Beyond ‘Thinking Skills’: Building Your
Strategic Cognitive Portfolio

How to transform academic insights on cognitive frameworks into a durable
organizational advantage.
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The goal is no longer to teach isolated thinking sKills. It is to architect a portfolio
of complementary cognitive capabilities that drives innovation and resilience.
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The Landscape of Thinking
Frameworks is Crowded
and Confusing

.T.. u
:: Key Insight
7~ Organizational leaders face a bewildering choice of

frameworks, with little guidance on which combinations
deliver real value versus redundant overlap.

Supporting Evidence

(7S World Economic Forum (2025): Identifies systems,
S "/ creative, and analytical thinking as critical future
it competencies.

@ European Commission (2022): Its Sustainability
% é Framework alone highlights five distinct thinking modes.

The Academic View: A recent bibliometric analysis by
Crilly (2025) systematically mapped 78 distinct “ways
of thinking.”

E‘Fp With 78 frameworks in play, how do you move
o fromrandom adoption to strategic cultivation?

.
1 Futures Thinking \

_. Lean Thinking 3
Strategic Thinking

agile Thinking INt@Grative Thinking

Analytical Thinking i

Criti_gal Thinking
Design Thinking

Holistic Thinking Computational Thinking Etnical Thinking

Systems Thinking

Complex Thinking Innovatirn Thinking
Transdisciplinary Thinking
Problem-Solving Thinking
—1 ¢  Decision-Making Thinking
i Innovation Thinking
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Data Reveals a Clear Hierarchy:
The Five Most Prevalent Frameworks

Crilly's (2025) analysis of millions of research Braad s iskained prasance aciose Al
documents (2020-2024) reveals a core disciplines. The foundational bedrock.

constellation of five frameworks that dominate

contemporary scholarship and practice.
~ Substantial, sustained presence
Pl with moderate growth.

. Creative -,
Critical Thinking S
Thinking - |

<>

Design ‘
Thinking e Cﬂ?l?;:]t]?it::;nal
g e S Most dramatic recent

driven by focus on innovation
and user-centricity.

~ emergence, highly

Systems concentrated in
Thinking technology and education.

Sustained relevance, concentrated in
engineering, environment, and
organizational development.
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How a Framework is Named Reveals How It Should Be Implemented

Ay The language used to describe these frameworks (e.g., “skill” vs. “approach”) provides critical
@ clues for how to build them in your organization.

Conceptualized as a Conceptualized as an Conceptualized as a
SKILL APPROACH METHOD / PROCESS
Critical Thinking Systems Thinking Design Thinking
&
O O
Computational Thinking
</> Requires broader methodological Benefits from structured process
shifts in how teams and organi- adoption with defined phases and
Lends itself to individual competency zations frame problems. Focus tools, but risks mechanical appli-
development, training programs, and on the team and process. ication without mindset deve-
clear assessment metrics. Focus on lopment. Focus on a structured
the individual. methodology.
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The Right Thinking Capabilities Drive Measurable Performance

Strategically aligning thinking frameworks with core challenges delivers significant
returns in decision quality, innovation, and problem-solving.

Critical Thinking

Impact: Improved decision quality,
reduced cognitive bias, and stronger
problem diagnaosis.

Proof Point: A meta-analysis (Abrami et
al., 2015) found interventions improve
critical thinking outcomes by an
average effect size of d=0.30 to
d=0.40.

Creative Thinking

Impact: Predicts both the quantity and
quality of innovation, especially
breakthrough innovation.

Proof Point: Organizations cultivating a
creative climate report 2-3 times higher
rates of breakthrough innovation
(Amabile & Pratt, 2016).

Systems Thinking

Impact: Reduces problem recurrence
and minimizes negative side effects
when tackling comple, interconnected
“wicked problems.”

Proof Point: Essential for success in
complex initiatives like healthcare
improvement and large-scale
organizational transformation
(Sterman, 2006).
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The Impact Extends Beyond Performance
to People and Culture

Thinking frameworks shape your organization's culture, affecting employee
wellbeing, psychological safety, and stakeholder experiences.

/1 Positive Impacts Ny Potential Risks

)

<o~ Agency: Critical thinking builds

@ resilience to misinformation and
empowers employees to participate in
strategic discussions

(Lewandowsky et al., 2020).

@ Cynicism & Paralysis: An exclusive
-(¢) emphasis on critical thinking
without creative thinking can foster
cynicism and resistance to new
ideas.

@., Fear: Cultivating creative thinking
| 273" requires deep psychological safety;

without it, attempts at innovation will
fail (Edmondson, 2018).

Wellbeing: Creative thinking is linked to
intrinsic motivation, engagement, and
flow states (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014).

blame-oriented thinking and enhances
understanding of interdependence
(Meadows, 2008).

E Collaboration: Systems thinking reduces



The Core Principle: Stop Chasing Single Frameworks. Start Building a Portfolio.

The greatest value is unlocked not from a single way of thinking, but from combining complementary capabilities
to create powerful synergies.

Sy Rigorous Innovation: Critical thinking
q — —O— == balances creative thinking to ensure ideas

/ \m both novel and viable.
\ O..-
Sustainable Value Creation: > y @ Human-Centered Systems:
Creative thinking links with  __ — = SYystems thinking combines with
entrepreneurial thinking to ensure == == e === design thinking to address
innovation is connected to complex service challenges

value capture. @ A

Insightful Data Strategy:

‘ [>]| = ®% == Computational thinking paired with critical
= thinking combines algorithmic reasoning with

robust evidence evaluation.

Y, holistically and with empathy.
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The Playbook: Five Evidence-Based Strategies
for Building Your Cognitive Portfolio

% 1. Build a Balanced Portfolio

{%‘% 2. Sequence Development Deliberately

3. Customize Frameworks for Context

e

————

4. Create a Supporting Infrastructure

@ 5. Integrate Across Functional Silos
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Build a Balanced Portfolio of

o Complementary Capabilities

Avoid the pitfalls of uncritical creativity or sterile criticism by developing
complementary frameworks in tandem.

.
&7

Case in Point: Merck
(Pharmaceuticals)

Combination: Creative Thinking + Critical
Thinking

Application: Research teams are trained in
both. Protocols explicitly separate divergent
creative phases (hypothesis generation) from
convergent critical phases (experimental design
and evaluation).

Outcome: Successful development of
breakthrough therapies that emerged from
initially unconventional hypotheses.

A

E[HE

Case in Point: Singapore
Government (Urban Planning)

Combination: Systems Thinking + Design
Thinking + Futures Thinking

Application: Integrated approach to manage
infrastructure interdependencies, ensure
resident-centered services, and plan for
climate uncertainty.

Outcome: Sustainable, high-density urban
environments that maintain a high quality of
life.
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2. Sequence Development with Deliberate Scaffolding

Not all frameworks are equally accessible. Attempting advanced modes without a foundation leads to

frustration and superficial application.

The Foundation
Start with Critical Thinking. @9 zéf“}
Its emphasis on evidence e ™
evaluation, argument

it 9 Sequence Next Step
analysis, and S | S
. = - ey first cultivate nly after this
|den’Flfyrng assumf?t_lons teachers’ critical foundation is set do
provides the cognitive thinking around they introduce design
scaffolding for all other mathematical learning thinking processes for
frameworks. (analyzing student work, developing novel

evaluating research). learning activities.

Case in Point: Desmos (Educational Technology)

i

Qutcome

More sophisticated,
evidence-grounded
innovation than would
be achieved by
jumping straight to
design thinking.
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Customize Frameworks to Your
e Organizational Context

Generic adoption often fails. Deliberately adapt frameworks to your discipline, culture, and
strategic priorities. "Adapt, don't just adopt."

1% Case in Point: UK National Health Service (Healthcare)

Challenge: Generic design thinking from product innovation doesn't work in clinical settings with
patient safety and privacy requirements.

Customization: They developed “Experience-Based Co-Design,” which maintains core design
principles (empathy, iteration) but integrates them with evidence-based medicine, clinical governance,
and patient-clinician power dynamics.

Outcome: Successful service redesigns across care pathways without compromising safety or
professional standards.
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Create the Infrastructure
o for Lasting Change

Sustainable capability requires investment in ongoing development
systems that go far beyond one-time training events.

of» Case in Point: Intuit (Technology)

i)
0’1_\3 Infrastructure Elements Outcome
e A network of internal design thinking coaches embedded in Design thinking became an
product teams. institutional practice, not a
* Online communities of practice for ongoing skill temporary initiative.

development.

» Libraries of tools and templates to reduce friction.

 Integration of framework application into project approval
processes.

* Recognition systems that celebrate and reward skillful
application.
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Integrate Frameworks to Break Down Functional Silos

The goal isn't uniform adoption, but developing “multilingual fluency"—the ability to
understand, translate, and integrate different cognitive approaches.

Case in Point: Ford (Automotive)

Challenge: Integrate the diverse thinking styles of engineering, design, manufacturing, and
marketing.

Integration Approach
» Engineers bring Systems Thinking.
» Designers contribute Design Thinking.
» Manufacturing applies Lean Thinking.
* They invest in boundary-spanning roles to translate between these perspectives and
facilitate integrated problem-solving.

Outcome: Successful platforms that balance performance, user experience, manufacturability,
and market positioning.
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Sustaining Your Cognitive Advantage:

Three Core Disciplines

Embedded Learning
Systems

Focus
Move from 'training' to continuous
development.

Tactics
+ Baseline assessments, low-stakes
practice ('thinking labs'), peer
feedback, and explicit debriefing
protocols.

Example: McKinsey's apprenticeship
model for problem-solving
frameworks.

Psychological Safety for
Cognitive Diversity

Focus
Treat different thinking styles as an
asset, not a threat.

Tactics
« Leaders must legitimize multiple
frameworks, invite challenges to
their own thinking, and establish
protocols that ensure diverse
perspectives are heard.

Example: IDEQ's project teams and
facilitation methods that ensure
balanced consideration of different
thinking modes.

Strategic Framework
Selection

Focus
Make deliberate choices. Don't
chase fads.

Tactics
« Select frameworks based on
strategic alignment, current
capability gaps, and opportunities
for competitive differentiation.

Example: Gehl's focused combination
of design, systems, and evidence-
based thinking to create a distinctive
capability in urban innovation.
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Building Your Portfolio: Where to Begin

Start not with a large-scale program, but with a focused diagnosis and a targeted pilot.

1. 4 3.

AUDIT ALIGN ACT
- § What is our organization’s Which thinking A What is one high-impact
=7 f)} current, implicit thinking %% frameworks, or (o e {{:’} team or project where we
1],_ portfolio? Where are our ﬁ combinations gf T can p!lut ::a new o
default strengths and most frameworks, directly map N combination of thinking
significant gaps? to our top 2-3 strategic frameworks and build a
challenges for the next powerful case study for
18 months? the rest of the

organization?
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