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Design Thinking 
Design Thinking takes a human-centered approach on strategic innovation. Instead of starting from a 
business or technology-driven perspective, Design Thinking focuses on the human values first and 
searches for solutions that are desirable as well as usable. When these solutions become economically 
viable and technologically feasible, innovation happens. 
 
Design Thinking is based on three pillars: 
§  an interdisciplinary team 
§  the right space to work together and be creative 
§  the process 

 

 
 
The process includes lots of iteration. It tries to reduce risk by using simple prototypes to test ideas as 
early and as cheap as possible. Even if ideas fail, it helps to gain a deeper understanding of the problem. 



Design Challenge 
The Design Challenge sets the scope for the Design Thinking process and can be rather general. In the 
process it will often be reframed to a more specific challenge within the scope that the team identified to 
be critical or just the most interesting for them to tackle. 
 
 
 
Our Design Challenge 
 

 
 
   

Design a way to return lost, valuable items to its proper owner. 



Understanding 
The first step of the Design Thinking process is to explore the problem space to better understand the 
challenge at hand. We did this in the form of a 360º Research where we used different techniques to just 
start thinking about the aspects of the challenge and possible problem points we could focus on.  
 
Charetting 
Using the Charetting technique we came up with issues for three groups of people and quickly 
brainstormed some solutions. For example tourist have the issue of time-pressure and a possible solution 
for that might be a delivery service bringing their items back. 
 

Exploration 
We also explored the challenge by finding analogies like donating or gifting items and brainstormed some 
wild ideas on how lost items might be returned in the future. This led us to reframe our challenge. 
 

Reframed Design Challenge 
 

  

Redesign the giving-back-experience in a world  
where everybody is happy to get something for free. 



Observation 
From the exploration of the problem we gained clues about interesting places and stakeholders. The 
Observation phase is about developing an understanding of how these people really act and feel. 
Therefore we not only interviewed people, but also exposed them to real situations where we could 
observe their actions. 
 

Losing Stuff 
 

We intentionally left a notebook and a modern 8 GB USB-Stick behind in the S-Bahn. 
Both contained a note to please return it and some seemingly valuable data in it. While 
the notebook went missing, the finder of the USB-Stick mailed us willingly to return it 
even though he initially hoped to keep it. 
 

We also placed a notebook and a wallet in public 
places. While the notebook was ignored after a quick 
look, the wallet got picked up quickly and when 
interviewed everyone said, they would’ve returned it to 
its owner. 
 
To see more real reactions, we staged someone 
loosing their wallet in the train and someone else 
finding it, starting a conversation with the surrounding people. All agreed, the wallet should be returned 
and suggest to look for an address inside or to bring it to the lost and found.  



Interviews 
	  
 
 
 
 
  

We asked people which items they would 
return and which they would keep for 
themselves instead. 
Many participants focused on monetary 
value instead of emotional value. 
 

We visited the lost & found. Most people 
forget to contact the lost & found if they lose 
something. 
 

The social context and values of the finder 
determine whether he will return it. He might 
consider it as a civil duty when he is used to 
find lost items at work or just be indifferent. 



Storytelling 
Our books were filled with notes when we came back from the Observation. Each member of the team 
tried to boil down everything he or she gathered into a few points that stuck out. The main goal was to 
spot surprises, contradictions and tensions in people’s behavior and statements. 

 
Insight #1 
There was a contradiction were one person 
said she would bring a found item to the 
lost & found, but the last time she lost 
something she didn’t went to the lost & 
found herself to ask for it. 
 
Insight #2 
There are huge differences in how 
responsible people feel to return a lost item. 
Some said it’s their civil duty while others 
were so frustrated from past experiences 
that they wouldn’t return anything. 
 
Insight #3 
Some said it would depend on the situation 
(time of day; being watched or not) whether 
they would keep an item.  



Synthesis 
 
Synthesis is about making sense of the collected information. To see patterns emerging we clustered our 
Post-Its and used different frameworks like a process map and a concept map. 
 
Process Map 

 
The process map helped us to see every step necessary to return a lost item to its owner, to identify 
where the process is broken and to decide which specific problem we want to tackle. Giving the item 
back directly has the advantage of knowing it reaches the rightful owner, while bringing it to the lost & 
found is easier but comes with the uncertainty whether the owner will collect it.  



Concept Map 

 
We thought about all the different aspects that influence if someone who finds an item will return it. With 
the help of this concept map we were able to distinguish between barriers that keep the finder from 
returning an item, things that drive him to do so (like incentives and values) and the context.  



POV 
The Point Of View (POV) serves as a condensed model for the people we talked to. It consist of the 
Persona, a fictional user described in detail to help us gain empathy, a certain need the user has and an 
insight we got from the synthesis. 
 
 
 
 
Veronica, a 33 year old single mother working in marketing, 
who has no time for extra hassle, 
needs a convenient returning process 
in order to enhance the self-gratifying experience of returning a lost item.  



Ideation 
In the Ideation phase we used brainstorming techniques to generate as much ideas as possible using 
different perspectives and building on the ideas of each other. To kick off the brainstorming and to give it a 
specific direction, we used these How-To questions: 
§  How to save time returning an item? 
§  How to make somebody regret returning an item? 
§  How to know where lost items have to be returned to? 
§  How to make the gratification for returning something specific to an individual? 

 
 
After collecting lots of ideas, we clustered them and 
chose the one we wanted to pursue. 
 

Our Idea 
Lost & found drop boxes that can be found 
everywhere and can identify the item’s owner 
 
- Returning is fast and easy for the finder 
- The owner gets notified automatically 
- The item is only accessible by the owner  



Prototyping 
While prototyping the team develops a common understanding of the idea. The prototype then let’s 
potential users experience the product through interaction in a real world scenario. This creates valuable 
feedback, the basis for further iteration. 
 

  

logo 
we made stickers  

to put on items 

second prototype with 
more recognizable look 

 first, rough prototype 



Testing 
 
We brought the FUNDBOX to a 
public place and dropped several 
items with our FUNDBOX sticker 
on nearby. 
 
People ignored most of the 
items, even stepping on a case 
for glasses placed in the middle 
of the sidewalk. 
 
Only the wallet really got attention 
but no one made the connection 
to our big blue box – even when it 
was only 3 meters away. 
 
Most people, ignoring the sticker, 
looked inside the wallet allegedly 
to find an address and when 
asked about it, said they would 
drop it at the BVG ticket shop 
nearby.  



Iteration 
To address our findings that the stickers get ignored and 
no one recognized our box, we created a FUNDBOX 
membership card with similarity to a german passport on 
the front and more detailed instructions on the back. 
 
This way we trick people who are looking for an address 
into finding out about FUNDBOX. 
 
The membership card bears a barcode, which the finder 
has to scan before the box opens to receive the item. This 
way the box knows the owner and can notify her. 
 
The owner receives a message with a code to unlock the 
box and retrieve the lost item. 
 
  

New	  Message:	  
Your	  lost	  wallet	  was	  
returned	  to	  FUNDBOX	  
at	  Kastanienallee.	  
Unlock	  the	  box	  with	  
this	  code:	  510913	  



Bottom Line 
The challenge was to design a way to return lost, valuable item to its proper owner. We expanded our 
understanding of the problem by visiting the lost and found and interviewing many people. Although many 
people would return lost items to the lost and found, few people went there to look for their items and 
many items were never picked up by the owner.  
 
We created scenarios in the real world where we observed the users real behavior. Lost wallets were 
quickly discovered and people wanted to return them, because they are aware about the troubles of 
replacing all the contents. Although the lost and found was mentioned most often, some people wanted 
to drop of the wallet at a nearby kiosk, leaving the owner with too many places to look for their item. From 
that we created a POV from the perspective of a user that wants to be sure, the item reaches its proper 
owner, but also in the most convenient and trustworthy way possible. 
 
Our solution FUNDBOX started with the wild idea of identifying the owner through DNA traces on their 
item. After iterating based on testing in the real world it ended up being a widely distributed system of 
boxes with an easily recognizable membership card that helps to identify the items proper owner. 
 

 
With FUNDBOX we designed a way to return lost, valuable items to its 
proper owner in a very convenient and trustworthy way. 
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