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Companies ranging from corporates to startups are battling it out for top talent. 

Gone are the days when generous pension plans and secure career paths were enough to 
entice "A Grade" players to join and stay on at your organisation. Companies are facing 
stronger competition than ever when it comes to hiring top talent. The cost of recruiting, hiring 
and onboarding a new employee can be as high as $240,000 USD. This is forcing organisations
to revisit employee acquisition, engagement and retention strategies. 

HR TEAMS NEED TO INNOVATE – FAST.

Apart from this war for talent, several other HR trends are emerging: 

• The move towards more flexible working arrangements. Employees are expecting greater 
flexibility, evidenced by the fact that more than one third of working-age Australians are now 
doing freelance work. 

• Upskilling employees on disruption topics rather than traditional topics that fail to prepare 
them for the future. 

• Providing employees with more tailored and personalised learning and development. A 
recent report found that of all the benefits that employers offer, millennials value learning 
and development benefits above all.

There is a clear need for HR teams to move away from generic "employee programs" towards 
crafting "employee experience". For instance, Airbnb recently re-branded the Chief HR Officer 
function as Chief Employee Experience Officer, recognising that "experience" is the essence of 
a workplace, especially among millennials. To enhance the employee experience, HR teams are 
starting to focus on better understanding their employees. Design Thinking helps them do this.

INNOVATION DISTINGUISHES BETWEEN A LEADER AND A FOLLOWER“ STEVE JOBS

https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/hr-topics/employee-relations/pages/cost-of-bad-hires.aspx
https://www.upwork.com/hiring/trends/trends-in-australias-workforce/
http://www.slideshare.net/jbersin/the-future-of-corporate-learning-2016/8-Training_is_key_to_Millennial
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jeannemeister/2015/07/21/the-future-of-work-airbnb-chro-becomes-chief-employee-experinece-officer/#63e495304232


WHAT IS DESIGN THINKING?

DESIGN THINKING IS ABOUT ACCELERATING INNOVATION TO CREATE 

BETTER SOLUTIONS TO THE CHALLENGES FACING BUSINESS AND 

SOCIETY. IT STARTS WITH PEOPLE - WHAT WE CALL HUMAN CENTRED 

DESIGN - AND APPLIES THE CREATIVE TOOLS OF DESIGN, LIKE 

STORYTELLING, PROTOTYPING AND EXPERIMENTATION TO DELIVER 

BREAKTHROUGH INNOVATIONS

“
TIM BROWN, IDEO CEO
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Design thinking is a human-centred approach 
to innovation and idea creation. It is a process, 
that when applied, can transform 
organisational challenges into opportunities. It 
helps develop solutions to problems 
customers encounter. When it comes to HR, 
the customers are generally internal 
customers (ie. employees).

The Design Thinking methodology starts with 
the people you are designing for and ends 
with the solution designed for these people. 
Empathy is a key ingredient throughout the 
Design Thinking approach and insights from 
humans are what drives the outcomes and 
solutions being generated. 

Design Thinking can make the most 
experienced professional feel uncomfortable. 
With Design Thinking you often start from the 
place of not knowing the answer to the 
problem that you are looking to solve. And 
though that’s not particularly comfortable, it 
allows us to open up creatively, to pursue lots 
of different ideas, and to arrive at unexpected 
solutions. 

So when and where can Design Thinking 
be applied?

• To solve complex HR problems
• To solve HR problems in a collaborative way
• To create a path HR innovation
• To generate empathy for employees
• To reduce risk in the HR innovation process
• To develop new HR ideas
• To generate culture change
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“I DON’T RECEIVE SUFFICIENT CONSTRUCTIVE FEEDBACK”

“I NEED MORE SUPPORT AND GUIDANCE IN MY CAREER”

“I SHOULD BE EVALUATED BY THE PEOPLE I ACTUALLY WORK WITH”

“I NEED FREQUENT CONVERSATIONS ON EXPECTATIONS AND FEEDBACK”

“I WANT MY REVIEWS TO BE MORE FOCUSED ON THE FUTURE RATHER THAN THE PAST”

These pain points are not specific to one organisation, they are pain points applicable to many 
organisations across the world.

THERE’S NOTHING WORSE THAN DOING THE WRONG THINGS RIGHT.“ PETER DRUCKER

THE HR LANDSCAPE
Design Thinking starts with understanding the customer. Find below some examples of 
customer pain points when it comes to Employee Professional Development:
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Why do these pain points exist? They are often pain points that result from internal HR processes 
that have not been questioned for years. Just because something is done a certain way doesn’t 
mean it is right. The other important aspect is that employees are generally not engaged to 
provide insights to drive internal processes as much as they should.

Only 4% of HR leaders believe their organisation accurately assesses performance. HR Leaders 
need to change their Performance Management strategies because current approaches do not 
drive the outcomes required.

Design Thinking can be applied to improve the employee experience just as companies like 
Apple would use Design Thinking to improve the experience of their customers at an Apple 
store. The responsibilities and expectations of HR teams are changing. These days HR teams 
are being asked to build a culture of collaboration, improve processes and drive employee 
development. Employee expectations are changing.

IT IS TIME FOR A FRESH APPROACH TO PEOPLE AND 

DEVELOPMENT.

Design Thinking is front of mind for HR professionals around the world with 79 percent of 
executives in the Global Human Capital Trends survey identifying Design Thinking as an 
important or very important topic.

At Collective Campus we have worked with many HR teams looking to embrace Design 
Thinking within their roles and ultimately their companies. Below are two examples of Design 
Thinking projects that have been successfully delivered for our clients.

DESIGN THINKING APPLIED TO HR

http://www.insidehr.com.au/why-talent-analytics-is-hrs-number-1-priority-for-2016/
https://www2.deloitte.com/insights/us/en/focus/human-capital-trends/2016/employee-experience-management-design-thinking.html
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A LEADING LAW FIRM

CHALLENGE

The People & Culture team at this law firm wanted to identify innovative solutions to problems 
faced across both recruitment and employee development. In addition, they wanted to upskill 
the HR team on Design Thinking and allow the team to identify the solutions by applying the 
design thinking methodology.

SOLUTION

We developed a customised Design Thinking session for the team with the objective of 
upskilling the team in the methodology, while also identifying ideas to problems faced across 
recruitment and employee development. The focus of the session was on developing ‘How 
Might We’ statements and the process of ideation.

OUTCOME

With a focus on recruitment and employee development, the team identified over 60 ideas in 
the session using the ideation methods covered. From these 60 ideas, the top two ideas were 
chosen to progress to the prototype stage. An action plan outlining next steps was developed 
for each selected idea and tools were provided to allow the teams to successfully prototype 
following the session.
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A FEDERAL GOVERNMENT DEPARTMENT

CHALLENGE

The HR team wanted to learn the key fundamentals of Design Thinking so that they could start 
embedding it within their team. This included a high level overview of Design Thinking for the 
entire team and a separate deep dive session for selected members of the wider team.

SOLUTION

• Develop a general understanding of Design Thinking as a creative problem-solving mindset 
• Develop strategies to adopt behaviours required to ingrain Design Thinking in the culture
• Understand how to embed Design Thinking into the organisational culture
• Build hands on knowledge in use of best practice tools and templates

SUCCESS

The HR Team gained a deep understanding of the value in applying Design Thinking to 
problems faced. The course helped consolidate and align the end to end understanding of 
methodology and provided the team with a key selection of tools required to successfully 
embed design thinking in their daily jobs. As a result of this training, the Executive Leader 
revamped employee KPIs to ensure that each employee demonstrates on a monthly basis how 
they applied Design Thinking in their role. As many in Government would know, changing KPis
in this industry is not an easy feat.

Design Thinking is being used to meet the modern employees’ demands - expectations are 
changing and so should the approach from HR teams. How can organisations leverage and 
apply Design Thinking? Here are five example areas.

1. Employee Performance
2. Employee Engagement
3. Learning & Development
4. Employee Retention
5. Recruitment Process

Let’s deep drive into Employee Performance.
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DISRUPTING PERFORMANCE REVIEWS

“THE NEXT TWO WEEKS ARE GOING TO BE A NIGHTMARE!”

“I NEED TO START GETTING SOME FEEDBACK ON THE PROJECTS I COMPLETED AT THE 

START OF THE YEAR!”

“MY MENTOR NEVER REPLIES TO MY EMAILS - HOW AM I GOING TO BE READY FOR THE 

REVIEW?”

If you have uttered one of the above phrases at some point in your career, don’t worry you are 
not alone. In a recent Adobe Survey, it was found that a staggering four out of ten employees
would switch jobs to a company that didn’t have a formal performance review process even if 
the pay and job level were the same. 

Often conducted annually, employee performance reviews generally have a negative stigma 
attached to them (specifically at large organisations). Traditional review processes have been 
described as time-consuming, cumbersome, demotivating and painful.
Unfortunately, there isn’t a one size fits all solution but there are several underlying principles 
that every organisation should follow.

Here are three key factors to look out for when disrupting employee performance reviews - they 
all incorporate the human-centred approach of Design-Thinking.

https://www.slideshare.net/adobe/full-study-performance-reviews-get-a-failing-grade/1
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Are you actually helping your employees constantly grow and improve?
It is common to fall into the trap of following a process and neglecting the underlying reason for 
that process existing. Employee performance reviews should exist to develop the career of 
employees and this should not be just a box ticking exercise.

Employees benefit from ongoing feedback throughout the year, allowing them to learn, adapt 
and grow as professionals. Ongoing coaching ensures employees are provided with actionable 
improvements that can be implemented during a current or forthcoming piece of work. 

Awareness is the first step to change and without ongoing feedback, there can be only limited 
change. Statistics also support more regular feedback with a PwC study finding that 60% of 
their respondents preferred feedback on a daily or weekly basis. This percentage increased to 
72% when looking at employees aged under 30. 

1. HELP YOUR EMPLOYEES IMPROVE IN REAL TIME

https://www.pwc.com/m1/en/services/consulting/documents/millennials-at-work.pdf
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“If you want to win in the 21st century, you have to…empower others, making sure other people 
are better than you are. Then you will be successful.” Jack Ma, Ali Baba Founder

Employees are often told that they need to take control of their own career and shouldn’t rely on 
their mentor. Although employees do need to drive their careers, employee development is a 
two way street. A mentor has significant influence over the career progression of an employee 
and great mentors will ultimately help develop great employees.

Organisations need to ensure they select the most suitable people as mentors. Do not select a 
manager to mentor an employee just because they have been at the organisation a ‘long time’. 
Not everyone is cut out to develop and coach others, and that is fine. Select the people in the 
organisation that have the skills and the mindset to successfully develop the next generation of 
leaders.

The Adobe survey found that 60% of managers consider the review process as outdated and 
that the time they spend preparing for them negatively impacts their work. To put this into 
perspective, an organisation with 500 employees dedicates upwards of $200,000 to an annual 
review on time alone. Prior to implementing their new review process, Accenture reported that 
they spent a staggering two million hours a year on performance reviews. 

Arguably, one of the most painful parts of a review is the time spent preparing for it. Reviews are 
often matched with online submission of key performance documents. As an employee, you 
don’t want to spend more time submitting your review documents than the time spent actually 
putting them together. This creates additional frustration in what may already be a cumbersome 
process.

3. LIMIT THE AMOUNT OF ADMIN INVOLVED

2. NOT EVERYONE SHOULD BE A MENTOR

IF YOU ALWAYS DO WHAT YOU ALWAYS DID, YOU WILL ALWAYS GET 

WHAT YOU ALWAYS GOT.“
ALBERT EINSTEIN

https://www.reflektive.com/blog/performance-review-cost/
http://www.workforce.com/2017/01/10/upon-further-review/
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A FRESH APPROACH TO EMPLOYEE PERFORMANCE REVIEWS

Adobe has revamped their performance review process. Adobe implemented a “check in”
process where they replaced annual reviews with ongoing conversations between managers 
and employees. The ongoing process of feedback and dialogue has no formal written review or 
documentation. Adobe estimates that it saved 80,000 manager hours (previously spent on the 
formal review process) in the first year of the initiative. 

Deloitte is another company that has revamped their performance reviews after actually 
spending time to understand their employees. Previously, Deloitte used to have bi-annual 
reviews and consumed about two million hours a year on filling out paperwork and performance 
meetings. They questioned the existing processes in place and captured insights from 
employees. The solution developed consisted of a three stage approach: 

• A regular check-in: 10 minutes each week or fortnight with a team leader.
• A quarterly survey: Aimed at checking the pulse of employees.
• A four question survey at the end of each project: Each Manager needs to complete a four 

question survey on the performance of each team member after a project is completed. 

Here are the four questions:
1. Given what I know of this person’s performance, and if it were my money, would I award this 

person the highest possible compensation increase and bonus?
2. Given what I know of this person’s performance, would I always want him or her on my team?
3. Is this person at risk of low performance?
4. Is this person ready for promotion today?

Sometimes simplicity is key with any internal process. By developing a review process that adds 
value to the career of your employees, your organisation is more likely to retain and attract 
talented people.

https://www.adobe.com/check-in.html
https://hbr.org/2015/04/reinventing-performance-management
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As demonstrated, Design Thinking is a powerful approach that can add value to any HR Team. If 
you are looking to challenge the status quo in your HR team and drive a high quality employee 
experience, below are four steps you should take immediately:

1. Begin by gaining an overview of each stage in the Design Thinking Approach. Our free 
Design Thinking Guide that provides a complete overview of the approach can be 
downloaded here.

2. Identify a group of HR champions that will drive the Design Thinking mindset shift. Take these 
team members through a face to face Design thinking program with a real problem area in 
your organisation. Applying Design Thinking to a real problem allows employees to see the 
power of the approach.

3. Start sharing your successes with the rest of the organisation. There is nothing more 
important than quick wins and momentum when looking to gain further buy-in.

4. Start transforming the mindset of the HR team and developing solutions that your employees 
actually want!

Want to learn more about Design Thinking and how successful organisations are applying the 
approach to HR? Get in touch!

EMBEDDING DESIGN THINKING IN 
YOUR HR TEAM

IF YOU WANT SOMETHING NEW, YOU HAVE TO STOP DOING SOMETHING 

OLD.“
PETER DRUCKER

https://www.collectivecampus.com.au/resources/stop-talking-start-making-ebook
https://www.collectivecampus.com.au/educate/design-thinking
https://www.collectivecampus.com.au/educate/design-thinking
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