
The define mode is when you unpack and synthesize your empathy findings into compelling needs and 
insights, and scope a specific and meaningful challenge.  It is a mode of “focus” rather than “flaring.”  Two 
goals of the define mode are to develop a deep understanding of your users and the design space and, 
based on that understanding, to come up with an actionable problem statement: your point of view.  Your 
point of view should be a guiding statement that focuses on specific users, and insights and needs that you 
uncovered during the empathize mode.   

More than simply defining the problem to work on, your point of view is your unique design vision that you 
crafted based on your discoveries during your empathy work.  Understanding the meaningful challenge to 
address and the insights that you can leverage in your design work is fundamental to creating a successful 
solution. 

The define mode is critical to the design process because it explicitly expresses the problem you are 
striving to address through your e!orts.  In order to be truly generative, you must first craft a specific and 
compelling problem statement to use as a solution-generation springboard.   

As a test, a good point of view (POV) is one that: 
•! Provides focus and frames the problem 
•! Inspires your team 
•! Provides a reference for evaluating competing ideas 
•! Empowers your team to make decisions independently in parallel 
•! Fuels brainstorms by suggesting “how might we” statements 
•! Captures the hearts and minds of people you meet 
•! Saves you from the impossible task of developing concepts that are all things to all people 
•! Is something you revisit and reformulate as you learn by doing 
•! Guides your innovation e!orts 

WHAT is the define mode 

WHY define 
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WHAT is the Define mode

The Define mode of the design process is all about bringing clarity and focus to the design 
space.  It is your chance, and responsibility, as a design thinker to define the challenge you 
are taking on, based on what you have learned about your user and about the context. After 
becoming an instant-expert on the subject and gaining invaluable empathy for the person you 
are designing for, this stage is about making sense of the widespread information you have 
gathered.

The goal of the Define mode is to craft a meaningful and actionable problem statement – this 
is what we call a point-of-view. This should be a guiding statement that focuses on insights and 
needs of a particular user, or composite character.  Insights don’t often just jump in your lap; 
rather they emerge from a process of synthesizing information to discover connections and 
patterns.  In a word, the Define mode is sensemaking.

WHY define

The Define mode is critical to the design process because it results in your point-of-view 
(POV): the explicit expression of the problem you are striving to address.  More importantly, 
your POV defines the RIGHT challenge to address, based on your new understanding of 
people and the problem space. It may seem counterintuitive but crafting a more narrowly 
focused problem statement tends to yield both greater quantity and higher quality solutions 
when you are generating ideas.

The Define mode is also an endeavor to synthesize your scattered findings into powerful 
insights.  It is this synthesis of your empathy work that gives you the advantage that no one 
else has: discoveries that you can leverage to tackle the design challenge; that is, INSIGHT.
 

HOW to define

Consider what stood out to you when talking and observing people.  What patterns emerge 
when you look at the set?  If you noticed something interesting ask yourself (and your team) 
why that might be.  In asking why someone had a certain behavior or feeling you are making 
connections from that person to the larger context.  Develop an understanding of the type 
of person you are designing for – your USER.  Synthesize and select a limited set of NEEDS 
that you think are important to fulfill; you may in fact express a just one single salient need 
to address.  Work to express INSIGHTS you developed through the synthesis of information 
your have gathered through empathy and research work.   Then articulate a point-of-view by 
combining these three elements – user, need, and insight – as an actionable problem statement 
that will drive the rest of your design work.

A good point-of-view is one that:
- Provides focus and frames the problem
- Inspires your team
- Informs criteria for evaluating competing ideas
- Empowers your team to make decisions independently in parallel
- Captures the hearts and minds of people you meet
- Saves you from the impossible task of developing concepts that are all things to all people 
(i.e. your problem statement should be discrete, not broad.)

“Framing the right problem is the only 
way to create the right solution.”

Transition:  Define >> Ideate
  
In the Define mode you determine the specific meaningful challenge to take 
on, and in the Ideate mode you focus on generating solutions to address that 
challenge.  A well-scoped and -articulated point-of-view will lead you into ideation 
in a very natural way.  In fact, it is a great litmus test of your point-of-view to see if 
brainstorming topics fall out your POV.  

A great transition step to take is to create a list of “How-Might-We . . .?” 
brainstorming topics that flow from your problem statement.  These brainstorming 
topics typically are subsets of the entire problem, focusing on different aspects of 
the challenge.  Then when you move into ideation you can select different topics, 
and try out a few to find the sweet spot of where the group can really churn out a 
large quantity of compelling ideas.

Articulate the meaningful challenge
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“How Might We” Questions 
METHOD 

WHY create how might we questions 

HOW to generate how might we questions 

“How might we” (HMW) questions are short questions that launch brainstorms.  HMWs fall out of your 
point-of-view statement or design principles as seeds for your ideation.  Create a seed that is broad enough 
that there are a wide range of solutions but narrow enough that the team has some helpful boundaries.  For 
example, between the too narrow “HMW create a cone to eat ice cream without dripping” and the too 
broad “HMW redesign dessert” might be the properly scoped “HMW redesign ice cream to be more 
portable.”  It should be noted, the the proper scope of the seed will vary with the project and how much 
progress you have made in your project work. 

Begin with your Point of View (POV) or problem statement.  Break that larger challenge up into smaller 
actionable pieces.  Look for aspects of the statement to complete the sentence, “How might we…” It is 
often helpful to brainstorm the HMW questions before the solutions brainstorm.  For example, consider 
the following POV and resulting HMW statements. 
 
Challenge: Redesign the ground experience at the local international airport 
POV: Harried mother of three, rushing through the airport only to wait hours at the gate, needs to entertain 
her playful children because “annoying little brats” only irritate already frustrated fellow passengers. 
 
Amp up the good: HMW use the kids’ energy to entertain fellow passenger? 
Remove the bad: HMW separate the kids from fellow passengers? 
Explore the opposite: HMW make the wait the most exciting part of the trip? 
Question an assumption: HMW entirely remove the wait time at the airport? 
Go after adjectives: HMW we make the rush refreshing instead of harrying? 
ID unexpected resources: HMW leverage free time of fellow passengers to share the load? 
Create an analogy from need or context: HMW make the airport like a spa? Like a playground? 
Play POV against the challenge: HMW make the airport a place that kids want to go? 
Change a status quo: HMW make playful, loud kids less annoying? 
Break POV into pieces: HMW entertain kids? HMW slow a mom down? HMW mollify delayed passengers? 
 
 
 

How Might We . . .? 


