
T H E  W I C K E D  P R O B L E MT H E  S T O R Y

G U I D E

Empathizing is done using interviews, 
direct observation, day-in-the-life 
shadowing, or reliance on secondary 
sources or proxy representatives. 

The goal is deep understanding of the 
situation. Document the backgrounds and 
circumstances of all parties involved in or 
impacted by The Wicked Problem. 

Start this step by drafting personas or case 
statements. Finish this step by drafting 
statements that begin to envision a 
different world—one where The Wicked 
Problem is addressed. 

• See it through others’ eyes
• ‘How can we…’ questions

This step takes the “How can we…” 
questions and studies each one from all 
perspectives. Imagine looking through 
a kaleidoscope that contains images 
and perspectives of all involved in your 
Empathize exercise; for each “How can 
we…” question, look into the kaleidoscope 
and “see” how each stakeholder’s world 
changes with each turn of the kaleidoscope. 

This step is complete once you have 
prioritized the 2–3 “How can we…” 
questions that seem to be the most viable 
and impactful.

• Deep understanding
• Study from all perspectives

• Put it out there. TRY IT.
• Be bold; accept judgment; don’t defend
• Be committed, but allow failure
• Stay neutral; adapt on the fly
• Watch how people use, react to, interact

Testing and Refining are the most 
important steps to the design thinking 
framework. It allows for neutral evaluation 
of your idea and its potential to impact 
or solve The Wicked Problem. Measuring 
impact is critical, as it directs refinement 
and retesting. If your prototype fails in the 
test environment, that’s good news—now 
you know where not to invest time and 
money! Grab another idea from your ideate 
list and prototype it. Keep going!

• Experiment—Create—Build it
• Represent a solution, not THE solution
• Brainstorm 2–3 ideas for prototyping
• Combine solutions; filter last, not first
• Storyboard, mock-up, model, role play
• Stay neutral; adapt on the fly

Prototypes are not solutions—don’t 
get attached to them. They represent 
possibilities and their potential grows when 
you are willing to change them, destroy 
them, and rebuild them. Some are simple 
diagrams or workflows. Others are full-
scale temporary construction. Do what 
works with your timeframe and budget.

• Write them all down; no filter
• Brainstorm 25+ sticky notes in five minutes
• Everything counts; be unrealistic
• Do the impossible
• Visualize, draw, express
• Jump to the next curve
• Organize the ideas, find synergies
• Select one idea to move forward

Ideate is the most creative and active step 
and the easiest way to get many people 
involved. Save all the ideas—even the ones 
that you don’t select to move forward. 
Many prototypes fail and you will want to 
revisit the ideas that you did not select.
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D E S i G N  T H i N K i N GUsing
to Build Hospital-Primary 
Care Partnerships

In the era of value-based payment, relationships between safety net providers and 
hospitals are increasingly important. Together, we can work to better manage the many 
contributors to poor health and support our patients in living healthier and happier lives. 
For the purpose of our exercise today, we are focusing on solving the problem of patients 
choosing hospital-based care when primary care is the more appropriate, more cost-
effective, and more optimal option for continuity of care. 

Difficult to define with clarity. Interdependencies abound. 
No clear or easy solutions.

1. People go to hospitals for primary care too often and unnecessarily
2. Hospital readmissions are expensive
3. Hospitals are challenged with treating individuals with addiction
4. Hospitals are challenged with treating individuals with mental illness
5. People need food, housing, transportation, and a job to be well
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