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Abstract

This report presents a strategic vision for the establishment of the College of Design Thinking
(D-College) at the German University of Digital Science as a global leader in cross-cultural
design innovation. Addressing the evolving complexity of contemporary global challenges—
from climate change to digital transformation to public health crises—the D-College
introduces the Triad Integration Model, a pedagogical approach that enhances design
thinking with systems thinking and futures thinking methodologies. This integration
strengthens design thinking's capacity to address interconnected challenges by
incorporating systemic awareness, long-term perspective, and anticipatory capabilities,
enabling practitioners to design solutions that work effectively across multiple scales, time
horizons, and cultural contexts.

Building on established research in cross-cultural design and digital learning environments,
the College emphasizes cross-cultural design intelligence as its core differentiator, preparing
practitioners to create innovations that are culturally sensitive, systemically sound, and
future-resilient. The strategic plan operationalizes this vision through four evidence-based
pillars: Educational Excellence, committed to delivering an integrative, dual-pathway
curriculum that combines theoretical rigor with market-relevant specializations. Signature
Events & Thought Leadership, designed to foster a vibrant intellectual community and
amplify global visibility; Strategic Partnerships & Collaboration, aimed at forging synergies
across academia, industry, and government; and Research & Knowledge Creation, dedicated
to advancing the theoretical foundations and applied practices of integrative design
methodologies with a strong emphasis on cross-cultural adaptation.

The report includes a phased implementation roadmap designed for sustainable growth and
progressive capacity building. This comprehensive approach positions the D-College to
contribute original knowledge to design thinking scholarship while preparing graduates
with sophisticated, culturally-informed competencies to navigate complexity and create
sustainable impact in an interconnected world. The College's unique integration of
methodologies, emphasis on cross-cultural intelligence, and strategic focus on global
convening and knowledge creation distinguish it as a next-generation institution advancing
design thinking education for contemporary challenges.

Keywords: Design education, design thinking, systems thinking, futures thinking,
integrative pedagogy, cross-cultural innovation, higher education strategy.



1.INTRODUCTION

The German University of Digital Science (German UDS) was founded as a necessary and
innovative institution in response to the rapid evolution of the digital landscape. Digital
transformation is fundamentally reshaping all areas of society -from communication and
work to learning and social life- at an unprecedented speed. As a fully digital university, the
German UDS provides high-quality, low-threshold education on digital science that is
globally accessible. Its core vision, articulated as the “University of the Digital Tomorrow”, is
to prepare and disseminate urgently needed knowledge with the ultimate goal of shaping a
new world in a way that is worth living and loving according to (our) liberal ideas and values”
(Friedrichsen & Meinel, 2024).

Yet, the founding of a fully digital institution presents a central challenge: how can a scalable,
technology-driven university maintain a human-centered focus? While digitality enables
unprecedented access, it also risks producing detached and impersonal learning
experiences. The establishment of the College of Design Thinking (D-College) is a direct
response to this challenge. Its curriculum, prioritizing empathy and deep understanding of
human needs, acts as a philosophical counterweight to the technological emphasis of digital
science. In this way, the College ensures that German UDS remains anchored in its mission
of cultivating human-centric solutions while preparing graduates to adapt to and shape the
digital world.

At the same time, the digital age has accelerated the complexity of global challenges
demanding that universities rethink how they prepare future leaders. Issues such as climate
change, digital ethics, and global health crises are what Rittel and Webber (1973) describe
as “wicked problems”—ill-defined, multi-stakeholder, and resistant to linear solutions; and
addressing them requires interdisciplinary, collaborative, and adaptive approaches
(Buchanan, 1992; Meadows, 2008; von Thienen et al., 2013).

The D-College is, therefore, envisioned as a global leader in integrative design education,
synthesizing design thinking, systems thinking, and futures thinking to equip students with
the methodological sophistication required to design resilient solutions. It further
acknowledges that design is inseparable from its cultural context and seeks to pioneer cross-
cultural design intelligence. Through this focus, the College aims to cultivate adaptive
problem-solvers capable of navigating the complexities of diverse global contexts while
fostering sustainable impact.

Building on decades of research in design education (e.g.,, Brown, 2009; Meinel, Leifer &
Plattner 2011), digital pedagogy (Means et al., 2010), digital transformation in higher
education (Friedrichsen & Meinel, 2024), and integrative scholarship on wicked problems
(Ney & Verweij, 2015), the College's theoretical foundations draw from established scholarly
contributions across these domains. Research has demonstrated the adaptability of design
thinking in higher education contexts (Traifeh & Meinel, 2018; von Thienen et al, 2017;
Meinel & Krohn, 2022), highlighting its capacity to expand access to human-centered
learning within digital platforms (Traifeh, Staubitz & Meinel, 2019). Complementary
scholarship has examined the governance challenges posed by wicked problems and the



necessity of pluralistic, adaptive solutions (Ney, 2012; Ney & Verweij, 2015). These scholarly
insights provide theoretical and empirical grounding for the College's philosophy, situating
it at the intersection of academic rigor, practical relevance, and societal impact.

To translate this vision into practice, the D-College is structured around four foundational
pillars - Educational Excellence, Signature Events & Thought Leadership, Strategic
Partnerships & Collaboration, and Research & Knowledge Creation- that collectively define
its academic and strategic framework. These pillars provide a holistic structure that enables
the College to balance rigorous academic foundations, practical relevance, and global
leadership, ensuring that German UDS fulfills its role as the University of the Digital
Tomorrow.

2.STRATEGY PILLARS

2.1 Pillar One: Educational Excellence

At the core of the D-College lies a commitment to Educational Excellence, understood not
merely as the delivery of high-quality teaching but as the cultivation of a transformative
learning environment. As digitalization accelerates, societal and technological challenges
demand educational paradigms that move beyond disciplinary silos (Friedrichsen & Meinel],
2024). Excellence here means empowering learners with integrative and specialized
capacities to tackle wicked problems (Rittel & Webber, 1973; Buchanan, 1992; Michel &
Traifeh, 2024a).

An extensive analysis of current trends in design thinking education and professional
development has guided the identification of two learning pathways, designed to meet
diverse learner needs and career trajectories.

® Path 1 Integrative Thinking: A curriculum grounded in the synthesis of design
thinking, systems thinking, and futures thinking (the Triad Thinking Framework),
equipping students with the cognitive, methodological, and anticipatory tools
required to navigate complexity, envision alternative futures, and design responsible
interventions.

® Path 2 Specialized Programs: Targeted training in high-demand domains such as
Al-augmented design, sustainable innovation, cross-cultural design, and innovation
management. These programs ensure direct alignment with market needs, offering
graduates competitive advantage and immediate applicability of skills (Michel &
Traifeh, 2024b).

The dual-pathway structure enables the College to serve students seeking comprehensive

methodological mastery, as well as professionals pursuing targeted expertise in emergent
fields.

2.1.1 Path 1: Integrative Thinking



Theoretical Foundations of the Triad Thinking Framework

Design thinking has established itself as a powerful methodology for innovation by fostering
empathy, creativity, and iterative problem-solving (Brown, 2009; Meinel, Leifer & Plattner,
2011). It equips learners to deeply understand user needs and translate them into novel
solutions, making it indispensable in both education and practice (Traifeh & Meinel, 2018;
Traifeh, Staubitz & Meinel, 2019). Yet, contemporary scholarship has increasingly
highlighted the limitations of design thinking when applied in isolation to complex, systemic
challenges.

Tonkinwise (2011) argues that design thinking’'s predominant emphasis on user experience
and rapid prototyping often fails to account for the depth of expertise and systemic
knowledge required to address large-scale societal issues. Similarly, Kimbell (2011)
critiques the way design thinking is frequently packaged as a standardized, step-by-step
methodology. While such representations make the process accessible, they risk
oversimplifying the inherently messy, iterative, and context-dependent nature of design
practice. This oversimplification becomes especially problematic in the face of “wicked
problems” (Rittel & Webber, 1973), which are characterized by high uncertainty,
interconnected causes, and multi-stakeholder dynamics.

Norman and Stappers (2015) identify recurring shortcomings of conventional design
thinking approaches, particularly its insufficient attention to systemic relationships and
feedback loops and its limited consideration of long-term consequences.

Pourdehnad etal. (2011) similarly caution that user-centered innovation, while valuable, can
risk producing short-term fixes that overlook broader systemic implications. These critiques
emphasize that while design thinking is powerful for fostering human-centered innovation,
it is insufficient on its own to address the escalating complexity of global challenges such as
climate change, digital transformation, and global health crises. Such challenges are
intrinsically systemic and long-term, requiring expanded methodological frameworks that
can map interdependencies, anticipate future trajectories, and adapt across diverse cultural
contexts

This recognition supports the College’s Triad Integration Model (Figure 1), which expands
the scope of design thinking by synergistically combining it with systems thinking and
futures thinking. Systems thinking contributes the ability to analyze complex interactions,
feedback loops, and unintended consequences across entire ecosystems (Meadows, 2008;
Senge, 2006) and fosters holistic solutions that address sustainability and scalability.
Futures thinking, grounded in strategic foresight (Inayatullah, 2008; Miller, 2018; Candy &
Kornet, 2019), adds a temporal dimension, training learners to envision multiple possible
futures and to design resilient, adaptive strategies that retain relevance amidst uncertainty.

The synergy of these three approaches prepares practitioners to address root causes rather
than symptoms, design for resilience beyond immediate functionality, and cultivate
innovations that retain relevance amid contextual shifts. The D-College intends to embed
these approaches into its pedagogy to ensure that Educational Excellence is defined through



integrative intelligence rather than narrow expertise. Aligning design-driven pedagogies
with future workforce needs enables direct contributions to employability, innovation, and
societal impact (Michel & Traifeh, 2024b).
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Figure 1: The Triad Thinking Framework



2.1.2 Path 2: Specialized Programs

This pathway offers targeted expertise in emerging domains where design thinking is
revolutionizing practice, with courses in phases 1, 2, and 3.

Phase 1: Focuses on foundational skills for a digital age, such as "Al-Augmented
Design Thinking," "Visual Thinking," and "Inclusive Design Thinking for Cross-
Cultural Innovation". The Al course, for example, explores how Al tools can
enhance user research, ideation, and prototyping without requiring coding
knowledge.

Phase 2: Addresses sustainable and health-related challenges, with courses like
"Sustainable Innovation Design" and "Healthcare Innovation Design".

Phase 3: Delves into advanced applications such as "Design Thinking for Digital
Transformation," "Al-Powered Innovation," and "Sustainable Design Thinking for
a Circular Economy".

2.1.3 Pedagogical Models for Online Education

The German University of Digital Science operates on a "digital-first educational model” that
combines academic rigor with practical application through strategic partnerships and
transformative learning experiences. While design education has traditionally emphasized
co-located, studio-based instruction for developing spatial reasoning and material
manipulation skills (Schén, 2017), the College proposes a pedagogical approach built on
several key principles designed to adapt design thinking methodologies for high-quality,
interactive, and scalable online experiences. This digital-first approach represents an
experimental framework that will require ongoing validation and refinement based on
learning outcomes and student feedback:

1. Asynchronous and Synchronous Learning: Courses utilize a blend of asynchronous
content, such as video lectures, with interactive, synchronous sessions to promote
student engagement and discussion.

2. Problem-Based Learning (PBL): A central element of the curriculum is Problem-
Based Learning, which is highly effective in online contexts. This approach requires
students to work collaboratively on projects to derive new knowledge and solutions.
The methodology encourages students to brainstorm, review, and define learning
objectives before conducting independent research, ensuring a deep, self-guided
learning experience.

3. Promoting Interactivity and Community: A primary challenge in online education
is the lack of physical student interaction. To combat this, the College will use
measures to increase interactivity, such as time-anchored peer comments on videos,
and dedicated discussion forums to foster a sense of community. Team projects and
virtual hackathons are also used to facilitate collaboration and build stable study
groups.

4. Scalability: The educational formats are designed for scalability, allowing the
programs to handle a large number of participants without compromising quality.
This is achieved through the use of self-regulated learning tools and auto-grader



systems for specific exercises. The online platform will provide students with
permanent access to their progress, helping them to organize their studies
independently.

2.2 Pillar Two: Signature Events and Thought Leadership

In the contemporary landscape of design education, establishing intellectual leadership and
cultivating a robust academic and professional community requires mechanisms that extend
beyond conventional curricula. Signature events are therefore central to the D-College’s
institutional positioning, acting simultaneously as platforms for community-building,
knowledge exchange, and global visibility. Drawing on Wenger's (1998) theory of
communities of practice, such events are essential for cultivating intellectual networks,
generating credibility, and amplifying thought leadership. They also provide experiential
learning opportunities that complement formal teaching, exposing students to emerging
trends, disruptive technologies, and evolving market strategies (Glen et al., 2015).

Moreover, these events are integral to the College’s educational model. They embody the
university’s ‘connectivism’ philosophy (Siemens, 2004) by fostering dynamic encounters
between students, researchers, and industry experts, creating opportunities for knowledge
co-creation and collaboration. This experiential dimension fosters mentorship, internships,
and career opportunities while simultaneously advancing faculty and student research,
thereby strengthening educational and professional outcomes.

2.2.1 The Dual-Event Strategic Framework
The College’s signature events strategy is structured around two initiatives:

® Annual Digital Design Thinking Hackathon: A digitally mediated, 48-hour
innovation challenge that convenes students, alumni, and practitioners to address
pressing “wicked problems” in cross-cultural contexts. Serving as a living laboratory,
the hackathon provides data-rich environments for research while also acting as a
mechanism for talent identification and global community-building. Its collaborative
yet competitive format attracts significant engagement, fosters enduring professional
relationships, generates media visibility, and creates diversified revenue streams
through sponsorships.

@® Biennial In-Person International Conference:: Hosted in a global cultural hub, this
in-person gathering convenes academics, policymakers, and industry leaders to
advance discourse on design thinking across diverse cultural contexts. The
conference’s thematic focus, such as debates around disrupting geographies of design
and decentering Western-centric approaches (Tunstall, 2013; Irani et al., 2010),
positions the College at the forefront of global discussions on the future of design,
innovation, and collaboration. Proceedings, keynote addresses, and case studies will
directly feed into the College’s research outputs, reinforcing its credibility as an
authoritative voice in the field. This event enhances institutional branding, offers
experiential learning and professional development, and provides financial



sustainability through sponsorships, registrations fees, and consulting opportunities.

As these events mature and gain recognition, they present significant opportunities for
expansion and scalability, thereby amplifying institutional impact. The hackathon model is
adaptable for regional variations, corporate partnerships, or specialized thematic
challenges, creating multiple engagement points throughout the year while preserving the
flagship annual global event. Similarly, the biennial conference has the potential to evolve
into the preeminent global gathering for cross-cultural design thinking, attracting leading
corporations, universities, and policy organizations. The conference is expected to generate
scholarly publications, documentary productions, and other high-impact vehicles for
thought leadership, further solidifying the College’s reputation through sustained
intellectual contributions and international recognition.

2.3 Pillar Three: Strategic Partnerships & Collaboration

Innovation thrives at the intersections of academia, industry, and government, where
diverse perspectives and resources converge to generate transformative outcomes
(Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff, 2000; Chesbrough, 2003). The D-College positions itself as a
central nexus in this collaborative ecosystem, cultivating partnerships that enrich
educational offerings and amplify research impact and societal relevance. Such
collaborations are grounded in a growing body of scholarship that discuss the value of
university-industry linkages in fostering knowledge transfer, innovation, and economic
growth (Perkmann et al., 2013; Ankrah & Al-Tabbaa, 2015).

These partnerships are critical for bridging the gap between theoretical knowledge and
practical application. As established research demonstrates, meaningful engagement with
industry enables students to apply classroom learning to real-world challenges, fostering
deeper understanding and stronger employability outcomes (Kolb, 2014; Billett, 2009). For
the university, collaboration with external stakeholders aims to ensure continued relevance
in the face of rapid technological change, while providing access to resources and expertise
that accelerate institutional innovation (Ankrah & Al-Tabbaa, 2015). Moreover, such
partnerships generate diffusion effects, contributing to regional and global economic
development by facilitating the exchange of knowledge, technology, and human capital
(Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff, 2000).

The College's approach to partnerships reflects its digital-first identity. While traditional
institutions often rely on localized collaborations, the German UDS leverages its fully online
infrastructure to create a frictionless, global network of knowledge exchange—understood
here as seamless, technology-enabled collaboration that transcends geographical and
temporal constraints. This aligns with the concept of Mode 2 knowledge production, in which
knowledge creation increasingly occurs in transdisciplinary, socially distributed, and
application-oriented contexts (Gibbons et al., 1994). Building on this, Nowotny et al., (2001)
emphasize the shifting spatiality of knowledge, where expertise is no longer confined to
specific institutions or regions but emerges through global, networked interactions. By
embedding collaboration into its digital platforms, the College transcends proximity-based
limitations and empowers distributed teams to co-create knowledge across cultures and



disciplines.

To operationalize this vision, the College has developed three partnership models: Corporate
Partnership Framework, Research Collaboration Initiatives, and Academic Partnership
Network, each designed to serve distinct yet interconnected functions within the innovation
ecosystem. This multi-tiered approach aligns with contemporary frameworks for university-
industry collaboration that emphasize the importance of diverse partnership structures in
fostering innovation and knowledge transfer (Perkmann et al., 2013).

2.3.1 Corporate Partnership Framework

The Corporate Partnership Framework represents a comprehensive approach to industry
engagement that addresses the evolving needs of organizations navigating digital
transformation and innovation challenges. This framework encompasses custom program
development, whereby tailored curricula are designed to address specific corporate
innovation challenges, reflecting the growing demand for contextualized learning solutions
in professional development. The framework further incorporates executive coaching and
mentorship programs specifically targeted at senior leaders, with particular emphasis on
integrative design thinking methodologies. This approach recognizes the critical role of
leadership in driving organizational innovation and the importance of design-centric
approaches in contemporary management practice (Brown & Wyatt, 2015).

The establishment and management of innovation labs constitutes another core component,
providing consultancy services for both virtual and physical innovation spaces. This service
addresses the increasing recognition among organizations of the need for dedicated
environments that foster creative problem-solving and experimental approaches to
innovation (Chesbrough, 2003). Additionally, the framework includes comprehensive
employee upskilling programs that are strategically aligned with digital transformation
imperatives, acknowledging the rapid pace of technological change and the corresponding
need for continuous workforce development (Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2014).

2.3.2 Research Collaboration Initiatives

The research collaboration component establishes systematic mechanisms for knowledge
creation and dissemination through joint research projects that investigate regional as well
as global innovation challenges. This collaborative approach to research reflects established
principles of Mode 2 knowledge production, wherein research problems are addressed
through transdisciplinary collaboration between academic and non-academic actors
(Gibbons et al., 1994). The systematic development of case studies ensures the
documentation of real-world problems and design-driven solutions, creating a repository of
practical knowledge that bridges the gap between theoretical frameworks and applied
practice.

The development of innovation metrics and measurement frameworks represents a critical
contribution to the field, addressing the longstanding challenge of assessing the impact of



cross-cultural and systemic design interventions. This emphasis on measurement aligns
with calls for more rigorous evaluation methodologies in design research and innovation
studies (Kimbell, 2011). Furthermore, the establishment of knowledge-sharing platforms
and the production of industry reports serve to disseminate cutting-edge practices,
contributing to the broader ecosystem of innovation knowledge and supporting evidence-
based practice adoption across industries.

2.3.3 Academic Partnership Network

The Academic Partnership Network facilitates extensive collaboration with leading
educational institutions through multiple channels of engagement. Joint course offerings, co-
developed and co-delivered with partner design schools, exemplify the collaborative
pedagogical approaches increasingly recognized as essential for addressing complex,
interdisciplinary challenges (Klein, 2008). These partnerships are complemented by student
exchange programs that provide cross-cultural learning opportunities, recognizing the
importance of global perspectives in design education and innovation practice (Marginson
& van der Wende, 2007).

Collaborative research initiatives advance integrative methodologies across institutional
boundaries, fostering the development of new theoretical frameworks and practical
approaches. This inter-institutional collaboration model reflects broader trends toward
networked forms of knowledge production in higher education (Powell & Snellman, 2004).
The network is further strengthened through faculty and expertise exchange programs that
facilitate reciprocal visits and knowledge transfer, creating sustainable relationships that
extend beyond individual projects and contribute to the long-term development of
institutional capabilities and research capacity.

2.3.4 Strategic Value

Through these multi-level partnerships, the College operationalizes its role as a bridge-
builder, enabling theoretical knowledge to translate into practical application while ensuring
its curriculum evolves in step with global trends. This intermediary function aligns with
established models of university engagement that emphasize the importance of boundary-
spanning organizations in facilitating knowledge transfer and innovation diffusion
(Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff, 2000). The partnerships reinforce the College's commitment to
cross-cultural collaboration, advancing scholarship on how design thinking methodologies
adapt and evolve across diverse cultural contexts, thereby contributing to the growing body
of research on culturally-responsive design practices (Clemmensen et al., 2009).

The D-College, hereby, positions itself as a catalyst for regional and global innovation within
the triple helix model of innovation systems (Etzkowitz, 2008) since it is situated at the
intersection of academia, industry, and government. This positioning enables the institution
to serve as a knowledge producer and knowledge broker, facilitating the co-creation of
solutions that address complex societal challenges while maintaining academic rigor and
theoretical grounding. The integrated partnership approach supports graduates to emerge
as adept collaborators capable of navigating and leading within an increasingly
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interconnected and culturally diverse professional landscape, equipped with both
theoretical understanding and practical competencies essential for contemporary
innovation practice.

2.4 Pillar Four: Research & Knowledge Creation

Research and knowledge creation are fundamental to establishing the D-College as a global
thought leader in integrative design thinking methodologies. As Frayling (1994) notes,
design research occurs into, for, and through practice; the D-College embraces all three
modes, advancing theoretical constructs while generating applied insights that address
contemporary societal challenges. The research agenda is strategically aligned with the
College's mission of integrative thinking and is structured to produce outcomes that are
academically rigorous and practically relevant, contributing to the global discourse on cross-
cultural design innovation while informing evidence-based practice across diverse
organizational contexts (Michel & Traifeh, 2024a).

This research-driven approach aims to ensure that the College's curriculum remains at the
forefront of methodological innovation while establishing institutional credibility within the
global design research community. The College aims to contribute original knowledge that
benefits the academic community and shapes industry practices and policy decisions
through systematic investigation of how design thinking operates across cultural
boundaries, scales to complex systems, and adapts to emerging technological landscapes.

2.4.1 Research Focus Areas

The College's research agenda prioritizes four interconnected domains that reflect emerging
needs in design practice as well as gaps in existing scholarly literature. These focus areas are
designed to generate actionable insights while advancing theoretical understanding of
integrative design methodologies.

Cross-Cultural Innovation Methodologies represent a critical area of inquiry given the
increasing globalization of design practice and the need for culturally responsive innovation
approaches. Design solutions cannot be separated from their cultural contexts, yet existing
design thinking frameworks often assume universal applicability without adequate
consideration of cultural variation. This research stream investigates the adaptability of
design thinking methodologies across diverse cultural contexts, building frameworks that
enable context-sensitive innovation while examining how culturally specific principles
shape design outcomes and user acceptance patterns (Hofstede, 2001; Trompenaars &
Hampden-Turner, 2011; Traifeh, 2022; Taheri, 2022). Recognizing that the globalization of
design thinking methodologies can inadvertently perpetuate Western-centric approaches
despite good intentions (Tunstall, 2013; Irani et al., 2010), this research direction prioritizes
genuine cultural adaptation over surface-level modifications, with particular attention to
power dynamics and local knowledge systems in innovation processes.

Systems-Design Integration addresses the growing recognition that complex
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contemporary challenges require approaches that transcend traditional problem-solving
boundaries. Building on established systems thinking literature (Meadows, 2008; Senge,
2006) and emerging scholarship on design-systems integration, this research develops and
validates methodologies for embedding systemic analysis into design processes. The focus
encompasses identifying leverage points for scalable and sustainable change while
developing frameworks that enable designers to anticipate and address unintended
consequences of interventions across multiple system levels.

Futures-Informed Design explores the integration of strategic foresight methodologies
with design thinking practices, addressing the critical need for innovation approaches that
consider long-term implications and multiple scenario possibilities. Recognizing this, the
UNESCO has positioned futures literacy as a foundational competency for navigating
uncertainty and complexity (Miller, 2018). Moreover, Inayatullah (2008) highlights the
anticipatory capacity needed for effective innovation in volatile environments. This research
strand investigates how foresight tools can be embedded into design practices, enabling
practitioners to prototype solutions that remain robust across multiple plausible futures
while building adaptive capacity into innovation processes.

Digital Collaboration Across Cultures leverages the College's unique position as a digital-
first institution to investigate how geographically distributed and culturally diverse teams
effectively co-create knowledge and solutions. While previous research highlights both the
potential and limitations of virtual collaboration (Olson & Olson, 2000; Hinds & Bailey,
2003), there remains limited understanding of how cultural factors interact with digital
collaboration technologies to influence innovation outcomes. This research area explores
how human-centered online collaboration can be structured to transcend cultural divides
while enhancing rather than diminishing the quality of cross-cultural innovation processes.

2.4.2 Knowledge Creation Framework

The College conceptualizes its research activities through the established SECI model
(Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995), which considers knowledge creation as a dynamic process, in
which the continuous dialog between tacit and explicit knowledge generates new knowledge
and amplifies it across different ontological levels. This framework provides a systematic
approach to understanding how knowledge emerges from the intersection of individual
insights, collaborative processes, and institutional structures.

Socialization processes facilitate the sharing of tacit knowledge through collaborative
experiences, including project-based learning initiatives, cross-cultural design workshops,
and international partnership activities. These activities enable participants to develop an
intuitive understanding of design principles and cultural nuances that cannot be easily
codified or transmitted through traditional academic instruction alone.

Externalization converts tacit insights into explicit forms through systematic
documentation, prototype development, case study creation, and research publication. This
process proposes that experiential learning and intuitive insights gained through practice
are transformed into accessible knowledge that can be shared, critiqued, and built upon by

12



the broader design research community.

Combination integrates diverse sources of explicit knowledge into systematic frameworks,
leveraging the College's global collaborative ecosystem to synthesize insights from different
cultural contexts, disciplinary perspectives, and organizational settings. This process creates
comprehensive understanding that transcends individual experiences or single-context
insights.

Internalization embeds new explicit knowledge back into tacit understanding through
reflective practice, applied experimentation, and iterative design processes. Its purpose is to
translate theoretical insights into improved practice while creating cycles of continuous
learning and methodological refinement.

The goal of embedding SECI processes into curriculum design and research activities is to
ensure that knowledge creation is iterative, participatory, and globally networked, creating
sustainable cycles of learning that benefit all stakeholders in the innovation ecosystem.

2.4.3 Dissemination Strategy

The impact of research depends critically on effective knowledge dissemination strategies
that reach diverse audiences and translate academic insights into actionable practice.
Therefore, the College plans to employ multiple complementary mechanisms to maximize
the reach and relevance of research findings:

a) Annual Research Reports to document global innovation trends, methodological
advances, and empirical evidence of integrative design intervention impacts. These
reports serve dual purposes: establishing the College's thought leadership credentials
while providing practitioners with evidence-based insights for improving innovation
processes.

b) Case Study Database which creates an open-access repository of cross-cultural design
projects, serving simultaneously as a pedagogical resource and research archive. This
database documents successful innovations and also instructive failures, providing
rich empirical material for ongoing research while supporting evidence-based
teaching practices.

c) White Papers and Policy Briefs that translate academic insights into actionable
strategies for industry leaders, government officials, and civil society organizations.
These publications bridge the gap between theoretical understanding and practical
application, ensuring that research findings inform real-world decision-making
processes.

d) Peer-Reviewed Publications that contribute to the global design research discourse
through contributions to established academic journals and participation in edited
volumes. This scholarly engagement ensures that the College's research meets
rigorous academic standards while contributing to the advancement of design
thinking theory and methodology.

e) Futures and Industry Trend Analyses to release scenario-based studies that inform
strategic decision-making for diverse stakeholders. These analyses combine rigorous

13



research methodologies with accessible presentation formats, enabling organizations
to anticipate and prepare for emerging challenges and opportunities in design
practice.

This multi-channel dissemination approach aims that research findings reach appropriate
audiences in formats that facilitate adoption and implementation, creating sustainable
impact that extends far beyond traditional academic boundaries.

2.5 Integration and Synergies

The four pillars of the College of Design Thinking (Figure 2) operate as an interconnected
ecosystem rather than isolated components, creating synergistic effects that amplify the
impact of each individual element. This systemic approach reflects established principles of
organizational design that emphasize the importance of coherent, mutually reinforcing
strategies in educational institutions (Birnbaum, 2000; Clark, 1998).
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Figure 2: Strategy Framework of the D-College: The Four Pillars

The relationship between educational excellence and research activities exemplifies this
integration. Research findings from cross-cultural innovation methodologies directly inform
curriculum development, ensuring that pedagogical content remains current with emerging
scholarly insights while contributing to the evidence base for effective cross-cultural design
education. This bidirectional relationship between research and teaching reflects Boyer's
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(1990) scholarship of integration, wherein discovery and instruction mutually enhance each
other through continuous feedback loops.

Strategic partnerships provide essential real-world testing grounds for educational
innovations and research hypotheses. Corporate collaborations offer authentic contexts for
validating theoretical frameworks while generating case study material that enriches
academic publications and classroom instruction. This triple helix model of university-
industry-government interaction creates sustainable cycles of knowledge exchange that
benefit all stakeholders while advancing the field's theoretical foundations (Etzkowitz,
2008).

Signature events serve as catalysts for integration across all other pillars. The annual
hackathon provides a dynamic platform for testing educational methodologies in
competitive, time-constrained environments while generating research data on cross-
cultural collaboration effectiveness. The biennial conference establishes thought leadership
credibility that enhances partnership opportunities while creating networks that support
ongoing research collaborations and educational innovations.

This systemic integration creates emergent properties that exceed the sum of individual
components. The College's positioning enables it to serve simultaneously as educator,
researcher, convener, and knowledge broker, creating a comprehensive platform for
advancing cross-cultural design thinking theory and practice across multiple domains of
application.

3. IMPLEMENTATION FRAMEWORK

The implementation of the D-College strategy follows a carefully orchestrated three-phase
approach that balances ambitious vision with practical constraints, reflecting established
principles of strategic change management in educational institutions (Fullan, 2016).

3.1 Phase One: Foundation and Initial Launch (Year 1)

The initial phase focuses on establishing core institutional identity and building foundational
capabilities. This begins with the development and launch of foundational courses from both
the Integrative Thinking pathway and selected Applied Specializations, creating immediate
value for early adopters while establishing pedagogical credibility. Concurrent development
of the annual hackathon provides community engagement and brand visibility while
generating initial case study material.

Resource allocation prioritizes lean operational models that maximize impact while
minimizing fixed costs, reflecting Christensen and Eyring's (2011) principles of innovative
higher education delivery. The digital-first approach enables global reach without traditional
infrastructure investments, while strategic use of partnerships provides access to expertise
and resources that would otherwise require significant capital expenditure.
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3.2 Phase Two: Growth and Partnership Development (Year 2)

The second phase emphasizes scaling educational offerings while establishing sustainable
partnership relationships. Expanded course portfolios address identified market demand
while corporate collaboration initiatives generate revenue streams that support institutional
growth. The introduction of customized corporate programs creates differentiated value
propositions that command premium pricing while building industry credibility.

Research activities transition from exploratory to systematic investigation, with formal
publication schedules and conference presentation commitments establishing academic
legitimacy. Strategic partnerships with international design schools create exchange
opportunities that enhance educational offerings while expanding global networks.

3.3 Phase Three: Scaling and Leadership Establishment (Year 3)

The final implementation phase focuses on cementing thought leadership through the
inaugural biennial conference while achieving operational sustainability through diversified
revenue streams. Advanced course offerings and specialized programs serve established
market segments while research publications and industry reports establish authoritative
positioning within the field.

Success metrics throughout implementation include enrollment numbers, completion rates,
participant satisfaction scores, industry engagement levels, research publication frequency,
media coverage metrics, and partnership agreement values. These quantitative measures
are complemented by qualitative assessments of institutional reputation, thoughtleadership
recognition, and stakeholder feedback.

Risk mitigation strategies address potential challenges including market competition,
technology platform reliability, faculty recruitment difficulties, and partnership
development obstacles. Contingency planning ensures operational continuity while
maintaining flexibility to adapt strategic approaches based on market feedback and
emerging opportunities.

4. EXPECTED IMPACT AND CONTRIBUTIONS

The D-College is positioned to generate significant contributions across multiple domains of
scholarly and practical activity, reflecting the transformative potential of integrative
educational approaches in addressing contemporary global challenges.

4.1 Academic Field Contributions
As discussed in Section 2.1.1, the College's research agenda directly addresses the

recognized limitations of traditional design thinking, particularly its Western-centric bias
and insufficient attention to systemic relationships. The College's systematic investigation of
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cultural factors in design practice will contribute foundational knowledge for developing
culturally responsive innovation methodologies.

The integration of systems thinking and futures thinking with human-centered design
represents a methodological advancement that addresses recognized limitations in current
design thinking approaches. Critics have noted design thinking's tendency toward
incremental rather than systemic innovation (Norman & Verganti, 2014), while scholars
emphasize the need for more sophisticated approaches to complex, interconnected
challenges (Buchanan, 2019). The College's Triad Integration Model directly addresses these
limitations while providing empirical evidence for enhanced effectiveness.

4.2 Industry Practice Impact

Corporate partners will benefit from access to methodologies specifically designed for
global, culturally diverse contexts. Current industry practice often struggles with scaling
innovation processes across different cultural markets, resulting in failed product launches
and missed market opportunities (Hofstede et al., 2010). The College's frameworks for cross-
cultural innovation provide practical tools that address these challenges while improving
return on innovation investment, ensuring graduates are prepared for the evolving demands
of the global workforce (Michel & Traifeh, 2024b).

The development of digital collaboration methodologies addresses urgent industry needs
accelerated by remote work trends. Organizations increasingly require effective approaches
for managing culturally diverse, geographically distributed innovation teams (Hinds &
Bailey, 2003; Cramton, 2001). The College's research and educational programs provide
evidence-based solutions that enhance virtual collaboration effectiveness while maintaining
innovation quality.

4.3 Educational Landscape Innovation

The College pioneers new models of digital-first, globally distributed design education that
challenge traditional assumptions about experiential learning requirements. While design
education has historically emphasized co-located, studio-based instruction (Schén, 2017),
the College is designed to demonstrate that effective design learning can occur through
carefully structured digital experiences that transcend geographical boundaries.

The integration of multiple thinking methodologies within design education represents a
curricular innovation that addresses calls for more sophisticated, interdisciplinary
approaches to complex problem-solving education (Klein, 2008). This methodological
integration provides a model for other institutions seeking to enhance their innovation
education offerings.

4.4 Societal Challenge Contributions

The College's graduates will be equipped with sophisticated capabilities for addressing
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complex global challenges that require cultural sensitivity and systems understanding.
Climate change, digital inequality, healthcare access, and sustainable development all
demand innovation approaches that transcend traditional disciplinary boundaries while
respecting diverse cultural contexts (Sachs, 2015; Raworth, 2018).

The systematic development of cross-cultural innovation capabilities contributes to broader
goals of inclusive innovation and equitable development. The College aims to support global
efforts to ensure that innovation benefits all communities rather than perpetuating existing
inequalities, by training practitioners who can effectively navigate cultural differences while
designing solutions that work across diverse contexts.

5. LIMITATIONS & FUTURE RESREARCH DIRECTIONS

While the College of Design Thinking presents a compelling strategic vision, several
limitations and challenges require acknowledgment and ongoing attention to ensure
successful implementation and continued relevance.

5.1 Methodological Limitations

The integration of design thinking, systems thinking, and futures thinking, while
theoretically compelling, faces significant empirical validation challenges. Limited research
exists on the effectiveness of integrated methodological approaches compared to single-
method applications (Dorst, 2011). The College must invest substantially in rigorous
evaluation research to demonstrate superior outcomes from integrated approaches rather
than assuming synergistic effects.

Cross-cultural design research faces inherent methodological challenges related to cultural
bias in research design, language barriers in data collection, and the difficulty of developing
culturally neutral evaluation criteria (Clemmensen et al., 2009). The College's research
program must address these challenges through careful methodology development and
international collaboration with culturally diverse research teams.

Moreover, the College's digital-first approach to design education, while enabling
unprecedented global reach, faces inherent challenges in replicating the embodied learning
experiences widely recognized as fundamental to design competency development.
Research in design education emphasizes the importance of material manipulation, spatial
reasoning, and collaborative physical prototyping in developing design thinking capabilities
(Razzouk & Shute, 2012; Schon, 2017). The effectiveness of translating these experiential
components to digital formats remains an open empirical question that the College's
research program must systematically address through comparative studies of learning
outcomes across different delivery modalities.

5.2 Scalability and Sustainability Concerns

The digital-first educational model, while enabling global reach, may encounter limitations
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in delivering the experiential learning components that are widely recognized as essential to
design education. Research on design thinking education emphasizes the importance of
authentic, practice-based learning environments for developing creativity and problem-
solving competencies (Razzouk & Shute, 2012). Ongoing work is therefore needed to identify
optimal combinations of digital and physical learning experiences for different types of
design competencies, particularly in contexts where hands-on collaboration is central to the

pedagogy.

Furthermore, financial sustainability depends heavily on continued growth in demand for
design thinking education and corporate training. Market saturation or shifts in corporate
training priorities could significantly impact revenue streams, requiring diversification
strategies and continuous market analysis to ensure long-term viability.

5.3 Research and Development Needs

Future research directions should prioritize empirical validation of cross-cultural design
frameworks through longitudinal studies that track innovation outcomes across different
cultural contexts. Comparative studies examining the effectiveness of integrated versus
traditional design thinking approaches would provide essential evidence for the College's
methodological claims.

Additionally, the development of reliable measurement tools for assessing cross-cultural
design competencies represents a significant research challenge. Current design assessment
approaches often lack cultural sensitivity and may not capture the complex skill sets
required for effective cross-cultural innovation (Tunstall, 2013; Irani et al., 2010).

5.4 Institutional Development Challenges

The College's success depends critically on recruiting and developing faculty with rare
combinations of design expertise, cultural competency, and systems and futures thinking
capabilities. The limited pool of qualified candidates may constrain growth while requiring
significant investment in professional development programs.

Maintaining quality standards while scaling globally presents ongoing challenges related to
cultural adaptation of curricula, instructor training across different cultural contexts, and
consistent assessment practices. These operational challenges require continuous attention
and resource allocation to prevent quality degradation during expansion phases.

6. CONCLUSION

The establishment of the College of Design Thinking at the German University of Digital
Science represents a timely and necessary evolution in design education that addresses
critical gaps in current approaches to innovation and problem-solving. The convergence of
increasing global interconnectedness, accelerating technological change, and mounting
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complex challenges demands educational institutions that can prepare practitioners to
navigate cultural diversity while addressing systemic issues across extended time horizons.

To meet this demand, the College adopts an integrative approach that combines human-
centered design with systems thinking and futures thinking. This Triad Integration Model
provides a methodological framework that transcends the limitations of traditional design
thinking while maintaining its core strengths of empathy and user focus. In doing so, it
directly responds to legitimate criticisms of design thinking’s tendency toward incremental
innovation, while preserving its accessibility and practical applicability across diverse
contexts.

Building on this foundation, the four-pillar strategic framework creates a comprehensive
ecosystem for advancing theoretical understanding and practical application of cross-
cultural design methodologies. The systematic integration of Educational Excellence,
Signature Events & Thought Leadership, Strategic Partnerships & Collaborations, and
Research & Knowledge Creation ensures sustainable institutional development while
maximizing impact across academic, industry, and societal domains.

These pillars are further reinforced by the College’s digital-first approach, which enables
global reach while creating new models for experiential learning that transcend traditional
geographical constraints. This technological enablement, combined with explicit focus on
cultural intelligence, positions the institution to meet the growing demand for innovation
capabilities that work effectively across diverse global contexts.

Moreover, the phased implementation strategy balances ambitious vision with practical
constraints, ensuring sustainable growth while maintaining quality standards. The emphasis
on partnership development and community building creates network effects that enhance
individual learning outcomes while contributing to broader advancement of cross-cultural
innovation practice.

At the societal level, the D-College addresses an urgent societal need for innovative
approaches that can effectively tackle complex global challenges while respecting cultural
diversity and promoting inclusive solutions. Climate change, digital inequality, healthcare
access, and sustainable development are examples that require practitioners who can
navigate cultural complexity while designing for systemic impact across extended time
horizons.

The empirical validation of integrated design methodologies through rigorous research will
contribute essential knowledge to the field while demonstrating the practical value of
methodological synthesis. This scholarly contribution ensures that the College's impact
extends beyond its immediate educational offerings to influence broader evolution of design
thinking theory and practice.

As global challenges become increasingly complex and interconnected, the need for
sophisticated, culturally intelligent innovation approaches will only intensify. The College of
Design Thinking is therefore strategically positioned to meet this need while advancing the
field toward more effective, inclusive, and sustainable innovation practices that serve
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diverse global communities. Ultimately, the success of this initiative will be measured by
institutional growth and academic recognition, as well as by the contributions of graduates
who apply integrative design thinking to create meaningful, lasting solutions to the complex
challenges facing our interconnected world. Through this impact, the D-College will fulfill its
mission of advancing design thinking as a foundational methodology for 21st-century
innovation while demonstrating the transformative potential of culturally intelligent,
systemically informed, and futures-oriented design practice.
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