attributes: what supports our core offer to employees

�� Substantiators: what makes our offer credible

In highly performing companies, EVP aligns to the product 
or service brand, differentiates the employment experience 
from competitors, and is built on a foundation of enduring 
values, culture and leadership.

At the heart of the framework is culture – a shared set of 
values, principles, assumptions, beliefs, and behaviours 
that reflect how an organisation operates and work gets 
designed. High-performing companies align their values 
with the purpose of their business. As is often cited, 
leadership has the largest impact on culture—what leaders 
value, pay attention to, say and do. Culture also affects 
and is affected by other formal aspects of the organisation 
and how it functions. Similarly its structure and practices 
strongly impact behaviour and the employee experience. 
Many of these can be core HR programs, such as how 
behaviours and performance are managed and rewarded.

How employees connect

The inner core elements, such as culture, values and beliefs, 
tend to be relatively enduring, but are hardest to change, 
and often take the longest to transform. This is why we 
often see cases where competition, market changes, or a 
new business model force a company to transform, but the 
culture does not align to the new model. The inner elements 
are also difficult to imitate or replicate, and hence are often 
a true source of competitive advantage in high performing 
organisations.

The outer elements of the figure reflect current practices 
and evolve or are adapted over time. They are typically 
easier to change, and it is often possible to change them 
relatively quickly. The outer practices ring in the figure is 
where design thinking is most easily applied to create a 
compelling employee experience. For example, design 
thinking may be applied to an HR program, such as an 
on-boarding process. The physical environment is also 
an example of where design principles shape culture, 
such as companies that design for collaboration and 
innovation using shared spaces and activity-based work. 
Tech companies, for instance, often design their “campus” 
spaces to promote specific ways of working and other 
programmatic elements, such as their “employee benefits” 
(e.g. free cafes, campus transport), to further reenforce 
desired behaviours and culture.

The outer elements in the model are important, but 
not sufficient enough, to deliver a truly great employee 
experience and competitive advantage. High performing 
organisations offer an experience that is based on more 

To create a better employee 
experience, it is important to 
understand how employees relate to 
strategy, values, culture, purpose and 
the employee value proposition.

Highly performing organisations build 
employee alignment to purpose and 
an emotional engagement to the 
organisation.
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The broad applications for design thinking

Design thinking can be used across the spectrum of 
organisational elements and associated employee 
experiences, from simple interactions to the fundamental 
aspects of what makes performance sustainable—values, 
culture and leadership aligned to strategy and purpose. 
Highly performing organisations offer an employee 
experience based on these more fundamental and enduring 
characteristics, as well as more programmatic initiatives. 
Design thinking can be broadly applied to enrich the 
employee experience, support the desired culture and 
deliver on business strategy.
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