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Transforming lives
through innovation
by Liz Muhlenbeck

The launching point of the
Innovation & Entrepreneurship
Certificate Program is a class called
“Foundations of Play.” This is a place
where we take play very seriously, but
not ourselves. Based on the concepts
developed by psychologist Mihaly
Csikszentmihalyi, play puts us in a state
of flow and opens the mind to creative
thought. We know that creativity drives
innovation, which when monetized
becomes entrepreneurship. Successful
entrepreneurs, such as Richard
Branson (Founder of Virgin Group),
Elon Musk, and Tony Hsieh (CEO of
Zappos) make it a personal habit to play
and encourage their employees to play
in order to help generate new ideas.
They make the point that constant
innovation requires frequent reengagement with play. It’s an amazing
and dynamic cycle.
So many people think they’re not
creative. In our class, that’s a myth
we actively debunk starting day one.
We spend the first part of the semester
teaching people how to play—like really
loosen their inhibitions to think beyond
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their personal limitations, biases and
assumptions to delve deeply into their
creative capacity. We teach students
how successful entrepreneurs use the
power of play, deep observation, abstract association and failure to improve
their abilities to invent and innovate.
During the semester, we engage
faculty from multiple disciplines across
campus—architecture, nutrition,
agriculture, engineering, business, education and community development—to
create a diverse learning experience.
For example, one class period is done
in partnership with the Department of
Public Health, Nutrition & Wellness,
titled “Play with your Food.” Students
are put into a test kitchen and given
various challenges in which they have
to create new recipes and compete
for the “Nailed It” and “Best Novice
Chef” awards. We use this session to
teach how to receive feedback from
your end-user, which we call “feed-forward,” because even if your recipe was
inedible, what your end-user tells you
will help you keep moving forward to a
better product.

Everything we do in the I&E program
is centered on the Design Thinking
philosophy of innovation. Design
thinking was popularized by Tom Kelly,
the founder of the Stanford dSchool.
Thanks to the generous mentorship of
Karen Tilstra and her team at the Florida Hospital Innovation Lab (FHIL), the
innovation faculty at Andrews University have embraced design thinking as
a way of being. Educating students to
become design thinkers turns the tables
on traditional entrepreneurial models.
Design thinking gets its strength from
empathy-driven, human-centric design.
As part of our commitment to experiential learning, the Foundations
of Play class was able to implement
the elements of design thinking into a
social innovation project. Fall semester
2018 was the first time we tried this, so
we were excited and humbled by the
student’s response to this design experiment. During the semester, students
were split into four groups to create
solutions for an economically distressed
housing community in Benton Harbor,
Michigan. In collaboration with Carlisle
Sutton, Andrews University’s director
of Community Engagement, Integration & Service, students visited the site
and were introduced to members of
the housing community to learn their
situation and needs.
Benton Harbor is classified as a food
desert. Food deserts exist in socio-economically challenged areas where access to fresh produce and healthy whole
foods is limited, thereby exacerbating
unhealthy lifestyles. Of greatest concern
is the effect food deserts have on children. Studies show that food deserts
perpetuate improper nutrition, even

malnutrition, which can impact child
behaviors and school performance, and
set children up for lifelong illnesses
such as obesity and diabetes. Previous
attempts to bring produce to the housing community had failed, so this team,
through the process of seeking end-user
empathy and going through multiple
iterations, came up with a commercially
viable product targeting school-aged
children that would serve as a wedge to
better eating behaviors.
Another team worked through the
challenge of providing a consistent cell
signal. In this community, residents
deal with gang violence and shootings.
Without reliable cell signal, residents
could not call 911 or family for help. This
team’s first iteration produced a very
expensive solution requiring extensive
capital commitment and engineering—a

cost that would be an added burden for
the housing community. Through reframing the question and seeking end-user
empathy, this group changed its mindset
from how do we get better cell signal
(capital intensive) to “how do we help
people feel connected to their families
during times of crisis” (human centric).
This shift allowed the team to discover a
no-cost solution using wireless internet
technology that the housing community
immediately implemented.
Another team was challenged to
help the housing community deal
with an issue of vandalism. Residents
perceived that street lights were being
shot out by vandals, creating a heightened sense of fear in the community.
Our team considered several solutions

including bullet-proofing the street
lights to designing “floating” light
casings that would deflect bullets.
Their human-centered design strategy
was to eliminate “hostile” architecture
and provide a solution that would be
aesthetically appealing and provide
safe lighting. They prototyped several
solutions but when they returned to
the community to solicit end-user
feedback, the team discovered that
their assumptions were wrong. They
learned that vandals were not destroying the lights, instead lights were
burning out and not being replaced in
a timely manner. Anybody else may
have seen this as a failed project, but
in design thinking, this team got an
A. Taking their failure and end-user
feedback, they generated more ideas
that led them to consider how their
lighting design could apply to outdoor
house lighting, a futuristic solution
that may be the next best thing to
solar walkway lights.
For the last design challenge,
community residents were complaining that the noise in their apartments
was disruptive. Noise from partying,
boom-boxes and domestic disputes
created noise that would travel through
the thin apartment walls. The team
assigned to address this challenge took
sound measurements and discovered
that the noise level in the houses was
substantially higher than normal levels
should be. Children are likely to be the
most affected as they may be unable to
sleep because of the noise transfer. This
team searched for cost-effective solutions that residents could purchase that
would absorb sound. Through iteration
and testing, the team submitted a $30

“From Genesis to
Revelation, we see
how God, through His
creative breath, gives
humanity the ability—
and mandate—to engage
in creative endeavors.”

per apartment solution that would bring
decibel levels into an appropriate range.
Through the design thinking process
of seeking empathy, reframing and
iterative rapid prototyping, our students
were able to create actionable solutions
to several complex social problems in
our neighboring community.
Anyone can do this—anyone can
create and innovate. It’s in our DNA.
From Genesis to Revelation, we see how
God, through His creative breath, gives
humanity the ability—and mandate—
to engage in creative endeavors. Our
Innovation & Entrepreneurship program
empowers students to discover their
creative capacity and translate that into
doing good in the world. The Innovation
& Entrepreneurship faculty at Andrews
University are working to create an environment of innovation where anyone
who wants to transform their life, their
work, their world, can.
Liz Muhlenbeck is an associate professor
of management and the AdventHealth
Endowed Chair for the School of Business
Administration. In her teaching and research,
she frequently focuses on the integration of
health delivery and technology.
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