
Applying Design Thinking to foster 

innovation in Physical Activity & 

Sport

Cormac MacDonnell, Innovation Lead, Sport Ireland
Nora Stapleton, Women in Sport Lead, Sport Ireland 



sportireland.ie

Table Tennis Ball Challenge
1. Each Table Divides into Two Groups
2. 90 Seconds to come up with as many uses for a Table 

Tennis Ball as possible !
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Design Thinking ? What is it ?
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Our Focus Today – Stage 1 Empathy

the ability to understand and share the feelings 
of another...

Understanding our Target Participant Needs

Most important stage in Design Thinking process
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Developing a Participant / User Persona's

What is A Persona ?

a general representation of a target participant group -

bringing their world into light !

summarise and presents key pieces of information 

about a group of people ?

Help us remove assumptions we might hold, uncover 

needs, behaviours and insights...

Informs our thinking and guides our work….
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How to Create a Use Persona's

use real life knowledge and information gained from 
speaking to people...

usually captured from in-person interviews with 
target participants and online surveys

information consolidated from all interviews to 
create the persona

In some cases a number of personas may be created 
for a target groups
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Tips for developing a User Persona

Get a number of people to undertake as many 

interviews as possible, all using similar questions

Ask Open Questions - Go deeper that Surface 

answers

Be flexible and don't be afraid to go "Off Script"

Go on a mission to uncover insights and find out 

what makes your target group "tick"
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Exercise 1 – Building a Persona Canvas

SET UP

•At each table 

Each person takes a role 
Alternate one person 
interviewer next person 
interviewee

Have a look at the headings in 
the blank Persona canvas

TASK
1. Interview stage – the 

interviewer interviews their 
partner for 4 minutes asking 

2. Using your notes from the 
interviews- Build One Persona 
representing the people 
interviewed at the table. ( 
4min)

3. Introduce the Persona to the 
room ( 3min) 
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Empathy Maps

•What is an Empathy Map ?

•Goes deeper than the Persona capturing what target 

participants Think, Say, Do and Feel about a particular subject.

•Helps describe aspects of a user's experience, needs and pain 
points

•Aids decision making as to how best to meet these needs





EMPATHY MAP TEMPLATE

What does a development officer hear that relates to their work.? 
(from family, friends, teachers, coaches, participants, influencers)

What does a development officer 
see day to day when in their role? 
(E.g. What do they see other DO’s 
doing, in their organisation or 
outside? When working with people 
or in schools? On TV, in the media?)

What does a development 
officer say about their role, 
about sport?
(what can we hear them say? 
What can we imagine them 
saying?)

What does a development officer think and feel? 
(About their role, about sport? what is important to them? What occupies their 

thoughts? What are their worries and aspirations?)

HEAR?

THINK & FEEL?

SAY & DO?SEE?

Pains GainsFears
Frustrations
Obstacles

Wants/Needs
Measure of Success
Goals

Persona
Jim, aged 31, 
from Carlow, car 
owner, working as 
a DO for 5 years.

Insights
What is sticking out? 
e.g. Feels isolated and overworked.
Loves their work. Drives a lot.
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Customer Journey Maps

• Plots the full journey a person takes when engaging with a sport or physical activity programme.

• By ‘journey’ we mean the process by which people get involved and sustain or develop their 

participation in sports. 

• Involves tracking and describing all the experiences of the participate as they encounter a service or 

set of activities, (what happens to them, and their responses). 

• Allows us to 

- visualize the complete physical and emotional journey a 

person takes.

- identify issues / pain point and rectify these.

• Helps us design and deliver more effective    

programmes.
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Exercise 2 – Creating an Customer Journey Map
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Task
1. Take the Persona you created in Exercise 1 and agree a 

programme a sport / physical activity initiative they are 
interested in starting/ joining. ( You decide) 

2. Consider each of the stage in the Journey Map ( 4 
minutes each) and fill in comments.

3. Use Post-Its or Write In Comments in all boxes
4. Draw the emotional journey line last for the overall 

journey

Exercise 2 – Creating an Customer Journey Map





Transition from School to Sports Club
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Case Study
Teenage Girls 
Intervention



2020
- Research conducted

- Report launched 20212021
April

2021 (Sept…)
Test & Evaluate

2022
- Brand identity

- Funding streams 
- Stakeholder engagement

2022 (Mar – Dec)
- Her Moves Campaign

- PA and sport opportunities underpinned by 8Ps 
- Stakeholder engagement
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Online Hub
Info for the girls
- Online workouts
- Links to TikTok/ IG
- Available programmes in 

LSPs/NGBs and other education

Info for parents/teachers/coaches
- Links to TikTok/ IG
- Available programmes
- Educational resources
- Using the 8 Principles in PE
- Menstrual cycle advice

Info for NGBs/LSPs/others
- Programme design templates
- Brand assets
- Social media templates
- Educational resources
- Case studies
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Further Learning on Innovation / Design Thinking  

For Sport Development Officers, Managers 
, Director

8 Week Online Programme

No Cost/Just Commitment

Starting Sept 2022 again

email innovation@sportireland.ie


	Slide 1
	Slide 2
	Slide 3
	Slide 4: Design Thinking ? What is it ? 
	Slide 5
	Slide 6: Our Focus Today – Stage 1 Empathy
	Slide 7: Developing a Participant / User Persona's
	Slide 8
	Slide 9: How to Create a Use Persona's
	Slide 10: Tips for developing a User Persona
	Slide 11: Exercise 1 – Building a Persona Canvas
	Slide 12
	Slide 13: Empathy Maps
	Slide 14
	Slide 15: EMPATHY MAP TEMPLATE
	Slide 16: Customer Journey Maps
	Slide 17
	Slide 18: Exercise 2 – Creating an Customer Journey Map
	Slide 19
	Slide 20
	Slide 21
	Slide 22
	Slide 23
	Slide 24
	Slide 25: Online Hub
	Slide 26: Further Learning on Innovation / Design Thinking    

