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ABSTRACT 

Design thinking is a process oriented higher-order thinking strategy that can be used to help solve managerial 
problems. Virtual reality offers a realistic and low-cost collaborative environment that has potential to improve the 
success and effectiveness of global virtual teams. This research outlines a framework for implementing design 
thinking strategies and virtual reality tools in global virtual teams. The factors that influence the acceptance of 
virtual reality tools for collaboration, the role trust plays in virtual teams, and how overall team success is impacted 
by design thinking strategies will all be examined in the framework.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Today’s businesses are looking to employee individuals with strong higher-order thinking skills. Design thinking is 
one higher-order thinking strategy that incorporates an iterative approach to problem solving paying close attention 
to business processes. With increasing workforce globalization, organizations are searching for new virtual 
collaboration tools to save both time and money. Virtual reality is often used for recreational purposes like gaming 
and socialization. The purpose of this research is to analyze the use of virtual reality with Design Thinking methods. 
By providing students with the experience of using virtual reality tools in realistic business case scenarios, they may 
be better prepared to utilize the tools to collaborate in global virtual teams. 

Design Thinking 
Design Thinking (DT) is defined as a user-centered approach that puts discovery and observation of human needs at 
the forefront of innovation, design, and development (Gruber, DeLeon, George and Thompson, 2015). DT includes 
a series of iterative activities such as an initial set of exploratory activities focused on gathering data to identify user 
needs, defining the problem, identifying the problem criteria, and followed by the generation of ideas, which are 
then prototyped and tested. When implementing DT strategies, participants think broadly about business processes 
and focus on the tasks involved in solving a business problem (Wang and Wang, 2011). DT is currently 
experiencing unprecedented amount of attention from practitioners and attracting increased attention from 
researchers for its potential to foster innovation across a vast range of organizations and issues. Prominent 
consulting firms, such as McKinsey, Accenture, PWC, IBM, Deloitte, and SAP have developed design thinking 
consultancies which is evidence of the increasing influence of design thinking in practice. 

Virtual Reality 
In today’s global business environment, employees are often required to work virtually. While there are many 
collaborative technology tools, virtual reality (VR) offer a life-like level of interaction that other technologies do 
not. VR is an interactive computer-generated experience that takes place within a computer generated environment. 
It is an immersive environment that incorporates both visual, audio, and other sensory feedback that can be similar 
to the real world. VR allows users to simultaneously and independently explore the VR, participate in activities, and 
communicate with others as if they were in the real world. The promise of these life-like collaborative spaces has 
generated significant interest from organizations to experiment with the use of VR for cost-effective virtual global 
workplaces. Several firms, including Cisco, IBM, Intel, Microsoft, and Accenture, began experimenting with VRs 
for handling their global meetings, seminars, training programs, recruitment drives, and even social events (De 
Vreede et al. 2013). 
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Even though VR technologies have the potential to transform global collaboration by facilitating real-time, media 
rich interactions at a significantly lower cost than other means of communication technologies, as many as nine out 
of ten businesses who have experimented with VR technologies failed within 18 months of their commencement 
(Gonsalves et al., 2008). Furthermore, the predictions of widespread adoption of VR technologies by organizations 
(Gartner, 2010) have not come to fruition, and to date only a few organizations have actually implemented them 
(Francino, 2015; Levy, 2014; Yoon and George, 2013). 
 
Researchers have investigated perceptions of using virtual worlds for collaboration (Shivastava & Chandra, 2018) 
by surveying and interviewing people who have used it for recreation and asking them about their perceptions of 
using it for workplace collaboration. Jacques and colleagues (2009) identified factors that influence perceptions of 
virtual reality teams by allowing the participants to watch videos of virtual reality teams and asking them questions 
about their perceptions of using virtual reality in the future for workplace collaboration. There are very few, if any, 
studies that incorporated design thinking strategies and virtual reality technologies in global virtual teams.  
Therefore, a gap in the literature has been identified that further justifies the need for the examination of using 
design thinking strategies in virtual reality collaboration spaces to enhance the global virtual team experiences.   

 
 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 
Our research is centered upon the following research questions: What design thinking strategies will work best for 
business problem solving in global virtual teams? What are the student’s perceptions of virtual reality meeting 
spaces in global virtual teams? What roles does trust play in the success of global virtual teams?  
 
The research hypotheses to be tested are as follows: 
 

 H1: Design thinking strategies will help students develop solutions to business case problems.  
 H2: Students will have a positive perception of using virtual reality meeting spaces for design thinking in virtual 

teams.  
 H3: Participation in virtual reality meetings will positively influence user trust in team members working in global 

virtual teams. 
 

To test these hypotheses, students will be taught design thinking strategies while working in global virtual teams. 
Virtual reality collaboration spaces will be used for virtual team meetings and design thinking training. Students will 
meet virtually first and then face-to-face to develop a solution to a business problem using design thinking 
strategies. The study will be part of a study abroad experience for business students at three universities, two in the 
U.S. and one in Europe. The students will meet in virtual reality collaboration spaces for team building exercises and 
for their initial meeting with a business that will reveal a real business case problem. Next, the students will meet 
face-to-face to incorporate design thinking strategies to develop a solution for the business’ case problem. The team 
will then present their solution to the business.  
 
Students will complete a survey before they participate in the study and then again after they participate to identify 
their perceptions of working in global virtual teams and how using the virtual reality meeting space impacted their 
trust in their team members. They will also be asked about their perceptions of using design thinking strategies for 
developing solutions to the business problem.   
 
Survey items will include both qualitative and quantitative questions for data analysis. Observations will also serve 
as qualitative data as researchers will observe the participants as they incorporate the Design Thinking methods in 
the virtual environment and in person. The hypotheses will be evaluated by using qualitative methods with open 
ended questions and student observations. T-tests and ANOVA will be used to evaluate the pre- and post-test 
surveys.  
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SUMMARY 

We put forth that the evaluation of both the structural elements of virtual reality technologies and the aspects needed 
for design thinking will lead to the creation of a framework that will aid in and ensure success in the implementation 
and user adoption of virtual reality for design thinking. This research seeks to put collaborative groups at the center 
of the research process to understand how distinct virtual reality features can support design thinking activities. We 
will draw from best practices in teaching Design Thinking strategies (Doorley et al., 2018) and findings and 
observations from past research of virtual teams (Godin et. al, 2017; Pridmore & Godin, 2018). 
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