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BlackMatter Creative is a design studio that specializes in evolving and growing brands through insightful, creative solutions.
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For ambitious, talented individuals working in higher 
education, the ability to adapt and overcome challenges 
associated with new technologies, changing strategies, and 
budget constraints are just facts of life. To overcome those 
hurdles, you must embrace them and approach them from a 
new perspective—Design Thinking. In this session you’ll 
learn basic concepts of design thinking, how to get your 
colleagues onboard with your ideas from the beginning and 
how to break the “Business as Usual” mentality on your 
campus, as well as in your own department.



CHALLENGES



NEW TECHNOLOGIES
Digital Media Printing & Mailing

In this age of social media, you must stay ahead of the game and learn new technologies to reach students and parents through Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and other 
forms of digital media, as well as the traditional means of mailers and phone calls and text messages. 


You must also stay informed on new technologies in printing and mailing. Keeping up relationships with vendors will help keep you informed on new tech. Bringing a 
vendor in at the beginning of a project can save time, effort and lead to new ideas and cost-effective solutions.



CHANGING STRATEGIES
Fluctuating Economy New Leadership

The fluctuating economy presents many challenges to your strategies especially regarding budget.


New administrative leaders with new agendas mean you have to adjust and adapt at a moments notice.



BUDGET CONSTRAINTS
Budget Cuts & Fewer Donations

A down economy means budget cuts and fewer donations from alumni. You are asked to do more for less.



FACTS OF LIFE



TO OVERCOME THESE  
CHALLENGES YOU  

MUST EMBRACE THEM.



NEW PERSPECTIVE



DESIGN THINKING
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CHANGE
IN TIMES OF CHANGE WE NEED  

NEW IDEAS & NEW THINKING



DESIGN THINKING

Design in its most effective form is a process, an action, a protocol for solving problems and discovering new opportunities.



FOUR KEY ELEMENTS

Design in its most effective form is a process, an action, a protocol for solving problems and discovering new opportunities.



1) DEFINE THE PROBLEM
ASK QUESTIONS. THE RIGHT QUESTIONS.

How do we increase enrollment? 
How do we better engage potential students  

in a digital world? 
How can we boost programs with low enrollment? 

How do we increase retention?

It sounds simple but it’s the most important step. It’s a team effort that requires constant, relentless questioning. Like a child, always asking why? why? why?



1) DEFINE THE PROBLEM
HUMAN CENTERED OBSERVATION

Understanding Culture & Context. 
Active Participation.

Observation can discern what people really do as opposed to what you are told that they do.


Get out of the cube. Get out of the office and sit in on a class if you need to boost it’s enrollment numbers. Discover the takeaway, why it matters, what makes it unique.



PROBLEM ABSTRACTION

Problem abstraction is taking the problem and breaking it down to it’s simplest form.


That’s where the creative leap often occurs. It’s the purpose of the process.



2) IDEATION
IDEA GENERATION NOT EVALUATION

Prototype Ideas. 
Build a mock-up. Observe how colleagues  

use or misuse it.

Even the most talented teams fall into the trap of solving problems the same way. Especially when successful results have been produced or time is short.


Design thinking requires that no matter how obvious the solution may seem, many solutions be created for consideration. And created in a way that allows them to be 
judged equally as possible answers. 


Looking at a problem from more than one perspective always yields richer results.



MAKE 
CHOICES

CREATE 
CHOICESDIVERGENT CONVERGENT

Convergent

Make the best choice of available solutions. BUSINESS AS USUAL.

(of thought) tending to follow well-established patterns. 

Divergent

Encourages ideas and solutions that haven’t existed before.



3) REFINE DIRECTIONS
EVALUATION. MAKE CHOICES.

Design thinking creates an environment 
conducive to growth and experimentation.

At this stage options and ideas can be combined, adjusted and integrated into the selected direction or directions that make it through grinder.



SPAGHETTI TOWER

I want to tell you a story about a design thinking workshop. It consists of multiple groups of children and adults. The groups were given 20 sticks of spaghetti, one yard of 
tape, one yard of string and one large marshmallow. Their task was to build the highest tower with the marshmallow on top in 20 minutes.



20 STICKS OF 
SPAGHETTI

ONE YARD 
OF TAPE

ONE YARD 
OF STRING MARSHMALLOW

Build the highest tower with the marshmallow on top in 20 min.

I want to tell you a story about a design thinking workshop. It consists of multiple groups of children and adults. The groups were given 20 sticks of spaghetti, one yard of 
tape, one yard of string and one large marshmallow. Their task was to build the highest tower with the marshmallow on top in 20 minutes.



PLANNING VS. BUILDING

Our model group decided to spend the majority of their time planning and the last portion building.


After much planning and discussion, they decided on 3 pillars as a base to support a triangle. It was completely unstable and fell apart.


Now with half their time left they scrambled for a new solution.
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Using a similar structure, they reinforced the pillars with 3 spaghetti sticks. Again, unstable. They realized the next section would take a lot of time and patience. Both of 
which they didn’t have.


You may have forgotten about the marshmallow. Well they did too. Before they could get to that…


…everything came crashing down. Our model group understood the point after hearing about how the other groups performed.
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GAME OVER

Using a similar structure, they reinforced the pillars with 3 spaghetti sticks. Again, unstable. They realized the next section would take a lot of time and patience. Both of 
which they didn’t have.


You may have forgotten about the marshmallow. Well they did too. Before they could get to that…


…everything came crashing down. Our model group understood the point after hearing about how the other groups performed.



CHILDREN

To their surprise, the best results were achieved by children. Why? They don’t overthink the problem. The started by exploring. They followed a process of iteration.


No matter what great ideas we come up with, if we don’t validate our assumptions we might as well have created a mental model of something that collapses.



VALIDATE OUR ASSUMPTIONS

To their surprise, the best results were achieved by children. Why? They don’t overthink the problem. The started by exploring. They followed a process of iteration.


No matter what great ideas we come up with, if we don’t validate our assumptions we might as well have created a mental model of something that collapses.



4) CHOOSE & EXECUTE
FINALIZE & PRODUCE THE SOLUTION.

By this stage enough road has been  
traveled to insure success.



BREAKING DOWN OF PROBLEMS
BUILDING UP OF IDEAS

Design thinking is about breaking down problems and building up ideas.



MAKE 
CHOICES

CREATE 
CHOICESDIVERGENT CONVERGENT

Convergent

Make the best choice of available solutions. BUSINESS AS USUAL.

(of thought) tending to follow well-established patterns. 

Divergent

Encourages ideas and solutions that haven’t existed before.



GET THEM ON BOARD

In the HGTV Show Get Color by Jane Lockhart, Jane would provide a color palette of objects, textures and other items for her clients to choose from. It was a fun, 
interactive way to involve her clients in the design process. It was also a tool to get them onboard with her ideas.


Yes they were making decisions about the colors and textures to use in the re-design of their home but the options were crafted by Jane in a way that no matter what 
direction her clients chose the result would be a good one.


The main takeaway is that they are more likely to be happy with the final solution since they were a part of it from the beginning. APPROVED! Involve your colleagues, 
supervisors and the decision makers from the start for a better chance of getting your ideas approved and loved by all—especially when those ideas are new and ground 
breaking.



ACTIVE PARTICIPATION
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MAKE 
CHOICES

CREATE 
CHOICESDIVERGENT CONVERGENT

What has worked in the past may very well still work today, but with all the changes and challenges we face—new technologies, changing strategies and budget 
constraints—that convergent, “business as usual” model won’t last.


What will stand the test of time and yield innovative solutions that resonate with your audience is the divergent model—design thinking.



QUESTIONS.




