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ABSTRACT 
 

 

This research project explores the use of Information Architecture (IA) in Design Thinking for 

the purposes of ideating solutions to wicked problems. A constructivist account of IA is 

advanced in this study offering new perspectives, distinct to those offered by the mainstream 

IA employed in digital design, heralding from Library and Information Science. This reframing 

of IA creates a new space to explore what value may be found lying dormant in the relationship 

between IA and DT, and Design in general.  

 

The Research Through Design (RTD) methodology serves to support the constructive nature 

of this inquiry. In RTD, the researcher operates both in the role of designer and researcher, 

executing and critically reflecting upon a design project. For this study, a design project was 

conducted to address the complex social problem of addiction as it manifests in Johannesburg, 

South Africa. A new form of IA, Conceptual IA (CIA), is notionally developed to observe and 

discuss IA when enacted in Ideation following the DT process-method. The findings and 

conclusions offered emerge from qualitative analysis of observations and reflection upon the 

design project’s enactment. 

 

Within its scope, the study reveals that IA, as reframed, can be understood as operating tacitly 

within design (and the world) as that which contains and transmits socio-ontological meaning, 

decoded, recoded and encoded in design. Explicit use of IA methods, tools and techniques 

greatly enhanced synthetic cognition across the whole of the DT process-method enacted. 

Furthermore, CIA conducted in Ideation provided the concept for a social systems solution 

central to a strategy design which synthetically resolved the challenges presented by the wicked 

problem of addiction.  

 

IA and design developed to realise the concept, as blueprints, describe how use of the system 

in the world triggers a transformation and transcendence of this concept: in use, the IA of the 

concept being embedded within the structural form of the designed object, comes to be a new 

socio-ontological phenomena. In this way, a (speculative) theoretical account is given for how 

an instrumental / ontological mediation of social reality may occur, at scale, by IA employed 

in Design. 
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 1. INTRODUCTION 
 

 

The purpose of this research through design study is to explore the use of information 

architecture (IA), in the context of Design Thinking (DT), to ideate solutions to wicked 

problems. 

 

Wicked problems are well known for their influence on the theory of Design Thinking.1 Due to 

the indeterminate nature of such problems (Buchanan, 1992, p. 16), they shift the emphasis in 

design away from the making of objects of a particular type, towards an emphasis on how 

design’s thinking can innovatively solve problems through ideation (Dorst & Cross, 2001, p. 

11). In the paper Abductive Thinking and Sensemaking: The Drivers of Design Synthesis, Kolko 

(2010, pp. 15-16) further stresses the importance of synthetic cognition as employed in design 

towards innovative problem resolution within the broader rubric of design thinking.  

 

In the domain of digital design there exists a small, misconceived and increasingly marginalised 

practice, known as information architecture. While IA, as it relates to Design, operates in the 

main within design-led processes, it is not well understood as a form of design in its own right, 

nor does the theory exist which could support or allow for such an understanding. However, IA 

has also been observed to contain valuable ways of thinking and methods of practice, which 

extend beyond the digital and in particular with regards to sense-making and understanding, 

which enhance synthetic cognition and acts of synthetic resolution (Kolko, 2007b).  

 

The focus of this study lies in the application of IA in a design project for the purposes of 

ideating solutions to a wicked problem. The manner of application sits outside of IAs 

mainstream use as an application of Library and Information Science in support of the making 

of digital artefacts such as websites or mobile applications (Rosenfeld, et al., 2015). The form 

of IA employed for the purposes of this dissertation, is framed as Conceptual IA which aims to 

assist in design’s ideation through its own performance of synthetic resolution. To this end, the 

 
1 This research project takes Horst Rittel and Melvin Webber’s Dilemmas in a General Theory of Planning 
(1973) as its starting point for considering wicked problems in relation to Design. Two further conceptions of 
wickedness are addressed in Chapter’s 2 and 3 respectively. The former assumes a more generalized notion of 
highly complex, systemic problems and the latter recasts indeterminacy as a philosophical perspective arising 
from the epistemologies of constructionist and constructivist theories.       
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design project herein tackles addiction, as a complex, social systems problem as it manifests 

for those striving for recovery from substance use disorders in Johannesburg, South Africa. 

 

Coming to a better understanding of the relationship between IA and Design could benefit both 

in an effort to address the complexities of the world. The importance of this study lies in 

determining if such value can be observed to exist, within the given scope, so as to further 

develop the theory and praxis of IA as a designerly pursuit or even as a form of design in its 

own right.  

 

The study employed a Research Through Design (RTD) methodology (Zimmerman, et al., 

2007).2 This methodology allows for a separation of a discussion of the theory which lies at the 

intersection of IA, DT and wicked problems, the conducting of a design project, and an analysis 

of the theory and models employed in relation to the practical outcomes of the design project.  

 
Notwithstanding that any knowledge extracted using the RTD methodology could only be so 

within the given context of the design project, it is hoped that what does emerge could 

contribute in the form of advancing a theoretical understanding of the relationship between IA 

and DT. Furthermore, it is hoped that new methods of designing will be generated and, in the 

form of pre-patterns, be relevant for consideration and discussion by design theorists, educators 

and practitioners.  

 

 

1.1 The Need for the Study 
 

 

In Design Thinking designers are understood to solve problems through a synthetic process of 

ideation (Kolko, 2010, p. 15). This aspect of DT differentiates it from more analytical 

approaches to problem solving, especially as applied in business contexts, for its potential to 

arrive at innovative solutions (Brown, 2008, p. 86).  

 

 
2 Not to be confused with Frayling’s (1993, p. 5)  notion of research through design within which the 
chosen methodology, by the same name, operates. 
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Synthesis in Ideation is understood in DT as sense-making and abductive reasoning, based on 

conducting design research (Kolko, 2010, p. 18), where developing a hypothesis of and for the 

wicked-problem becomes the solution. In other words, to understand the problem is to 

determine the solution, through synthetic modes of thinking, achieved by the designer moving 

through multiple iterations of problem / solution conceptions (Dorst & Cross, 2001, p. 11) 

which constitutes the Ideation process.  

 

Ideation further manifests as the prototyping of solutions in whichever form is relevant to the 

ideas that have emerged: this could be a building, a process, a website, a system, etc. Lastly, 

because of the indeterminate nature of wicked-problems and the synthetic nature of ideation, 

these prototypes are tested with stakeholders in an attempt to validate their appropriateness.  

 

As such, the relationship between DT and wicked problems is well documented in the theory 

and is often represented as the DT process-method. This process can broadly be described as 

the designer moving through stages of Enquiry (researching), Ideation (solutioning) and 

Prototyping (making). 

 

The first concern regarding complexity is the implication that as enquiries into complexity 

broaden and deepen, so too is there an increased need for the skills required to synthesise 

research in robust and designerly ways. Referred to herein as synthetic resolution, this thinking 

and its related activities are intimately intertwined with ideation.  

 

Kolko (2007b) observes that the skills and tools required for developing synthetic cognition are 

insufficiently nurtured in design education. By way of recommendation, his paper Information 

Architecture: Synthesis Techniques for the Muddy Middle of the Design Process (Kolko, 

2007b) makes the point that many elements of design synthesis appear in the practices of IA. 

Kolko further notes the positive contribution to be made to design strategy by engaging deeply 

in design synthesis (2007a). Design strategy refers to the production of strategy as part of the 

process of design thinking (Nixon, 2016, p. xiii) where strategy is understood as "...a high level 

intention to achieve particular goals under unpredictable conditions" (Fenn & Hobbs, 2017, p. 

520). In terms of IA, Kolko is not referring to any mainstream forms of IA but rather some 

other aspect or form of IA which shall be referred to as Conceptual IA (CIA): IA performed as 

ideation through synthesis in DT.  
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Information Architecture is a term that may be found across a variety of fields including Library 

and Information Science, Knowledge Management, Information Science, Computer Science 

and Design. Within Design, IA in its mainstream application is most closely related to the 

planning and schematic blueprinting of digital products such as websites, mobile applications 

and desktop applications where the concern lies in the structure, organisation and presentation 

of information for end users, customers or staff of organisations, with an emphasis on usability, 

findability and understanding (Rosenfeld, et al., 2015). 

 

Recent developments in the field of IA have seen it reframed (Resmini, 2014) as a practice with 

a far broader interest in the design of information environments that span multiple contexts, 

services and products across digital, physical and blended digital / physical spaces referred to 

as Pervasive IA (Resmini & Rosati, 2011). Nonetheless, as the article Maturing a Practice  

(Hobbs, et al., 2010) makes clear, the development of the field of IA is overwhelmingly 

practice-led and while practiced within the processes of Design, as a form of Design in its own 

right, it is neither well understood in theory nor documented in scholarly publications. 3 

 

Sense-making and understanding are central concepts in IA, both in its mainstream form and 

that described in Pervasive IA, although the latter contains a far broader proposition. While 

contemporary IA in its application in digital design originates from the field of library and 

information science (LIS), ideas related to sense-making in IA date back to Richard Saul 

Wurman’s work as early as the 1970s (Resmini & Rosati, 2012),4 however his work related to 

this topic largely found its way into the field of information design. These perspectives are that 

which Kolko draws upon, as previously noted. However, his recommendation, as important as 

it is to this dissertation, extends the application of IA within a limited theoretical lens.  

 

The major theoretical limitation for mainstream IA, as an applied science from LIS, is its 

struggle to recognise that in Design, sense-making and meaning-making must be viewed as two 

sides of the same coin when enacted for synthetic resolution (Hobbs & Fenn, 2019, p. 761). 

 
3 While it is not ideal to reference one’s own work as a theoretical basis for studies such as this, 
together with Terence Fenn, this subject matter has been a niche pre-occupation for the authors over 
the past decade. The principal, but not exclusive, texts in question include Maturing a Practice 
(Hobbs, et al., 2010), The Information Architecture of Meaning-Making (Fenn & Hobbs, 2014), and 
The Design of Socially Sustainable Ontologies (Hobbs & Fenn, 2019). 
4 Wurman and Katz penned the article Beyond Graphics: The Architecture of Information in 1975 
(Wurman & Katz, 1975) 
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Furthermore, central to DT is an acknowledgement that problems and solutions should be 

considered as occurring within social reality (Rittel & Webber, 1973, p. 159). The view of 

constructed reality, and the existence of multiple possible social realities (Bourdieu, 1977), 

highlights that through synthetic resolution any resultant design artefact will bring to the world 

meanings of and for things which have either been sustained, transformed or are new. Whether 

or not a designer is aware of such meaning-making is another matter of great importance.  

 

The manner in which meaning-making occurs in IA is somewhat different however to that 

which one finds in human-centred design (HCD). 5 In HCD the meaning of its objects of design 

is defined in external reference to the object’s ability to answer human needs within the 

particularities of its use, including socio-cultural, economic and political considerations. In IA, 

meaning operates the other way around. Information architectures provide contrived ontologies 

(Hobbs & Fenn, 2019, pp. 760-762) which are conceived through acts of synthetic resolution, 

made visible in the process of designing, which then strive to find a realised form through the 

iterative processes of prototyping in design. Thus, this kind of meaning may be described as 

being internal to a design object.     

 

Furthermore, IA’s contrived ontologies (CO) bear a striking resemblance to the operations of 

meaning-making to be found in descriptions by Tharp and Tharp (2019, pp. 165-182) in relation 

to Discursive Design (DD). These similarities will be explored in the next chapter but suffice 

to say at this point, that the implications are of great importance. The primary reason being that 

in DD the interplay of meaning between that said by a product and its dialogue with society is, 

in the first instance, an internal meaning to a discursively designed object.  

 

In this dissertation, IA is understood to carry social meaning which exists tacitly within 

designed objects (Hobbs & Fenn, 2019, p. 763). Social meaning as applied herein is essentially 

cultural in nature and is either more or less consciously coded into design’s objects within the 

context of a given culture’s social practices. Being more or less tacit in a designed object, more 

 
5 Although Human Centred Design has its own theoretical basis, for example Krippendorff’s (2006) 
Semantic Turn, in this dissertation it is additionally considered to stand as the dominant representative 
of a contemporary reading of DTs theoretical body of knowledge. DT as a term associated with the 
consultative application of design for the purposes of radical innovation, for which the firm IDEO is 
synonymous, is referred to herein as Applied DT.    
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or less considered in the act of designing and more or less understood as operating as IA, both 

profound concerns and opportunities thus exist for Design and IA in this regard.  

 

In brief summary then, IA stands to extend design’s synthetic reach into complexity, following 

Kolko (2010; 2007a; 2007b), while also offering acts of explicit meaning-making in ideation 

(Tharp & Tharp, 2019)(Hobbs & Fenn, 2019). Or so the theoretical argument goes.   

 

 

1.2 Aims and Objectives 
 

 

The aim of the study is to explore how applying Information Architecture methods and 

techniques, from the perspective of Design Thinking, could offer an effective approach to 

ideating solutions to wicked problems, in general.  

 
Given the breadth of such an enquiry, the methodology employed, Research Through Design 

(Zimmerman, et al., 2007) provides the opportunity to conduct a design project and thereafter 

reflect upon it through the lens of this aim. This approach assists in managing the scope of 

enquiry through providing the opportunity to learn from the acts of making which are so central 

to Design.   

 

Addiction itself is a complex topic with systemic relations to almost all aspects of personal and 

civic life. As an entry point into such a domain the design project was enacted in collaboration 

with the Ubuntu Addiction Community Trust (U-ACT). The non-profit was founded by David 

Collins who remains actively engaged in its strategy, growth, operations and service provision.  

U-ACT provides a wide array of services across the addiction lifecycle and ecosystem in 

particular in- and out-patient programs through their treatment centre, the Foundation Clinic,6 

and recovery coaching services through their Academy of Coaching and Training. In-line with 

U-ACT’s desire to offer “well researched and uniquely developed innovative solutions” 

(Collins, 2018) they have agreed to participate in this project. 

 

 
6 In this document, reference to U-ACT refers to the Trust, the Training Academy and the Foundation 
Clinic as a collective, for reasons of convenience. Since they are legally individually registered entities 
with differing functions, when necessary, the specific entity will be references.   
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As such, the object of study becomes the process, methods employed, and solutions determined 

through IA applied in Ideation to address the challenges of addiction in relation to U-ACT.  

 
The following objectives emerge to fulfil the purposes of this study and support the application 

of the chosen methodology:  

 

1. Determine a working theoretical model for applying IA in DT appropriate to and for the 

purposes of addressing the wicked problem of addiction in Johannesburg, South Africa, 

2. Ideate solutions to the problem of addiction by employing IA thinking, techniques and 

methods in the context of addicts recovering from substance misuse and dependence in 

relation to the Ubuntu Addiction Community Trust, and 

3. Evaluate objectives 1 and 2 based on criteria set out in the Research Through Design 

methodology 

 

Regarding the first objective, since IA sits outside of the disciplinary frameworks of Design, a 

working theoretical model has been deemed necessary such that a logic exists to bridge the 

theoretical worlds of IA and Design. In the research project, the theoretical framework’s aim is 

directed towards conducting IA in a DT process-method for the needs of the design project. 

 

 

1.3 Overview of the Methodology  
 

 

Research through Design (RTD) is a methodology which positions the design researcher as 

design practitioner (Frayling, 1993) (Zimmerman, et al., 2007). In RTD, research takes the form 

of developing and evaluating design outputs where knowledge is generated to contribute to the 

world, in terms of the subject-matter, in this case addiction, and to the discipline of Design 

(Hevner, et al., 2004). 

 

In the form developed by Zimmerman et. al. (ibid), and the methodology to be applied in this 

project, RTD follows the DT process-method and focuses on wicked-problems. The emphasis 

is on creating the right  solution, designing artefacts which "transform the world from its current 

state to a preferred state" (Zimmerman, et al., 2007, p. 1) where,  
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…research contributions should be artifacts that demonstrate significant 
invention. The contributions should be novel integrations of theory, 
technology, user need, and context; not just refinements of products that 
already exist in the research literature or commercial markets. (Zimmerman, 
et al., 2007, p. 7)  

 

In terms of contribution to Design, the purpose of RTD lies in developing artefacts with “…the 

potential to become pre-patterns from which design patterns can begin to emerge.” 

(Zimmerman, et al., 2007, p. 5). 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1.1 Conceptual IA imagined in the DT process-method (Author) 
 
The design project herein is enacted following the DT process-method such that a Conceptual 

IA may be delivered supported by problem and solution exploration (Fig. 1.1). The criteria of 

Process, Invention, Relevance and Extensibility (Zimmerman, et al., 2007, pp. 7-8) will then 

be applied to evaluate the project, and the IA design outputs of the process, so as to generate 

insight and hopefully contribute knowledge regarding the issue of addiction in SA and the 

practice and theory of IA and DT.  
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Relevance of the Design Project to the Study 

 

 

By way of introduction, for some time the term addiction has been used as a catch-all phrase in 

reference to a multitude of conditions which have been related to the misuse of psychoactive 

substances. Prompted largely by new scientific knowledge of substance misuse, substance use 

disorder / s (SUD) is now the preferred method of referring to the category of conditions related 

to misuse of which addiction is a subset (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 

2016). Addiction specifically refers to a manifestation of SUD where an individual has become 

dependent on a substance medically defined in neurobiological terms (ibid). SUD have been 

categorised into the progressive stages of substance misuse, abuse and dependence where, 

towards the latter stages, the rational decision-making functions of the pre-frontal cortex are 

hijacked by other areas of the brain (ibid). 7  

 

This is relevant not just for reasons of the application of terminology within, but because it 

marks a watershed moment in the history of addictionology where the topic at large is now 

viewed as a complex rather than a binary condition (ibid). In this dissertation, substance use 

disorder /s and addiction are terms employed interchangeably in reference to the new meaning 

of SUD as a parent category and where required distinction is made in the text to refer to 

substance dependence.           

 

It has been noted that 15% of South Africans have a drug problem; that 5.7 million South 

Africans will suffer from an addiction disorder in their lifetime; and that 1 in 14 South Africans 

are regular narcotics users (Akeso Psychiatric Clinics, 2016). 8 It is of course not just addicts 

who are affected. The broader problem ecology includes families and communities, 

workplaces, supply systems (including the supply of legal, over-the-counter psychoactive 

substances), health and recovery systems, educational institutions, political and legal systems 

and the criminal justice system (Collins, 2016). Furthermore, within this ecosystem we see 

 
7 This is a simplified and lay explanation in the authors words. A more critical and referenced 
introduction to key topics within addiction has been prepared for the reader in Appendix A. Given the 
complexity of the subject matter, and the many misconceptions which surround the condition, this 
appendix was deemed to be necessary.  
8 The same article (Akeso Psychiatric Clinics, 2016) notes that overdosing on psychoactive 
substances, at the time of publication, was the primary cause of death for people under the age of 50 in 
the USA. 
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multiple interconnected problem spaces, for example the relationship between alcohol and 

drugs and crime, road accidents, breakdowns in the family unit and so on (Department of Social 

Development, 2013).  

 

It follows that the economic burden to the state, at the very least, is significant (Collins, 2016). 

We lack sufficient research in SA regarding the economic impact of substance abuse, however 

The National Drug Master Plan 2013 - 2017 (2013, pp. 43-44) places a conservative estimate 

at 6,4% of GDP. The American Surgeon General’s Report on Alcohol, Drugs and Health (2016) 

further distinguishes between cost-to-country and cost-to-society where the latter also provides 

an economic impact. Harmful effects of misuse during pregnancy, impacts to labour and 

productivity in the workplace, contraction of communicable diseases, increased likelihood of 

experiencing trauma and violence as well as the acute costs of road accidents related to misuse, 

deaths caused by overdose and violence, rape and sexual assault with partners (U.S. Department 

of Health and Human Services, 2016, pp. 1-12). For all of these reasons we may consider 

addiction to be a wicked problem.  

 

Of particular interest is the ontological challenge posed by the field of addiction. This view is 

the driving force behind the work of Guy Du Plessis who has argued for the application of 

Integral Theory in an effort to develop a “transdisciplinary framework, in an attempt to arrive 

at an integrally informed metatheory of addiction” (2014, p. 38). Du Plessis (ibid) highlights 

the relationship between addiction as a complex, social problem and its related ontological 

challenge which offers a meaningful link to the application of IA and DT to solutioning in this 

space.  

 

David Benyon (2014) describes IA as providing an ontology which acts as a “conceptual model 

of a domain described in terms of objects (or entities), their relationships and their 

structure…[where an] information architect analyses some domain (a sphere of activity, or 

activity space) and decides on the objects of interest and the relationships between those 

objects.” (Benyon, 2014, p. 49). Not only does this description exclude reference to digital 

products, channels, media or technology but it also suggests a place for a Conceptual IA 

employed during design synthesis as part of the DT process of problem solving.  
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1.4 Significance of the Study 
 

 

The premise behind this dissertation is that IA could hold within it valuable ways of thinking, 

methods and skills which Design, in general and the world, will require to effectively engage 

in our rapidly evolving socio-technological reality.  

 

William Gibson, noted that, “…one of the things our grandchildren will find quaintest about us 

is that we distinguished the digital from the real” (2007). 9 In this future, which is already upon 

us, Design will be faced with increased and new forms of complexity which will only 

compound that which we face today. Furthermore, we are likely to discover many instances in 

which the majority of people are not considered to be the primary beneficiaries of rapid 

technological advancement in cases where its investment is sourced from those whose future 

has already been privileged by their past.  

 

Justice aside, for the purposes of communicating the sheer scale of change upon us, it is worth 

sharing Luciano Floridi’s perspective. In The Fourth Revolution: How the Infosphere is 

Reshaping Human Reality (2016), Floridi, pre-eminent scholar in the field of the philosophy of 

information, presents an important view of history related to information and communication 

technologies (ICT) (Floridi, 2016, pp. 11-28). He begins in a pre-historic period defined as 

existing prior to the invention of technologies for the recording of history. 10 The historic period 

which follows is characterised by humanity’s relationship to the development of ICTs. Where 

we stand at present, is in the transition between the historic and hyperhistoric periods where 

humans are no longer just related to ICTs but dependent upon them. By implication, Hobbs and 

Fenn (2019) note: 

 

…the immediacy and immersive social reality of technology will become 
frictionless within our human experience. As this occurs, there is a moral 
and ethical imperative to ensure social sustainability and to this end that the 
meanings and intentions that inform the mature design of our human-made 
world are visible and accountable. It is towards this end that information 
architecture can make a valuable contribution. (Hobbs & Fenn, 2019, p. 745) 

 
9 Gibson was also the author of the cult novel Neuromancer (Gibson, 1984) wherein he also coined the 
term cyberspace. 
10 In addition to contemporary digital ICT, Floridi’s definition of ICT would include the pigment 
employed in rock art paintings, pen and paper, as well as the Guttenberg Press.   
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The field of IA requires a broadening of its own conception. This is argued within to be found 

in a reframing of IA from an applied science, as it stands today, towards becoming a substantive 

form of design in its own right at the levels of discipline and practice.    

 

In order for this maturing of IA to occur its relationship to Design needs to be understood in 

terms broader than their co-enactment in any particular domain, such as digital design. A deeper 

exploration and understanding of the ways in which IA is designerly in theory and praxis is 

required. This is one reason why this research project has not been framed in terms of digital 

technology, digital media or any such related social realities, which one might otherwise 

reasonably expect of IA. Following Floridi’s account of ICT, IA would also be understood as 

pre-dating the emergence of digital technology (Hobbs & Fenn, 2019, p. 760).  

 

By the same token, a mature Design would be able to support the need for increased skills of 

synthesis in theory, method and application for its educators and practitioners readied for the 

new complexity of the hyperhistoric period.  

 

 

Role of the Researcher  

 

 

The collaboration with U-ACT on this project was instigated by the author. No vested interests 

exist in assisting U-ACT beyond those related to this dissertation other than personal 

motivations towards assisting the organization in achieving their social aims. No financial gain, 

or any other form of payment, has resulted from the engagements with U-ACT in relation to 

this research project.  

 

While personal motivations do exist, working with U-ACT for the purposes of this research 

project have been in support of the execution of the design project alone, as required by the 

chosen methodology. 
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Assumptions, Beliefs and Bias  

 

 

A fair amount of prior work and personal experience is brought to this research effort. In terms 

of the former, the author has practised a combination of IA, user experience design, service 

design, HCD, applied DT and strategy design for over two decades, both in SA and the United 

Kingdom for local and international clients. The first decade was largely given to design in 

digital media and the second to cross- and multi-channel integration projects with an emphasis 

on strategy design and design management. From time to time the experiential knowledge 

gained from these activities is called upon in this dissertation although all efforts have been 

made to keep such referencing to a minimum.  

 

Of greater relevance to the academic nature of this dissertation, is a decade’s worth of co-

authored and published research on the topic of the relationship between IA, DT and wicked 

problems and certain other Design-related topics. Although unconventional, this dissertation 

specifically draws upon this research and theory and takes as its starting point the last significant 

publication on the topic by the author in collaboration with Terence Fenn: The Design of 

Socially Sustainable Ontologies (2019) published in the journal Philosophy and Technology. 

Naturally this decision was discussed at length with the supporting university.  

 

For the author, no other theoretical concern could have motivated such an effort at this time, 

and the timing of the need for such research is overdue (Hobbs, et al., 2010) and more necessary 

than ever (Hobbs, 2019). Furthermore, IA is a niche area of interest academically, the field is 

by and large practice-led (Hobbs, et al., 2010), and very little validated research is published 

on the topic. Most significantly, no other theory has been published which explores the formal 

theoretical relationship between IA and DT or IA and Design in general beyond the digital 

domain, and it is this very gap which is argued to require urgent attendance.      

 

Regarding what the author brings to this dissertation of a relevant personal nature would be the 

personal experience of SUD. This fact is comfortably acknowledged. As such, these 

experiences will inevitably colour the research within, to the extent that any other socio- cultural 

bias would, relative to an individual’s psychological processing of such. Where possible and 

appropriate, perspectives volunteered based upon personal experience have been 
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acknowledged, at best may be considered to be anecdotal and, again where possible and 

relevant, efforts have been made to employ research or design techniques to address such. 11 

 

Within the domains of SUD and addiction Collins (2018) has noted that a privilege of 

perspective is frequently afforded to those working in the field who have a personal history 

with SUD. To the contrary, he advocates the tempering of this. This view is shared by the author 

notwithstanding instances where the limits of empathy, as an act of imagination rather than 

compassion or sympathy, affect understanding, decision-making or judgement in a qualitative 

respect which are believed to be best addressed on a case by case basis.     

 

As with many fields, approaches to practice can be hotly contested. A bias towards the 

approaches of U-ACT are declared in relation to the experiences of the author in engaging with 

U-ACT, not as designer or service provider, but as a beneficiary of U-ACT’s services. These 

personal experiences underpin the choice of U-ACT as a partner to develop design solutions 

with. The dual aim of the design project has been to assist U-ACT so as to help those with SUD 

and addiction, particularly in reference to recovery.  

 

A primary, but not exclusive, factor in conducting design research during Enquiry in the project 

was to understand U-ACTs approach within the landscape of existing approaches, less to 

critique their approach but to appreciate the domain at large and how U-ACT operates in 

relation to such. The addiction treatment landscape is as competitive as any commercial 

marketplace and increasingly so (Collins, 2018). Ultimately, the Ideation phase saw most of U-

ACTs current approaches maintained and enriched but radically transformed through 

developing a Conceptual IA for how U-ACT could be, in the first instance, conceptually 

(re)organized in the world. It is probably fair to say that the solution was based in U-ACTs 

approaches in equal measure to understanding available alternatives approaches, as well as their 

reasons for operating as they do currently.      

 

 

 

 
11 For example, one of the six personae created in the design project is based on the author. This is a 
personal technique that has been employed in many other projects unrelated to this research project, 
for the value it brings in foregrounding the designer’s subjectivity. 



 15 

1.5 Organisation of the Dissertation 
 

 

The dissertation is organised following the flow and requirements of the RTD methodology. 

The review of literature, conceptual framework and working theoretical model are provided in 

Chapters 2 through 4, the design project is documented in Chapter 5, and an analysis of the 

theory in relation to the outcomes of the design project, synthesis and conclusion are provided 

in Chapters 6 and 7.  

 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

This chapter provides the context of the study and an overview of the research project in its 

entirety. 

 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

A review of literature related to the aim of the study is presented, relevant and significant gaps 

identified, and arguments made in support of the need for the research project. The synthesis 

offered in the conclusion sets the frame for the focus of the study.  

 

Chapter 3: Conceptual Framework and Methodology 

 

An articulation of the conceptual framework and focus of the study starts this chapter. This 

paves the way to a deeper description of the methodology, the rationale for its use and the 

projects research aims and objectives. The design project is then introduced, and an overview 

provided of how the conceptual framework will operate, in design methodological terms, across 

the phases of Enquiry, Ideation and Prototyping in the project’s delivery.  

   

Chapter 4: Working Theoretical Model 

 

The first objective of this project is met in this chapter. Through a discussion of selected theory 

related to the topic of the problem of addiction, a case is made for the application of IA for the 

design project. An alternative theoretical underpinning for an enactment of developing a 
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conceptual IA solution in DT terms is provided. It is alternative, as it situates IA outside of the 

current applied sciences framing (Rosenfeld, et al., 2015). Additionally, this takes the form of  

a model which overlays the DT process-method to be enacted. A rationale, by way of 

description, is provided of how each of the design phases will relate to the working theoretical 

model.  

 

Chapter 5: The Design Project 

 

This chapter provides a comprehensive account of the design project as an annotated portfolio 

(Glaver, 2012) of the various design artefacts produced through the process. The second 

objective of the research project is met through a presentation of the work conducted in each 

design phase: 

 

Phase 1 – Enquiry 

Description of design research exploration into the problem ecology of addiction in 

Johannesburg, SA. Outputs include aspects of research data and analysis, research findings, 

synthesis and a problem framing.  

 

Phase 2 – Ideation 

Description and documentation of the Ideation process and Conceptual IA solution. 

 

Phase 3 – Prototyping 

Description and documentation of selected design prototypes within the proposed solution 

landscape which exemplify the Conceptual IA solution developed in Ideation.  

 

Chapter 6: RTD Evaluation  

 

The third and last objective of the research project is provided in this chapter through an analysis 

of the design project applying the RTD criteria of process, invention, relevance and 

extensibility.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

 

The main findings and key contributions regarding the study’s purpose and need are presented 

in the context of the overarching aim herein. Recommendations for future efforts conclude the 

dissertation.   
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 

A critical review and synthesis of theory, and related matters of field, praxis and practice, 

related to the subjects of Design Thinking, wicked problems and information architecture are 

provided in this chapter. 

 

Two themes are initially followed in the first two sections of this chapter respectively. The first 

relates to Design Thinking as a body of theory and draws upon Nigel Cross’s Designerly Ways 

of Knowing (2006) with regards to an emergent disciplinarity across the fields of design. 

Kolko’s account of design cognition in Abductive Thinking and Sensemaking: The Drivers of 

Design Synthesis (2010) and Dorst and Cross’s research, Creativity in the Design Process: Co-

evolution of Problem–Solution (2001), are then discussed in terms of ideation and how ideation 

manifests in DT process-method. The influence of wicked problems, as a subject matter in 

contemporary Design theory, is then reviewed in reference to the seminal works Dilemmas in 

a General Theory of Planning by Rittel and Webber (1973) and Wicked Problems in Design 

Thinking by Buchanan (1992).  

 

Indeterminacy, as a concept in Design (ibid), is considered both for how it extends the reach of 

social systems problems across the field, but also as an approach or mentality advocating non-

assumptive, problem-led design methodology. In this reading, indeterminacy acts as a lens for 

appreciating various contemporary theories and approaches in Design. The section concludes 

with an analysis by the author, noting a broad-based shift in the object of design across the field, 

which identifies ideation as a first zone of making in DT process-method.       

 

The second theme introduces and offers an overview of IA as a field. Discussion of IA as a 

troubled, emergent discipline draws on the article Maturing a Practice by Hobbs, et al. (2010) 

and Lacerda and Lima-Marques’s (2014) Information Architecture as a Discipline - A 

Methodological Approach. A Brief History of Information Architecture by Resmini and Rosati 

(2012) is referred too, complimented by a very recent account of a cultural split occurring 

within the field (Hobbs, 2020a). This split is presented as having marginalised contemporary 

advances in practice and theory in the field, in favour of an incumbent Mainstream IA. The 



19 

latter originates from the fields of Library and Information Science and is discussed in primary 

reference to Information Architecture for the Web and Beyond  (Rosenfeld, et al., 2015). Those 

marginalised advances in theory (and praxis) made in the field of IA over the past decade 

include discussion of the Pervasive Information Architecture of Resmini and Rosati (2011), the 

edited text Reframing Information Architecture (Resmini, 2014) and Andrew Hinton’s (2014) 

book Understanding Context: Environment, Language, and Information Architecture. 

Additionally, something of a revival of the designerly IA of Richard Saul Wurman (1990) 

within the Mainstream, LIS IA community of practice is remarked upon.     

The two themes previously discussed converge in the third section of this chapter. Firstly, 

Kolko’s earlier contributions to discussion of design synthesis are expanded to include several 

further texts, Information Architecture and Design Strategy: The Importance of Synthesis 

during the Process of Design (2007a) and Information Architecture: Synthesis Techniques for 

the Muddy Middle of the Design Process (2007b) wherein he argues for the use of IA thinking, 

methods and tools towards effective design synthesis practice.  

Secondly, the concepts of structural logic, semantic formation and contrived ontology are 

introduced in reference to Hobbs and Fenn’s paper The Design of Socially Sustainable 

Ontologies (2019). In this discussion a theoretical argument evolves for how natural acts of 

information architecting implicitly generate internal meaning for artificial, human made objects 

unleashed into the world; and the corollary, that information architectures exist in the world 

tacit within such objects and the relationships which society develops with them (Hobbs & 

Fenn, 2019).  

In this way, from the perspective of IA, acts of sense- and meaning-making are viewed as co-

occurring in design synthesis. As a mode of design, structural logics and semantic formations 

from IA are then likened, and analysed in relation, to the concepts of message-content and 

message-form established by Tharpe and Tharpe in Discursive Design: Critical, Speculative, 

and Alternative Things (2019).  

Multiple (theoretical) implications arise from this discussion for IA, Design and the world. 

These then provide the context for an opportunity space to be identified which the conceptual 

framework in Chapter 3 builds upon. This framework in turn, provides for an enactment of IA  
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through the RTD methodology for the purposes of ideating solutions to the wicked problem of 

addiction.           

 
 

2.1 Design Thinking, Ideation and Complexity 
 

 

Design Thinking, as a research focus as opposed to an applied practice,1 refers to a fairly recent 

and growing body of knowledge and discourse that is concerned with designerly ways of 

knowing or design cognition (Cross, 2006) This perspective advocates a “…‘three cultures’ 

view of human knowledge and ability” (Cross, 2006, p. 2) which places Design at a footing 

equivalent to the sciences and the humanities, as a distinct intellectual culture. 

 

Cross (2006) makes a distinction between design science and the science of design. The former 

relates to what one may describe as positioning design within a scientific frame while the latter 

“…refers to that body of work which attempts to improve our understanding of design through 

‘scientific’…methods of investigation” (Cross, 2006, p. 99). The kinds of questions that could 

drive the research agenda for a discipline of Design, Cross (2006, p. 101) suggests, could span: 

 

• How designers come to knowledge (the epistemological) 

• How designers do design (praxeology) 

• And learning from the artefacts produced by designers (the phenomenological) 

 

Such views have had a profound impact on design theory, practice and education. In particular, 

research into the cognition employed by designers in general has shed light on the unique way 

that designers solve ill-defined (Cross, 2006, p. 12) or complex problems, commonly referred 

to as ideation.       

 

 

 

 
1 As popularised by design firms such as IDEO. 
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2.1.1 Ideation  
 

 

Due to the nature of ill-defined problems, which the next section will address in depth, ideation 

in DT employs synthetic cognition (Kolko, 2010, p. 15) in a modality grounded within the 

pragmatist worldview or paradigm.2 Furthermore, designers are understood as acting for the 

purposes of problem solving in DT, through the making of the artificial intended for some future 

improvement of the world (Simon, 1998).  

 

In Kolko’s paper, Abductive Thinking and Sensemaking: The Drivers of Design Synthesis 

(2010) he notes: 

 

Sensemaking [is] an action-oriented process that people automatically go 
through in order to integrate experiences into their understanding of the 
world around them…[where] emphasis is placed on finding relationships 
and patterns between elements, and forcing an external view of things. In all 
of the methods, it is less important to be "accurate" and more important to 
give some abstract and tangible form to the ideas, thoughts and reflections. 
(Kolko, 2010, p. 18) 

 

Abduction builds on sense-making in synthesis as it is the form of reasoning that produces 

hypothesies based on inference from facts: data and information gathered through design 

research. “[A]bduction can be thought of as the argument to the best explanation. It is the 

hypothesis that makes the most sense given observed phenomenon or data and based on prior 

experience.” (Kolko, 2010, p. 20). Abduction is applied because of what Cross (2006) described 

earlier as ill-defined problems: problems which fail to be resolved through the traditional 

inductive and deductive approaches of logic or formal scientific or philosophical method.  

 

The DT process-method,3 could be thought of as the practical approach to applying synthetic 

cognition in problem solving where making sense of research data, abductively interpreting 

reality and envisioning a solution are foregrounded because of the ill-defined nature of 

problems in design (ibid).  

 
2 See Buchanan’s discussion of Dewey in Wicked Problems in Design Thinking (1992, pp. 6-9) 
3 This phraseology is the author’s and is applied in acknowledgment of issues surrounding its 
enactment in relation to wicked problems regardless of its description in the literature. Reference will 
duly be provided throughout.  
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Table 2.1 Rationalising the Design Thinking process-method 
 (after Hobbs & Fenn, 2019) 

 

 
 

 

Various descriptions of the DT process-method may be found in the literature all of which may 

be grouped into three intersecting phases (see Table 2.1). 4 While represented to be linear, the 

process visualisation is mannered, as each phase incorporates aspects of the cognitive 

 
4 Harris and Ambrose (2009), Weinberg (2010), Brown (2008) and the Stanford D.School (c2015) 
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modalities to be found in the others (Brown, 2008). These phases are: Enquiry (understanding 

the problem), Ideation (determining a solution) and Prototyping (designing the solution). 

Throughout this document, when these terms are capitalised, it is in reference to the DT process-

method.  

 

Imagining a solution through synthesis requires that the designer take either an implicit or 

explicit stance on the definition of the problem such that a design-mediated envisioning of the 

future may occur. A key aspect of the praxeology of DT is the foregrounding of this moment 

in the design process method. This is referred to as the point of view stage (Weinberg, 2010) or 

the define stage (Stanford D.School, c2015). It is perhaps better known as reframing (Dorst, 

2015) and is core to the value proposition of applied DT. In the increasing reach of design into 

contemporary marketplaces it holds within it the kernel of thought which forms the basis of 

innovative problem resolution.  

 

Dorst and Cross’s (2001) research into design-led problem solving provides the explanation for 

a designer’s ability to arrive at novel, original or innovative solutions:  

 

It seems that creative design is not a matter of first fixing the problem and 
then searching for a satisfactory solution concept. Creative design seems 
more to be a matter of developing and refining together both the formulation 
of a problem and ideas for a solution, with constant iteration of analysis, 
synthesis and evaluation processes between the two notional design ‘spaces’ 
- problem space and solution space. (Dorst & Cross, 2001, p. 11) 

 

Figure 2.1 offers a visualisation (from the quote above) of the iterative cycles of problem / 

solution conjecturing (formulating problems and ideating solutions, respectively) as it may be 

understood in relation to the three co-enacted cognitive modalities of analysis, synthesis and 

evaluation in DT.  

 

In addition to the observation of the iterative nature of problem / solution conjecturing, IDEOs 

visual description (Fig. 2.2) highlights another relevant concept, although in a more 

traditionally linear time-based visual presentation, of the movements between abstraction and 

concretisation (2009, p. 11). This visualisation is not interpreted as intending to describe a literal 

and single arched movement in the DT process but rather to suggest a particular relationship 

between grounded rationalisation and acts of the imagination.  
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Figure 2.1 Problem / solution pairing (Dorst & Cross, 2001) (Author) 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 2.2 The Human-Centred Design process (IDEO, 2009, p. 11) 
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Two last important points relate. Firstly, a workable solution presents as such because abduction 

and solutioning, in the abstract, define a co-dependent, simultaneous and synthetic resolution. 

That is, in synthetic resolution, coming to understand the problem is to understand the solution, 

and vice versa (Rittel & Webber, 1973, p. 161).  

 

Secondly, although the activities of Design Thinking in practice are represented in a linear and 

procedural manner, it is crucial to appreciate Enquiry, Ideation and Prototyping as participating 

in the co-enacted cognitive operations of analysis, synthesis and evaluation (Dorst & Cross, 

2001, p. 11). Figure 2.2 illustrates this distinction where the latter is represented as image (i.) 

and the former as image (ii.).5  

 

 
 

Figure 2.3 Linearising Design’s thinking (Author) 

 

 

Tim Brown notes of descriptions of the DT process-method that, “…these are overlapping 

spaces rather than sequential stages of a lockstep methodology” (Brown, 2008, p. 42), and 

elsewhere, Buchanan adds that this process can lose its efficacy if executed in an overly linear, 

cause-and-effect, procedural manner (Buchanan, 1992, p. 15). It is in the context of wicked 

problems that Buchanan’s caution arises.   

 

 
5 In Figure 2.3 image (i.) the coding represents (A)nalysis, (S)ynthesis and (E)valuation.  
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2.1.2 Wicked Problems and the Field’s Response 
 

 

Since the 1970’s the field of design has been acknowledged as facing a series of disciplinary 

challenges in its appreciation of the degree to which it can provide meaningful solutions to 

complex problems. The field’s response and recognition of its limitations has revealed 

something of a renaissance across the spectrum of the various incarnations of design practice 

since that time. 

 

The point of origin for the consideration of complexity in relation to design is, it seems, in most 

cases attributed to the discussion of wicked problems by Rittel and Webber (1973) and is well 

articulated in the following: 

 

We have been learning to see social processes as the links tying up open 
systems into large and interconnected network of systems, such that outputs 
of one become inputs of another. In that structural framework it has become 
less apparent where problem centers lie, and less apparent where and how 
we should intervene even if we know what aims we seek. (Rittel & Webber, 
1973, p. 159) 
 

This view has broadly been integrated into the theory of Design Thinking such that there has 

been an acknowledgement that problems and solutions should be considered as occurring 

within social reality (Rittel & Webber, 1973), that design in a human-centred framing is 

concerned with the betterment of people’s lives (Buchanan, 2001) (Resnick, 2019) and that 

problem, and solution, identification takes on an indeterminate nature as a result of the 

complexities that emerge from understanding social reality (Buchanan, 2001, p. 16). 

 

One interpretation of wicked problems identifies that not all problems, designerly or other, are 

wicked but rather that only certain types of problems fall within the category by satisfying 

particular criteria. By way of example, Kolko provides some of the attributes of wickedness as 

being:  

 …social or cultural problem[s] that [are] difficult or impossible to solve for 
as many as four reasons: incomplete or contradictory knowledge, the number 
of people and opinions involved, the large economic burden, and the 
interconnected nature of these problems with other problems.  
(Kolko, 2012, p. 10) 
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Frequently cited examples include climate change, pandemics, social phenomena such as 

injustice and so on. A further categorical extreme recognises super wicked problems which 

include factors such as unclear points of accountability, issues of limitations in time frame and 

actors who would otherwise benefit from a solution, working against it (Levin, et al., 2012, p. 

123). Such notions of wicked problems, as a type, are useful in terms of the manner in which 

they provide an outer extreme of what an ill-defined problem could be constituted as.  

 

However, another view of wickedness is provided by Buchanan who argues that due to Design 

having no particular subject matter of its own, it being more of a point and shoot exercise where 

the problem and subject matter are metaphorical stand-ins for the target, the potential of any 

problem to systemically relate to a broader context or frame introduces a paradigm of 

indeterminacy (1992, p. 16). In this case, what could constitute a solution is only ever limited 

by assumption, or a pre-determination of a solution type.  

 

In Wicked Problems in Design Thinking, Buchanan takes care to note that design solutions 

should not be considered as undetermined (1992, pp. 16-17), waiting to be solved by a particular 

form of design, but rather infinite in their possibilities and limited more by the imagination than 

traditional notions of constraints in design such as budget, time or particulars of a problems 

subject matter (1992, p. 21). Designs contemporary innovation proposition could be argued to 

find its theoretical origin in this conception of indeterminacy.    

 

What is seminal about these positions will now be discussed by way of understanding their vast 

implications for the field of Design as a whole, or at least as the author interprets Buchanan. 

Buchanan (1992) notes that the historic categories of design, types of design such as 

architecture, industrial design, communication design, multi-media design, etc., have 

developed in response to well understood and (pre-) determined problems. For example, 

architecture addresses issues of shelter, urban development, etc. And as Rittel and Webber note 

problems of a wicked nature demanded a careful reconsideration of the aims, methodologies 

and structures of the field in its broadest conception (1973, p. 155).   

 

In this view the application of any particular category or type of design not only assumes a 

solution domain - the interests of architecture for instance - referred to herein as product-led  

approaches to designing, but also the associated research methods and design methodologies 
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embedded in the particular category: architecture has a special interest in spatiality, for 

instance.6    

 

In contrast, problem-led design approaches do not make an assumption regarding a particular 

problem / product match and begin with a broad and deep investigation of the problem space 

so as to authentically engage with the potential complexity of any given problem. The scope of 

the implications of a non-assumptive, non-product-oriented Design, as articulated by 

Buchannan (1992), appears to have reverberated across the entire spectrum of forms of design 

and their practices, including the domains of design research and education.  

 

 

2.1.3 The Shift in the Object of Design 
 

 

In a problem-led approach, there is nothing to be made, in the traditional sense, by the designer 

in the first instance: there is no poster, building, mobile app or chair. This has posed a challenge 

to the field at large to whom the making of things is practically definitional.  

 

Buchanan’s own response was the suggestion of ideating solutions through the lenses of four 

design placements (1992, p. 8). Placements, or what he calls the Doctrine of Placements, is an 

organisation of broad areas of interest, focus and approach across the various forms of design. 

These include, verbatim: symbolic and visual communications; material objects; activities and 

organised services; and complex systems or environments for living, working, playing, and 

learning (1992, pp. 9-10).  

 

However, the overarching theme emerging from this shift in focus and emphasis appears to take 

the form of tackling any problem through a socio-semantic lens, appreciating both the 

individual human experience as well as society at large (Krippendorff, 2006) (Hassenzahl, 

2010) (Resnick, 2019) (Stickdorn & Schneider, 2010) (Tharp & Tharp, 2019) (IDEO, 2009). 

The trend is towards design efforts being led by a concern for where the meaning lies in design 

solutions, or alternatively phrased, what makes design solutions meaningful in and to the 

 
6 The terms product- and problem-led are taken from the text The Information Architecture of 
Transdisciplinary Design Practice: Rethinking Nathan Shedroff's Continuum of Understanding (Fenn 
& Hobbs, 2012) 
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world,7 where end users may be considered to be design’s ultimate client. Included in the 

recently published text The Social Designer (Resnick, 2019) are responses as broad as: 

understanding and ideating experiences based on fundamental human needs or human-centred 

design ; the design of systems and services rather than products; and enacting social and 

environmental discourse, change, transition, and innovation through a variety of evaluative and 

generative design research methods that engage multiple stakeholders and end-users.  

 

The general move appears as one towards the artefactual outcome, a designed object, remaining 

un-defined until after conducting some combination of design research methods,8 in most cases 

it seems; problem (re)framing; and ideation. Defining a (human) experience thus becomes a 

placeholder, a framed but empty or negative space, for an object or arrangement of placements 

(Buchanan, 1992) to emerge within.  

 

 
 

Figure 2.4 The shift in the object of Design (Author) 

 

 
7 This being most directly referenced to in Krippendorff’s use of the word semantic in the title to his 
text The Semantic Turn (2006). 
8 The intended use behind IDEO’s Method Cards (IDEO, 2003), by way of example.  
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Conceptualising design objects in this manner is thus analogous to the notion of definition by 

the negative where a shift (Fig. 2.4) appears from a pre-occupation with the what and how (i.) 

towards a deep interrogation of what constitutes a problem being as such and what could be 

done about it, the why and what (ii.). Making and crafting design objects becomes secondary, 

while no less important, and operates in service of an idea for a solution being brought into 

being, through artefactual production. 

 

 

2.2 Information Architecture 
 

 

IA in its contemporary, mainstream form, as it relates to design, is a young field aspiring 

towards becoming a discipline (Hobbs, et al., 2010) and a niche practice within the space of 

digital design.  

 

The term Information Architecture has only appeared fairly recently, since the 1960s, and 

coincides with the emergence of computer and computer-related technologies (Resmini & 

Rosati, 2012). Today, the practice with its concerns for the role and use of information in the 

design and development of products and services, is largely related to fields which continue to 

engage with information technologies either directly or indirectly (Hobbs & Fenn, 2019).  

 

 

2.2.1 Discipline and Practice in the field of IA 
 

 

In the practice of IA, it draws on the knowledge, theory and methods of a variety of fields and 

their associated disciplines including but not limited to Library and Information Science, 

Knowledge Management, Information Science, Computer Science, Human Computer 

Interaction and Design. However, a succinct and agreed definition of IA remains an enigma 

within the field (Resmini & Rosati, 2011, p. 28). 

 

Although challenges to disciplinary definitions exist within many fields and would be 

considered healthy, in the case of the field of IA, it is yet to mature to the point of being a 
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discipline (Hobbs, et al., 2010) and the field remains uncertain not just as to how to define itself 

but also where to position itself from a disciplinary perspective, as Lacerda and Lima-Marques 

note (2014): 

Since the establishment of information architecture (IA) as an area of 
expertise and research more than a decade ago, its community of scientists 
and practitioners [have] been seeking foundations to establish concepts, 
scope [and] relations with other disciplines. Some are motivated by the 
conceptual gap; others are also concerned about the lack of communication 
between theory and practice in the field.  
(Lacerda & Lima-Marques, 2014, p. 1) 

 

The lack of a clear, concise and agreed definition for what IA is, could well stem from this 

disciplinary void. Lacerda and Lima-Marques (ibid.) further note, in the context of their 

discussion of the transdisciplinary nature of IA, that,  

 

…while we have information as the raw material, embedded in objects 
delimited by spaces intentionally designed in order to promote user 
experiences as the core expertise practiced and researched within the field, 
the multiple disciplines that coalesce around information architecture are 
certainly all contributing to this artifact, but they highlight different aspects 
of it: information itself, the objects, the spaces, the design, or the user 
experience. The multiple points of view should complement each other and 
provide a richer final artifact. (Lacerda & Lima-Marques, 2014, p. 5) 

 

The transdisciplinary nature of IA (Lacerda & Lima-Marques, 2014, p. 3) creates, arguably, 

one the greatest challenges to the field’s disciplinary development because of the diversity of 

worldviews and paradigms that appear at different times as a background to the methods and 

domains of the practice. 

 

Given the stage and state of the field’s maturity as a discipline a closer look at IA practices and 

the community of practice is required to describe and understand it.   

 

 

2.2.2 Mainstream Information Architecture 
 

 

IA is a term that can be found in Information Systems and Information Communication 

Technology. In these contexts, IA refers to the activity of defining data types and their 
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properties, grouping these types to form entities, grouping entities if so required, interrelating 

all this and the associated taxonomies which emerge for its application in ICT systems design.  

 

The emergence of the world wide web in the 1990s brought to the fore an applied Library and 

Information Science also called IA. Resmini and Rosati (2012, p. 41) refer to this IA as Classic 

IA. 9 

 

This IA considers itself to be both an art and a science (Rosenfeld, et al., 2015, p. 24). 

Mainstream IA,  as the application of IA in the design of digital objects such as websites, 

intranets, mobile apps, etc., sits firmly in its application in and for information technologies and 

while it acknowledges the art it is fundamentally based in the Library and Information Sciences 

(LIS) with concerns for “the representation, storage and supply as well as the search for and 

retrieval of relevant (predominantly digital) documents and knowledge (including the 

environment of information)” (Stock & Stock, 2013, p. 3) and the related functional needs of 

people, for example, findability. If anything, the synthesis of science and art in Mainstream IA 

places it in the space of engineering experiences for users of information technology. This 

engineering orientation was also to be found in the area of Usability in the 1990s which emerged 

against the backdrop of theory being developed in the field of Human Computer Interaction 

(HCI) as it related to web-based technology.  

 

In the domain of usability, a care for the IA in digital experiences was widely accepted as 

important for good usability.10 For example, findability (searching and browsing), wayfinding, 

semantic-orientation, taxonomies and organisational schema that guide the presentation and 

labelling of navigation, etc. for the purposes of the objects use in functional terms. In general, 

IA served the important and necessary role of providing the definition of the information system 

in digital applications such as websites and apps for various aspects of programmatic builds.  

 

At this same time, there was another kind of IA practiced, which shall be referred to as the lost 

IA (Hobbs, 2020a, p. 2), which operated as a matured and more strategically - or marketing-

oriented (Shiple, c1998) form of being a webmaster. This IA spanned resolving business and 

 
9 In this text Classic IA is referred to as Mainstream IA (MIA) or LIS IA in acknowledgement of its 
continued dominance as a practice and a perception thereof. 
10 Largely through Jakob Nielsen, spokesperson for web usability in the 1990s and beyond. See 
www.nngroup.com 
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customer goals through the conceptualisation, selection and structuring of content and 

functionality across the entirety of a website.11 It included doing usability, interaction design 

for the Web and page level layout employing the principles of information design. All this, in 

addition to those IA activities to be found in the LIS IA concerned with the organisation schema 

of a website, labelling, navigation design and so forth.  

 

In the authors experience,12 it was an important role at the time that sat between and acted as 

the glue between those programming and coding the website, visual and graphic designers, 

content creators and copywriters and the people tasked with ensuring that the final product 

answered business and marketing needs. In this context, the information architect was likely to 

be the individual with the best view and responsibility for ensuring that all the various aspects 

came together to form a coherent whole and, in some cases, lead the design process, much to 

the consternation of traditional marketing creative directors.  

 

The last point matters because some of these information architects, especially those with an 

LIS bent, lacked the creative experience or marketing understanding to be in a lead role. 

Information architects with this experience reduced the creative director’s role to a mere 

concern for look and feel and ensuring branding, identity and campaign consistency. Again, it 

was the creative type of IA that was lost.        

 

In the mid 2000s, for a variety of reasons not directly related to this dissertation, IA as a practice 

and community fragmented into a variety of specialisations where the new catch-all title and 

role,13 became User Experience Designer (UX or UXD). Interaction design for the Web rapidly 

become a robust, stand-alone community and proposition and Content Strategy emerged as a 

new practice out of IA. Interestingly, much of the early contributions from the space of usability 

became entrenched as best practice and conventions in digital design. More specialised usability 

research and servicing of the marketplace remained secure within the ever-expanding field of 

HCI.  

 
11 A notable method was the design of user journeys as a way to architect websites which pre-date the 
customer journey and experience mapping, we find employed in service and customer experience 
design these days. 
12 In relation to the lost IA, working at leading digital design firms in London and Cape Town between 
1997 and 2004. See www.jh-01.com  
13 Even earlier, the web generalist was referred to as a webmaster: an individual who coded HTML 
and dabbled in visual design, IA and usability. Today this multiskilled individual is referred to as a 
‘unicorn’ in digital design community of practice.  
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Today, even though one cannot receive a formal degree in UX in tertiary design institutions, it 

is nonetheless an enormous and still growing practice closely associated with Experience 

Design, Interaction Design and User Centred Design. It was amidst this disciplinary and 

community of practice reshuffle that the lost IA was definitively lost (Hobbs, 2020a, p. 4).  

During the 2000s, almost no theory emerged from within the field of IA.14 Since that time 

Mainstream IA has become an increasingly narrow sphere of interest within the collection of 

practices to be found under the umbrella of UX. It is probably fair to say that IA in its applied 

LIS form, now exists as a specialised practice with a value proposition that is largely only viable 

in places with access to higher end digital technology and mature digital marketplace 

economies.15 In short, Mainstream IA has become increasingly narrow in its theoretical and 

practical contribution to digital design in general.  

The handful of advances in theory or practice which have been made, while significant and 

important, have remained on the periphery of the mainstream.16 These advances will now be 

shared. 

2.2.3 Expanding and Reframing IA 

Towards the end of the 2000s the ubiquity of internet enabled mobile devices had made a reality 

of ubiquitous and pervasive computing theory. The smart thing in your pocket called a mobile 

phone should be more accurately described as a little computer from which phone calls can be 

made. 

Three texts related to IA stand apart from others which have emerged from this technological 

evolution:17 Resmini and Rosati’s (2011) Pervasive Information Architecture: Designing 

14 For a detailed discussion see the article Maturing a Practice (Hobbs, et al., 2010). 
15 See Re: The Future of Information Architecture (Hobbs, 2019). 
16 Several reasons are provided at the same source referenced in footnote 15. 
17 A variety of practice-oriented texts, that is, non-scholarly texts, have emerged from the mainstream 
field in response to this shift, including  Morville’s Ambient Findability (Morville, 2014) and 
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Cross-Channel User Experiences, the collection Reframing Information Architecture (Resmini, 

2014), and Hinton’s (2014) Understanding Context: Environment, Language and Information 

Architecture. 

 

Pervasive Information Architecture: Designing Cross-Channel User Experiences (Resmini & 

Rosati, 2011) presents a distinct re-conceptualisation of IA as a field of practice. The key 

positions include that IA extends beyond individual artefacts, such as websites, to the design 

of the IA between and across these objects and media (termed cross-channel); IA is firmly 

considered to be an act of designing ; and IA is positioned as a form of architecting: “…where 

the information architect recognizes gathering, organizing, and presenting information as tasks 

analogous to those an architect faces in designing a building, as both ‘design spaces for human 

beings to live, work, and play in’” (Resmini & Rosati, 2011, p. 34). A last and key point is that 

Pervasive IA breaks from the domain of digital and information technology and extends into 

all media: a pervasive information architecture can span natural / material objects, analogue 

and digital media.  

 

By definition then, the historical and theoretical frame of IA extends into a pre-digital time and 

into categories on the periphery of Design. A frequent example of the authors is that the IA 

employed in games is the structural concept of and for the game which thus allows the game 

to transcend any fixed or individual material representation and experience of the game. Chess, 

for example, may be played on a board, it’s pieces can take any form as long as the players both 

have an agreed understanding of what each piece represents (the big black pebble is the king, 

the box of matches is the queen and the pawns are individual matches), in a park where the 

board and pieces could be at human scale, or online, etc. 18   

 

Pervasive IA operates at the same level of abstraction as the field of Service Design although 

the latter is acting slowly to integrate the former, arguably to its detriment. The cross-channel 

agenda of Pervasive IA is exemplified in its heuristics (Resmini & Rosati, 2011, p. 55) 

reproduced in Table 2.2 and models that it employs such as the Chu Cube (Resmini & Rosati, 

2011, p. 203) (Fig. 2.5). 

 

 
Intertwingled (Morville, 2014) and Arango’s Living in Information: Responsible Design for Digital 
Places (2018).  
18 This analogy was previously made by Resmini (2014). 
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Table 2.2 Definitions of the Pervasive IA Heuristics 

 (Resmini & Rosati, 2011) 
 

 

 
 

 

The Springer publication Reframing Information Architecture (Resmini, 2014), a part of their 

Human-Computer Interaction Series, emerged from a workshop held at the IA Summit in 2013 

named The Academics and Practitioners Roundtable the theme of which was entitled 

Reframing IA,19 in 2013 (reframe-ia.org, 2013).  
 

 
19 Post 2013, roundtable topics have included teaching IA, developing a language of critique, 
discussions of what could constitute an IA masterwork, articulating and debating the disciplinary 
domain of IA, ethics and diversity and inclusion. 
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Figure 2.5 The Chu Cube (Resmini & Rosati, 2011) 

 

 

The workshop series was aimed at addressing the lack of research and theory in the domain of 

IA over the preceding decade. As its name implies, it also aimed to bridge the worlds of 

academia and practice to stimulate advancement in the field. The book’s contribution, beyond 

being a researched output in and of itself, marks a clear step forward in demanding a recognition 

of the need to broaden the discussion regarding IA beyond the still mainstream LIS framing. 
 

Information architecture in the mid 2010s is steadily growing into a channel- 
or medium-specific multi-disciplinary framing, with contributions coming in 
from architecture, urban planning, design and systems thinking, cognitive  
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science, new media, anthropology, that have been heavily reshaping the 
practice: conversations about belling, websites, and hierarchies have been 
replaced by conversations about sense-making, place-making, design, 
architecture, cross-media, complexity, embodied cognition, and their 
application to the architecture of information spaces as places we live in as 
an increasingly larger part of our lives. 
 
The narratives, frameworks, references, approaches and case-studies… [in 
the book] all vastly exceed in scope and complexity whatever was in place in 
the mid 1990s: all the same, this is still clearly information architecture, 
concerned with “structuring information spaces”, orders, and meaning. 
(Resmini, 2014, p. v) 

 

Understanding Context: Environment, Language and Information Architecture (Hinton, 2014) 

was the result of an effort by Hinton to establish an underlying theoretical explanation for what 

information architecture is, from a sciences perspective. Its timing suggests a renewed 

questioning of the science of IA, rather than assuming practice-led advances premised upon a 

LIS IA specifically established for the WWW.  

 

In short, Hinton finds his answers broadly within the theories of embodiment and environmental 

psychology,20 with a special interest in the works of James J. Gibson. He applies relevant theory 

from these fields to IA, with an emphasis on Mainstream IA, but a net cast broadly enough to 

include Pervasive IA and even organisational development. To date his work has not been 

contested.  

 

In general, Hinton’s enquiries are in step with others to be found in HCI’s turn to embodiment 

(Rogers, 2012) and across the domain the Interaction Design as established by Paul Dourish’s 

(2004) highly influential Where the Action Is: The Foundations of Embodied Interaction, 

amongst others. 

 

In a potentially ironic turn, the science of embodiment situates human’s ontological reality 

deeply within nature, as opposed to Descartes’s dualism, at a time of ever increasing 

dephysicalisation into the digital (Hobbs & Fenn, 2019).    

 

 
20 Another voice connecting these dots is that of Marsha Haverty (2017) (2016) who is not 
foregrounded herein only because the relevant texts / presentations have not been formally published 
or peer reviewed.  
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2.2.4 The Sense-Making Proposition 
 

 

Although the field in the main likes to acknowledge IA to be a designerly pursuit, its primary 

intellectual culture, as previously noted, lies far more in the sciences than the arts.21 That IA is 

frequently conducted in the context of design projects lends more to this acknowledgement than 

the field’s conscious understanding of what IA means in any designerly sense, or what Design 

means for that matter, in any theoretical sense. Figure 2.6 illustrates Mainstream IA as being 

primarily conducted after a decision has been made designating some or other digital product 

as a solution and in Prototyping. That is, it operates in an assumptive, product-led framework 

in DT terms.   

 

 

 
 

Figure 2.6 Mainstream IA in the DT process-method (Author) 

 

 

The earliest and primary link between IA and Design lies in the work and writing of Richard 

Saul Wurman (Resmini & Rosati, 2012) and what has become the field of Information Design.  

 

When Wurman first employed the terminology architecture of information, it was in the 

American Institute of Architects Journal (1975), he himself being a practicing architect, 

mentored by Louis Kahn. Wurman was certainly being influenced by the impact information 

was having on society in the 1980s and 1990s as is evident in his publication of books such as 

Information Anxiety (Wurman, 1990). His interest and response can be understood as emerging 

from and for Design and in particular, Information Design. This is clear in his development of 

 
21 There is no question that Resmini and Rosati (2011, p. xv) consider Pervasive IA to be an act of 
design. The focus of the book, unlike this dissertation, lies in developing the heuristics for its practice 
rather than detailing the theoretical links between itself and Design.   
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information organization models such as LATCH (location, alphabet, time, category, hierarchy) 

(1990) for providing clarity and ways of understanding information (Fig. 2.7). 
 

 

 

 

Figure 2.7 Dogs organised using LATCH (Wurman, 2001) 

 

Wurman, being something of a cult figure in the USA22 and an immensely prolific producer of 

design cannot be done justice here. Suffice to say, his contribution of a designerly conception 

of IA in Design in general and to the field of Information Design in particular is unquestionable. 

However, Wurman’s IA and Mainstream IA are far from being synonymous with one another.  

 

Mainstream IA is oriented towards facilitating the effective use of digital products by ensuring 

that they are intuitively understandable to users. Wurman’s conception of IA is both looser and 

broader in its conception of and appreciation for understanding. For Wurman, his interest in 

understanding relates directly to how, through design, the human condition may be elevated 

through the understanding facilitated by the design of information.  

 

 
22 Wurman also founded the TED Conferences.  
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Wurman’s relevance to Mainstream IA, in the context of this dissertation, lies in his background 

as an architect and offering an IA approach firmly rooted in Design rather than the sciences. 

Wurman’s IA fits well within Cross’s intellectual culture of design (2006, p. 2) and it requires 

careful articulation to be understood as something different to sense-making in the sciences and 

psychology.  

 

In Wurman’s design, the object of design, both its purpose and being, lies not in the designed 

object - the graphical image of different types of dogs in various categories as in Figure 2.7 - 

but in the mind of the person observing the image.  What is made is an idea comprehended: not 

the semiotics of the representation of the dogs themselves, but a semantic meaning given to the 

observer through a structural concept, a scheme or set of schemas, such as breed, size, 

propensity to bite, etc. The comprehension of the given categorisation is generative of specific 

meanings that may be projected onto the individual dogs within the respective categories. Thus, 

all sorts of meanings can be made for all sorts of reasons.  

 

Wurman didn’t invent these foundational mechanisms of meaning-making. In the broadest 

sense of meaning-making, this is how all art operates as a language at a semantic mechanic 

level. Given the general intellectual sophistication and maturity of the field of architecture and 

architecture’s overlap with the fine, or high, arts, the meaning-making aspect of his work may 

have been of far less interest to him than its sense-making function. He may also have desired 

to differentiate his IA from traditional architecture precisely because he could see what very 

few others did at the time: the growing amount, importance and general foregrounding of 

information in the world.  

 

In this sense, in Design, he was certainly a pioneer and a visionary. His omission from inclusion 

in the early framings of Mainstream IA have tragically set the field back by roughly two decades 

in developing a deeper understanding of the manner in which IA is designerly and this is only 

being redressed now. 

 

As things stand today, Mainstream IA, particularly in the USA, has settled on and dug in to 

hold the position of custodians of the value of sense-making and has to a point, integrated 
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Wurman’s focus on understanding,23 in a world of increasing information overload and 

information technology complexity. In the author’s view, this sense-making proposition has 

been carefully crafted so as not to sever ties with LIS IA while making room for a Wurmanesque 

notion of understanding. 

 

The following quotes from the website of the Information Architecture Institute,24 (a non-profit 

section 501c6 non-profit organization) serve as examples: 

 

Our singular focus is to make the world's information clearer and easier to 
use by improving how people learn, practice and teach information 
architecture (IA Institute, 2017) 
 

Information architecture is the practice of deciding how to arrange the parts 
of something to be understandable (‘What is Information Architecture’ (IA 
Institute, 2017) 
 

A good IA helps people to understand their surroundings and find what 
they’re looking for (‘What is Information Architecture’) (IA Institute, 2017) 

 

As the last section of this review unfolds, recall the so-called lost IA, the designerly IA 

discussed earlier. This was the IA concerned with synthetically resolving factors of context, 

content and users through the design of information as hypertextual architectures. Recall too, 

this form of IAs concern for the design of a whole, as an architectonic, and not just a sum of 

parts constituted by programmatic, interaction, graphical and usability concerns.     

 
 

2.3 Sense-Making and Meaning-Making 
 

 

This section brings together the two preceding trains of thought regarding DT and IA. It first 

addresses the manner in which IA methods and techniques extend synthetic reach as per 

Kolko’s (2010; 2007a; 2007b) thinking. Secondly, the concepts of structural logic and semantic 

 
23 Prior to its fourth edition, the book Information Architecture for the Web and Beyond was titled 
Information Architecture for the World Wide Web. In its latest edition a chapter is dedicated to Design 
for Understanding  (Rosenfeld, et al., 2015) 
24 Commentary on the IAI dissolution can be found at jh-01.com/?p=374 (Hobbs, 2019) 
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formation are introduced to explain how IA makes concepts through acts of composition which 

are generative of new meaning (Hobbs & Fenn, 2019). Thirdly, Mainstream IA as an applied 

science from the field of LIS is reconsidered through an interpretivist lens. The latter 

repositioning (Fenn & Hobbs, 2014) is enriched within, relating IA and Discursive Design 

(Tharp & Tharp, 2019) with important implications for how IA may be considered as a form of 

design in its own right.   

 

 

2.3.1 Sense-making in Design Thinking 
 

 

Kolko (2010) was previously noted for observing sense-making and abduction as the core 

activities supporting synthesis during Ideation. His emphasis on synthesis lies in the need to 

abductively interpret research data (2007b) for the purposes of developing problem / solution 

conjectures (Dorst & Cross, 2001). Related issues in the context of wicked problems could 

include resolving the paradoxes in beliefs held, conflicts and contradictions inherent in the 

multiplicity of stakeholder views and the technical conceptual challenge of how to synthesise 

large amounts of data of different types, qualitative and quantitative, from a variety of 

disciplinary contexts (Kolko, 2012, p. 10). 

 

Furthermore, he observes that tools for the synthetic interpretation of research data are visibly 

absent in many traditional forms of design, such as Industrial Design, and that they could go a 

long way to assisting students in navigating what he calls the muddy middle (Kolko, 2007b) of 

design.25  

 

The connections that can be formed during this synthesis phase frequently 
hold the "keys" to innovation; designers visually explore large quantities of 
data in an effort to understand hidden relationships. These visualizations can 
then be used to communicate to other members of a design team or to outside 
disciplines, or can be used as platforms for the creation of generative sketching 
or model making. Frequently, the action of diagramming is a form of 
synthesis, and is a way to actively produce knowledge. (Kolko, 2007b) 

 

 
25 After exhausting searching, it appears that this text is only available online on Kolko’s website, and 
thus no page numbers are given for reference. See jonkolko.com/writingInfoArchAsSynthesis.php  
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Based on Kolko’s thinking, the act of making sense of atomised research data through how one 

structures it and relates concepts so as to form a landscape within which an ill-defined problem 

is given definition, is thus the aim of synthesis and may be described as an informed yet 

subjective act of composition in the abstract (Fenn & Hobbs, 2014, p. 26).  

 

It seems that for a time Kolko pursued an interest in appropriating certain IA techniques, not 

for structuring information for digital product design, but rather for its application in the process 

of synthesising research data in the early stages of ideation.26  

 

A handful of methods, some understood as IA techniques that have been appropriated for 

synthesis and others which are clearly of the same nature although not associated with IA, exist. 

Kolko (2007b) sites examples such as process flow diagrams, concept maps, conceptual design 

models and card sorting. Affinity maps or affinity diagramming, also known as laddering, may 

be thought of in the same vein as card-sorting (Fig. 2.8).  

 

 

 
 

Figure 2.8 Card sorting in the design project (Author) 

 

Kate Rutter (2010) described various techniques of this kind, some closer to tools of analysis 

and some leaning more towards synthetic thinking. An example, which will re-appear later, 

 
26 Kolko published various articles and books between 2007 and 2011 dealing with design synthesis, 
information architecture, wicked problems and strategy design, not always together and amongst other 
topics. See www.jonkolko.com for his bibliography.    
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from her text Pen & Paper Techniques for Getting from Research to Design: Workbook (2010, 

p. 15) is a mandala which is pictured below (Fig. 2.9). 

 

 
 

Figure 2.9 Mandala as a tool for synthesis (Rutter, 2010) 

 

 

Such methods of externalised thinking can take various forms. For example, card sorting, which 

is commonly associated with IA, because of the use of library cards in card sorting, or the 

ubiquitous walls covered with post-it notes such that individual items of information or groups 

of concepts can be easily placed and replaced from one grouping of ideas to another. Such 

externalisations also allow for collaborative acts of synthesis. 

 

Although it is not a broadly discussed aspect of IA, its thinking style and tools as we have seen, 

are clearly related to synthesis in design and are useful for managing complexity in the abstract 

using semi-structured forms of abstraction and synthetic cognition (Fenn & Hobbs, 2014, pp. 

26-28). Further exploration of the manner in which synthesis occurs in IA is, however yet 

available to us. 
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2.3.2 Structural Logic and Semantic Formations  
 

 

In order to proceed, an explanation of the mechanics of what constitutes any information 

architecture needs to be provided. The chosen interpretation is that of Hobbs and Fenn (2019), 

originally articulated in the article The Design of Socially Sustainable Ontologies, from which 

this research project as a whole derives its (theoretical) reason for being.    

 

In the case of Mainstream IA, an information architecture may be a blueprint for the making of 

a digital object, such as a website, where the modality of thinking can be described as synthetic 

cognition (Hobbs & Fenn, 2019, p. 760). The individual (or team) doing this conceptualisation 

needn’t self-identify with IA or even have heard of the term or field because the act is a way of 

thinking in the abstract about abstract things where the aim is to make a digital object in the 

end, and the means is figuring out how this should be done. That is, answering the question of 

how content and functionality should exist in various HTML pages and how these pages should 

relate and link to one another, be labelled, grouped and so forth. This act of structuring a form 

in the abstract is analogous to what an architect will do when creating the blueprints and 

schematics for a building, which will later be made in bricks and mortar.  

 

Synthesising, when referred to here as synthetic cognition, means the bringing together of 

various items of data, information and concepts where the act of bringing together or forming 

may be likened to the conventional notion of abstraction. By necessity this occurs in the 

abstract since the way these elements are fused is through their conceptual structuring, that is 

the relating of one thing to another. In achieving a (synthetic) resolution, by way of completing 

a new structure, a new concept is formed. In this discussion, a concept for a website. Synthesis 

as a process of abstraction is therefore a conceptually generative act emerging from the way in 

which information is structured.         

 

To illustrate the point, a sitemap (Fig. 2.10) being a tool employed by IAs in conceptualising 

websites is provided by way of example.27 Information architectures provide structural logics 

(Hobbs & Fenn, 2019, p. 761) made visible in diagrammatic forms such as sitemaps. Benyon 

 
27 Although more contemporary examples of tools used in IA exist, a sitemap is given as an example 
specifically for the purposes of including Mainstream IA / LIS IA in this reframing. 
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(2014) uses the term ontology,28 to describe IA as providing, through such expressions as 

sitemaps, a “…conceptual model of a domain described in terms of objects (or entities), their 

relationships and their structure…[where an] information architect analyses some domain (a 

sphere of activity, or activity space) and decides on the objects of interest and the relationships 

between those objects.” (2014, p. 49).  

 

 
 

 

Figure 2.10 A sitemap deconstructed as an ontological composition 
(Author) 

 

Applying Benyon’s description to the mapping of content, the information architecture, for a 

website in Figure 2.10, may be explained as follows (Hobbs & Fenn, 2019, p. 749): The boxes 

(i.) represent either individual or grouped (categorised) objects or entities as web pages or 

sections in a website; these are labelled (ii.) to capture and communicate what objects, entities 

or groupings are represented by the boxes; and lastly these boxes are related (iii.) through the 

lines which connect them to one another. The composition created by combining these aspects 

of a description of a domain, a website, bring forth its structure as an ontological description of 

what is planned to be made. The sitemap communicates an intention of what should be built 

into a website.         

 

 
28 Ontology as a term is applied in relation to another core concept in IA in this text, contrived 
ontology (Hobbs & Fenn, 2019), which will be introduced shortly and thus the term structural logic 
assists in providing a distinction.  
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The process involved in determining what data and information should be included in the first 

place will be discussed in the next chapter as it forms the basis for the conceptual framework 

in which this research project will operate. Suffice to say at this point, that what is included, 

excluded or added is a matter of initial problem framing and reframing which is directly related 

to notions of complexity and indeterminacy in Design.   

 

Where the process of developing a structural logic ends, after moving, removing or adding new 

data or information, marks a commitment to a specific form which is referred to as a semantic 

formation (Hobbs & Fenn, 2019, p. 761).  

 

The semantic formation is differentiated from its content, being both the structure of the content 

and the content that has been structured, because the structural logic gains a totality or holism 

that is greater than its sum of parts, the structural logic, in the taking of a specific form being 

the semantic formation (ibid). The chosen form, as opposed to a default form or any other 

possible form, adds a last part not included in the sum. Thus, it transcends itself to become a 

whole where, in its gestalt, its meaning lies. This may also be expressed as the fact or evidence 

of a synthetic resolution having been arrived at, whether successful or not. 

 

The point here is more than semantics or relabelling. In taking a specific form, a concept or an 

idea is made for what will become a product of design through the definition of boundaries and 

internal, relational structures and is thus made concrete, or as concrete as anything can be, in 

abstraction. This moment of settling on a first form is in effect an ontological commitment 

towards the thing which is intended to be brought into the world (Hobbs & Fenn, 2019, p. 763). 

A new concept is thus made by being given an ontological status, equivalent to other concepts, 

such as dog, in the mind. In one’s mind, a dog exists as an idea abstracted from the world. 

Following Wurman, creating categories for dogs becomes categories of dogs.  

 

Sematic formations, being structural and semantic, are also transportable across the 

imagination, media and environments. In the case of a sitemap, the concept is transportable into 

the interface of a website where it presents itself, amongst many other factors, as navigation: 

the text and pictures you can click on to move from one page to another, as illustrated in Figure 

2.11. 
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Figure 2.11 Transportability and coding with semantic formations 
(Author)
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Equally, and a major advantage of differentiating the structural logical from the semantic 

formation, is that the structural logic can be used in part, in full or in principle beyond a 

particular and singular design product and across multiple contexts and time, as is the 

fundamental reasoning in Pervasive IA.   

 

It may be useful to provide an example unrelated to the domain of digital design, the WWW or 

even Design itself. The Christian concept of God is a more explicit and poetic example of how 

meaning can be structurally formed or made as a concept. In reference to Figure 2.12, The Holy 

Trinity could be deconstructed as follows: the parts are the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit; 

the sum is a structural logic, being the Holy Trinity; and the semantic formation, and gestalt, is 

God. Part of the poetry of this formation lies in noting that God was not allowed to be visually 

represented, visually or in textual form, in most cases during the medieval period and up until 

the Renaissance.29 Thus, the Holy Trinity defines a negative space in which the representation 

of the idea of God may exist without any representation at all.30  

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 2.12 Deconstruction of the Holy Trinity (Author) 

 

 

 
29 See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Trinity_in_art 
30 From an atheist’s perspective, this is nothing less than a masterwork of design. 
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To deeply appreciate this thinking in action, even using such a bygone tool for synthetic 

cognition as a sitemap, try to recall clicking here and there to different pages in a very large 

website with large amounts of content. Now, consider that you are actually moving through a 

sitemap: not the two-dimensional (site) map of boxes connected by lines represented in a 

blueprint, but rather a concept manifested in the three-dimensional space of the Web, which 

while you are clicking and moving through the website, is experienced as it becoming in your 

mind.  

 

The only theoretical account of synthetic resolution in Mainstream IA, to the authors 

knowledge, is to be inferred from the Context-Content-Users model (Fig. 2.13) described in 

Information Architecture for the Web and Beyond (Rosenfeld, et al., 2015, p. 32). The authors 

never explicitly describe the act of making in IA as a synthetic one or as oriented towards a 

synthetic resolution, but it is suggested in their choice to use a Venn diagram to describe their 

notion. The model is positioned as an approach to the domains which require being understood 

and known about through research, in order to develop an informed information architecture. 

The reasoning which underscores the choice of context, content and users, as domains, is that 

of library and information science.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 2.13 The Context-Content-Users Model reconsidered  
(Hobbs & Fenn, 2019, pp. 760-761) (Author) 
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In Figure 2.13, the three white circles of context, content and users represent Rosenfeld, et al.’s 

(2015, p. 32) original model. Context refers to the commissioning agent of the piece of work. 

In commercial terms this would include understanding business requirements by way of 

example. User’s refers to those people who will ultimately become end users of the digital 

object to be designed. Keeping with the example, this could take the form of researching and 

discovering who the users will be, customers perhaps, where and how they use existing or 

similar products and their needs, pain points and so on. Content includes both textual contents, 

any forms of media supported by the medium and functionality that either currently exists, is 

new and required by the Context, or new and required by Users.  

 

The use of a Venn diagram indicates that, where the circles overlap in the centre of the diagram 

(i.), a synthesis occurs which is resolved in the making of an information architecture. As a 

conceptualisation and plan for bringing something artificial into the world, the information 

architecture is, in the broadest sense, a design. The information architecture itself is designed 

based on research data collected about context, content and users. This act could only ever be 

a synthetic one in the logic of research or design. The emergent object takes the form of a 

semantic formation which is emergent from the structural logic. Additionally, the synthetic 

resolution of information abstracted from the world, as a semantic formation, is made concrete 

in the act of information architecting. 31   

 

The elements added to the original model (Hobbs & Fenn, 2019, p. 761) (i. and ii., designated 

in colour) in Figure 2.13 serve to communicate the essence of why a theoretical reframing of 

IA, from an applied science to an act of Design, is necessary. While context suggests a rather 

broad scope, it is in fact just a framing of the endeavour through the lens of the commissioning 

agent (Rosenfeld, et al., 2015, p. 32). It is necessary then, in DT terms, to make explicit that the 

needs and objectives of the commissioning agents, as well as content and users, exist against 

the backdrop of a social reality (ii.) with multiple stakeholders and not just shareholders.  

 

In design terms, the synthetic resolution of problems identified through research occurs by 

information architecting a solution, the semantic formation, which provides a concept in the 

 
31 This rethinking of Mainstream IA / LIS IA, the use of the venn diagram to make the points and the 
matters of synthetic resolution (i.) and social reality (ii.) are all derived from the text The Design of 
Socially Sustainable Ontologies (Hobbs & Fenn, 2019, pp. 760-761).  
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form of a blueprint, intended for the world, through being brought to life in the form of a digital 

design, such as a website.   

 

 

2.3.3 Meaning-Making in Design and IA 
 

 

Semantic formations are subjectively formed even when user or human-centred methods are 

employed (Hobbs & Fenn, 2019, p. 761). They may be validated by more objective research 

efforts which precede their creation in design but should not be assumed therefore to be 

democratic in any sense. While human-centred design methods suggest a democratisation of 

efforts through co-designing or including stakeholders as participants in the design process, 

ultimately, design decisions which lead up to the creation of a semantic formation, tacitly or 

explicitly, require being led towards resolution. In some cases, this could be an individual 

designer, or a design team, positions included from research, the client or a mix of all. The key 

take-away from this is less one of identifying who is doing the design but the benefit to be 

gained from the explicit articulation of a semantic formation because this is when an ontological 

commitment is made towards something intended for the world.  

 

Many people with a background or interest in the Arts and Humanity’s would likely have felt 

hairs stand up on the backs of their necks in the earlier conversation of identifying, including 

and excluding, categorising and labelling objects and entities. Hopefully most South Africans 

would want to show concern. In Sorting Things Out, Geoffrey Bowker and Susan Star (2000) 

dedicate an entire chapter to a description of the ways in which race-classification was 

employed by the apartheid government of South Africa.32  

 

It is precisely for these important reasons that IA, as a field in general, expands beyond an 

applied science towards being understood as a form of, if not Design, then at least designing. 

Which is to argue that descriptions such as IA being both a science and an art (Rosenfeld, et 

al., 2015, p. 24) do not go far enough. Although many differing schools of thought and practice 

exist in Design, it’s principal concern with introducing the artificial into the world so as to 

 
32 Chapter 6. The Case of Race Classification and Reclassification under Apartheid in Sorting Things 
Out Classification and Its Consequences (Bowker & Star, 2000, pp. 195-225). 
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mediate reality fundamentally includes discourse (and practice) relating to constructionist 

accounts of reality and meaning-making. When sense-making is decoupled from meaning-

making there is no call for accountability, which we know is not the case, as the example of 

apartheid South Africa testifies to. The danger speaks equally to its significance, especially as 

digital, internet-based technologies grow ever more pervasive in our physical and material 

realities (Hobbs & Fenn, 2019, pp. 762-763).  

 

The view herein, is that sense-making operates inseparably from meaning-making, as two sides 

of the same coin (Hobbs & Fenn, 2019, p. 761). For the same reasons identified by Hinton 

(2014), it seems problematic to separate the two concepts: the embodied experience is an 

omnipresent dialogue which one’s cognition is not separate to but a part of. For the meaning to 

be understood it has to acknowledge (social) context interpreted through sense-making. The 

theory of embodiment as it relates to IA, takes IA to the door of a constructivist worldview but 

not through it. The critical link between socially constructed reality and meaning, and in turn, 

meaning and its socio-cultural semantic architecture (Hobbs & Fenn, 2019, pp. 763-765) is 

reduced in mainstream thinking to the practice of IA being, at best, a loose, application of the 

theory of LIS. 33   

 

That some dogs are pedigree, and some are not, through a categorical designation, and that we 

may consider pedigree and non-pedigree dogs differently is not a mere matter of genetics, truth, 

or individual, subjective interpretation. The respective meanings of pedigree and not pedigree 

are entirely interwoven with our societies and their cultures and thus, pedigree dogs cost more.34     

 

 

Contrived-Ontology 

 

 

Discursive Design (DD) is positioned as a field within Design where the meaning behind or 

within a designed artefact is given primacy over the design artefact itself:  

 

 
33 This is colloquially referred to as satisficing in the language of usability and UX practice which 
clearly highlights its cultural awkwardness when considered next to Design. 
34 This argument is derived from Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of Habitus (1977) and is expanded upon in 
Chapter 4.    
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“...discursive designs are seen to intentionally and primarily act as particular 
communicators—calculated carriers and deliberate embodiments of systems 
of thought or knowledge. Discourse is not merely a consequence or possibility 
of an object’s existence—something that a discursive design shares with all 
artifacts. Instead, discourse is why it exists. (Tharp & Tharp, 2019, p. 77).  

 

As the term discourse suggests, the object of design, being both its aim and its materiality, is to 

engage in a conversation about some subject matter through the form of the artefact. Tharp & 

Tharp note:  

 

If discursive design is a tool for conveying ideas – with the artefact serving as a 
means to that end – it follows that designers should be very concerned with the 
qualities of their messages at least as much as the objects themselves (Tharp & 
Tharp, 2019, p. 166)  

 

This approach appears to take the ideas which drive the semantic turn (Krippendorff, 2006) at 

its word however while HCD orientates the meaning-making of design artefacts outside of the 

artefacts themselves, DD places the meaning-making inside the artefact. In HCD, the value of 

the artefact is determined in relation to answering real human needs – needs over wants over 

desires – where the form and life of the artefact operates through contexts of use, be they 

physical / environmental, social, political, psychological, etc (Hassenzahl, 2010). In HCD, a 

meaning – such as Pedigree or God – is not required per se, to exist within the object beyond 

concerns for the object’s ability to fulfil its purpose in answering an external need in context. 

In other words, the meaning is derived from the instrumental act of use. In HCD, the object’s 

meaning lies closer to Norman’s (2013) notion of a conceptual model where what is 

communicated by the object, through the design of affordances and other semiotic mechanisms, 

is how to use the artefact, which has implicit value assigned by the user in relation to the (user’s) 

needs that it answers.  

 

As noted, in Discursive Design the internal meaning of the artefact is an end itself. The 

artefact’s reason for being is its meaning, where its value lies in relation to the meaning’s 

meaning as engaged with by users. Amongst other good reasons, Tharp and Tharp (2019) 

introduce a new set of terms and concepts to address these challenges of description.  

 

Message-content (Tharp & Tharp, 2019, p. 166) is introduced to refer to the discussion of some 

aspect of a subject-matter or topic to be communicated through an artefact. What subjects, 

topics and communication methods may be addressed or used is not prescribed in any way in 
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DD. A discourse is “…understood as a system of thought and knowledge,” (Tharp & Tharp, 

2019, p. 168) which, so framed, gains form through its relationship to other voices and 

discourses in the world. This background to an object’s message-content is referred to as the 

meta-discourse  (Tharp & Tharp, 2019, p. 169). Thus, the content of a message is directed 

towards eliciting a response from the user which could vary from reflection on the topic, all the 

way through to mass action.35  

 

Although the content is not prescribed it is understood as more than just saying something. The 

content presents a point of view on a topic or subject, an argument or a consideration, which is 

why it is referred to as a discourse and not mere content. As a system of thought and knowledge 

in relation to others, such content may be multi-layered and multi-dimensional in its 

composition and thus it requires crafting. Not crafting through the artefact but the crafting of 

the composition of the content. This may be unfamiliar to some designers given designs visual 

rather than literary or textual leaning. Writers, of any kind, find their art and craft not in the 

story alone but in how the story is told, its composition. Tharpe and Tharpe provide a more 

specific analysis through the concept of message-form (2019, p. 169) for which they identify 

ten types: analysis, description, classification, definition, comparison, analogy, narration, 

process, and cause and effect (Tharp & Tharp, 2019, pp. 171-181).  

 

An aspect of the application of message-forms is to explore the message-content through the 

different lenses of the form types, to play with the structure or organisation of content (Tharp 

& Tharp, 2019, p. 169), such that arriving at a particular message-form, is a considered act. The 

content becomes designed by taking a form. The message-content is then fused, within, an 

artefact through the chosen manner in which the message-form is structured as the artefact. In 

other words, the artefact – and media, material and so forth – takes its cue from the message-

form and ultimately, one could say, becomes the artefact. Thus, the designer “…compos[es] 

objects to convey ideas” (Tharp & Tharp, 2019, p. 170). 

 

Tharpe and Tharpe also note that an individual artefact can be comprised of multiple message-

forms and the final design object or work of design may be comprised of more than one artefact 

where, the work “…leverage[s] elements of the semantic environment that all contribute to a 

meaningful communication event” (Tharp & Tharp, 2019, p. 170)    

 
35 In principle. This is the view of the author. 
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The manner in which DD identifies three design acts - the design of content, a form for this 

content and a resultant artifact - contributing to a whole object, bears a striking resemblance to 

the description of IA by Hobbs and Fenn (2019, p. 276). Indeed, an information architect could 

be heard saying these exact words by Tharp and Tharp: “This structuring and shaping of 

information is as important as the shaping of the artefacts themselves” (Tharp & Tharp, 2019, 

p. 169). 

 

This likeness is illustrated in Figure 2.14, where (i.) indicates an external being for a design 

artefact of which the message-form / semantic formation is an observable part, and an internal 

aspect where the message-content / structural logic tacitly exists in mutual dependence to the 

message-form / semantic formation.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 2.14 Discursive Design and Information Architecture – conceptual 
overlap (Author)  

 

 

DD brings an acknowledgement of meaning-making to IA and Design in general:  

 

Our investigations show that few designers are aware of this value, yet we feel this 
particular arena can help them nuance their approaches and achieve more 
sophisticated and effective communication of their discourse (Tharp & Tharp, 
2019, p. 169) 

 

DD and the sense- / meaning-making conception of IA share the view of a constructed social 

reality. Where it appears that they differ however is of great importance.  
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The discourses in an information architecture exist as semantic forms within which behaviour 

and interaction occur. Such as moving through content and interacting with functionality in 

websites. The meanings brought into the world by IA exist within, not about, the mechanics of 

social reality because information architectures perform a functional role, as tools, for people’s 

practical engagement with the world. Information architectures are structures of meaning within 

which humans practically exist, as the example of classification by race applied in apartheid 

South Africa testifies to, as well as seemingly mundane operations such as posting an update 

on Facebook or booking flights online.   

 

The notion of a contrived ontology refers to the meaning contained in a structural logic / 

semantic formation as coming to stand for an intentionality, or internal meaning, in objects 

made and which find their way into the world. Any human made object whether by design or 

not, is considered in the context of said theory to contain such a meaning, whether tacit in the 

making and the object or not. This then is a further distinction to DD where message-content 

and message-form only present if they are designed to - this one may assume was Tharpe and 

Tharpe’s motivation for the writing of their book.  

 

Lastly, while DD appears to have a relatively young place in Design, it is nonetheless 

established and has a disciplinary home in Design. The notions of structural logic, semantic 

formation and contrived ontology, and their theoretical positioning of IA in relation to Design 

has neither been publicly, within the community of practice, nor academically accepted nor 

denounced beyond its articled publication (Hobbs & Fenn, 2019). Thus, their theoretical 

argument, as a step towards a more formal understanding of the relationship between IA and 

Design, remains just that.  

 

Figure 2.15 illustrates contrived ontology as a tacit aspect of any design and how it is party to 

any mediation of (social) reality.36 Furthermore, when that which is entailed by a design 

object’s being in the world is socially accepted, so too is the contrived ontology accepted as a 

construct within social reality. So, when a pet insurance company includes a box that may be 

ticked for whether or not the dog to be insured is pedigree or not, a sustaining of the social 

meaning of pedigree is occurring.     

 
36 This figure is based on a similar figure in The Design of Socially Sustainable Ontologies (Hobbs & 
Fenn, 2019, p. 262). 
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Figure 2.15 Information architecture mediating social reality by design 
(Author)  

 

 

Semantic formations are that which remain observable and available for discussion when Cross 

describes design’s thinking as providing “… ‘codes’ that translate abstract requirements into 

concrete objects; [which are used] … to both ‘read’ and ‘write’ in ‘object languages’” (2006, 

p. 12). However, the manner in which semantic formations reveal themselves in the products 

of design can only ever reveal parts or aspects of the sum of structural logic within, situated as 

objects are in time and space. For a complete making, interpretation or assessment of what 

makes a design a design, good or bad, both are logically required to be made visible, in principle 

and more literally, as the demands on synthesis increase with a rise in complexity. 

 

Three scenarios thus emerge all of which require recognition and addressing: contrived 

ontologies brought into the world obliviously which could be either sustaining or transformative 

of existing meanings in a particular socio-cultural context; meanings intentionally sustained; 

and new meanings introduced into the world with an intent towards change which could 

include, but would not be limited to, socio-cultural transformation.  

 

The view in this dissertation is that all three scenarios have a place in Design in general, and 

equally in IA, and that, as a matter of principal, no one is of any greater or less importance than 

another.  
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Two final remarks need to be made to more clearly define contrived ontology. Firstly, the 

structural logic and semantic formation, synthetically determined, as a contrived ontology are 

not the final word in what becomes the meaning in and of the object of design. Through the 

processes of iteration in design-making many factors will be introduced in the designing of the 

end solution including forms of design other than IA or Discursive Design being enacted. A 

semantic formation is better understood as the concept which guides the making process where 

a skilled hand, as it were, succeeds in crafting an object by remaining true to the concept for it, 

in the most articulate manner possible.  

 

By implication, this starts to suggest that contrived ontology is equivalent to an author’s 

intentionality which would be a minimal interpretation. Here lies the second remark on the 

matter. A maximal interpretation understands the contrived ontology to represent the full body 

of meaning interpreted from the world in consideration of content, purpose and value in an 

object of design and furthermore, recognises that once a designed object is released into the 

wild, its meaning should not be limited to its intent but better understood as an integral ontology 

alongside all others in the inherent complexity of the world. Such meanings are not fixed, may 

be plural and an object will naturally come to exist in an embodied world of individual and 

social re-ontologising, over and over again in time. 37     

 

 

2.4. Summary 
 

 

In an effort to understand and determine if a potential space exists for IA to assist Design in 

solutioning for wicked problems, current thinking at the intersection of ideation and problem 

solving in DT, the implications of wicked problems in DT, and the ways in which IA relates to 

such discussions has been shared.  

 

Two principle lines of thought can be observed in the discussions up until this point. The first 

draws on Kolko’s relating of IA thinking and tools being of use in synthesis in DT in recognition 

of IA’s strength in sense-making. The second provides a link between IA and DD in their shared 

 
37 This being so because ontologies are emergent social phenomena (Dourish, 2004), hence the use of 
the term contrived ontology for their design.  
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manner of meaning-making and advances current mainstream conceptions of IA beyond the 

dominant LIS framing into a more explicit, constructivist paradigm. Implicit in the connection 

made lies a call to IA to turn towards a greater consideration of its potential socio-cultural 

impacts. In both cases, a lack of expertise, practise and education is present in the field of 

Design. 

 

To fully appreciate problem-led design in relation to Buchanan’s (1992) conception of 

indeterminacy necessitates a complete letting go, not just of any assumptions regarding end 

product type, or that multiple cross-category products will be required, but the belief that there 

will necessarily be anything to design by making in a traditional sense, at all. A solution, 

determined in design, could lie outside of the direct domains of Design’s making or, and 

perhaps more importantly, the case in which doing no design is a valid solution and act of 

designing, nonetheless.       

 

Intended, or unforeseen, Buchanan’s (ibid) interpretation of wicked problems necessitates a 

shift in the object of design and paradoxically the making linear of Design’s enactment. Because 

design research must start the entire process, a chain reaction follows which tends towards 

linearity for good reason in complexity, but which nonetheless threatens to negatively impact 

the effectiveness of design’s cognition. Buchanan’s intent is interpreted here to be authentic 

attempts at both challenging and advancing Design in and for the world.  

 

This dilemma lies at the very heart of this research project wherein making a contrived 

ontology could provide a designerly object to be made through information architecting. This 

architecting is posited as a means through which synthetic reach into complexity may be 

achieved in spite of a linear process necessitated by the self-same complexity.  

 

The suggestion and focus of the study, to be described in the following chapter is that IA, and 

models like the Context-Content-Users model, consciously applied to address the complexities 

of “social system problems” (Buchanan, 1992, p. 13) could potentially operate in a modality 

akin to a “technologia” or “discipline of systematic thinking” (Buchanan, 1992, p. 19) in DT. 

That is to say, that, through an iterative process of sense / meaning-making in Ideation, or as 

ideation, a contrived-ontology could synthetically emerge as a visible and concrete object of 

design intended for the world which fills the void left as a result of the shifting of the object of 

design.  
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3. METHODOLOGY 
 

 

The aim of this study is to explore how applying Information Architecture methods and 

techniques, from the perspective of Design Thinking, could offer an effective approach to 

ideating solutions to wicked problems. This chapter details the research design for this purpose.  

 

Firstly, a clearer conceptual framework is required to better integrate the notion of a contrived 

ontology as an IA object to be made in ideation, within the operational and technical aspects 

of DT as praxis. With this framework in place, a discussion of the chosen methodology for the 

research project, research through design (Zimmerman, et al., 2007), may be situated and 

argued for. This methodology entails that the researcher switches hats to act as a designer in 

conducting a design project where, upon completion of the project, the designer returns to 

researcher and reflects upon the process, methods, inventions and artefacts in order to derive 

knowledge for the sharing and benefit of the field and others (Zimmerman, et al., 2007, pp. 6-

7). 

 

The design project to be enacted for the purposes of this research effort will be introduced in 

the context of wicked problems, the conceptual framework and methodology where addiction, 

the subject-matter, would relate to DD’s meta-discourse (Tharp & Tharp, 2019, p. 169). The 

plan for the project will then be provided including research concerns as related to a qualitative 

study of this nature and ethical matters relevant to research in general and a topic such as 

addiction in particular. 

 

As one may imagine, various challenges and limitations come into play in an attempt to address 

both a wicked problem and one as culturally and ethically sensitive as addiction. All efforts 

have been made to craft a research design which retains the integrity of both the research and 

design project aims such that the methodology remains appropriate and that this be achievable 

in the parameters of a dissertation.  
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3.1 Conceptual Framework 
 

 

The shift in the object of design, from what and how, to why and what, entail that the designer 

question not just the problem at hand but the context of the problem, which is to ask the 

question, why is the problem a problem? This is necessary firstly to gain an appropriate level 

of knowledge of the problem, regardless of how mundane it may appear, and secondly to 

appreciate how the introduction of any new artificial interventions could affect the given 

context into which it will be placed to introduce change. Logically, appreciating the problem’s 

context is core to the notion of reframing and by extension, where opportunities exist in the 

synthesis of information gathered through design research to generate ideas which otherwise 

could be unimaginable.        

 

Wicked problems represent a problem type that pushes the boundaries of what we can (ever) 

come to know of reality. The previous chapter provides the argument that the thrust of this 

research lies less in determining if IA can assist in solving wicked problems as a problem type 

per se, but rather to address the broader concept of the inherent complexity of and in the world. 

This is the major point behind Buchanan’s (1992) notion of indeterminacy: 

 

…the wicked-problems approach suggests that there is a fundamental 
indeterminacy in all but the most trivial design problems [emphasis added] 
where, as Rittel (1973) suggests, the "wickedness" has already been taken 
out to yield determinate or analytic problems. To understand what this 
means, it is important to recognize that indeterminacy is quite different 
from undetermined. Indeterminacy implies that there are no definitive 
conditions or limits to design problems. (Buchanan, 1992, p. 15) 

 

Don Norman shares the perspective that complexity is a general quality of comprehending 

reality and emphasises, without reference to figures such as Dieter Rams or related schools of 

thought, that people do not always require or desire simplicity and that the other side of 

simplicity need not imply unresolved complexity but rather richness (Norman, 2010, pp. 2-4). 

Following such a view, design research would aim to assist in providing richness through the 

gathering of information, insight and understanding. What is required to truly remove the 

negative connotations and perceived limitations to broadly and deeply solution for wickedness 

or complexity in design, are the skills to support synthetic cognition that render complexity as 

just more Lego to be played with. 
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A first implication of this thinking is that even simple problems exist within complexity and 

that they can be abstracted and ideated upon with or without conducting big research. The 

point here is not that one or another scope of research – big or small – is better or worse or 

advocated. The view is that the relationship between complexity and abstraction is not the 

defining dynamic necessary for ideating, in general, in a praxiological sense.1 Thus, more is 

required than creative thinking in the abstract, to determine a better understanding of the 

relationship between complexity and ideation. 

  

A second implication is determining whether the going in frame for researching covers that 

which contains the problem.2 The challenge is posed to designing in general in a problem-led 

approach of how and when one can feel confident that a design research frame has been 

appropriately determined, for any given problem domain, within the limitations present in the 

early stages of a design project.3 However, as with the previous implication, the theoretical 

point is not how to overcome such challenges but rather how the thinking regarding wicked 

problems requires more nuanced consideration.  

 

Frame-scale is a term and concept being introduced in this dissertation to assist in capturing 

these challenges in the form of a model such that they may be more readily discussed as this 

research project unfolds. Furthermore, the model aims to assist in bringing forth the full 

implications of indeterminacy, for better or worse, so as to ascertain how much complexity was 

delt with by the solution intended to be design.  

 

The phraseology of frame-scale is derived from, and alludes to, scale-ratio from traditional 

architecture and urban planning, where a 1:1 ratio is a life size model of reality, whereas a 1: 

10 0000 graphical or model representation allows accurate (to scale) yet abstracted 

representation of an entire city.4 Scale-ratio notionally allows for problem and solution 

 
1 The skills related to directing and extending the imagination could well be the differentiating factor, 
in the authors view, or other potential factors related to access of particular resources.  
2 Brown (2008) and Harris and Ambrose’s (2009) refer to an upfront define activity, as does Weinberg 
(2010) using the term understand. 
3 Approaches exist which can assist in appropriately scoping a project in the early stages of design 
processes. For example, this design project employed a Phase 0 Exploration (see Appendix C) which 
assisted in ascertaining a measure of the complexity at hand.  
4 Not knowing the actual scale ratios employed in architecture and urban planning, this particular ratio 
is given for illustrative purposes only. 
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definition to shift between levels of abstraction, where different problems, in fact different 

realities, are presented as relative to the level of abstraction, in spatial terms.  

 

Frame-scale suggests that if one desires, or is required, to delve deeply into wickedness or 

complexity that a sense of the multiple realities and problems that exist at multiple levels of 

abstraction are required to be available to the designer through the DT process-method. 

Following Kolko then (2007b), the thinking skills, tools and techniques of IA are provided as 

a rationale for applying IA in DT. That is, IA stands to assist in conceptualisation across these 

multiple dimensions of abstraction and provide a greater capacity of synthetic cognition 

towards ideating solutions.       

 

Figure 3.1 provides a diagrammatic overview of the main factors at play in the consideration 

of shifts in frame-scale in relation to the DT process-method.  

 

 
 

Figure 3.1 Frame-scale in the DT process-method (Author) 

  

Buchanan (1992, p. 15) and Brown’s (2008, p. 42) concerns for the effectiveness of the DT 

process-method when made overly linear features at the top of the diagram. In relation to an 

increase in frame-scale, the three boxes below represent (i.) a small frame-scale, (ii.) a medium 
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frame-scale and (iii.) a large frame-scale. These scales have been determined merely as logical 

constructs for the purposes of the discussion. These shifts are brought about through increases 

in the breadth and depth of research required to capture the complexity of (social) reality 

relative to any other constraints which may affect either framing or scale, be they time, 

resource, appetite and so forth. The dotted, pink diagonal line serves to emphasise the tensions 

between design’s enactments of synthetic resolution relative to frame and scale: as frame-scale 

increases so too does cognitive load which stands to thwart the dynamic involved in iterative 

problem / solution conjecturing as described by Dorst and Cross (2001, p. 11).    

 

The position then, is that wickedness and complexity in Design terms is rather a matter of 

breadth and depth of problem conception, at the very start of projects and as a general modality, 

through the enacting of the DT process-method. As a general view emerging from a theoretical 

position, this view supersedes judgements of problems being simple or complex in practice.   

Additionally, complexity would be understood to be influenced by any inherent limits to 

research, in a general sense, to describe reality in all its many forms.5 Lastly, softer, internal 

and mental limitations should be added: the cognitive skills required to manage or to be in 

complexity, skill in the enablement of the imagination, openness towards the consideration of 

other realities, and well-known limitations such as cultural bias.  

 

Wickedness, as something to comprehend, may thus be considered to exist on a sliding scale 

relative to the resources available for its conceptual engagement.  

 

 

3.1.1 Conceptual Information Architecture  
 

 

Conceptual information architecture is introduced as a construct which will act as a wrapper 

to hold within it the specific acts of developing structural logics and semantic formations, as 

the parts of a contrived ontology’s whole, which manifest in the first instance in Ideation. This 

wrapping should be understood as a placeholder for a speculative theoretical account and as  

 
5 For example, Floridi’s (2019) constructivism, Searle’s (1996) social reality or the variety of theories 
which may be found in the domain of transdisciplinarity, see du Plessis’ (2017; 2014; 2012) 
employment of Integral Theory in Chapter 4 of this text.  
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such is the phenomenon of study in the application of the RTD methodology herein and the 

focus of the study as a whole. This also explains the need for a working theoretical model which 

follows this chapter.    

 

Designing a contrived ontology through a process of Conceptual IA is positioned as the 

creation of a design object in its own right. This allows for something to be made, a concept, 

in the shift in the object of design. It is considered to provide, through designerly means, a 

solution to the questions of the why and what.      

 

In Figure 3.2, the Conceptual IA is depicted as being conducted in the space within the pink 

dotted lined rectangle. The design of an IA concept, as a contrived ontology, should be 

understood as being core to Ideation in the DT process method. Furthermore, the concept 

should emerge through an iterative process of sense-making and meaning-making where the 

wicked problem is solved through synthetic resolution. The larger interlocked outer circles aim 

to suggest that the structured, synthetic means provided for by IA can support the otherwise 

co-enacted modalities of enquiring, ideating and prototyping in a linearised DT process 

method.  

 

The contrived ontology, as both structural logic and semantic formation, needs to be created 

and explicitly represented as a design object which has emerged from performing (doing) 

Conceptual IA. Further, if the observed likeness previously identified between IA’s structural 

logic and semantic formation, and Discursive Design’s message-content and message-form, 

respectively, hold true, then a powerful and clearly visible solution in and for complexity 

should be evident in the design project.     

 

The next section will present and argue for the choice of methodology in relation to this 

conceptual framework, for the purposes of exploring the use of a contrived ontology as a 

designed solution and as an object which emerges from an enactment of a Conceptual IA.  
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Figure 3.2 Conceptual framework for the methodology (Author) 

 

 

3.2 Methodology 
 

 

When Nigel Cross recommends his three domains of knowledge in Design, the 

epistemological, the praxeological and the phenomenological (2006, p. 101), it is towards the 

epistemological and praxeological that Conceptual IA is anticipated to ultimately contribute. 

At this stage and for this dissertation, from a research design perspective, the modality is that 

of his phenomenological knowledge, that is learning from the artifacts produced by design.  

 

Alternatively, Frayling (1993/4, p. 5) described three broad categories of research namely 

research into design, research for design and research through design. Research into Design 

refers to an application of research which examines the field in general from the outside in, as 

an observer of the field if you will (Frayling, 1993/4, p. 5). For example, studies into the history 

of design. The second, research for design, describes design research methods enacted in 

practise, for practice, (Frayling, 1993/4, p. 5) such as generative tools like collage, by way of 

example. The last, research through design, refers to the insights and knowledge to be gained 



69 
 

from reflection upon practice, how we make, what is made and what these things mean in the 

world (Frayling, 1993/4, p. 5).  

 

The methodology employed in this project aligns to Cross’s phenomenology and Frayling’s 

research through design. 

 

This dissertation employs a form of research through design as described by Zimmerman, 

Forlizzi, & Evenson in their paper Research Through Design as a Method for Interaction 

Design Research in HCI (2007). While this methodological approach carries the same name as 

Frayling’s research through design (1993/4) they are not quite the same. The former specifies 

particulars as a type of methodology,6 while Frayling’s initial conceptualisation of research 

through design appears as a categorical description at the same level as research into and 

research in design (Frayling, 1993/4, p. 5). As with Cross’s (2006) categorisations, they are 

design research agendas relevant to their time and relevant still today, as a matter of 

perspective. In this document Zimmerman, et al.’s method shall be referred to as RTD. When 

referring to Frayling’s RTD, it will always be premised as such.  

 

In both cases, RTD positions the design researcher as design practitioner (Frayling, 1993/4; 

Zimmerman, et. al., 2007). In RTD a design project is enacted within a research project where 

the activities enacted and design artifacts produced during designing form the basis of analysis 

and reflection (Zimmerman, et al., 2007, p. 7). The design project is required to follow the 

main phases as described in DT process-method and focus on wicked problems (Zimmerman, 

et al., 2007, p. 1). The emphasis in execution of this methodology lies in creating the right 

solution, designing artefacts which "transform the world from its current state to a preferred 

state" (Zimmerman, et al., 2007, p. 1), where:  

 

…research contributions should be artefacts that demonstrate significant 
invention. The contributions should be novel integrations of theory, 
technology, user need, and context; not just refinements of products that 
already exist in the research literature or commercial markets (Zimmerman, 
et al., 2007, p. 7)  

 

 
6 Similar methodologies exist to Zimmerman, et al.’s (2007) RTD, for example Constructive Design 
Research (Koskinen, et al., 2011), however the 2007 methodology was selected for the value it brings 
by way of a structured and procedural use of specific criteria for the evaluate of the design project.  
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In terms of contribution to Design, the purpose of RTD lies in developing artefacts with “the 

potential to become pre-patterns from which design patterns can begin to emerge." 

(Zimmerman, et al., 2007, p. 5). Broadly in this approach, the researcher / designer develops 

and evaluates design outputs where knowledge is generated to contribute to the world, in terms 

of the subject-matter, through a structured process of reflecting upon the act of making, as well 

as on the objects made (Hevner, et al., 2004). 

 

 

3.2.1 Aims and Objectives  
 

 

Due to the chosen methodology, it is important to be explicit regarding the difference between 

the aim of the research project as a whole and the central research question guiding the design 

project within.  

 

The subject-matter, as per Hevner, et. al, (2004), of the research project is embodied in the 

overall aim: to explore how applying Information Architecture methods and techniques, from 

the perspective of Design Thinking, could offer an effective approach to ideating solutions to 

wicked problems. These matters are demarcated by the elements in black in Figure 3.3. 

 

The meta-discourse, to employ the language of DD (Tharp & Tharp, 2019, p. 169), lies in the 

design project, where addiction in the world represents the wicked problem to be addressed in 

relation to the Ubuntu Addiction Community Trust. Thus, the central research question 

emerges: How can information architecture be applied in the design of solutions to address the 

challenges of addiction?  

 

The following objectives emerge in support of the aim of this research endeavour and to assist 

in focusing how the central research question will be addressed in the design project: 

 

1. Determine a working theoretical model for applying IA in DT appropriate to and for 

the purposes of addressing the wicked problem of addiction in Johannesburg, South 

Africa, 

 



Figure 3.3 Diagrammatic representation of the RTD methodology 
(Zimmerman, et al., 2007) (Author)
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2. Ideate solutions to the problem of addiction by employing IA thinking, techniques and 

methods in the context of addicts recovering from substance abuse in relation to the 

Ubuntu Addiction Community Trust, and 

3. Evaluate objectives 1 and 2 based on criteria set out in the Research Through Design 

methodology 

 

 

3.2.2 Rationale for the Application of the RTD methodology  
 

 

Creating a Conceptual IA is hypothesised to operate both at a DT process-method theory level 

and within that process, as a form of solutioning across the Ideation stage in the process. The 

purpose herein is to study IA in Ideation however ideation is to be viewed as the co-enacted 

cognitive processes which span enquiry, ideation and prototyping (Brown, 2008). Both of these 

aspects can be accounted for by RTD because the methodology allows for a broad view of the 

overall process and matters of cause and effect as related to the methods, tools and techniques 

applied in the process. It also allows for the examination of design artefacts created and 

happenings which occur through the process, as well as resultant design products. 

  

 

3.2.3 Limitations and delimitations 
 

 

In relation to other kinds of IA, a Conceptual IA is conceived to be, at this time, theoretically 

distinct to but not exclusive of either Mainstream IA or Pervasive IA. Where Conceptual IA is 

imagined as operating within Mainstream IA or Pervasive IA, the Conceptual IA would be 

considered to do so unnamed and in tacit form.  

 

The necessity for this delineation may be understood as the result of a lack of an articulated, 

formal and theoretical description of the relationship in general between IA and DT, and IA 

and Design as a whole.7 This further explains why IA praxis fails to be coherently mapped to 

 
7 With the exception of Wurman’s notion of IA. 
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design praxis as something distinct and yet integrated and of broad value: any such mapping 

becomes a case of comparing apples with oranges.  

 

The specific suggestion being explored, which calls for an identification and framing of a 

Conceptual IA, is merely the argument for the inseparability of the cognitive performance of 

sense-making and meaning-making in DT and the potential for this view of IA to be of value 

in resolving complexity. Whether or not Conceptual IA becomes anything more, beyond a 

construct necessitated by this research endeavour, will be determined in the consideration of 

what is produced and critiqued later as a part of the RTD methodology.  

 

Given the prevalence of HCD, it has been important to intentionally avoid the application of 

the vast majority of its methods. 8 Besides issues such as scope, recourse, and ethics, the 

methodological reason for such exclusions is the need to make the study of (any) IA conducted 

in the design project observable such that it may be critiqued and reported on using RTD.  

 

For example, employing an individual or mix of HCD research methods, say for example a 

participatory method, would incline the research lens towards identifying the participatory 

method as the means of synthetic resolution as opposed to the operations of conceptually 

architecting a synthetic resolution. The implicit suggestion in positing a Conceptual IA is that 

it functions behind or within any given form of design research, qualitative, quantitative or 

mixed, because of the complexities introduced by an increasing of a frame-scale. Thus, the 

primary information gathering using basic methods such as secondary research, such that the 

acts of information architecting may be foregrounded. 

 

The corollary, that these other methods and existing IA methods are incompatible with a 

Conceptual IA, should not be inferred from the point just made and, presenting a bias, hopefully 

this will not be the case. Furthermore, to not employ an HCD approach or its associated 

methods does not exclude approaching the design project as a whole with what will be referred 

to as a human centred ethos. Once again, this is not a mere matter of semantics. The line of 

 
8 Such is its prevalence that one could be forgiven for thinking that no good or successful design was 
ever achieved prior to its introduction. 
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reasoning is directly attributable to Buchannan (2001),9 and will be discussed in the context of 

the working theoretical model. 

 

 

3.3 The Design Project 
 

 

The design project aims to address challenges related to substance misuse, addiction and 

recovery in addiction, from a wicked problems perspective, through the lens of the Ubuntu 

Addiction Community Trust (U-ACT) and the work they conduct in Johannesburg and beyond. 

Addiction in general is approached herein as a wicked problem type but furthermore, in 

Buchanan (1992) and Norman’s (2010) conceptions of indeterminacy and complexity, as 

natural states of encountering reality through design. The distinction is repeated to emphasise 

that wicked problems, as a type of problem, represent a boundary edge in the social and 

systemic possibilities in the frame-scale conception of design problems.  

 

This is of importance since the notion of a Conceptual IA follows a similar logic: that there is 

contrived ontology in all human made things which tends to remain unnoticed, and un-

requiring of any special IA skills to consciously and explicitly make or debate, until levels of 

complexity start to rise. This being the reason for choosing wicked problems as a subject-

matter for this research project and addiction for this design project.        

 

Through personal interactions with the Ubuntu Addiction Community Trust in Johannesburg, 

that pre-date this dissertation writing by several years, their particular and homespun 

approaches and solutions stand to benefit from the application of problem-led design 

solutioning and information architecture. In the case of the former, many of U-ACT’s 

challenges are systemic and exist inseparably from Johannesburg itself or more broadly, South 

Africa as a whole and its global relationships.10 In the case of South Africa, their innovative 

approaches are little known or understood by most locally, and many internationally, and only 

 
9 See Buchanan (2001) Human Dignity and Human Rights: Thoughts on the Principles of Human-
Centered Design. 
10 Amongst other factors, South Africa’s geographical positioning makes it a major thoroughfare for 
the movement of illicit substances in the global drug trafficking trade (Department of Social 
Development, 2013). 
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until very recently has some of the theory and approaches which U-ACT employs, come to be 

integrated at the policy level in SA. 11 

 

Combined with U-ACT’s desire to reach as many people as possible suffering in addiction, IA 

stood to assist in providing some conceptual structure to support their existing solutions which 

would in turn assist in scaling their approach and thus maximising the reach of their services.  

 

To these ends, the design project aims to ideate solutions to the wicked problem of addiction, 

with an emphasis on those in recovery from substance misuse and substance use disorder being 

considered to be the primary beneficiaries of the solutioning, through assisting U-ACT in 

achieving its goals.  

 

 

3.3.1 Meta-discourse 

 

 

The field of addictionology, the study and treatment of addiction, is vast, touches on many 

disciplines and areas of practice and is itself divided on the causes of addiction and its very 

definition (Du Plessis, 2012, p. 2). DiClemente (1998), Du Plessis (2014; 2012) and West 

(2005) all provide broad reviews of the etiological landscape of addiction. While their 

categorisations of theories differ, they all cover single-factor theories from a variety of 

perspectives (biological, psychological, sociocultural, spiritual,…), integrative and dynamic 

theories (such as the Biopsychosocial Model) and comprehensive or unifying theories (such as 

the Transtheoretical Model), including their own.12  

 

Perhaps the largest contemporary development we see in this space regards neurobiological 

evidence and understandings of what occurs in the brain in relation to substance misuse over 

time. A new category and terminology has emerged to refer to the effects on the brain and 

behaviour due to substance misuse, abuse and dependence (only the last being addiction) 

 
11 SAs interdepartmental approach and policies are articulated in the National Drug Masterplan’s 
which are released, implemented and revised over five-year periods.  
12 The language and classifications used here are largely those to be found in Du Plessis’ article 
Towards an Integral Model of Addiction: By Means of Integral Methodological Pluralism as a 
Metatheoretical and Integrative Conceptual Framework (2012, pp. 5-13). The categories identified by 
Du Plessis (2012) have been summarised by the author and can be found in Appendix B. 
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referred to as Substance Use Disorders (SUD). SUD speaks to multiple possible outcomes and 

impacts along the road towards addiction, including addiction itself, as a condition with its own 

particular and multiple effects (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2016).  

 

A lay reader to the domain of addictionology will struggle to appreciate how much clarity such 

findings have brought to the field. By way of example, prior to such scientific discoveries being 

made, it would have been near impossible to write the previous paragraph due to a lack of 

knowledge and consensus within the field. Another example could be the further ability, 

benefits and sufficient consensus to further sub-divide addiction, or dependence into severe, 

chronic and complex.  

 

This body of scientific knowledge forms the backbone to and the basis for Facing Addiction in 

America: The Surgeon General’s Report on Alcohol, Drugs and Health (2016) (SGR).13 In and 

of itself, this report is a remarkable achievement in terms of benchmarking knowledge in time, 

integrated thinking, synthesis, solutioning and effective communication regardless of whether 

one agrees with the overarching strategic or more detailed recommendations contained within. 

However, this problem would not be wicked if it were so easily resolved.14 It is also primarily 

relevant to the USA and not, in the first instance, SA.  

  

While the neuroscience of addiction explains how addiction occurs in the brain, and many of 

the related behavioural responses of an individual, many factors affect the progression from 

the use of substances to misuse, abuse and into dependence and, after treatment, sustaining 

long term recovery. The SGR too acknowledges as much across their report (U.S. Department 

of Health and Human Services, 2016). Perhaps the simplest way to express the social 

complexity of the problem would be to make clear that in most countries, particularly the West, 

those who are at the point of substance dependence, that is addicts, constitute an extremely  

 
13 No presumptions regarding relevance or quality have been made with regards to the use of research 
or solutions from other jurisdictions, in particular the western developed world, for use in this project 
in SA. This SGR is cited frequently herein as it contains a consolidation of views and research related 
to addictionology in general and in particular, regarding neurobiological research findings. It is worth 
noting that other policy approaches exist around the world which have proved successful in their 
given contexts and could be viewed as more progressive and relevant to societies of a communitarian 
nature. Portugal is such a case. Since this design project has not been framed as being one of policy 
design, the aforementioned notes are just that: notes. 
14 The SGR was created during the Obama presidency. As a strategic public health recommendation, 
it was presumably more favourable in the context of policy such as Obama Care. The surgeon general 
at the time, Vivek Murthy, was dismissed and replaced under the Trump administration.   
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small percentage of most populations and yet the cost to country and cost to public health 

would suggest the opposite.15   

    

Post researching this domain no universally accepted, comprehensive etiological model of 

addiction yet exists, notwithstanding the general acceptance of the neurobiological evidence 

that has emerged. Additionally, no other design projects that the author is aware of, or that have 

not been reported on in the literature, have tackled addiction at the systemic level from a 

combined DT and IA perspective, let alone in the SA context. That is, the research framing 

within which this design project operates appears as a gap in or an extension to, the existing 

theoretical landscape.  

 

 

3.3.2 Design Methodology 
 

 

In line with the RTD methodology, the design project will follow that described as the DT 

process-method in the literature review (Table 2.1 Rationalising the Design Thinking process-

method). Figure 3.4 describes how the enactment of the phases of Enquiry, Ideation and 

Prototyping will intersect with the enactment of a Conceptual IA at a high level.  

 

Further description follows as to how a Conceptual IA is planned to be enacted, highlighting 

key considerations relevant to each DT process-method phase. This is necessary for the 

purposes of making clear how the research project’s conceptual framework will feature in the 

design project such that it may be reflected upon and critiqued later in the process using the 

RTD criteria. 

 

 

 

 
15 Inference made by the author in reviewing literature during the design project. In particular the 
WHOs global statistical reporting. See The World Drug Report 2017 by the United Nations Office on 
Drugs and Crime (2017). 
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Figure 3.4 Mapping the conceptual framework for Conceptual IA to the DT 
process-method (Author)  

 

 

Phase 1: Enquiry 

 

 

The requirement from the conceptual framework in the Enquiry phase lies in gathering 

sufficient data, information and insight to be true to the complexity of the problem domain. 

Doing so should demonstrate the application of IA thinking, techniques and methods in the 

movement towards and in synthesis, which will bleed into the Ideation phase.  

 

Two aspects of IA that directly relate include: one, understanding enquiry as an act of decoding 

what addiction means in society and how these meanings are reflected in the various social 

realities, relationships and resultant actions within the problem domain; and two, that analysis 

and synthesis of research data and findings will occur through the use of some IA-led logic.  
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Regarding the first point, the process is anticipated to occur at three levels of abstraction, and 

/ or in semi-procedural steps: information gathering, analysis of this information and a further 

synthesis of information gathered coupled with themes which are expected to arise from 

analysis.  

 

Research activities to be conducted for Enquiry include Stakeholder interviews with U-ACT 

employees, environmental analysis of the U-ACT premises, desktop research, user profiling, 

and personae development.16 The analysis level / step is introduced in anticipation of the 

demands likely to be placed on making sense of the complexity to be unearthed, where moving 

directly into synthesis would not be conceptually manageable.  

 

Regarding the second point, an adapted context-content-users model will be applied for the 

purposes of analysis. This adaptation was first proposed in the article The Design of Socially 

Sustainable Ontologies (Hobbs & Fenn, 2019b, pp. 760-761) and is described below in 

reference to Figure 3.5 and Table 3.1. Annotations for the diagram are applied in Table 3.1. 

 

The process of synthesising research data and themes to emerge from analysis is difficult to 

say at this stage as there is no way of gauging what form or forms the information gathered 

will take post analysis. That said, a space is reserved in the project planning for a synthesis step 

or level to be arrived at equivalent to that which could be required for enacting methods such 

as affinity diagramming (or laddering) and / or card sorting applied to synthesising research 

data. Both of these methods are argued by Kolko (2007b) as falling within the domain of the 

thinking, logic or practice of IA as noted in the previous chapter.   

 

 

Phase 2: Ideation 
 

 

Due to the nature of complexity a Conceptual IA would need to provide a synthetically 

determined concept, which would perform as a strategy would: “as the creation of a plan that 

is sustainable under conditions of uncertainty” (Fenn & Hobbs, 2017, p. 520). While this plan  

 
16 Since no primary user research will be undertaken, user-profiling will take the form of developing a 
user types hypothesis in the form of a matrix developed around key factors related to addiction and U-
ACT. 
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Figure 3.5 Amended Context-Content-Users Model  
(Rosenfeld, et al., 2015)(Author) 

 

 

Table 3.1 The Context-Content-Users Model, Amends and Descriptions 
(Author) 
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could, in theory, take the form of a concept for a specific and singular design object, for 

example, a physical product to be made from a particular design domain such as say, industrial 

design, given the systemic nature of wicked problems it is anticipated to be more multifaceted 

than this. 

 

For the purposes of this dissertation, the term strategy design refers to the designing of a 

strategy intended for determining solutions to a particular problem positioned in complexity.17 

Strategy design is considered herein to be something which arises by necessity in conjunction 

with complexity where furthermore, the strategy is anticipated to contain within it a contrived 

ontology as part of the process of synthetically resolving the problem using Conceptual IA. In 

DT process-method terms the strategy design marks a start and end for the enactment of 

Conceptual IA. 

 

In being constructed within the DT process-method and as defined here, the strategy design 

must also, as a pre-requisite, be human-centric in ethical and / or moral intent, which is not to 

be confused with the enactment of HCD research methods.  

 

Since strategy creation may be enacted within almost any domain, Richard Rumelt’s 

conception of a kernel of strategy (2012, p. 77), which he argues in his book Good Strategy / 

Bad Strategy: The Difference and Why It Matters should be present in any good strategy, will 

be employed. This kernel consists of: 

 

1. A diagnosis that defines or explains the nature of the challenge;  
2. A guiding policy for dealing with the challenge; and,  
3. Coherent actions designed to carry out the guiding policy  

(2012, p. 79) 

 

Figure 3.6 visually explains how these three aspects of a strategy are intended to be enacted 

within the remit of the Conceptual IA which forms a bridge across Enquiry, into Ideation and 

then into Prototyping.   

 
17 As opposed to design strategy, or design ops, which frequently refer to managing design projects 
including considerations such as resourcing, process definition, risk mitigation, deliverables and 
costing. To further complicate matters, and apologies in advance, the term design strategy is used in 
the description of the design project in Chapter 5 to refer to the principal outcome of conducting 
strategy design as part of the DT process-method.  
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Figure 3.6 Mapping Rumelt’s kernel of any good strategy (2012)(Author)  

 

 

Phase 3: Prototyping 

 

 

The prototyping of designs in relation to this research project is not a de facto requirement of 

the stated aim. What is required is to demonstrate the ability of a Conceptual IA to tangibly 

assist in the ideation of solutions to the given problem.  

 

Nonetheless, it is anticipated and planned for that some description be made of how the 

Conceptual IA could manifest in the world by means of envisaging concrete solutions by way 

of lo-fidelity prototype.   

 

In this context, envisioning a solution landscape performs the job of Prototyping less in an 

effort to determine one or more design product outputs but rather to provide a first imagining 

of the contrived ontology in concrete form, being solutions presented as lo-fidelity prototypes. 
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This is required to test if the contrived ontology is robust enough to cater for both the problem 

and the solution definition, which in Ideation is purely conceptual, even theoretical, in its form.  

 

This could be considered as an internal operation of the DT process method meaning that the 

testing is not with stakeholders or end-users, yet. Before that occurs, as HCD would require in 

methods associated with, for example, service design or user centred design, the contrived 

ontology as concept needs to be shown that it can span the necessary breadth and depth required 

in relation to the frame scale. For if it cannot, this first testing means more work is required on 

the concept before proceeding in the broader project flow. 

 

 

3.3.3 RTD Evaluation 
 

 

In Chapter 5, the design project and its outputs are reflected upon through the four lenses of 

the evaluation criteria developed by Zimmerman, et al. (2007, pp. 7-8) being Process, 

Invention, Relevance and Extensibility.  

 

The objective of this reflection lies in generating insight and hopefully contributing knowledge 

in relation to the issue of addiction in SA and the practice and theory of IA and DT. A brief 

description of the evaluation criteria follows:  

 

Process: Evaluation of methods employed and rich descriptions,18 of the design process such 

that insight, improvements and documentation may exist for further future use (Zimmerman, 

et al., 2007, p. 7).  

 

Invention: Presentation of a robust literature review,19 such that the contribution of the project 

may be clearly and critically situated within the field of design research (Zimmerman, et al., 

2007, p. 7). 

 

 
18 Chapter 5 contains the majority of rich description. The RTD Review in Chapter 6 provides 
consideration to the process which was enacted. 
19 This is presented in Chapter 2 and referenced, where relevant, in the evaluation of Invention in 
Chapter 6. 
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Relevance: Articulation of and justification for the preferred future state which the project 

aims to deliver framed in the context of the real world (Zimmerman, et al., 2007, pp. 7-8). 

 

Extensibility: Description and documentation of the project and its (artefactual) outputs such 

that the knowledge contained therein may be leveraged by the field (Zimmerman, et al., 2007, 

p. 8).  

 

 

3.4 Ethics and the Study 
 

 

Addicts should be considered to be vulnerable individuals many of whom emerge from 

previously disadvantaged backgrounds. However, while addicts are intended as the primary 

beneficiaries of this project, U-ACT is the primary stakeholder as the solutions for U-ACT are 

intended for addicts.  

 

At no time have addicts been engaged directly or indirectly for the purposes of this study, 

whether in active addiction, treatment or recovery, of any kind, from U-ACT as in- or out-

patients or from anywhere else. All matters relating to permission, use of data, confidentiality 

and privacy, and ownership of data are governed by the mutually agreed to and signed Letter 

of Consent. This document can be found in Appendix D.  

 

In the context of DT this may seem to contradict the principles of a human-centred philosophy 

which emphasises participation with end users during research, prototyping and testing. The 

challenge is the scope of user research and testing. Any individual may fall victim to addiction 

be they young or old, rich or poor, from any variety of background, any race or gender. Indeed, 

the single act of user profiling could warrant its own dissertation.  

 

To counter this dilemma, secondary research available from the public domain and the expert 

opinion of the staff at U-ACT has been drawn upon. User profiling has taken the form of a 

user-types hypothesis based on a matrix of human factors to ensure that sufficient variance in 

types definition is in place to inform ideation and review prototypes.  
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A review of phases and activities as they relate to ethics follows:  

 

1. Phase 1: Enquiry 

a. Stakeholder interviews: 

i. Stakeholder interviews have been conducted with U-ACT employees 

only and not in- or out-patients 

ii. Letters of consent have been signed by U-ACT employees 

iii. Any patient data from U-ACT will maintain the privacy of patients 

b. Desktop research 

i. Secondary research has been drawn from the public domain 

ii. Any patient data from U-ACT will maintain the privacy of patients 

c. Environmental analysis 

i. Has not involved in- or out-patients in any manner 

ii. Has not included any observational studies of in- or out-patients 

d. User profiling and personae development 

i. Profiling have been based on best practise criteria from the field, inputs 

from stakeholder interviews and desktop research 

ii. Profiling has taken the form of a user types hypothesis to ensure 

sufficient differentiation exists between types to inform ideation and 

prototyping  

iii. Has not involved in- or out-patients in any manner 

 

2. Phase 2: Ideation 

a. U-ACT employees have been engaged in the process to gather feedback, 

validation and for information hand-over (of ideas to U-ACT) 

b. No in- or out-patients have been involved in the process 

 

3. Prototyping 

a. U-ACT employees have been engaged to review prototypes from the 

perspective of gathering feedback and validation and for information hand-over 

of ideas to U-ACT 

b. No in- or out-patients have been involved in the process 
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3.5 Summary 
 

 

This chapter has shared the research design, as informed by the literature review, for the 

purposes of addressing the challenges of wickedness in DT and how IA may assist DT in 

ideating solutions in this context.   

 

Frame-scale is introduced as a new design research concept called forth by a reading of 

complexity in Design as an ever-present, and available background even when dealing with 

simple problems, so framed. The DT process-method is impacted by this notion as it is revealed 

to be an elastic enaction of the core, integral modalities of design’s cognition. A wicked 

problem, as a type of problem, may therefore be interpreted as an example of a problem which 

resides at the upper limits of a sliding scale of complexity, so framed.  

 

The challenge to DT then becomes twofold: firstly, appreciating how a shift in the object of 

design impacts Ideation in complexity; and secondly, how synthetic resolution could be 

supported when the DT process-method is linearized at scale.  

 

A contrived ontology, as an object of making in IA which emerges as the outcome of synthetic 

resolution, is thus recommended as something to be made in Ideation as an object of design in 

its own right. As such, the designer is understood to be making a concept as a solution to a 

problem distinct from and preceding any particular artefactual or product level 

conceptualization, prototyping or designing. Conceptual IA is thus introduced as a theoretical 

placeholder, or wrapping, for an enactment of IA in the DT process-method for the purposes 

of designing and studying a contrived ontology to be made in the design project. Since the 

primary aim of a contrived ontology is to synthetically resolve information into new forms, 

being at their most simplistic merely structured or architected concepts, it is proposed that the 

contrived ontology could serve as the binding force that enables DTs integrated cognitive 

actions to occur in a linear manner, without loss of efficacy.        

 

As a methodology, RTD provides a framework to allow for an exploration of an enactment of 

Conceptual IA, in a design project and provides the criteria for its assessment. The criteria of 

RTD provide two functions of particular relevance to this study. It allows for a transparent 
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discussion and analysis of the enactment of Conceptual IA in the DT process-method and it 

allows for a close examination of a designed contrived ontology and its relevance within the 

larger operations of the DT process-method. It is hoped therefore that a constructive enactment 

would provide praxeological insight, as pre-patterns, for consideration, discussion and debate 

by design theorists, educators and practitioners.   

  

Various particulars, including ethical considerations, regarding the design project have been 

shared so as to make clear from the outset what the scope of the project looks like in broad 

strokes in relation to designing solutions to substance use disorders, addiction and recovery in 

this context. The manner in which assisting U-ACT as a means to the ends of addressing this 

wicked problem has also been provided.  

 

Lastly, an explication of what each phase in the design project entails, with an emphasis on IA, 

is provided. Of particular importance is the adaptation of Mainstream IA’s model for research 

synthesis, the Context, Content, User model in the Enquiry phase and the application of 

Rumelt’s (2012) kernel of any good strategy in Ideation. The former explains how the CCU 

model has been amended for application in accordance with DT principles, how it will be used 

in design research to address the topic of addiction, and its theoretical description of how the 

contrived ontology should emerge from research as a synthetic act. The latter explains a key 

function of enacting the Conceptual IA which is the bleed between the phases of Enquiry, 

Ideation and Prototyping. Rumelt’s three-part kernel provides the process logic which the 

Conceptual IA will use as a guide through Ideation to assist in retaining DTs synthetic integrity.  

 

As previously noted, no theory exists in either Design or IA for enacting Conceptual IA in the 

DT process-method. While this chapter has shared technical details of such an enactment, they 

do require a theoretical construct of some sort to support its application. The next chapter will 

provide such a theoretical model, in working form, such that analysis of the design project later 

in Chapter 6, is able to trace back to where we are now.       
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4. WORKING THEORETICAL MODEL 
 

 

A positioning of IA in Design requires a theoretical bridge, in general but more specifically to 

provide a rationale for how it could be enacted in this study. The objective of this chapter is to 

address these gaps and provide a working theoretical basis for determining a praxeological 

approach to addressing the challenges of addiction in Johannesburg. 
 

This chapter will consider the subject matter of addiction in reference to its relationship to 

complexity and ontology as thematics relevant to this study. This account approaches addiction 

through the transdisciplinary lens of Integral Theory which is further discussed in reference to 

theories of social constructionism. At their intersection we shall find both a theoretical rationale 

for the use of Conceptual IA in the DT process-method, as well as a praxiological description 

of how it will be enacted in the design project through what shall be referred to as the Problem 

/ Solution Ecology Model (Hobbs & Fenn, 2015, p. 273).    

  

 

4.1 Addiction as an Ontological Complexity 
 

 

The temptation, from a mainstream IA perspective with its interest in digital technology, is to 

lead such a research effort as this, from a product perspective. That is to ask the question: how 

can digital technology, a website, a mobile app, etc. be used to address the challenges of 

addiction? This is the space of eHealth and mHealth which while growing in application, with 

several success stories (Danahera, et al., 2015) and relevance to developing contexts (Aamira, 

et al., 2018) still present a fundamental theoretical problem in terms of this project. To assume 

the solution to the challenges of addiction in Johannesburg as lying within the domains of 

eHealth or mHealth limits the frame-scale, narrows the research to be conducted in this design 

project and could fail to deeply appreciate the full complexities of the problem.  
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Narrowing the frame-scale also flies in the face of previously noted challenges in 

addictionology in general, being the lack of a full account of the etiology of addiction in general. 

Even the positioning of SUD and addiction as a mental health problem is considered to be a 

narrowing of frame-scale in this project.1 Guy Du Plessis was mentioned in this regard 

previously and his work will be drawn upon again to provide concrete explanations, or 

arguments, of and for the relationships between addiction, complexity and ontology. 

 

Addiction as an ontological challenge is the driving theoretical force behind Du Plessis’ (2017) 

work where he has argued for the application of Integral Theory in an effort to develop a 

“transdisciplinary framework, in an attempt to arrive at an integrally informed metatheory of 

addiction” (Du Plessis, 2014, p. 38). Du Plessis (ibid) highlights the relationship between 

addiction as a complex, social problem and its related ontological challenge which offers a 

meaningful link to the application of IA and DT to solutioning in this space.  
 

Du Plessis provides a categorisation of the variety of etiologies of addiction as follows (2012, 

pp. 5-13):2 

 

1. Genetic / physiological Models 

2. Social / Environmental Models 

3. Personality / intrapsychic models 

4. Coping / social learning models 

5. Conditioning / reinforcement behavioural models 

6. Compulsive / excessive behavior models 

7. Spiritual / altered states of consciousness models 

8. The Biopsychosocial model, and 

9. The Transtheoretical Model 
 

Du Plessis’ aim lies in determining “an integrative and comprehensive metatheory of addiction” 

(2014, p. 4)  based on the theory of integrative pluralism. Integrative pluralism may be likened 

to the multi-faceted, object-relative perspectives which contribute to aspects of the wickedness 

 
1 See Appendix A: Key Topics in SUD and Addiction, and Appendix B - The Etiologies of Addiction 
for explanation and validation of this view. 
2 See Appendix B: Etiologies of Addiction for summary descriptions of these models. 
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of wicked-problems.3 Du Plessis uses the myth of the three blind men and the elephant (2014) 

to describe the ontological complexity of the problem of addiction which is the same analogy 

applied by Resmini and Rosati (2012, pp. 13-14) in explaining complexity in relation to 

Pervasive IA  and complexity in general. Du Plessis writes: 

An Indian myth tells the story of three blind men each holding onto a 
different part of an elephant, as each was to explain what object it was they 
were holding. Each explained the object in a completely dissimilar way. 
Although they were all correct in their description of the specific parts of the 
elephant, nevertheless they were all wrong in giving an accurate description 
of an elephant as a whole. This story is a useful metaphor for different 
etiological models attempt to explain addiction, by highlighting their 
respective usefulness as well as inadequacies. (Du Plessis, 2014, p. 38)   

 

Figure 4.1 describes how Du Plessis approaches the pluralism challenge at the theory level in a 

mapping, by the author (Hobbs, 2020b), of addiction etiologies to the “eight major 

methodologies of Integral Pluralism” (2014, p. 40).  
 

In An Integral Foundation for Addiction Treatment: Beyond the Biopsychosocial Model, Du 

Plessis (2017) goes on to note:  

 

Addiction can…be understood as a probability continuum of ontological 
complexity, co-arising and enacted through different methodologies and 
worldviews. At the highest level of abstraction (third-order) lies the notion 
of an individual’s addiction-in-the-world, which is a staggeringly complex 
phenomenon beyond our senses or instruments. So addiction “is two steps 
removed from our direct experience (the first order) and our perception of it 
relies on many abstract indicators (the second order), which are 
epistemologically distant and ontologically complex” Esbjörn-Hargens (in 
Du Plessis, 2017, p. 60) 

 

Figure 4.2 describes the three factors at play as a description of the complexity which arises 

from and within the knowledge landscape of addiction. In reference to the numerals in the 

diagram: (i.) refers to first, second and third order complexities; (ii.) refers to the multiple fields 

of knowledge to be associated with stakeholders, for example, medical, legal and community 

stakeholders; and (iii.) refers to the presence of multiple worldviews, positivist, interpretivist, 

and so on, and the related and multiple methodological approaches. 

 
3 The author is not suggesting that Integral Theory or Integrative Pluralism be employed for the 
purposes of a working theoretical model in this dissertation. These methodological frameworks are 
identified in support of the argument that addiction may be considered to be a wicked problem 
requiring synthetic resolution as is implied by these transdisciplinary approaches.  



Figure 4.1 Mapping of the main IMP methodologies to categories of 
addiction etiology, after Du Plessis (2014) (Author)
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Figure 4.2 Addiction as a multiple object continuum of complexity  
(Du Plessis, 2014) (Author)  

 

 

This perspective acts as his springboard to propose a clinical approach of his own which shall 

be dealt with in the next chapter. Suffice to say at this point however that this research study 

also uses the perspective of ontological challenge as a further rationale to justify the use of IA 

in this project.  
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4.2 Deconstructing Social Reality    
 

 

Du Plessis’s ontological view of addiction relates to the individual person in terms of why and 

how we fall into addiction. DT’s concern for society as a whole as the domain of wickedness 

brings the further complexity of an astonishingly broad range of stakeholders and stakeholder 

communities related to the subject matter of addiction. These views are better described as 

being object-relative than subjective, firstly because it is more accurate and secondly because 

the phenomenon of addiction, understood within multiple domains, is best understood as a 

multiple object which constitutes it as a complex ontology. For example, illicit drugs can be 

thought of as bad because they are illegal or because they can lead to addiction and be a health 

risk to a person. The judicial perspective, and by implication that of law enforcement, would 

tend towards the former, while a health professional might tend towards the latter.  

 

DT’s notion of complexity is primarily situated in interpretivist and constructionist worldviews 

within which the school of post-structuralist thinking posits that reality, and truth, are 

unknowable in their entirety, multiple and (socially) constructed. Yvonne Rogers (2012) notes 

that “[a]dopting a critical stance...requires being sceptical, which from a postmodern position, 

involves viewing knowledge as subjective construction, being situated in the personal, the 

social, the conceptual and the political” (Rogers, 2012, p. 72). 4  

 

Bourdieu (1977) argues, through his concept of the Habitus, that social reality is constructed, 

and perpetuated, within in our language, practices and institutions. Additionally, new meaning 

is regulated by social reality (Bourdieu, 1977; Searle, 1996). 

 

Three points relate. Firstly, social truth, social fact and social ontology, as concepts, gain a 

foothold in the acknowledgement of social reality; secondly, value assignment and value 

judgement can be argued to emerge from social reality in the sense of what is or what is not 

deemed to be meaningful; and third, that social reality and the social regulation of meaning are 

neither necessarily singular in a given society nor bounded to social domains alone such as civic 

 
4 This statement is made by Rogers in reference to the turn to culture (2012, p. 72) as framed in the 
field of Human Computer Interaction. 
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society or the public but extend into the realms of all forms of human practice, the political and 

economic.  

 

Ontological complexity can also be understood to emerge from multiple interlinked social 

realities which emerge in relation to multiple, object-relative standpoints. By way of 

hypothetical example, while the healthcare worker may argue that prison is a bad place in which 

to recover from addiction, judicial systems have tended to win the trade-off between risk to 

society and individual wellbeing where healthcare workers must make do with trying their best 

to assist recovering addicts in prison.  

 

In the pragmatic modality of DT, the various worldviews and their associated methodologies, 

are not considered as competing but rather act collectively and constructively to contribute to 

Design’s abductive rationales. Abduction therefore forms the basis of solutions, as 

recommendations, which aim to improve the lived experience of the world, rather than explain 

it. It is here that the relevance of IA to DT is hopefully becoming clear, because of DT’s 

relevance to the world: DT says that we need not settle for such trade-offs and that, through 

Ideation, the mechanisms exist for us to transcend the illusion of deadlock in trade-off.  

 

Conceptual IA, as providing a contrived ontology, is thus suggested to operate in DT as a 

rudimentary language of, for and in abstraction. IA enacted in a designerly manner, in theory 

at least, should take full advantage of the poetic license granted to it by what could be 

considered to be the other side of indeterminacy: that IA applied in synthesis can be employed 

to produce new meanings in abstraction since, on the flipside of indeterminacy lie the limits of 

the imagination and the ability to construct ontology in the abstract.  

 

 

4.3 The Problem / Solution Ecology Model 
 

 

The complexity to be found in social reality, as exemplified above in relation to the domains of 

addiction, forms the basis of the Problem / Solution Ecology Model (Hobbs & Fenn, 2015, p. 

273) (Fenn & Hobbs, 2014, p. 17). This model offers a theoretical description of what DT 

attempts to tame and resolve in reference to wicked problems through the DT process-method 
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(Hobbs & Fenn, 2015). Additionally, in The Information Architecture of Meaning-Making, 

Fenn and Hobbs (2014) employ the model as a theoretical framing for considering IA in relation 

to DT and the DT process-method.  

 

Figure 4.3 presents the Problem / Solution Ecology Model in relation to the DT process-method. 

Further, the core concepts of a Conceptual IA are mapped within so as to describe the intent 

behind its enactment.  

 

 
 

 

Figure 4.3 The Problem / Solution Ecology Model (after Hobbs & Fenn, 
2015) (Author) 

 

 

4.3.1 The Problem Ecology 
 

 

The problem ecology, represented at left in Figure 4.3, is associated with Enquiry in the DT 

process- method. The authors of the concept have noted: 
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The emergence of problem-ecologies is intrinsically linked to the notion of 
complexity and indeterminacy in design (Fenn and Hobbs: 2012: 7-9). Using 
a simple analogy, a problem-ecology can be viewed as the natural habitat of 
the wicked problem…Therefore in order to solve a wicked problem, the 
designer first needs to ensure that they are interpreting the wicked problem 
accurately and this involves understanding the environment from which the 
problem emerges. (Hobbs & Fenn, 2015, p. 273) 

 

In addition to the implication that a broad frame-scale is required as a starting point for the 

design research to be conducted into the subject matter of addiction, this landscape is also 

required to be deconstructed. This is required, as has already been noted by Du Plessis (2014), 

due to addiction being a multiple ontology. Du Plessis’s multiplicity lies in the many disciplines 

employed in its study. This shall be added to by deconstructing the main narratives to be found 

across the problem ecology in relation to stakeholders and their related systemic and social 

realities and other factors that may be found to be at play such as economic, political or cultural 

realities and their role in the social dynamics of society.  

 

The theoretical role of IA in this landscape is to assist in decoding why and how the problem 

ecology supports addiction as a wicked problem. That is, sense-making. Following Kolko, as 

the design research process progresses, the thinking, tools and techniques of IA will be 

employed to assist in the movement up the various levels of abstraction to support synthesis in 

the midst of such complexity. Hopefully, the manner in which IA assists should be largely self-

evident with the help of some explanation of the particulars of such an enactment within the 

project.  

 

 

4.3.2 The Problem / Solution Ecology 
 

 

The problem / solution ecology, represented centre in Figure 4.3, is associated with Ideation in 

the DT process-method. This space is considered to be:  

 

…descriptive of the synthetic act of composition that the cognitive practices of 
design entail in response to complexity [because]… [d]esign cannot afford to 
reduce complexity and solutions to archetypal extremes (product-oriented 
solutions) because of the multiple realities of different disciplines, different 
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perceptions of realities and different constructs of reality that need to be 
accounted for. (Fenn & Hobbs, 2014, p. 17) 

 

Following Rumelt’s kernel of any good strategy (2012) from earlier, a bleed is expected 

between the phases of Enquiry and Ideation where a diagnosis emerges as the essence of a 

reframe which should also contain within it the essence of what the guiding policy should entail. 

This would mark the theoretical start of the Conceptual IA process. 

 

The sense- / meaning-making dynamic of a Conceptual IA is that effect which is hypothesised 

to resolve the complexities of the problem as a form of synthetic cognition. It is referred to as 

an effect in the sense that in the act of determining a problem / solution conjecture which works 

or fits, in the theory of Dorst and Cross (2001), a re-ontologising (and re-coding) of what 

addiction could or should mean will present as a new meaning. Again, if the theory herein holds 

true in the case of this project then it should be possible to identify the contrived ontology, as a 

guiding policy, through the creation of models that present as structural logic and semantic 

formation.    

 

 

4.3.3. The Solution Ecology 
 

 

The solution ecology, represented at right in Figure 4.3, is associated with Prototyping in the 

DT process-method. This phase of the project will attempt to demonstrate an envisioning of a 

solution ecology based on the prior work conducted. A bleed is anticipated to occur here too, 

between Ideation and Prototyping in the Conceptual IA where there the coherent actions should 

take form.  

 

The design solutions which will populate this space could emerge from any of the placements 

identified by Buchanan (2001, pp. 9-10). What needs to be evident however, is how these 

solutions work together to reconstruct the problem ecology through their individual ability to 

contain an encoding of the contrived ontology.   
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4.4 A Human-Centred Ethos 
 

 

One last matter remains unaccounted for. A human-centred ethos is a central driving force 

behind the contemporary framing of DT. Richard Buchanan (2001) has remarked on the direct 

link between Design Thinking and Human-Centred Design and it is in this sense that a human-

centred ethos is used in this dissertation: 

 

…the major tenet of new design thinking [is] the central place of human beings in 
our work. In the language of our field, we call this ‘human-centered design.’ 
Unfortunately, we often forget the full force and meaning of the phrase…This 
happens, for example, when we reduce our considerations of human-centered 
design to matters of sheer usability and when we speak merely of ‘user-centered 
design’…Human-centered design is fundamentally an affirmation of human-
dignity [5]. It is an ongoing search for what can be done to support and strengthen 
the dignity of human beings as they act out their lives in varied social, economic, 
political, and cultural circumstances… (Buchanan, 2001, p. 37) 

 

The ethics of the artificial are therefore inextricably linked to why design is done and what 

design brings into the world. Buchanan goes beyond ethics in fact and, citing examples of 

design such as the Holocaust and South African Apartheid, observes that the “quality of design 

is distinguished not merely by technical skill of execution or aesthetic vision but by the moral 

and intellectual purpose toward which technical and artistic skill is directed” (Buchanan, 2001, 

p. 37).   

   

Buchanan’s point could be extended: to reduce HCD to its methods is also to assume that a 

human-centred ethos is a simple pose to maintain in complexity. Holding such a view is 

dismissive of the fact that multiple moral and ethical frameworks may co-exist in one society 

and that they may not necessarily align with one another (Fenn & Hobbs, 2015). South Africa 

is a place where multi-culturalism is a challenge in many different ways in almost all situations. 

Between our recent Apartheid past, the high liberal standards envisaged in our constitution and 

the stark realities of inequality across society one may suspect, at least hope, that most designers 

would expect moral and ethical complexity.  

 
5 Later Buchanan (2001, p. 38) expands the moral imperative to include both human-dignity and 
human rights.  
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As the efforts of a Conceptual IA are aimed at extending synthetic reach into complexity such 

challenges are anticipated, particularly regarding a topic such as addiction which at the best of 

times can stretch the limits of our empathy and compassion. Further, if the similarities between 

IA’s structural logic and semantic formation and Discursive Design’s message-content and 

message-form are to hold any relevance, then such issues regarding moral pluralism, human 

centredness and design intent should be clearly evident in the outputs of design project. 

 

 

4.5 Summary 
 

 

This chapter answers the first objective set out for the research project: to determine a working 

theoretical model for applying IA in DT appropriate to and for the purposes of addressing the 

wicked problem of addiction in Johannesburg, South Africa.  

 

Du Plessis’s (2014) account of the ontological nature of the challenge of addiction from an 

etiological perspective forms a meaningful link to the use of IA in relation to addiction. Esbjörn-

Hargens’ quote (in Du Plessis, 2017, p. 60) draws attention to the relationship between the 

dimensions of an ontological complexity and how this forms various layers of abstraction due 

to tools and information available for its explanation. This is important. Du Plessis’s account is 

disciplinary first and foremost, and of great value to this design project, however DT would ask 

for more in terms of contemporary designs social agenda. In particular, Mainstream IA 

struggles with this matter in terms of reconciling both sense- and meaning-making, due to its 

applied science orientation.    

 

A brief discussion of the ways in which design understands (social) reality and meaning as both 

constructed and multiple in object-relative ways introduces a much clearer role for IA in 

synthetic resolution. The view being that IA could potentially be used to assist in the 

deconstruction, resolution and reconstruction of what addiction means in society through all 

the various mechanisms within which meaning operates. The Problem / Solution Ecology 

Model provides the theoretical rationale and definition of what is required to decode / 

deconstruct, resolve and encode / reconstruct in terms which both DT and Conceptual IA can  
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work with. In this way, a Conceptual IA is understood to operate in, of and for levels of 

abstraction without which synthetic resolution of such high levels of complexity could be 

extremely difficult to achieve. 

 

This chapter has endeavored to provide a working theoretical model as a foundation upon which 

the design project can be enacted. The Problem / Solution Ecology Model will be taken forward 

at this stage of the study for use as a theoretical underpinning for how IA is used to tackle the 

thorny issue of addiction.    
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5. THE DESIGN PROJECT 

 

 

This chapter serves to answer the second objective of the dissertation: to ideate solutions to the 

problem of addiction by employing IA thinking, techniques and methods in the context of 

addicts recovering from substance misuse and dependence in relation to the Ubuntu Addiction 

Community Trust. Following the RTD methodology, these acts of ideation and conceptual 

information architecting take place within the context of executing a design project which is 

documented within. Chapter 6 will then provide a series of reflections on this design project in 

relation to the criteria set out in the methodology.  

 

The design project followed the general flow of the DT process-method as required. The first 

part of this chapter shares the process, activities and artefacts produced during the Enquiry 

phase, the second part shares that produced in Ideation and the third, shares a recounting of the 

Prototyping phase. Across all these sections the reader will note how each refers back to the 

design methodology described in Chapter 3.  

 

More specifically, description is provided of the manner in which the Context-Content-Users 

model was employed in Enquiry to facilitate synthesis, how IA tools were employed in research 

synthesis and how a problem framing emerged in line with Rumelt’s (2012) diagnosis.  

 

The Ideation phase describes how the problem framing overlapped with a reframing which then 

formed the basis for a design strategy. The design strategy is shared in detail as it contains the 

first articulation of a concept which is argued herein to provide an object of making in the 

context of indeterminacy. Although the development of a design strategy is not considered to 

be a function of the Conceptual IA, given the level of complexity, it becomes difficult to discern 

the making of a concept in this moment in the process from the surrounding strategic thinking. 

Thus, a full account of both is provided such that the distinction may be argued for.  

 

The sharing of the design strategy is followed by a description of how the Recovery Wellness 

Concept (the RW Concept) was arrived at, emerging as it did from the concept in the design 

strategy. The RW Concept constitutes the contrived ontology designed in Ideation for the 

project. As per the theorical description of a contrived ontology in the literature review, a 
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structural logic is presented in the form of an experience drivers model and a semantic 

formation in the form of a relationship model. Together, the design strategy and the RW 

Concept constitute Rumelt’s (2012) guiding policy.  

 

The remainder of the section dedicated to Ideation describes how the contrived ontology 

continued to be developed in the bleed between Ideation and Prototyping through several 

iterations of a Recovery Wellness Journey which correspond to Rumelt’s (2012) coherent 

actions. A short account is then offered of the creation of a solution landscape for the purposes 

of generating a series of lo-fidelity prototypes to assist in communicating a somewhat more 

concrete envisioning of the contrived ontology.  

 

The Problem / Solution Ecology Model forms a continuous thread through the description of 

the project. This includes the identification of the specific acts of deconstruction / 

reconstruction, decoding / encoding and recoding and construction of meaning. 

 

 

Reading the Design Project 

 

 

A reader unfamiliar with addictionology may require some basic understanding of certain topics 

and concepts that relate to the space. Appendix A: Key Topics in SUD and Addiction has been 

created for this purpose. This appendix includes content related to the history of addiction, the 

condition of addiction itself and those communities which constitute the addiction stakeholder 

ecology in SA. Challenges presented in what is referred to as the knowledge landscape of 

addiction and a brief introduction to U-ACT are provided.  

 

This content was sourced from research conducted as part of the Enquiry phase. Given the 

complexity of this domain, offering this content in advance of a detailed description of the 

project itself may make life a little easier for us both.   

 

Each of the three phases has an associated appendix which contains supporting detail and 

examples of work as deemed useful at individual moments through the discussion of the design 

project. End-to-end documentation of the project is not a requirement in the given methodology 
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however its production is underway. Should the reader require access to any specific content 

from the project not contained herein please contact the author.    

 

Within each section of this chapter, sub sections have been organised around key activities in 

the Enquiry, Ideation and Prototyping phases. Each activity has been assigned a numeric, in 

brackets after its label. For example:  

 

5.2  Ideation 

5.2.1  The Reframe (5)  

5.2.2  The Design Strategy (6)  

5.2.3  The Recovery Wellness Concept (7)  

 

These codes map to a conceptual model to be used in the RTD evaluations in the next chapter. 

For now, they bear no immediate relevance but will become useful in due course. 

 

 

5.1 Phase 1: Enquiry 
 

 

The intention of this phase was to gather, analyse and synthesise sufficient data to take into the 

Ideation phase so as to demonstrate the design of a contrived ontology, as a concept, within the 

broader enactment of Conceptual IA. Enquiry was conducted over four stages: 1. Research 

planning; 2. Information gathering; 3. Research analysis; and 4. Research Synthesis.  

 

Moving through these stages is understood as a process of making sense of the wicked problem 

of addiction through an exploration of the problem ecology – its natural habitat. Furthermore, 

such acts of sense-making are accepted as being subjective in the final analysis but operate as 

such in design’s processes of abductive reasoning. Stages 1 through 3 provide the basis for a 

deconstruction of the (social) reality of addiction as it plays out in the world.  

 

  



Figure 5.1 Enquiry in the DT process-method for the design project 
(Author)
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The research planning in Stage 1 was guided by the application of the Firma Model (Hobbs & 

Fenn, 2015). This model provides various lenses, referred to as areas of concern (ibid) for the 

purposes of approaching a large frame-scale, in a problem-led approach for deconstructing 

problem ecologies.1 The areas of concern are segmented into three groups: paradigmatic 

concerns, which include history, politics, economics and culture; contextual concerns, which 

include society and environment; and immediate concerns, including the legacy of the 

problem, the marketplace, the organisation (being the commissioning agent) and users. 

Research themes and questions were generated from the use of these categories and may be 

found in Appendix D. 

 

In Stage 3, the amended Context-Content-Users (CCU) model was then employed for use in 

the analysis of information gathered in a non-assumptive manner for dealing with the 

indeterminacy anticipated within the problem ecology.2 Figure 5.2 provides the logic of the 

mapping of areas of concern from the Firma Model, at left, to the factors in the amended CCU 

model, at right.  

 

 
 

Figure 5.2 Areas of Concern from the Firma Model (Hobbs & Fenn, 2015) 
mapped to the amended CCU model (Author) 

 
1 The Firma Model was introduced by Hobbs and Fenn (2015) in the paper The Firma Model: a Meta-
Framework for Design Research, Strategy and Critique. Appendix D further provides descriptions of 
the areas of concern with examples from the research conducted related to the topic of addiction. 
2 As per Figure 3.5 in Chapter 3: Methodology. 
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This resulted in four primary research analysis documents for the topics of Social background, 

Context, Content and Users.  

 

As per the design methodology described in Chapter 3, the synthesis of research data brought 

together all the content from across the four dimension of the amended CCU model. This took 

the form of an open card sort, a technique applied for synthesis in Mainstream IA, and the 

production of a mandala, a visual device used for aiding synthesis (Rutter, 2010), and argued 

herein, as an IA technique on the basis of Kolko’s (2007) thinking. The design artefacts 

produced as a result of synthesis were then applied to determine a problem framing, itself a 

visual, schematic representation and equally considered in this project to be an information 

architecture description of the problem of addiction.  

 

Information gathering and analysis constitute the acts of deconstructing the problem ecology. 

The synthesis in Stage 4, performed using the prior information gathered and analysed, employs 

IA tools for such work so as to arrive at a framing of the problem, or diagnosis. This framing 

bleeds into a reframing in Ideation made possible through a decoding of what addiction means 

within its problem ecology. Alternatively expressed, coming to understand why addiction is a 

problem from the perspective of what addiction means within the problem ecology.          

 

 

5.1.1 Research Planning and Information Gathering (1) 
 

 

As per Harris and Ambrose’s upfront define phase (2009) which occurs pre-Enquiry, U-ACT 

was identified as the body for whom solutions would be created, although addicts and 

Recovering addicts remain the primary beneficiary both in terms of this project and the aims of 

U-ACT.  

 

The aims of the research conducted were first to broadly understand the domain of addiction 

across types of substance misuse and addicts, the addiction lifecycle, types of stakeholders and 

their domains, global jurisdictions and key topics such as history, environment, culture, society,  
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economics and marketplaces. Second, to deeply understand recovery from addiction as it relates 

to U-ACT and stakeholders in the addiction ecosystem in Johannesburg specifically and South 

Africa generally. And third, to synthetically determine a hypothesis or problem framing for the 

wicked-problem of addiction in Johannesburg, South Africa as it relates to U-ACT and as a 

consequence, addicts in recovery. 

 

Research objectives included: information gathering as per the first and second aims employing 

U-Act stakeholder interviews, desktop research, user types and personae development, and 

environmental analysis; qualitative analysis and synthesis of data; and production of the 

problem framing. 

 

Implicit in the aims to broadly and deeply understand the topic of addiction and recovery from 

addiction, was the issue of how to approach such a frame-scale and problem ecology. Such is 

the nature of wicked-problems however, before conducting the four methods of research to 

gather information, the question of how the data was to be analysed, and later synthesised, 

needed to be addressed. Figure 5.3 below describes the approach.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 5.3 The four-stage research plan (Author) 
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Stage 2. Information Gathering 
 

 

This section provides an overview of the four types of research conducted to explore the 

problem ecology. These included stakeholder interviews, desktop research, user profiling and 

environmental analysis.  

 

 

Stakeholder interviews 

 

 

Stakeholder interviews were conducted with key stakeholders from U-ACT to understand their 

views on the subject of addiction in general and to understand U-ACT as an organisation from 

various perspectives.  

 

The interviews took place over two or more days, in both instances, in one-on-one, sessions 

using semi-structured questionnaires. The information captured was of a qualitative nature and 

in some instances further analysed using models such as SWOT analysis or developing 

inventories of processes.3 Raw data and insights from these interviews were extracted from the 

interview documentation and then integrated across desktop research for additional analysis.  

 

Please consult Appendix D for the interview questionnaires, letters of consent and privacy, and 

raw data gathered. 

 

 

Desktop research 

 

 

The purpose and value of employing desktop research lies in gaining a broad, and at times deep, 

understanding of the subject matter from a variety of perspectives. As such, it was appropriate 

 
3 The inventories included process names, light descriptions, assessment of effectiveness (by U-ACT) 
and process documentation when available. 
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for use in regard to the topic of addiction as large quantities of literature are available. However, 

in this study synthesis atop of this data set was not possible due to the vast amount of 

information gathered. It was this manifestation of a data-mass, in addition to information 

gathered from other research methods, that necessitated the distinct stage of synthesis in 

Enquiry. Information was considered within each area of concern from the Firma Model and 

gathered into separate documents.  

 

 

User Profiling 

 

 

Identification and description of the people related to the subject of addition is a complicated 

area of research and one which carries various interpretations depending on the level at which 

one considers the subject and the disciplinary perspective of the research. In HCD and UCD 

user profiling specifically refers to the development of models, determined from researching 

users, to determine variations in knowledge, activities, attitudes and the like, between users, so 

as to create categories of users which may be used in any number of ways by an organisation 

and / or in design. 

 

In this project a variety of profiles were developed for different purposes. The forms of profiling 

conducted included:  

 

• Target market identification (for U-ACT) 

• Stakeholder mapping 

• User role identification (within the stakeholder ecology) 

• User types definition and personae development  

 

Some notes follow on addict typologies, the creation of the user types hypothesis and personae. 

  

In the absence of etiological coherence, usable pre-existing models,4 time or scope for in-depth 

data-driven types definition research, and in the light of addressing the problem from the 

 
4 Two such models are White’s Key Cultural Roles in the culture of addiction (1996, pp. 103-105) and 
in the culture of recovery (1996, pp. 395-409) and Du Plessis’ typologies (2017, pp. 87-91). 



 110 

perspective of U-ACT, a matrix for addict types based on the three factors below was created 

to act as a user-types hypothesis.5  

 

1. Addiction & Recovery knowledge: general or specific knowledge of the facts of 

addiction and recovery 

2. Recovery experience: time in recovery and experience of treatment and recovery 

models 

3. U-ACT experience: time with U-ACT as an in-patient, recovery wellness attendee and 

/ or recovery coach 

 

These factors were then modelled into matrix form to develop the user types hypothesis from 

which six user types emerged (Table 5.1).  

 

Personae were based on these core types with the addition of a variety of factors to assist in 

both bringing the personae to life and for increased texture in variation. These factors were 

based on the categories of demographics, psychographics, behavioural and environmental 

characteristics, completed with a combination of applied personal experiential knowledge and 

information gained from conducting desktop research. The New Kid persona is presented by 

way example (Fig. 5.4). Appendix D may be consulted for the full set of personae developed. 

 

In addition to the user profiling discussed above, the Users area of concern, from the desktop 

research following the Firma Model, collected a variety of related information regarding users 

including, by way of example: definitions of addiction, the neurobiology of addiction, 

vulnerability to SUD,  populations and addiction, the Integral Model of Addiction by Guy du 

Plessis (2012), treatment and demand for psychoactive substance use in SA from the SA 

National Drug Masterplan (Department of Social Development, 2013) and public approaches 

to dealing with addiction at the policy level. Regarding recovery, information was gathered 

regarding treatment approaches, the Recovery Management approach and Recovery Oriented 

Systems of Care (ROSC).  

 

 
5 The logic of a user types hypothesis in the context of this project is that something is better than 
nothing. The hypothesis is useful for two reasons: one, if there are problems with the solution and the 
cause is the framing of user types then this can be redressed; and two, validation of such hypotheses 
can occur later in the design process, although this is not ideal, either when developing solutions or 
prototypes or post-delivery to market.  



Table 5.1 Modelling user types in the design project (author)
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ADDICTION / RECOVERY 
KNOWLEDGE

RECOVERY  
EXPERIENCE

EXPERIENCE  
OF U-ACT

General or specific knowledge of 
addiction and recovery

Time in recovery and experience of 
treatment and recovery models

Time with U-ACT: as an in-patient, 
RW attendee and / or coached

L L L

H H H

M L L

L H L

M M M

H H H

THE STREET KID “Don’t even pretend to know 
about me”

THE CAT WITH NINE LIVES “I won’t back down and I’ll stand 
my ground”

THE NEW KID “What the hell just happened!”

THE FALLEN ANGEL “I was doing so well…I thought I 
had this down”

THE SCEPTIC “Nothing seems to work for me”

THE ZEALOT “NA! All the way!”



Figure 5.4 The New Kid persona (author)
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Environmental research 

 

 

Although many methods exist for researching environmental contexts, this project was 

constrained firstly by the many environments in which addiction plays out (in the home, in the 

workplace, in schools, in public space and so on) and secondly, by ethical limitations where the 

observation of addicts across these environments and in the U-ACT premises was not possible.    

 

Nonetheless, environmental insights emerged across the other three methods of research 

conducted and resulted in Stage 3 as the Environmental Analysis. With regard to Stage 2, 

information gathered regarding environment and context was distributed across the various 

documents containing the desktop research grouped according to the areas of concern.  

 

Focus was given to environment as it relates to U-ACT. Information gathering included: 

information related U-ACT’s physical premises, services mapped spatially (Fig. 5.5 and Fig. 

5.6) and photographic documentation; U-ACT digital properties and website reviews. 

 

 
 

Figure 5.5 Environmental information gathering: symbolism in the premises 
- interview notes (Collins, 2018) (Author) 
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Figure 5.6 Environmental information gathering: the U-ACT premises and 
symbolism (Author) 
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5.1.2 Analysis (2) 
 

 

The research analysis phase saw insights from the individual Firma Model based information 

gathering documents regrouped and mapped into the amended Context-Content-Users Model 

as well as conducting requirements and an environmental analysis.   

 

 

Stage 3. Analysis 
 

 

Four documents were thus produced based on the amended CCU categories of Social Reality, 

Context, Content and Users. Each of these documents were divided into five sections: 

 

1. Summaries: Development of key themes and topic categories, which emerged from 

analysis of information from across the merged areas of concern per amended CCU 

Model grouping.  

 

And, per area of concern, and extracted from information gathering documentation: 

 

2. Insights which were deemed important or necessary to carry into the amended CCU 

Model analysis 

3. Concepts and ideas about addiction and recovery that were considered noteworthy, 

beyond identification as insights, and in some cases concepts and ideas that emerged 

during information gathering and analysis 

4. GAPS in research data identified through unsuccessful searches conducted in 

information gathering. For example, large pockets of research into addiction in SA that 

have not been conducted such as cost-to-country analysis 

5. Requirements which in their gathering are research efforts however they stand apart 

from insights as they refer to solutions. Insights refer to problems which only become 

solution-oriented in their interpretation. For example, the requirement that any solution 

must acknowledge the stacking of co-existing historical accounts of addiction as social 

truths, is solution oriented.   
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Gathering of data for the Content report and the Environmental analysis spanned all areas of 

concern and was gathered during the process of creating the other amended CCU documents. 

Once the other reports were complete, insights for Content and Environment were extracted, 

grouped and analysed. 

 

The Social Background report contains content gathered from across the history, culture, 

politics, economics and society areas of concern. The Context report contains content from 

organisation, legacy and marketplace areas of concern. The Content report contains insights, 

concepts, GAPS and requirements from across all the areas of concern. The focus of the Content 

report is the knowledge landscape of addiction and includes best practice discovered for 

prevention, treatment and recovery in SUD. The practices selected are those which have been 

been scientifically validated and reported on, and / or employed by U-ACT. A captured list of 

research GAPS in the data from across the areas of concern was further created. Finally, the 

Users report contains insights, concepts, GAPS and requirements from the user area of concern. 

This report includes a section and analysis about recovery, being an area of focus in the project, 

which presents research gathered regarding addict typologies and analysis conducted to develop 

the stakeholder ecosystem, communities, user roles, types and personae. 

 

 

Requirements analysis  

 

 

Requirements aggregated in the Content Report, 282 in total, were, in a first round of sorting, 

organised into themes and sub-themes coded with reference back to the area of concern from 

which they came. In a second round of sorting, themes and sub-themes were re-sorted in three 

variations until a final structure was settled upon. This structure presented requirements at four 

levels (Fig 5.7).6  

 

 

 

 

 
6 This process and the associated documentation can be found in Appendix D. 
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Figure 5.7 Final organisation of requirements from information gathering 
(Author) 
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Environmental analysis 

 

 

The consideration of environment saw insights being drawn from across the areas of concern. 

Environment is of course a very broad categorisation and required some narrowing. During the 

process of information gathering insights related to environment spanned a variety of possible 

perspectives. For example: society as an environment; conceptual grey zones such as multiple 

moral perspectives and moral ambiguity or double standards; the U-ACT premises and digital 

properties; and the notion of a knowledge landscape of addiction. 

 

Because of this diversity a number of conceptions of space and place were investigated in 

relation to information architecture. These included the work of Resmini and Rosati (2011) and 

their concepts relating to Pervasive IA, Floridi’s (2016) notion of the infosphere and Benyon’s 

(2014) categorisations of physical, digital, informational, conceptual, social and blended space. 

Based on the broad conceptions of environment that were found, Benyon’s categories provided 

the appropriate diversity and level of abstraction to assist in analysis.  

 

The analysis process included extracting environment related insights from across Social 

Background, Context, Content and Users maintaining these categorisations. Then, within each 

of these amended CCU categories, individual insights where further categorised according to 

Benyon’s spatial types. In this way a pivoting became available for analysis where it was 

possible to move back and forth between the amended CCU perspective and Benyon’s 

categorical perspective. Based on this pivot analysis, ten spatial themes were identified.7 

 

 

5.1.3 Synthesis (3) 
 

 

From a design practice perspective and in direct relation to conducting design on the project, 

the information gathered presented itself much like looking out over a vast view of an ocean. 

That is say that a position was still required to be taken where one could argue not just that 

 
7 This process and the resultant spatial themes created are all contained in Appendix D.  
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these are the problems but rather that given these problems, this is the (meta) problem. A point 

of view that would synthesise the information in all its complexity and incompleteness was still 

required.  

 

Stage 4 (Fig. 5.8) involved the application of IA oriented tools to develop such a point of view 

on the problem. These tools would serve to assist in the “…data manipulation, organisation, 

pruning, and filtering” (Kolko, 2010) required to produce a diagnosis of the problem ecology 

as a whole. 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 5.8 Research plan - Stage 4: Applying IA tools for synthesis 
(Author) 

  

 

Stage 4. Synthesis 

 

 

Synthesis of the information gathered and analysed in the previous stages took place through 

the use of two methods: card sorting and the development of a mandala. The first is a well-

known tool used in Mainstream IA and the second is an example of laddering or affinity 

mapping. Together these two activities built upon one another and served to assist greatly in 

synthesising the data mass that had developed up until that point.  
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The conceptual movement into complexity should be evident and the associated acts of sense-

making, to be found in the application of these methods, revealed. These activities mark the 

start of the Conceptual IA process at large which arches across Ideation and finds its ultimate 

resolution a little in to the Prototyping phase. In this section we see the problem ecology, as a 

background to the problem of addiction, deconstructed. Through the use of the two IA tools 

mentioned, a level of abstraction is reached in the complexity of this problem which provides 

a simplification of the complexity while simultaneously remaining true to the complexity. In 

doing so a foot-up is provided to providing a framing of the problem, shared in the following 

section, developed through synthetic means as the first step towards synthetically determining 

a design solution to the problem at hand.        

 

 

Card Sorting and Mandala Synthesis 

 

 

Card sorting is a technique common to Mainstream IA, where the content of a digital object, 

such as a website, is represented as keywords on small pieces of paper, jumbled up, that is 

removed from any specific structure, such that end-users can group the cards in ways which 

make conceptual sense to them. In the broader application of card sorting in design, it could be 

argued that it is a form of affinity diagramming since the conceptual sense provided by end-

users is based on the affinity of the keywords to one another. The two most common forms of 

card sorting are open and closed sorting. Open sorting involves the grouping of cards to form 

categories in a bottom-up manner. Closed card sorting involves providing end-users with the 

categories upfront and then asking end-users to allocate the various cards into those categories 

in a top-down manner. Both can be very revealing of the mental models at play for both the 

designer and the end-user. Again, through externalising the tacit, relationships, models and 

conceptions of a topic or subject can be revealed and further considered or analysed.     

 

In an initial open card sort, each card represented an insight or theme derived from the research 

reports and each card (Fig. 5.9) included a trace back to the area of concern from where it 

emerged in information gathering. This figure demonstrates tracing back to the amended CCU 

category, top left and to the Firma Model, bottom right. Within each of the four sets representing 

Social background, Context, Content and Users, cards were grouped into further themes 

emerging as sub-groups within the amended CCU categories (Fig. 5.10).  
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Figure 5.9 Card sorting example 1. Individual card. (Author) 

 

 

 
 

Figure 5.10 Card sorting example 2. Category abstraction. (Author) 
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A second open card sort was then conducted across all individual cards where sub-groups were 

presented as a single card covering all insights and themes within. It is at this precise moment 

that we can observe a first instance of the semantic mechanics of IA at play, whereby the use 

of these tools affords an extension of synthetic cognition in the complexity of the problem 

ecology as represented in the data collected about it.  

 

During this process a star shaped pattern emerged along the lines of groupings with as yet 

unidentified core or guiding thoughts (Fig. 5.11). Observing this pattern, it became reminiscent 

of the shape of a mandala (Fig. 5.12).  

 

 

 
 

Figure 5.11 Card sorting example 3. with superimposed reference to the star 
pattern formation in the Mandala (Author) 
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Figure 5.12 Mandala example 1. Arriving at the Mandala concept  
(Author) 

 

 

Mandala, according to Rutter (2010), “…communicate the implications of a strong, core idea 

through several radiating layers or dimensions. They tell a multi-level story of an interrelated 

ecosystem with high-level themes and low-level details.” (Rutter, 2010, p. 15). 

 

Figures 5.13 – 5.15 present early iterative development of the mandala and exemplify the use 

of diagrammatic reasoning in aid of synthesis. A formalising of the mandala logic saw the cards 

employed in the sorting being re-coded (Fig. 5.16) to reference the mandala. Figure 5.17 

presents the labelling of the top level categories, while four thematic lenses were identified 

cross-sectioning the categories (Fig 5.18). Versions of the mandala were also produced to layer 

over the amended CCU model (Fig 5.19) and the spatial themes from the environmental 

analysis (Fig 5.20). 

 

Figures 5.21 and 5.22 respectively present the final top level categories and the two levels 

beneath. Upon completion, the mandala contained five levels of organised information and 

insights from analysis.  

 



Figure 5.13 Mandala example 2. Early iteration 
(Author)

Figure 5.14 Mandala example 3. Early iteration 
(Author)
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Figure 5.15 Mandala example 4. Early iteration 
(Author)

Figure 5.16 Card sorting example 4. with re-coded 
cards (Author)
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Figure 5.18 Mandala example 6. Thematic lenses 
(Author)
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Figure 5.17 Mandala example 5. Top-level category 
labelling (Author)



Figure 5.19 Mandala example 7. Amended CCU 
model mapping (Author)

127

Figure 5.20 Mandala example 8. Spatial themes 
mapping (Author)



Figure 5.21 Mandala example 9. Final top-level 
categories (Author)

Figure 5.22 Mandala example 10. Final level two 
and three coding (Author)
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A complete thematic description of the mandala content featured in Figure 5.22, across all of 

its levels with codes tracing back to the use of the Firma Model may be found in Appendix D.  

 

 

5.1.4 Problem Framing (4) 
 

 

Upon completion of the mandala, insights, themes and categories of and for these had reached 

a point where a final effort of synthesis was possible largely, it felt, because the information 

about the problem ecology, as gathered, had become conceptually manageable.  

 

A further process of drawing began which aimed to provide an over-arching summary of the 

problem ecology and in so doing assume a position, point of view or framing of the topic as a 

whole. Figure 5.23 presents the first drawing where the concept of the human condition 

emerged as a central thought in the Enquiry Phase. This orienting notion goes on to form the 

bridge into reframing in the Ideation phase.  

 

 

The Human Condition 

 

 

At the launch of the 2017 report, The World Drug Perception Problem: Countering Prejudices 

About People Who Use Drugs (2017), the chair and former president of Switzerland, Ruth 

Dreifuss is quoted as saying: “We have been punishing people for being human” (The Global 

Commission on Drug Policy, 2018)  

 

This comment makes sense in the context of the criminal approach to dealing with illicit 

substances and the War on Drugs policy approach. It further points to the broader issue of the 

stigma associated with drug use and addiction and the need to understand how the human 

condition relates to addiction and recovery, since the disorder can affect people across age, 

income, sex, race, jurisdiction and other factors. 

 



Figure 5.23 Sketching for synthesis for the Problem Framing (4)  
(Author)
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Collins’ four causes of addiction model (2018) includes: false beliefs; inability to change 

current circumstances; unresolved issues of guilt, shame and trauma; and chemical imbalance. 

Notwithstanding the etiological complexity of the space, in essence this model understands 

rehabilitation and recovery as addressing both the symptoms of substance-use dependency, as 

well as the underlying factors that brought it about.  

 

For example, an unresolved childhood trauma, such as sexual abuse, may give rise to substance 

misuse and dependence later in life. The resultant addiction will then produce its own symptoms 

or effects, such as the person who could not maintain a job, due alcoholism, and subsequently 

became homeless.  

 

This view is a substantial shift away from classic views which interpret the negative factors 

which surround addiction to be caused by addiction alone which, as the example above attempts 

to demonstrate, is not quite the whole story of the person and their current circumstances.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 5.24 Addiction as a symptom with hidden causes (Author) 

 

 

Figure 5.24 provides the rationale for why addiction, and addicts, have been largely 

misunderstood and misconceived. The tragedy of addiction for the individual is two-fold: one, 

the person suffering at the human level, who becomes dependent upon substances; and two, 
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when such substances become the cause of a second level of suffering as SUD. From the 

perspective of those observing the addict, what they perceive are the symptoms of addiction 

where there is a lack of knowledge and appreciation of the particular human condition of an 

individual which gave rise to the misuse and dependence in the first place. 8  

 

The NDMP 2013 – 2018 (2013) acknowledges the relationship between standards of living and 

substance-misuse, but not all of what Collins (2018) includes however, but their opinion of 

which gives rise to the other is unclear. As previously noted, the SGR (2016) also acknowledges 

that many other factors influence the progression of misuse. In the main however, policies in 

countries such as SA and the USA among many others, fail to reflect such acknowledgements. 

Considered from the perspectives of social truth and policymaking, when addicts in a 

generalized sense are only understood above the line of visibility, we arrive at what is the 

mainstream understanding of addiction and the criminal policy response.   

 

From across the review of literature it is Du Plessis who comes closest to a theoretical 

expression of what is being referred to here as the human condition. That is, addiction and its 

causes, as an existential condition, available to any person under the right circumstances. 

 

Du Plessis (2017) employs an existential foundation for his approach to addiction that draws 

upon existential philosophy, existential phenomenology, existential psychology, and existential 

therapy. At the centre of his thinking lies the idea that all humans are prone to experience 

existential anxiety, or angst, due to existential givens including:  

 

…the unavoidable freedom to choose the way we live our lives, the 
unavoidability of death, our social isolation, and the meaninglessness of life. 
(Yalom in Du Plessis, 2017, p. 103)  

 

Existential psychology, du Plessis (ibid) argues, was an attempt to redress the human condition 

by considering the human experience holistically rather than in individual parts, the latter of 

which he refers to as “scientific reductionism” (2017, p. 101). While notions and terms such as 

 
8 Given the often extreme nature of substance dependence in and of itself (the uncontrollable seeking 
and use of a substance), the behaviours and lived realities associated with this (for example becoming 
destitute and resorting to theft) and the consequences of this (for example road accidents, overdose, 
incarceration, and criminal records and the contracting of infectious diseases) appreciating the 
underlying causes can be a difficult leap for some to make. It is for this reason that compassionate 
care is such an important concept and practice.  
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angst and existential anxiety have largely fallen out of favour, these concepts remain central to 

almost all forms of Western therapy in human needs such as acceptance, belonging, love, 

security and identity (ibid). In an equivalent sense, almost all contemporary psychology 

acknowledges birth, and the separation from the mother, as a shared first trauma and experience 

of psychological or psychic pain for all people.    

 

Furthermore, while such phraseology as in the previous quote, may seem outdated and 

dramatic, it is the language of the existentialists from the last century. As a forerunner to 

existentialism, Nietzsche’s (1883-1885) famous declaration that God is dead is of particular 

relevance because one will note how institutionalised religion is able to answer all four of the 

forms of angst referenced by Yalom above. It may also hold relevance for why a turn to religion 

is so frequently sought by recovering addicts.  

 

By way of anecdote, in recovery coaching the question is asked of the addict: How is your drug 

taking serving you? At first, the question can appear shaming, carrying a sardonic undertone 

aimed at highlighting the addict’s denial. In recovery coaching, the question is sincere and 

aimed, rather, at the addict identifying the cause of their use.9 For example, she is terribly 

lonely, in her mid-forties, unable to find the right person, and so finds comfort in talking to the 

people she meets in bars after she’s had a few to relax.   

 

The point being illustrated is that the using of substances under such circumstances, may be 

misuse, but it is also helping the person in a very real way: to find an alternative to the pain of 

loneliness as a fact of her life. Her use is understandable when we know the reasons why she 

uses.   

 

Du Plessis argues that the misuse of substances is an instance of self-psychology where 

“…addiction [is] a disorder of the self...[and] a misguided attempt at self-repair." (2017, p.  21) 

This self-repair operates at the level of attempting to replace psychic pain with pleasure. 

Psychic pain being any pain of a non-physical type for example shame, anxiety, sadness and so 

on. 10   

 
9 This being the author’s experience in receiving recovery coach training through U-ACT. 
10 Again, in the author’s experience, the denial of a substance abuse or dependence problem is usually 
premised upon an addict’s lack of awareness or ability to willingly or consciously engage with the 
reasons for their substance misuse. It is unlikely that a person who understands these reasons would 
continue along the path of such a chronic and progressive condition unless otherwise prevented from 
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The approach taken by U-ACT echoes many of these sentiments. For example, Collins’ (2018) 

adoption of the Japanese concepts of Kokorozashi meaning will to purpose and Ma as the 

creation of a space where wellness can thrive. A further example is U-ACTs employment of 

the wheel of life tool (Fig. 5.25) which assists recovering addicts in identifying their personal 

human needs, ranking their satisfaction and ideating solutions to improve the answering of their 

needs (Collins & Brierley, 2018). 

 

 

 
 

Figure 5.25 The wheel of life recovery tool (Author) 

 

 

On its own, abstinence as a solution to the problem of addiction is short sighted. Rehabilitation 

provides the opportunity for one to safely - from a medical, emotional and psychological 

perspective - break the cycle of advanced dependence. What the human condition makes clear 

 
doing so, including the associated neurobiological changes. In this view, denial could be considered as 
reasonable but not rational as a defence against having to return to a life of psychic / psychological 
pain.   
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is that without any further addressing of the underlying causes of use, the causal conditions at 

play, it is unreasonable to expect people not to relapse.   

 

Of particular relevance is Collins’ belief that society is ill (Collins, 2018) and that a major 

challenge for recovering addicts is a return, after rehabilitation, back into an ill society. This 

includes SA continuing to exist with the trauma of its past; the siloed nature of our society; 

moral double standards regarding legal and illicit psychoactive substances; consumerist 

economics which highlight income as a measure of social success, materialism, encouragement 

of a culture of more and a leaning towards instant gratification; “a society…sick with the 

temporary relief of symptoms” (Collins, 2018); and “greed [as] an addiction problem” (Collins, 

2018). Collins further notes that misuse operates in the context of social expectations, for 

example binge drinking on Friday nights in corporate culture (Collins, 2018).  

 

These insights are all the more relevant in the light of the history of Johannesburg as a gold 

rush, fortune seeking city; as a place of transience in migrant labour, an exploitative, industrial 

history and a wheeling and dealing culture (Collins, 2018).    

 

The argument for understanding misuse and addiction through the lens of the human condition 

is a radical departure from approaching the problem through criminalisation. The perspective 

of the human condition places human dignity at the centre of the call for changes in the way 

that society in the main considers addicts and the policies which emerge from this.  

 

The matter of human rights in this respect has far reaching implications that could potentially 

be argued at the South African Constitutional Court on the basis of the right to human dignity 

(Government of South Africa, 2020).  

 

 

The Diagnosis 
 

 

Figure 5.26 builds graphically on that presented in Figure 5.23 using the same information and 

structural logic however this iteration represents the formation in what was felt to be a 

simplified and more understandable form. Figure 5.27 presents this same image in a digitised 

format. 
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Figure 5.26 Second sketched iteration of the Problem Framing (4)  
(Author) 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 5.27 The final, digitised Problem Formation (Author) 

 

A brief explanation of the Problem Formation follows in reference to Figure 5.27: 
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1. Addiction and substances: 

Misuse, in and of itself, the progression towards dependence and addiction lie at the centre of 

the problem ecology. This includes the neurobiological response to psychoactive substances 

and related behaviours of an addictive nature. Importantly this includes both legal and illegal 

substances.  

 

2. The human condition: 

The human condition has already been described at fair length. In the context of the problem 

ecology it may be understood as that factor which gives rise to misuse and in some cases 

addiction. As a problem it should also be understood as something which requires addressing 

from a socio-political perspective and as something which will never be removed from society 

although it may change form depending on the nature of the society and the policies and 

interventions introduced into society. 

 

3. Socio-cultural problems: 

Society and culture provide the background within which the human condition, addiction (and 

recovery) play out. In this view, politics are interpreted as emerging from this socio-cultural 

background and are included in this space however they are secondary to socio-cultural factors.  

 

Key problem factors which are present here include: society as a re-enforcer of those aspects 

of the human condition that contribute to misuse, that is, the theme of society is ill; placing 

society before the individual and the need for personalised treatment; the unhealthy public 

response to misuse and addiction which includes the cost to country - the economics of War on 

Drugs policies and the criminal approach - and the cost to society - that being higher in the case 

of legal psychoactive substances than illicit; stigma, discrimination and dehumanisation as it 

relates to human dignity; and social costs as including public wellbeing; multiple moral views 

in society related to the stacking of addiction histories; South Africa as an injured, uncohesive 

and fractured place; and South African multi-culturalism and the presence of extreme 

populations complicates addressing challenges. 

 

4. Domain knowledge problems: 

Problems related to knowledge in the field of addictionology cross-section the ecosystem, the 

central issue of addiction and psychoactive substances, the human condition and the socio-
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cultural background. In addition to those aspects of data and information which relate to 

wicked-problems in general that have already been noted, key topics here include: the lack of 

research which approaches the field from a humanitarian perspective; the lack of humanities-

based research; the lack of researched user typologies beyond those derived from a substance 

orientation; no clear and accessible big picture view or explanation of addiction in general for 

lay audience; the lack of research to (re)address social facts and truths related to misuse and 

addiction; definitional challenges of addiction and recovery; addiction as a multiple object, 

third-level ontological complexity; the competitive aspects of the stakeholder ecosystem, in 

particular in relation to Recovery, and the associated opinions, beliefs and research of and for 

the different approaches; and the lack of transdisciplinary research approaches. 

 

5. U-ACT challenges, opportunities and Recovery Management: 

As with domain knowledge challenges, U-ACT and Recovery Management transect the 

problem ecology. In both cases addiction is their central concern and they both acknowledge 

the perspectives to be found in the topic of the human condition. Of course, they also operate 

in the context of the socio-cultural background and the knowledge domain.  

 

U-ACT’s ambition to cure the world of addiction is hampered by arguably resolvable 

challenges related to finance, administration and reporting, organizational culture, marketing 

and operations. In the South African context, U-ACT hold a unique position in their approach 

to treatment and the application and development of Recovery Coaching to which they have 

brought their own innovations. Globally speaking, their services provide the uniquely Southern 

African approach that stems from the Southern African philosophy of Ubuntu. However, they 

suffer from an innovation paradox in that it has been difficult to position their offerings in the 

marketplace which includes issues arising from the challenges in the knowledge landscape.  

 

Generic competitive forces include the stigma associated with addiction, confusion and partial 

understandings in the marketplace by a diversity of approaches towards Recovery and the theme 

of society being ill.  

 

Recovery Management, which shall be described in greater detail in the following section, is a 

particular philosophy, movement and approach to recovery in addiction which U-ACT operates 

within. While it is not a problem per se in the ecology, along with the human condition they are 
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differentiated in Figure 5.27 because they are those aspects of the problem ecology that hold 

within them the kernel of thought towards reframing this wicked problem.  

  

 

5.2 Phase 2: Ideation 
 

 

This project phase deals with the heart of the development of a Conceptual IA (Fig. 5.28) in the 

context of the complexity that emerges with understanding wicked problems. This phase 

contains a variety of activities all of which serve to assist in the synthetic resolution of a problem 

/ solution ecology (Hobbs & Fenn, 2015). These include records of the reframing process and 

the development of a Design Strategy (6), the Recovery Wellness Concept (7) which constitutes 

a visible manifestation of a contrived ontology, and a first iteration of a Recovery Wellness 

Journey (8).  

 

In this phase you will observe the development of Rumelt’s notion of a guiding policy (2012) 

emerging from acts argued to be information architecting being synthetic and compositional 

co-enactments of sense- and meaning-making.   

 

 

5.2.1 The Reframe (5) 
 

 

The reframe sits between researching and ideating solutions in the DT process. The reframe 

bleeds or provides the bridge into solutioning in this project and contains within it the defining 

moment of moving from a problem-orientation to a solution-orientation. This is where reporting 

on the Ideation phase of this project begins.   

 

The reframing began with a reconsideration, and re-organisation of information, from the 

problem framing created in Enquiry. The primary driver behind this reframe was, amongst all 

the many factors at play in the problem ecology, to foreground the concerns related to human 

dignity and human rights. That is to say, and following Buchanan (2001), to adopt a human-

centered ethos in solutioning.  



Figure 5.28 Ideation in the DT process-method for the 
design project (Author)

140



 141 

The SGR provides three arguments, one moral, one economic and one scientific (U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services, 2016), together which constitute its appeal for a 

socio-political change regarding dealing with addiction in the USA. The moral case is of 

relevance here. The SGR argues, on the basis of new validated, scientific evidence that 

addiction is a neurological disorder, that it is therefore both a public health concern and one 

which society is morally obliged to respond to with care and support.  

 

It is for this reason that the topic of the human condition is highlighted in the prior section. 

Following Dorst and Cross’s (2001) evidence of problem / solution conjecturing foregrounding 

the human condition as the primary space requiring solutioning provides the rationale. In Figure 

5.29, understanding the problem as such appears here by accident, as it were, in this early 

exploration of the mandala during Enquiry: the text “addiction” was supposed to occupy the 

circle and “1. The human condition” was meant to sit in the pie-space to the left, as the arrow 

indicates.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 5.29 The reframe, by way of diagrammatic slip of the tongue 
(Author) 

 

 

The shift from problem- to solution-orientation was to take addiction and psychoactive 

substances out of the centre of the problem and reconsider the problem from the perspective of 

the human condition. Figure 5.30 centres the human condition between the other key factors 

from the Problem Framing. A further pruning of the insights and themes that had previously 

supported the argument for the problem framing also occurred as a result of repositioning the 
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human condition. For example, item (5) in the problem framing, U-ACT challenges, 

opportunities and Recovery Management, has been replaced with the label “The Pragmatic 

Agenda” in the bottom right quadrant. This is a reference back to the topic so labelled in the 

mandala and represents the shift from considering the pragmatic agenda just as a part of the 

problem ecology to re-considering it as a key driver in supporting the human condition in the 

solution ecology.     

 

 

 
 

Figure 5.30 Mapping the reframe: progression 1 (Author) 

 

 

A Human-Centered Ethos? 
 

 

At the heart of the pragmatic agenda, so called from the mandala creation, is the Recovery 

Movement (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2016, pp. 5-1). This movement 

holds a set of recovery-related values and beliefs described as follows in the SGR:  
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When people talk about the recovery movement, they often invoke a set of 
values and beliefs that may be embraced by individuals with substance use 
disorders, families, treatment professionals, and even entire health care 
systems. Some examples of these values and beliefs include: 
 

• People who suffer from substance use disorders (recovering or not) 
have essential worth and dignity. 

• The shame and discrimination that prevents many individuals from 
seeking help must be vigorously combated. 

• Recovery can be achieved through diverse pathways and should be 
celebrated. 

• Access to high-quality treatment is a human right, although recovery 
is more than treatment. 

• People in recovery and their families have valuable experiences and 
encouragement to offer others who are struggling with substance use.  
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2016, pp. 5-4) 

 

Needless to say, these views are in line with those of Collins (2018).  

 

The conceptual processes involved in reframing and ideation have, in the author’s experience, 

tended towards the idiosyncratic and non-linear. The rest of the description of the reframe thus 

assumes a less scholarly tone and flow, as the aim is to share with the reader, the process as it 

unfolded in the project.  

 

While at a personal level the arguments, beliefs and views as contained within the Recovery 

Movement were more than satisfactory to proceed with, this is not the case for everyone. During 

the process the voices of those who simply were not convinced continued to emerge.  

 

Two examples follow which were posts left by readers of the article, Marc Lewis: The 

Neuroscientist Who Believes Addiction Is Not A Disease (Davey, 2015) on the Guardian 

website:  

 

PlodHomoerectus - 30 Aug 2015 7:03 
The relevance to our country is why should tax payers fund the self 
improvement [required by addicts]? What tax payers can do is ask their 
government to stop funding these people at all. People first take drugs to get 
high. That's a choice and there are consequences. If people are to stupid to 
see those consequences the world is better off without them and their 
ignorance shouldn't be funded. 
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alexiram - 30 Aug 2015 7:07 
And willpower and abstinence. Addiction is peculiar in that it is a 
'disease/condition' that can be cured by the sufferer deciding they don't want 
it any more, try that with cancer. 

 

In the experience of the author, the comments made by alexiram regarding abstinence are the 

most frequent to be heard coming from a generalised notion of society in the main in 

Johannesburg. The pervasiveness of such stigmas in Johannesburg and SA may be illustrated 

by U-ACTs lack of any fundraising efforts.11  

 

It is not possible to find the arguments to counter all views opposed to an addict’s inherent 

dignity. Unless the individual doing the judging holds these values and beliefs in the first place, 

this line of solutioning was felt by the author at the time to have reached a dead-end. While the 

SA Constitution may be considered to be enlightened, it is also aspirational. Even in mostly 

mainstream Western liberal societies the trade-off usually comes down to who should be 

prioritised: the addict that poses a threat to society and who is a burden on society, or society 

itself? This point is highlighted by Collins (2018) who notes that policies such as treating heroin 

addiction with medically prescribed methadone, a heroin replacement drug, supports society, 

however the criminal heroin addict simply becomes a non-criminal, state subsidised methadone 

addict.  

 

It is important to recall the vast amount of material which had been gathered, analysed and 

internalised during Enquiry to reach this point in the design project. The mandala synthesis and 

its semi-structured form had acted as a fulcrum to reach this point of critical reflection in such 

a wicked problem. In addition, a platform at a new level of abstraction had been provided which 

enabled pause, or calm in the eye of the storm, allowing for an attempt to discover a synthetic 

resolution beyond the trade-off within the given complexity. This, after all, is the rationale for 

the application of DT.   

 

A return to the research was required to find the illusive insight which would trigger the start of 

a resolution. The following text describes how the author subjectively recalls the subjective 

manner in which the moment of synthetic reframing occurred:12  

 
11 Collins is skeptical that fundraising is worth the effort as these stigmas are believed by him to most 
likely act as a barrier towards people in Johannesburg, and beyond, offering donations. (2018). 
12 The text is not a quote, but rather a recollection written in the first person. Such moments, in the 
author’s experience, have been highly abstract, almost dream-like, and highly subjective. A liberty is 
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I imagined being back at U-ACT. In rehab. I visualised the staff going about their duties and 

tried to recall if I had sensed some tell of their opinion on the trade-off between individual and 

society. Was there any hint at all that we didn’t deserve this care? I found nothing. U-ACT just 

does not operate with such trade-offs in mind. Quite literally, U-ACT is in the (not-for-profit) 

business of saving lives. Try to imagine the degree of internal pain a person must feel to choose 

oblivion in being high over everyday life for a foreseeable future. Then add to that a progressive 

destruction of life at the mercy of the neurobiological condition. If this can be imagined as a 

person’s life: the decay of any love, then you may come near to comprehending how hard it is 

for an addict to stay alive. Collins’ view of recovery is a radical one: whatever the life is that 

you need to live so that you don’t kill yourself, go and live it and live it to the full. Search for, 

find and live your own meaning in life. He refers to this using the Japanese concept of 

Kokorozashi: will to purpose (Collins, 2018).  

 

But still, what of society? I started to doubt if I could do this. Had I come all this way, done all 

this research – months of research! – just to fail? Calm down. Lyrics came to mind. A favourite 

song: 

 

You’ve got no god 
You’ve got no love 
To tell me off 
But you've got that spirit 
So please stick with it 
This world wouldn't be 
A world without you in it  
(Ashcroft, 2000) 

 

The writer hits his mark in those last two lines; the essence of an existential condition. I’m 

speeding up. The whole world reduced to whether or not a person can be in it. In a rush, another 

blind leap. The Judaic precept: whomever saves a life, saves the world entire. Stop! There it is.  

 

 
being taken by writing in such a manner. However, the rationale lies in noting two levels of subjective 
experience: the first being the actual moment of reframing, and the second it’s recalling. Thus, the text 
has been italicised.    
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U-ACT manage the trade-off between individual and society by applying an ethic of care. The 

insight sought lay in Brierley's description of their practice being one of compassionate care 

(Brierley, 2018) (Fig. 5.31).  

 

 

 
 

Figure 5.31 Compassionate care in the U-ACT approach (Author) 

 

 

In lay terms, the ethic of care may be described as the nurse who is willingly compelled to heal 

a soldier from the opposing army; or the father who continues to love his child despite the child 

having committed a terrible crime.  

 

The ethic of care was developed by Carol Gilligan (1982) in the text: In a Different Voice. 

Gilligan makes a distinction between ethics of justice and ethics of care where the former is 

considered as masculine and the latter, feminine (ibid). Referencing Botes (2000), Hagen et al., 

observe that: “[an] ethics of justice is characterized by fairness and equality and a rational-

objective decision-making based on universal rules and principles, whereas the ethics of care 

is characterized by caring and is relational-emotional, need-centered, holistic, and contextual 

in nature” (Hagen, et al., 2017, p. 100) 

 

The ethic of care, notionally, becomes the pivot for the reframe by providing a design rationale 

that can lead to a synthetic resolution. Long term sustained recovery requires that the addict 

take a path beyond abstinence, but not as a replacement to abstinence. That is, the discovery of 
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a life worth living as opposed to a life in which an addict seeks escape. The work of this design 

solution would lie in helping an addict make a meaningful life.  

 

The first signs of synthetic resolution thus appear along with this ontological commitment. The 

essence of the Conceptual IA, and meaning-making, requires encoding into the solution and 

may be found in Figure 5.32 where the label the human condition is replaced with Recovery 

Wellness. A complete mapping of the re-organisation of information from the Mandala into the 

reframe was conducted and may be found in Appendix E. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 5.32 Mapping the reframe: Progression 2 (Author) 

 

 

The following sections explain and expand on what Recovery Wellness (RW) is, how it 

operates as the central design concept in the project and how it is given form, in the first 

instance, through the creation of a contrived ontology.        
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5.2.2 The Design Strategy (6) 
 

 

The strategic solution developed for the project was a Global Recovery Wellness Framework. 

This solution statement contains within it the intended recoding of the problem / solution 

ecology and a traceable connection back to synthesis as featured in Table 5.2. In strategic terms, 

the aim is for a global solution, utilizing the concept of Recovery Wellness through the means 

of a framework approach. Over the course of conceptualizing the guiding policy in its totality, 

the solution statement developed into the model presented in Figure 5.33.  

 

Table 5.2 Overview of the Design Strategy (6) (Author) 
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Figure 5.33 The Design Strategy (6) (Author) 

 

 

Prior to embarking on further ideation around these three dimensions of the solution, insights 

and themes from the reframe were mapped into aim, concept and approach. Across all three 

aspects of the guiding policy the mapping of insights and themes, requirements and spatial 

themes was considered necessary for three reasons: as inputs to ongoing Ideation and design 

work that would be conducted later in any processes; to ensure, that is to validate, that all 

aspects of the problem ecology had been taken into consideration, and to provide traceability 

through the process.  

 

Figure 5.34 provides a single example of mandala themes mapped to the aim of A global 

solution. All of these mappings are provided in Appendix E. 
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Figure 5.34 Example of the Mandala / Design Strategy mapping (Author) 

 

 

The Aim 
 

The aim of the guiding policy is to provide a strategic direction, to articulate that we are 

heading East not North, however it does not describe the manner in which this journey will 

take place.  

 

The aim to provide a global solution is drawn directly from U-Act’s ambition and mission to 

cure the world of addiction. This position is achieved with a bottom-up logic however: 

providing solutions at the community level which are then networked to provide a global 

solution. The Digital First, Networked ROSC Model supported by an online platform provides 

a framework where U-ACT can start small, with just a few communities, and grow big over 

time using and filling out the framework.  
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Figure 5.35 depicts this logic where top-down there is a consistent global proposition and 

approach which can span localities and bottom up there is jurisdictional and locale 

customization of the platform: a. a consistent global proposition; b. a consistent global 

approach; c. jurisdictional customisation, (e.g., South Africa); and d. local customisation, (e.g., 

Johannesburg / Oaklands). 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 5.35 The global / local model (Author) 

 

 

The top-down approach contains as its focus an individual person, while the bottom-up 

approach considers and is organized around the needs of users within particular communities 

or as part of particular populations. That is to say that the bottom-up approach aims to address 

social and environmental conditions at the community rather than individual level. At the 

community level key issues to be addressed include: the culture of addiction / society is ill 

(from the Social Background - Mandala ref. 16D); generic competition (From Context - 

Mandala ref. 15G); and a legacy of failure – still existing in society and policy (from Social 

Background - Mandala ref. 11A) 
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The Concept 
 

 

The parable of The Hand and The Moon describes a wise teacher attempting to impart an 

important lesson to a young student. While the teacher is pointing to the moon, she notices the 

student focusing on her hand, doing the pointing, rather than the moon being the subject of the 

lesson. In response the wise teacher remarks: “Focus not upon my hand! Look at the moon.”  

 

This story acts as a metaphor to explain that, if the teacher’s hand represents abstinence as a 

solution to addiction, then we are missing the aim of the lesson, the moon, which in this case 

represents the addict’s wellness.  

 

Figure 5.36 visualises this: the black circles and the black connecting line of relapse suggest 

that in abstinence-led approaches (the hand) the recovering addict does not proceed beyond 

mere abstinence; represented by the coloured elements is wellness (the moon) which 

communicates that the aim of recovery is to be well, both in the context of addiction as a result 

of problems and pain in a person’s life, as well as addiction being a contributor to the same.  

 

In the wellness approach, although long term sustained recovery is the goal, clean time,13 is not 

the measure of success. In the wellness model an individual may relapse but still be well, albeit 

requiring some level of introspection or life change, or one may be abstinent but not actually 

well, which could be likened to a ticking bomb.           

 

The term Recovery Wellness is derived from U-ACT’s out-patient programme: The Foundation 

Recovery Wellness Programme (Collins & Brierley, 2018). As the name implies, the focus is 

on wellness as the foundation to recovery.  

 

 

 
13 Clean time is an expression which emerges from the fellowship of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) and 
its affiliated peer-support groups. A common practice at these meetings is for individuals to declare 
their clean time to the group which is met with applause by way of encouragement. If a recovering 
addict with ten years of clean time relapses, then the individual is expected to declare, on the 
following day so to speak, that they have been clean for a day. 
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Figure 5.36 The concept of the hand and the moon in addiction recovery 
(Author) 

 

 

Developing the design strategy concept of Recovery Wellness emerges from three related 

ideas,14 all of which will be briefly discussed: a reconsidered addiction lifecycle, defining and 

design of a recovery and building recovery capital. 

 

In the context of the Problem / Solution Ecology Model, these combined ideas offer a recoding 

of how one might start to (re)conceptualise what addiction could mean in the world. 

 
14 All of these ideas operate within the nascent theory of Recovery Management (Solheim, 2015). 
Recovery Management, along with Recovery Coaching, are described in greater detail in the next 
section.   
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The Lifecycle of Addiction, Reconsidered 

 

 

In abstinence-based approaches (Fig. 5.37), the cycle begins with the use of psychoactive 

substances and in theory progresses through the stages of misuse and abuse, into dependence 

and addiction. At this point an individual may encounter treatment, rehabilitation, or some such 

intervention where a path of abstinence is taken. In these models, Recovery is defined as the 

state of abstinence from psychoactive substances of any kind. If relapse occurs then the 

individual may once again cease use and return to a state of abstinence or return to forms of 

misuse, abuse and dependency whereupon rehabilitation may be required. And so, the cycle 

continues.  

 

 
 

Figure 5.37 The abstinence lifecycle model of addiction and recovery 
(Author) 
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In contrast, the RW approach (Fig. 5.38) places wellness, rather than abstinence and substances, 

at the centre of the experience.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 5.38 A wellness lifecycle model as recovery in addiction (Author) 

 

 

The cycle up until treatment remains largely the same in this model however preventative 

services aligned to Recovery Management may appear. Treatment is positioned as both 

rehabilitation from psychoactive substance use as well as education in the tenets and tools of 

Recovery Management. Recovery, as a stage in the model, is then understood as the process of 

ongoing monitoring and management of both the condition of addiction and quality of life. That 

is, the addressing of the characteristics of the human condition as they relate to addiction and 

recovery. The goal is being well.  
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As processes in recovery, relapse and use are interpreted and addressed in relation to the 

individual’s wellness. The space of interrogation is not that of use but rather what aspects of 

the individual’s human condition and wellness are suffering and as a result, leading to relapse. 

In this model, even extended periods of use may be managed by a variety of tools and 

techniques, including harm reduction, 15 until the person is able to action the internal or external 

changes required to re-establish wellness. 

 

The wellness orientation may also be explained through its corollary. In the abstinence model, 

an individual may not be using psychoactive substances but may still be unwell. For example: 

 

• White knuckling,16 which refers to an individual suffering through urges and cravings 

to use psychoactive substances over long periods employing willpower alone, which is 

usually considered unsustainable 

• Cross-addiction (Ferguson, 2009), where an individual replaces one substance for 

another or one substance for a behavioural addiction, such as work, sex, gambling and 

so on, and 

• Dry drunk syndrome (Solberg, 1983), which suggests long term abstinence without 

internal or external change for the individual and little improvement in quality of life. 

 

 

Defining and Designing a Recovery 

 

 

Recovery coaching is an important enabler of wellness in recovery. The coach / client 

relationship inverts the doctor / patient hierarchy. In Recovery Management the Recovery 

Coach is understood to “…[facilitate] the development of a client generated master plan” 

(White, 1996, p. 23) and assists the client in orientating and navigating through the options 

presented in any given community or locale.   

 
15 Harm reduction is usually used to describe governmental policies such as the famous Needle Park in 
Zurich, Switzerland. As policy or as an individual approach, the aim in harm reduction is to minimise 
direct threats, such as overdose, and indirect threats, such as the acquiring of or spreading of infectious 
diseases.     
16 Colloquially used term in particular in the social fellowships of mutual aid groups such as AA.  
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Collins’ (2018) refers to this master plan creation as defining and designing your recovery. This 

concept is aligned to the multiple pathways concept that argues for no single method of recovery 

but rather the utilization of any and all resources available to assist recovery (White, 1996). In 

Recovery Management, the coordinated effort to make such resources available within 

communities is referred to as Recovery Oriented Systems of Care (ROSC). 

 

…[recovery support services in ROSC] are united in the goal of seeking 
recovery by any means, and through the many paths that are the realities of 
people who are in recovery (Kaskutas et al., 2014). These services might be 
treatment centres, the rooms of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), faith groups, 
communities and family. At their centre is the consumer: emerging not 
simply as the focus of services, but with choices and a say in their own 
recovery... (Solheim, 2015, p. 2) 

 

Thus, each individual is encouraged to understand their recovery on their own terms and in their 

own way. The addict in recovery thus defines what recovery means for themselves. This occurs 

through ongoing monitoring and management of their wellness journey and experimenting with 

all possible recovery services available in an environment so as to design a recovery path (U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services, 2016, pp. 5-2). 

 

Placing the definition and design of recovery in the hands of the one for whom it is intended is 

a radical step forward in addictionology which is not possible without a recognition of the 

discussion of the human condition. In so doing, the addict’s dignity is reclaimed from systems 

which otherwise deprive them of such. These acts of defining and designing a recovery are 

nothing less than meaning making. They are acts as relevant to an addict in recovery as they 

are to any human being. The difference being that the recovering addict chooses this path as a 

matter of life over death, while it could be argued that such a privilege is less frequently afforded 

to most.  

 

 

Building Recovery Capital 

 

 

Recovery capital refers to the various capacities and capabilities required to remain in recovery 

and free of substance or behavioural misuse (Granfield & Cloud, 1999). These may be divided 

into internal and external forms of capital. An internal type of capital may be self-love, 
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emotional resilience, a resolved sense of self or even education. An external type of capital 

could be financial savings, regular attendance at AA meetings, friendships or social capital.  

 

In the latter sense recovery capital includes: acting as a buffer from returning to being unwell 

because resources now exist to fall back on; as points on a path and plan of personal growth 

and development in the world; or as a means to answer those fundamental human needs which 

were unmet and which caused misuse in the first place. White (2009) notes:  

 

Recovery capital, or recovery capacity, differs from individual to individual 
and differs within the same individual at multiple points in time. Recovery 
capital also interacts with problem severity to shape the intensity and 
duration of supports needed to achieve recovery. This interaction dictates 
the intensity or level of care one needs in terms of professional treatment 
and the intensity and duration of post-treatment recovery support services. 
(White, 2009, p. 1)      

 

Quality of life (QOL), which may be considered as the moon in the hand and the moon parable, 

is described by Du Plessis (2017) as: “a fundamental concept across health care research… 

especially in mental health care and disability studies…[where] QOL is increasingly recognized 

as a valuable indicator of the impact of treatment, need for health care, evaluation of 

interventions, and for cost-benefit analyses.” (Du Plessis, 2017, p. 115)  

 

Du Plessis (ibid) goes on to develop his model for six recovery dimensions (Fig. 5.39) which 

are those aspects of life which can be addressed for improvement within the idea of wellness:  

 

The six recovery dimensions are defined as: physical, which refers to all 
aspects of physical health; intellectual, which describes all the intellectual 
features of the recovery process; psychological, which refers to all the 
emotional and therapeutic aspects; existential, which entails all the spiritual 
and existential elements; social, which captures all interpersonal, cultural, 
and social relationships; and environmental, which refers to all 
administrative, legal, monetary, and environmental aspects (Du Plessis, 
2015)…they represent abstract interrelated and nonreducible aspects of our 
being-in-the-world…it is vital that these six recovery dimensions of a client 
are maintained at an essential level of health (what defines essential health is 
relative and unique for each client) for sustainable recovery. If there is 
pathology in any of these areas the whole recovery system suffers… 
(Du Plessis, 2017, p. 116)  
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Emphasis should be given to reference of the whole recovery system as it acts as a bridge into 

discussion of the design strategy approach to follow. The recovery system could be interpreted 

as both the internal system of a person’s recovery – how one feels in the world as a product of 

the integrated processes of satisfying the six categories of needs, and as the external system of 

recovery within which the individual is attempting to find recovery. In Du Plessis’s context, the 

latter would be centred on the role of therapeutic intervention in the system. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 5.39 The six dimensions of quality of life (Du Plessis, 2017) in 
recovery (Author) 

 

 

This view of the two sides of a recovery system, operate in the larger context of society, its 

culture, economics, and politics. These aspects of recovery from addiction formed a large part 

of the problem framing at the end of the Enquiry phase and have yet to be addressed in the 

strategy.  

 

Where defining and designing a recovery in a reconsidered addiction lifecycle constitutes a 

system of well-being and a system of meaning (making), as experienced by the recovering  
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addict, a second aspect is introduced here of a meaningful system or a system to be well in 

where society has failed to do so.    

 

Building upon an existential foundation as described in the human condition, Du Plessis then 

introduces the work of Chilean economist Alfred Max-Neef and his theory of Human Scale 

Development which expands the conversation into the realm of the social collective. Max-

Neef’s theory posits that fundamental human needs are “finite, few and classifiable” (in Du 

Plessis, 2017, p. 107) and that: 

 

Each economic, social and political system adopts different methods for the 
satisfaction of the same fundamental human needs. In every system, they are 
satisfied (or not satisfied) through the generation (or non-generation) of 
different types of satisfiers [the object or process used to satisfy a need]. We 
may go as far as to say that one of the aspects that define a culture is its 
choice of satisfiers. Whether a person belongs to a consumerist or to an 
ascetic society, his/her fundamental human needs are the same. What 
changes is his/her choice of the quantity and quality of satisfiers. (Du 
Plessis, 2017, pp. 107-108) 

 

He goes on to note:  

 

In short: What is culturally determined are not the fundamental human 
needs, but the satisfiers for those needs. Cultural change is, among other 
things, the consequence of dropping traditional satisfiers for the purpose of 
adopting new or different ones. It must be added that each need can be 
satisfied at different levels and with different intensities. Furthermore, needs 
are satisfied within three contexts: (a) with regard to oneself (Eigenwelt); (b) 
with regard to the social group (Mitwelt); and (c) with regard to the 
environment (Umwelt). The quality and intensity, not only of the levels but 
also of contexts, will depend on time, place and circumstances. (Du Plessis, 
2017, p. 108)  

 

The next section explains how the concept of Recovery Wellness could respond to the scales 

suggested by Max-Neef in the provision of a global platform for localised recovery-oriented 

systems of care.      
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The Approach 

 

 

Recovery Wellness, as the core concept in the strategy design, requires being taken to an 

international audience and being provided with the appropriate contexts and mechanisms for 

the Recovery Management approach to be successfully applied. A networked ROSC model in 

a digital first framework was conceived of to meet these ends.  

 

Recovery redefined as something in flux requires management. That is, literal recovery 

management, as opposed to the Recovery Management movement within which literal 

recovery management operates. To this end too, the need for a framework emerges. The 

objectives for this framework are:  

 

1. Provide a supporting structure for the Recovery Wellness concept: provide a place with 

a Culture of Recovery, Spirituality and Learning (Collins, 2018); assist coaches and users 

in moving through the Recovery Wellness lifecycle (Mandala ref. 19E); provide (literal) 

recovery management solutions for users (define and design your own recovery) 

 

2. Provide recovery support services (RSS) for coaches and users: with links into local 

real-world groups, activities and services including clinical, mutual-aid (AA and other) and 

public health services 

 

3. Provide an open network: which coaches and users can contribute to; supporting 

individual users and society as a whole (Mandala ref. 8D) 

 

4. Provide content support for secondary and tertiary audiences: lay overviews of the 

addiction domain (Mandala ref. 10B), myth-busting and promotion (advocacy) of validated, 

scientific knowledge within and about the domain of addiction and recovery (Mandala ref. 

10B and 19E); promote new research efforts (Mandala ref. 7B)  

 

This approach has two areas of dependency for success (Fig. 5.40). The first is that it needs to 

cater to the demographics, psychographics, behavioural and environmental factors to be found 

in the user types hypothesis, at least in the first instance for Johannesburg, South Africa. 

Secondly, organisational challenges (as per the Requirements Analysis) need to be resolved in 
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terms of immediate, near and medium term roll out of a framework. In some cases the 

framework itself will be the solution to certain challenges. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 5.40 Framework dependencies (Author) 

 

 

The design strategy has been conceptualised as containing two approaches to support the aim 

and concept which shall briefly be discussed.  

 

 

The Framework, Part A: A Networked ROSC Model 

 

 

Recovery Management is the formalized term applied to the approach associated with the 

Recovery Movement:  

 

…policymakers and health care system leaders in the United States and 
abroad are beginning to embrace recovery as an organizing framework for 
approaching addiction as a chronic disorder from which individuals can 
recover, so long as they have access to evidence-based treatments and 
responsive long-term supports (U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, 2016, pp. 5-1) 
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Figure 5.41 emerged as an interpretation of Solheim’s (2015) account of this domain and 

provides a view of the various conceptual and activity related layers within Recovery 

Management. 

 

 
 

Figure 5.41 A conceptual model informed by Solheim (2015) of the 
Recovery Management approach (Author) 

 

 

Recovery Oriented Systems of Care (ROSC) are the structural or organisation of resources in 

any given locale which operate in tandem in support of the needs of addicts and recovering 

addicts. They are community-led, network-oriented and collaborative between stakeholders and 

integrate with policy, for amongst other things funding, at national, provincial / state and 

municipal levels. White (2011) offers this definition:  

 

A ROSC is a coordinated network of community-based services and 
supports that is person-centered and builds on the strengths and resilience of 
individuals, families, and communities to achieve abstinence and improved 
health, wellness, and quality of life for those with or at risk of alcohol and 
drug problems (White, 2011, p. 1) 
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Recovery support services are those capabilities available within a community which are made 

available to provide the necessary recovery capital required by those in recovery to survive 

(White, 2011).  An example could be a need for spiritual growth or enquiry in which case the 

network will strive to make available such a path for the individual even through supports as 

seemingly mundane as the utilisation and help in using a local library.  

 

Recovery coaching may be understood as both a recovery support service as well as an enabler 

of RSS made available to recovering addicts in collaboration around the defining and designing 

of a recovery. 

 

Coaching is a fast-growing profession, and is concerned with developing the 
potential in people (Whitmore, 2009). This may be through a process of 
building self-belief through awareness and responsibility (Whitmore, 2009), 
and a form of experiential learning and experiential education (Stout 
Rostron, 2009)...at the heart of coaching lies the idea that, secure in the 
relationship between coach and client, a client is able to explore and direct 
his or her desired steps towards a better future. Coaching is concerned with 
transformation (Stone Zander & Zander, 2002) and recovery is experienced 
as transformation (Laudet, 2007; Kaskutas et al., 2014).  
(Solheim, 2015, p. 2)  

 

Recovery coaching is a key proposition for U-ACT who offer certified training in this space. 

While training is offered to those who both have had SUD and those who have not, U-ACT 

does seek to develop peer recovery coaches. It does so through creating awareness of their 

training programs in their treatment centre and outpatient programme. Both employ recovery 

coaching where the latter offers a form of group-based coaching. The SGR notes that peer-

based recovery coaches are: 

 

• Individuals in recovery who help others with substance use disorders 
achieve and maintain recovery using four types of support: 

o Emotional (empathy, caring, concern); 
o Informational (practical knowledge and vocational assistance); 
o Instrumental (concrete assistance to help individuals gain access 

to health and social services); 
o Affiliational (introductions to healthy social contacts and 

recreational pursuits). 
• Embedded in the community in a variety of settings, including recovery 

community organizations; community health, mental health, or addiction 
clinics; sober living homes and recovery residences; and recovery high 
school and collegiate recovery programs. 
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• Peer workers in various treatment and recovery contexts including 
primary care, emergency departments, mental health clinics, criminal 
justice, child welfare, homeless agencies, and crisis outreach teams. 
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2016, pp. 5-12) 

 

As such, ROSC are not necessarily reliant on policy support per se however they would benefit 

from policy structures that first make recovery supports widespread and secondly embrace key 

aspects of the Recovery Movement’s values and beliefs. Not to mention funding. First and 

foremost, ROSC are loose, bottom-up, community relevant networks in U-ACTs strategy. The 

framework approach is thus to provide a platform for this network to emerge where coaches 

can interact, share resources and experiences, find clients, learn and train online and offer online 

coaching. Globally. In terms of interacting with clients, being recovering addicts, the vision is 

akin to online giving marketplaces such as Global Giving, Kiva, Volunteer Match and locally, 

the Greater Good SA.17  

 

 

The Framework, Part B: A Digital First Framework 

 

 

The approach emphasizes use of digital media and channels (Mandala Ref: 2H) to build the 

framework upon and the creation of a digital platform for this purpose. This is because of U-

ACT’s global agenda; the limits to U-ACT’s growth based on physical space (and the legacy 

of the Foundation Clinic); and because of the financial benefits of growing through digital 

media. 

 

Thus, in addition to the digital platform offering recovery management for the individual, it 

would also provide the collective provision of RSS, directly or indirectly, locally or globally. 

What is available to one is available to all. The platform would also be open in the sense that 

user generated content can feed into the development of RSS available on or through the 

platform. 

 

 
17 See globalgiving.org, kiva.org, volunteermatch.org or greatergoodsa.co.za 



 166 

This discussion concludes the sharing of the design strategy which has been demonstrated to 

consists of the definition of the projects aim, the core concept which the aim supports and the 

approach to its execution.  

 

 

5.2.3 The Recovery Wellness Concept (7)  
 

 

The Recovery Wellness Concept (RW Concept) further develops the concept from the design 

strategy. The RW Concept contains two elements: the experience drivers and the relationship 

model. Together, these two elements constitute the visible construction of meaning in the 

problem / solution ecology as a contrived ontology intended for a solution ecology. The 

experience drivers provide the structural logic, or message-content in Discursive Design (Tharp 

& Tharp, 2019), and the relationship model provides the semantic formation, or message-form 

as in Discursive Design (Tharp & Tharp, 2019).   

 

 

Experience Drivers 

 

 

Determining the strategic drivers involved revisiting all the factors and problems contained 

within the mandala, the requirements and the spatial themes. 18 The experience drivers provide 

solutions to these factors and problems in a model derived from abstracting these data from 

their original contexts. Naturally there were too many individual items to determine solutions 

too in a one-to-one relationship, so the process elicited the drivers as emergent solution 

categories. While (re)considering the many factors, the design strategy acted as a compass 

through a territory with no map, so to speak.  

 

Figures 5.42 and 5.43 below offer some documentary evidence of the process of re-organising 

factors which had been captured in the research process in Enquiry.  

 
18 In the author’s experience of HCD, experience drivers are an expression of the goals which users 
are aiming to achieve framed in strategic terms and based on user research. In this project, the drivers 
refer to solution outcomes in experiential terms not limited to user goals.   



 167 

 
 

Figure 5.42 Experience drivers development: Example 1 (Author) 

 

 
 

Figure 5.43 Experience drivers development: Example 2 (Author) 
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The four strategic drivers which emerged map loosely to the design strategy in the sense that 

they lend themselves towards the aim, concept and approach in their own ways. But, their 

structure was neither derived from the design strategy, nor are they limited to their primary 

relationship to the aim, concept and approach in their anticipated application.  

 

These points, while technical, are extremely important to the way in which Conceptual IA is 

understood. The four drivers are more than four categories. Each contains within them a 

selection of items which gain meaning through their relationship with the elements in the other 

categories in ways yet to be fully understood in the process. The drivers are just that. They are 

the vehicles used to arrive at a final set of relationships which will manifest a final internal 

meaning, the contrived ontology, for the resultant user experience. They offer a structural 

logic, an information architecture in the making, which in due course will contain within it the 

meaning of the experience intended for users. To this point, we may observe a reframing of 

addiction, based in the discourse of the ethics of care, operating as the message-content as 

conceived by Tharpe and Tharpe (2019) in Discursive Design. The critical contribution made 

by the Conceptual IA, is that it extends the reach of the discourse from message-content to 

message-system.    

 

Their alignment to the design strategy, while loose, is important too as it provides a continuity, 

if only for the benefit of internal design processes during this effort, while attempting to 

synthetically resolve all the factors which make this problem complex.   

 

Figure 5.44 and Table 5.3 provide two views of this structural logic at different levels of 

granularity.  
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Figure 5.44 The experience drivers mapped to the design strategy (Author) 

 

 

At this time information, insights and concepts from previous stages were aligned to these 

drivers firstly to carry detail forward, and secondly, to validate that no major concepts had been 

omitted in their creation. This mapping is documented in Appendix E. For each driver, content 

is aligned from: key concepts that had emerged in determining the design strategy; mandala 

factors; requirements; and spatial themes.  

 

The four drivers build upon the design strategy by providing a specific logic for their use (see 

Table 5.3). Placemaking & coherence form the supporting backdrop to the other drivers. It is 

understood that without this foundation users will find making sense of the other drivers and 

their solutions extremely difficult. Knowledge, awareness and advocacy and Networked 

personalisation are conceived as being on the same level and in turn support the Wellbeing 

proposition.  

 

 

 

 



Table 5.3: Experience Drivers (7) Mapped to the Design Strategy (6) (Author)
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Description

The aim, concept and networked ROSC model 
should be made manifest through the principal 
use of an online platform (Mandala ref. 14G) 
and the use of digital technologies (Mandala 
ref. 2H) while being supported by other 
integrated channels (such as people, buildings 
and processes). 

A networked Recovery Oriented Systems of 
Care (ROSC) model should support a Third 
Wave (Mandala ref. 4F), Recovery Management 
approach (Mandala ref. 3F) which can account 
for legacy public responses to addiction 
(Mandala ref. 17D) and respond to a call for 
change (Mandala ref. 11A)

The global solution should be based on the 
‘Recovery Wellness’ concept and proposition 
(Mandala ref. 3F and 4F)

The solution is required to be a global one 
following the U-ACT ambition: ‘To cure the 
world of addiction’ (Mandala ref. 21C) while 
being supported by and supporting new 
research (Mandala ref. 18A).

Experience Driver

PLACEMAKING & COHERENCE:

NETWORKED PERSONALISATION:

WELLBEING:

KNOWLEDGE, AWARENESS & ADVOCACY:

Design Strategy Strategic Solution

AIM

CONCEPT

APPROACH

A GLOBAL 
SOLUTION

RECOVERY 

WELLNESS

A DIGITAL 

FIRST FRAMEWORK

A NETWORKED 

ROSC PLATFORM

Development of a global online platform, 
supported by physical world services and 
networks, which follows a consistent Recovery 
Management approach with local 
customisation.  

Development of an open global / local recover 
support services network in line with the ROSC 
approach.

Development and provision of services, tools 
and information to assist those in recovery in 
line with the Recovery Management 
philosophy.

Developing awareness of U-ACT and related 
platforms; advancing scientifically validated 
knowledge in and of the field of addictionology; 
and advocating for change based on this 
knowledge and awareness.
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As such, and at its simplest, the experience drivers, their content and arrangement, constitute 

the structural logic of the contrived ontology as it stood at this time in its production. 

 

 
 

Figure 5.45 The experience drivers model (Author) 

 

An alternative representation (Fig. 5.46) of this structural logic views the above diagram (Fig. 

5.45) from the side demonstrating the supporting, bottom-up and top-down logic where the 

latter provides the substance or content for Placemaking and Coherence.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 5.46 The experience drivers model: cross-section (Author) 

 



 172 

 

The Relationship Model 
 

 

In parallel to determining the strategic drivers, key concepts, content and functionality were 

emerging which were starting to take form around the re-imagined addiction lifecycle. This 

process involved determining the relationship model (RM) which would breathe life into the 

lifecycle model and form the basis of the Recovery Wellness Journey, to be described in the 

following section.  

 

The RM constitutes the semantic formation in the development of the contrived ontology for 

this project. As noted in the literature review in reference to semantic formations in websites, 

this RM provides the form through which the structural logic of the experience drivers will be 

made manifest in the final solution experienced by users. As in the case of the drivers, the RM 

operates as the message-form in Discursive Design (Tharp & Tharp, 2019) where the semantic 

formation is also able to extend beyond message-form and into message-system through the 

use of Conceptual IA. This is possible because information architectures are transportable.19 

 

Relationship models have emerged from the field of marketing and in particular customer 

relation marketing and management (Fenn & Hobbs, 2017). Relationship models describe, at a 

highly abstracted level, the various phases that users will progress through in a time-based 

continuum in relation to a company, a product or service or even a concept (ibid) 

 

Figure 5.47 describes the RM which ultimately will form the basis for the Recovery Wellness 

Journey. Here we see the RM superimposed upon the wellness-based lifecycle model conceived 

of during development of the concept earlier in the design strategy. Reaching out is mapped to 

Use, Immersion to Treatment, Define & design to Recovery, Wellness remains a consistent term 

and concept, and Re-engage maps to Relapse.  

 

 
19 Recall the example of a website provided in Chapter 2. the Literature Review, section 2.3.2 Structural 
Logic and Semantic Formations.  
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Figure 5.47 The relationship model (Author) 

 

 

Each relationship phase is described briefly below. 

 

Reaching out: to those in the phases of misuse, abuse and dependence so as to attract them to 

the Recovery Wellness proposition and ultimately into reduction of use, cession, treatment or 

directly into wellness. This outreach takes the form of awareness efforts within communities 

and across the stakeholder landscape and is supported by the development and provision of 

validated knowledge about addiction and recovery and advocacy efforts to support the 

Recovery Management approach. 

 

Immersion: into the Recovery Management philosophy and approach including understanding 

how ROSC operate. This immersion is intended to be digitally-led with the provision of 

knowledge and tools and access and uptake of networked RSS organized around the individual. 
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Define & design: of an individual’s recovery. Here the recoveree embarks on a tangible process 

of defining their values and purpose which progresses into a design of their recovery plan. This 

includes engagement with recovery tools, recovery coaching and the continued building of their 

RSS network so as to build their recovery capital. These processes may occur online or offline 

or in combination and may also be experienced alone or with supports (such as in a treatment 

centre, with a coach or with a therapist). 

 

Wellness: sees the recovery plan made manifest as an individual’s lifestyle within a culture of 

recovery. Wellness here is considered to be a process which changes where the needs from the 

recovery plan may also change for one of two reasons: first, designing a plan that really works 

in early recovery (the first two years) can be expected to be a process of experimentation and 

iteration, and second, as one moves from early to mid, to late recovery, the needs from a 

recovery plan alter significantly. Recovery plan iteration is referred to here as management 

while keeping up and checking-in on one’s wellness and the effectiveness of efforts is referred 

to as monitoring. Included in the wellness phase are knowledge and tools to assist with relapse 

prevention and relapse management.  

 

Re-engage with wellness. The base logic is that if the recoveree becomes unwell they are likely 

to start using psychoactive substances again where there is a high chance that the substance use 

disorder will progress towards addiction due to the neurobiological nature of the disorder. This 

however may not always be the case and what is deemed to be critical is an early re-engagement 

with the core ideas and practices of wellness. The opposite may also be the case: a well 

recoveree may also start to use and misuse and again require re-engagement with the ideas and 

practices of wellness. Across the spectrum of possibilities three paths present themselves as 

options: re-design the recovery plan, re-define recovery and re-immerse in wellness (where the 

former represents mild dis-engagement and the latter, a high-level of dis-engagement which 

could include re-entry into treatment).  

 

The RM was further rationalised against the addiction continuum of care (presented in Fig. 5.48 

in the next section). Most of the RM phases map in fairly logical order however it is worth 

noting that the Wellness phase includes the fact that it is possible to be well prior to the cessation 
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of substances (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2016) and the corollary, that in 

recovery one may start to use or mis-use again while remaining well.20  

 

For this reason the re-engage phase intends to loop users back into wellness even when use and 

mis-use may have re-started. As we shall see later, this may vary from light touch re-

engagement such as re-visiting knowledge and tools for relapse prevention, to engaging in 

relapse management to returning to the process of defining and designing one’s recovery or 

even re-entering treatment for re-immersion.  

 

 

5.2.4 The Recovery Wellness Journey v1 (8) 
 

 

It is important to note that the Journey and the RM are distinct and separate tools which may 

be applied in a Conceptual IA and in Ideation and designing in general. The reason, based on 

professional experience, is twofold.  

 

Firstly, many enactments of journey design do not interrogate the stage flow at the RM level 

and they do not demonstrate critical reflection on the meaning of the relationship as is intended 

between commissioning agents and users inherent to a journey design. The relationship is 

usually implicitly assumed to be about the product or service being designed. While this could 

be viewed as sloppy thinking, even in a product-led approach, recall that in this project which 

applies a problem-led approach, the service / s or product / s have yet to be determined. The 

design of the RM is the mechanism for how meaning is being made, from the bottom-up, as an 

internal meaning and thus a contrived ontology, for the end design solution.  

 

Secondly, human-centred and user-centred design-based journeys, which tend to build out from 

user research, also frequently fail to recognise that the way users do things is already premised 

 
20 If misuse develops into abuse and / or dependence then the neurobiological condition of actual 
addiction will return. One may be hard pressed to argue that it is possible to be at either of these stages 
and still be well, but at such a point the matter becomes definitional. That is, softer or harder lines on 
the concept of wellness or well-being.     
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in pre-existing artificialities which present as reality, to all parties concerned, but are 

nonetheless constructed.21      

 

These observations hold true in the case of the RM in this project. Thus the RM, as semantic 

formation, presents as a distinct design artefact to the artefact of a journey. The figures to follow 

further highlight this distinction. Figure 5.48 was a mapping made to interrogate how the 

Recovery Wellness Journey mapped to the underlying structure of the continuum of care used 

in dealing with addiction. Figure 5.49 presents the first iteration of the Recovery Wellness 

Journey. Figure 5.50 demonstrates how the code construction occurs in a clearly visible form 

and how the experience drivers and relationship models fuse to form a gestalt whole, which is 

the Recovery Wellness Journey version 1.    

 

 

Strategy Planning 

 

 

The last element of the Ideation phase, and of the guiding policy, was to determine a set of next 

steps for the realisation of the design strategy, the RW Concept and the version one RW 

Journey.  

 

The following six steps were devised: 

 

1. Develop solutions to overcoming organisational challenges 

a. For the immediate, near and medium term 

2. Conceptualise a detailed Recovery Wellness Journey 

3. Create the Digital First Framework and Networked ROSC Model vision  

4. Creation of a project charter 

a. Develop the ask for funding 

5. Conceptualise, prototype and test the Digital First Framework and Networked ROSC 

Model 

  
 

21 The given reality of users experiences of products and services made available by privately owned 
companies, including listed companies, in neo-liberal contexts, are most often reducible to the classic 
relationship marketing cycle of pre-purchase, purchase, post-purchase and repurchase (Fenn & Hobbs, 
2017).    



Figure 5.48 The relationship model mapped to the addiction  
continuum of care (Author)
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Figure 5.49 Integrating experience drivers content into the relationship 
model (Author)
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Figure 5.50 Synthesis of the experience drivers and the relationship 
model in the RW Journey v1 (Author)
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a. To be globally broad and shallow 

b. To demonstrate in SA (as narrow and deep) 

6. Pilot the Digital First Framework and Networked ROSC Model in South Africa 

 

These steps are envisioned to start after what has been documented and delivered in this 

research project, including the contents of the Prototyping phase which follows, have been 

presented, accepted, rejected or amended by U-ACT.   
 

 

5.3 Phase 3: Prototyping  
 

 

The Prototyping phase acts as a continuation of synthetic resolution in Ideation where the aim 

is to bring the RW Concept, as a contrived ontology, into being, for the definition and creation 

of a solution ecology. Additionally, Rumelt’s (2012) coherent actions are made manifest in 

further concept development of experience drivers mapped to the relationship model.  

 

This mapping process acts as an encoding of new meaning which emerges as a version 2 RW 

Journey. Following suit, this journey then assists in the reconstruction of the solution ecology 

which will be shared by way of a selection of lo-fidelity prototypes based on an indicative 

solution landscaping.  

 

 

5.3.1 Concept Development (9) 
 

 

Having identified the four experience drivers it was necessary to explore each in greater detail 

and to determine system- and product-level solutions. Upon completion, these solutions were 

mapped into the relationship model. This is referred to as Concept Development in this project  

  



Figure 5.51 Prototyping in the DT process-method for 
the design project (Author)
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and represents the coherent actions for the overarching strategy design which began in the bleed 

between Enquiry and Ideation with the problem framing and reframing.  

 

For each experience driver, concepting of services and content occurred and in some cases 

benchmarks were provided where appropriate. A few examples follow, figures 5.52 – 5.54, 

while the full set of Concept Development documents have been included in Appendix F.   

 

 

 
 

Figure 5.52 Summary slide for networked personalisation driver concepting 
(Author) 
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Figure 5.53 Example of idea sketches for the wellbeing driver (Author) 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.54 An example of benchmarking for the awareness, knowledge and 
advocacy driver (Author)  
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Mapping Into the Relationship Model 
 

 

Experience driver concepting was followed by their mapping into the new Recovery Wellness 

RM. This mapping presents a further more concrete and granular encoding of the meanings 

within each experience driver to the RM, and their relationship back to the design strategy.  

 

Figure 5.55 presents the alternate weighting of importance of each driver per lifecycle phase. 

Figure 5.56 is an example of concepts, content and services for the Wellbeing driver organised 

across the full relationship model. Figure 5.57 presents all concepts, content and services from 

across the drivers mapped across the relationship model. The full mapping for each driver is 

available in Appendix F. 

 

 

5.3.2 The Recovery Wellness Journey v2 (10) 
 

 

This section presents extracts from the design conducted for the version 2 RW Journey. This 

piece of work represents the Conceptual IA as manifesting within the domain of a Pervasive 

IA. That is, at a cross-channel, systems level of abstraction, notwithstanding the bent towards 

a digital first solution, wherein one may observe a conceptual and information architectural 

reconstruction of the solution ecology.  

 

The second version of the RW Journey expands upon the key concepts established in the first 

iteration and integrates the logic and concepts, content and services from Concept 

Development. An example of the content created to assist in imagining and articulating each of 

the stages in the journey is provided by way of an extract from the Immersion Journey.      
 

 

 
 

 

 



Figure 5.55 Weighting of Experience Drivers across the 
Relationship Model (Author)
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Figure 5.56 Services and content for the Wellbeing Experience 
Driver mapped to the Relationship Model (Author)
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Figure 5.57 All services and content across the experience drivers mapped 
to the relationship model (Author) 
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The Immersion Journey: This journey aims to establish a deeper 
introduction to U-ACT and orientate users within the online platform and the 
online / offline ROSC network. While this phase is theoretically associated 
with the treatment phase in the addiction lifecycle model its relevance would 
extend to a multitude of stakeholders, those in any stage of misuse seeking 
assistance, those in recovery and relapse.  
 
Introductory content covers: the topic of Recovery Management, the 3rd 
Force and related values and philosophies; what is meant by and involved in 
Recovery Wellness and new thinking – such as the new science – in 
addiction. This is all covered in the Our approach section. The How it works 
section aims to orientate users within the platform covering topics such as: 
ROSCs, diagnosing misuse and addiction, the Collin’s model of the causes 
of addiction and navigating recovery over the short to sustained, long term.  

 
The Knowledge, network and communities section aims to move users into 
active engagement with the platform. The knowledge space includes content 
and functionality related to a Knowledge Centre with research related to 
specific stakeholder groups. This section also aims to create and aggregate 
networks (online or offline) for addicts and misusers, Recovery Coaches, 
Mutual Aid groups, the clinic health community and the (mental) medical 
health community, families (including partners and parents), workplace 
oriented groups, schools and universities and networks and communities 
related to the criminal justice and politics and policymaking groups. 
(Appendix F)  

 

Figure 5.58 presents the Immersion Journey which reveals the manner in which ideas were 

organised in terms of creating an engaging and continuous journey per relationship model stage. 

Furthermore, demonstration is provided, by way of colour coding (Fig. 5.59), to communicate 

how and where content and services from each experience driver were mapped at a higher level 

of granularity to the journey. All of the version two Journeys can be found Appendix F.  

 

 

5.3.3 The Solution Landscape (11) 
 

 

Building out and bringing these journeys to execution is of course a complicated, and costly, 

matter. Within the constraints of conducting a masters dissertation, such a description is neither 

possible nor plausible. Nonetheless, such activities as have been presented thus far, may be 

considered to be visioning for the benefit of U-ACT where further interaction and activity will 

hopefully take place post the completion of this research project.  



Figure 5.58 The version 2 Immersion Journey (Author)
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Figure 5.59 The version 2 Immersion Journey colour coded to 
the experience drivers (Author)
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Figure 5.60 The solution landscape model for prototyping (Author)
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For the purposes of demonstrating how the RW Concept and the contrived ontology could 

manifest in somewhat more concrete terms, a light touch solution landscape model was created 

(Fig.5.60). The purpose of such a model is to identify a range of concepts to develop into lo-

fidelity prototypes to demonstrate the experience drivers at play across design category types 

and media / channels.    

 

As noted in the overview of this chapter, adopting a problem-led rather than product-led 

approach has, as hoped, resulted in a variety of products, services and activities being 

conceptualised from across various categories or types of design discipline. This being in line 

with Buchanan’s Doctrine of Placements (1992) if not in method, then in spirit. Given the 

authors background in digital design there is a natural leaning towards prototypes and 

descriptions within such media. This bias is acknowledged and, had this project been conducted 

in the real world, it would have been balanced through multidisciplinary design capabilities. A 

selection of a few of these prototypes are presented in the next section. 

 

 

5.3.4 Lo-fi Prototyping (12) 

 

 

While developing products is not the thrust of this dissertation a selection have been prototyped 

at a very lo-fidelity to assist in conveying key concepts required to imagine the overarching 

design programme and journey in action. The complete documentation of prototypes and their 

descriptions as per the solution landscape, is available in Appendix F. Below, are a selection of 

six of the prototypes chosen to represent different experience drivers and design discipline 

category.  

 

 

Prototype 1: Campaigns 
 

 

Advertising and campaigns form part of the Awareness, knowledge and advocacy programme 

and could span multiple media. From a design perspective it would primarily involve 

communication design. The concepts (Fig. 5.61) are imagined for the general public as opposed  



Fig. 5.61 Campaign concepts (Author)
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to awareness activities that would be targeted at niche stakeholder groups, such as schools. Two 

concepts are presented both of which aim to address issues of stigma and stereotyping relating 

to addiction.  

 

Idea 1: “It’s time we look at addiction differently” 

This concept takes the form of an upside-down advert such that the reader of the newspaper / 

magazine, etc. would be required to turn the object the other way around to read the content. It 

is conceived of as a long-copy ad with large amounts of content relating to key points and 

offering hooks to fortyone.org, the central digital property envisaged for the U-ACT platform. 

 

Idea 2: “Some of my best friends are addicts” 

This idea, presented in t-shirt form, builds on the South African post-apartheid racial integration 

phrase commonly heard expressed by white people: …but some of my best friends are black. 

This idea alludes to similar transformation agendas. The urban-meme pugs not drugs, pictured 

above, is presented as reference to a punchy, light-hearted approach to changing perceptions.  

 

 

Prototype 2: Website (fortyone.org) Global Navigation 

 

 

The digital-first strategy is spearheaded by the possible use of the fortyone.org concept. This is 

the physical number of the plot on which U-ACT and The Foundation Clinic may be found in 

Pretoria Street in Oaklands, Johannesburg. The idea is to sustain a link through a backstory to 

the legacy of the organisation while extending it into a new global arena. It is hoped that the 

name is appropriately intriguing to further encourage visitation by those new to U-ACT. It is 

also hoped that it would remove some of the brand confusion regarding U-ACT the trust, U-

ACT the coaching organisation and the Foundation Clinic. Fortyone.org would replace current 

U-ACT websites that will be subsumed within the platform.  

 

The navigation for the Recovery Wellness digital platform is crucial. It needs to work hard to 

assist the Awareness, knowledge and advocacy driver and Placemaking and coherence. This 

semantic formation, as it manifests in this primary channel, should echo across and act to unify 

elements across the pervasive IA. Such echoes would span media and design types. In and of 
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itself, the design of navigation is a specialisation within Mainstream IA and more broadly, user 

experience design.  

 

Global navigation which uses dropdown menus,22 as in this case, also provides the important 

function of allowing users new to the system to have an immediate overview of the content and 

functionality within. In this sense, the global navigation plays an important role in supporting 

the Awareness, knowledge and advocacy agenda.  

 

The organisational schema in the navigation employs the logic of the Applied Recovery 

Management Model discussed earlier. Figure 5.62 demonstrates this schema.  

 

 
 

Figure 5.62 The global navigation mapped to the Recovery Management 
conceptual model (Author) 

 

 
22 Global navigation in digital design refers to navigation provided in websites and applications that is 
available to users no matter where they may click to within an application. It thus serves the important 
function of orienting users while they move around the system as well as allowing users to move 
efficiently between sections without having to always return to the home page to navigate onwards to 
other sections. 
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The masthead and global navigation are represented in Figure 5.63.23 24 The first masthead (i.) 

presents when an unknown user arrives at the website. The second masthead displayed (ii.) 

presents if a user is logged in to the platform. And the final image (iii.) visually explains the 

content and functionality available when logged in.  

 

Figures 5.64 - 5.67 present the content and functionality within all the main sections in the 

global navigation and their use of dropdown menus.  

 

 

Prototype 3: Recovery Wellness Packs 
 

 

The concept behind the Recovery Wellness Packs is to offer an alternative means to engage 

with educational content and tools that otherwise would only be available on the website. These 

packs contribute to the application of the Networked personalisation strategic driver and 

involve communication design across print and digital media. A core aspect of the Digital First 

theme is to take content that is currently only made available in non-interactive physical form 

for those in the Foundation Clinic and the Recovery Wellness programme and make it available 

online, in interactive form for free. Thus, the reverse then becomes a requirement: to take newly 

reworked digital content and make it available for distribution, download and print.   

 

Of course, making this content available online could threaten the content aspects of the 

Foundation Clinic and Recovery Wellness propositions as they currently stand however the 

proposed logic is as follows: More people can be reached and helped through offering this 

content online; and the longtail financial model (Anderson, 2006),25 would aim to generate 

more income, from more people who make smaller financial contributions 

 

 

 
23 The masthead is the space usually reserved at the top of webpages to hold navigation and content that 
remains global to the system. Global meaning pervasive or on all pages. 
24 Please note that these figures are information architecture design schematics, or blueprints, which do 
not contain or present graphical consideration.  
25 The theory developed by Anderson (2006) describes an inverted product-distribution strategy 
appropriate for the Web. 



Figure 5.63 Website global navigation and primary interaction 
modes (Author)
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i.

ii.

iii.



Figure 5.64 Dropdown menu content for the Our approach and How it 
works sections (Author)
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i.

ii.



Figure 5.65 Dropdown menu content for the Knowledge, network and 
communities section (Author)

199

i.



Figure 5.66 Dropdown menu content for the Recovery services section 
(Author)
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i.



Figure 5.67 Dropdown menu contents for the Recovery Coaching and 
About us sections (Author)

201

i.

ii.
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This approach combines an open access strategy with the longtail approach. People desiring 

any content will need to register to download content, tools and packs where they pay what they 

can afford or pay what they think it’s worth including a free option.26  

 

While downloads will be available of individual items of content and individual tools, lifestage 

packs (Fig 5.68) may cast a broader net. These would contain all key content and tools relevant 

to an individual’s position in the relationship model cycle. For example:  

 

• A Reaching Out Pack 

• An Immersion Pack 

• A Define & Design Toolkit 

• The My Wellness Toolkit and 

• A Relapse Prevention and Management Pack 

 

 

Together, these Packs and tools could form the basis for a book publication would could be 

made available online based on the above financial model – pay what you can afford, and for 

traditional sale in physical form.  

 

Figure 5.69 provides an example of a monitoring tool which combines the Wheel of life tool, 

tracking Kokorozashi and MA and goal setting in a physical, printed format. Depending on 

where a person may be in their recovery journey, this tool may be used, by way of example, 

every month, to track progress towards improved QOL and wellness. Tools such as these are 

particularly effective when employed in combination with a recovery coach.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
26 Because information should be free! Furthermore, as a strategy it extends awareness of U-ACT and 
their reach in support of their aim.   



Figure 5.68 Sketching a series concept for the Recovery Wellness Packs 

concept (Author)
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Figure 5.69 Wheel of life tool (Collins & Brierley, 2018) amended 
including monitoring quality of life factors (Author)
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Prototype 4: RSS Taxonomy 
 

 

As described in the RW Journey, providing effective information about and access to Recovery 

Support Services is crucial. It is so for both those in recovery to find supports and for recovery 

coaches to access supports and recommend them to their clients. Awareness of supports is 

necessary for the supports themselves and for the fortyone.org platform. The ecosystem at large 

would benefit from a way to intuitively organise RSS for stakeholders of multiple types, that 

is, the creation of an RSS taxonomy. While local customisation will be available, the taxonomy 

is intended to remain constant globally from country to county to act within the Placemaking 

and Coherence strategic driver and to support the Networked Personalisation strategic driver. 

The taxonomy employs Mainstream IA design. 

 

Top-level categories for the RSS taxonomy include: 

 

• Preventative supports 

• Emergency supports 

• Rehabilitation and outpatient supports 

• Physical health supports 

• Mental health supports 

• Social supports 

• Peer-based supports 

• Spiritual and faith-based supports 

• Environmental supports 

• Educational supports 

• Long term recovery supports 

 

A taxonomy for RSS should also include categorisation and link through at page level into 

addiction lifecycle phases and Quality of Life categories for use in different areas of the 

website, for example in My Plan and analytics, a section intended for the website (see below).  

Figure 5.70 shows a mapping of RSS categories to QOL categories.  
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Figure 5.70 Recovery support services taxonomy mapped to quality of life 
categories (Author) 

 

 

Prototype 5: Fortyone.org - My Recovery Plan  
 

 

My Recovery plan, as a section on the website, illustrates the Wellbeing strategic driver at play 

and includes the prototype Fortyone.org: My recovery Plan (My Plan and Analytics). These 

two prototypes employ user experience design with specialist skills in Mainstream IA, 

interaction design, visual and digital design, and content design.  
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The Create a plan page is shown in Figure 5.71. Here the user is presented with a series of calls 

to action to start creating their plan including: 

 

• An option to import content from the Define area 

• A link to the Define area if a user has not created their definition yet 

• Hooks to use the wheel of life interactive tool 

• Links to find a coach, become a coach and to learn more about recovery coaching 

• The recovery timeline (see below) 

• The RSS map and hooks to create a network 

 

Once a user has started the process of creating their plan, through interaction with one or more 

of the available tools, the system starts to assist users in the ongoing representation of their plan 

and the monitoring and management of the plan (Fig. 5.72). As discussed earlier, this includes 

concepts such as a wellness score determined through an aggregation and analysis of factors 

from the user’s Kokorozashi, Ma, goal and spiritual wellbeing measurements. In each case, 

drill-downs into the detail of each will be presented on the landing page for example in the form 

of high-level graphs and mappings of these scores over time.  

 

Users are able to roll-back and view previous entries at the individual tool or grouped tools 

levels. They can also share this content with their coaches.  

 

Taking prototypes to completion would require a variety of efforts beyond the scope of this 

dissertation but not beyond the scope of assisting U-ACT.27 Some typical activities for the 

prototype execution would include: determining resource, time and costing plans for each 

project brief and for, at a minimum, a first phase of production; creating a prioritized roll-out 

plan across the spectrum of products, services and activities; developing creative briefs for 

individual prototype development; identifying firms with the relevant product-levels skills to 

execute on prototyping (for example, architects for recovery community centres); and so on. 

  

 
27 In reference to the strategy planning described at the end of Section 5.2 in Phase 2: Ideation.  



Figure 5.71 Create a recovery plan wireframe sketch (Author)
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Figure 5.72 My recovery plan & analytics wireframe 

sketch (Author)
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5.4 Summary 
 

 

This concludes the explication of the design project that was embarked upon for the purposes 

of achieving the second objective for the research project. That is, ideating solutions to the 

problem of addiction by employing IA thinking, techniques and methods in the context of 

addicts recovering from substance misuse and dependence in relation to the Ubuntu Addiction 

Community Trust. 

 

As required by the RTD methodology the design project took place employing the DT process 

method and the sections within have attempted to reveal the many ways in which IA was 

employed in general to address complexity and addiction as a wicked problem. More 

specifically, the enactment of Conceptual IA was demonstrated and revealed aligned to 

Rumelt’s (2012) kernel of any good strategy. In the Ideation phase specifically we saw the 

making of a concept, the Recovery Wellness Concept (7), which provided a visual and concrete 

design object to address the challenge of indeterminacy and the shift in the object of design. 

This concept was demonstrated to provide a structural logic / message-content in the form of 

the experience drivers model and a semantic-formation / message-form in the relationship 

model.  

 

Following the theory and arguments presented in the literature review and the conceptual 

framework, the structural logic and semantic formation constitute a contrived ontology created 

through the process of conducting Conceptual IA across the project and within Ideation. The 

Problem / Solution Ecology Model, which emerged as a working theoretical foundation for the 

enactment of a Conceptual IA in Chapter 4, was employed as intended for the engagement with 

social reality through various acts of deconstruction / reconstruction and decoding / encoding. 

As such, a theoretical and praxeological basis is provided for the notion and making of a 

contrived ontology.  

 

Much remains to be said upon reflection of this project. This shall be provided in the following 

chapter, where it will be considered through the RTD criteria of process, invention, relevance 

and extensibility.   
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6. RTD REVIEW 
 

 

A review of the design project documented in Chapter 5 shall now be presented employing the 

RTD criteria of process, invention, relevance and extensibility (Zimmerman, et al., 2007). The 

analysis has been qualitative in nature, triangulating observations, the relevant evaluation 

criterion and the hypothesis implicit within the conceptual framework provided for the study.   

In the process findings have emerged and, in some cases, have been further interpreted when 

called for by the needs of either a particular criterion, the conceptual framework or 

considerations related to the working theoretical model in Chapter 4. At all times, the findings 

presented herein are offered in explicit reference to observations made of the design process, 

the methods, tools and techniques employed, and artifacts produced for the design process 

itself, as well as for further product development.1   

 

The process evaluation reflects on the use of IA generally through the design project, with an 

emphasis on the enactment of Conceptual IA in Ideation. The invention evaluation focuses on 

the creation of the Conceptual IA concept, as a structural logic and semantic formation, and its 

evolution towards becoming a minimal contrived ontology. The relevance evaluation then 

shifts the focus towards an observation of the manner in which IA and Conceptual IA were 

able to contribute to determining a social systems solution. Lastly, the extensibility criterion is 

met through providing discussion and documentation of the Conceptual IA as enacted in the 

design project.   

 

The next and final chapter, Chapter 7, will present a discussion of conclusions drawn from the 

findings in this review and their significance to IA, Design, and the world, in reference to the 

stated aim of this research project as a whole.     

 

 

 

 
1 The design process enacted for the study ended at the point of lo-fidelity prototypes having been 
made. In the author’s practice this would conventionally be followed by an iterative, user centered, 
detailed design stage including methods used for gathering user feedback (testing) of concepts, 
interfaces, and the like.    
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6.1 Approach to the Evaluation 
 

 

A conceptual model has been created to be used across the four evaluations so as to provide a 

bridge back to the aims and concepts introduced in Chapters 3 and 4, the Methodology and 

Working Theoretical Model. The conceptual model builds upon the idea of frame-scale 

introduced in discussion of the conceptual framework for the study. As noted at the time, frame-

scale is notionally derived from a loose interpretation of the spirit of the visual device employed 

in IDEOs HCD process (2009) considered from the perspective of wicked problems in  

design.2, 3 

 

Figure 3.1 is repeated for purposes of continuity.  

 

 
 

Figure 3.1 Frame-scale in the DT process-method (Author) 

  

 
2 As with IDEOs illustration, the visual description of the design process-method in figure 6.1 is 
simplified and stylized.  
3 IDEOs diagram is presented in the literature review, figure 2.2. 



Figure 6.1 The conceptual framework for application in 
the RTD review (Author)

213



 214 

Figure 6.1 builds upon the logic of frame-scale and represents the conceptual model for use in 

discussion of the RTD criteria to follow. The model represents the same concepts but mapped 

solely to the scenario of high complexity at a large frame-scale: (iii.) in Figure 3.1. The frame-

scale depicted refers to designing in response to a wicked problem, as a problem type, with 

additional factors and data drawn from the particulars of this research and design project.   

 

At the bottom of figure 6.1, running horizontally, are the DT phases of Enquiry, Ideation and 

Prototyping and at top the principal aspects of the Problem / Solution Ecology Model are 

echoed. Centred at the top of the arch within the diagram, the coloured box demarcates the 

space in which the Conceptual IA was enacted in the design project process. The patterned area 

alongside, indicates a bleeding of activities between Enquiry and Ideation and Ideation and 

Prototyping, respectively. 

 

At left is an indicator of the movement between operating at levels of design dealing with more 

concrete aspects of information abstraction, towards increasing levels of information 

abstraction.4 At right, is a continuum between high levels of data granularity associated with 

engaging reality in concrete terms, and low levels of data granularity afforded by abstraction.5 

 

The arch within the main frame of the figure, represents the enactment of the DT process-

method through time, progressing from left to right. For the purposes of this research project 

wicked problems are interpreted as introducing three levels of abstraction: at the bottom, an 

object or product level; in the middle, a systems level; and at the top a conceptual or discursive 

level. Again, in the context of this research project, these three levels of abstraction are 

interpreted as arising from a large frame-scale, where researching and solutioning occur across 

a problem ecology of significant breadth and depth.6    

 

 

 
4 This follows the logic of IDEO’s diagram (2009) adapted to present three rather than two levels of 
abstraction. This division has been made, in part, to remain theoretically aligned to the construct of 
frame-scale presented as in Figure 3.1 and generally supported by observation of the design project 
conducted. 
5 The notion of granularity and its differing qualities and content in abstraction in the DT process-
method is discussed in Navigating Indeterminacy Through the Application of User Journeys (Hobbs 
& Fenn, 2013). 
6 This is neither presented nor presumed to be a principle of design research or Design in general for or 
in the literature. It does accord however with the author’s experience with large scale design projects. 
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These three levels are not drawn from any particular Design theory within mental grasp.7 Their 

emergence relates to extending abstraction in complexity based upon the IDEO model and the 

manner in which a data mass at the concrete level is lightened or reduced in mass through 

abstraction using IA methods and techniques. The latter point is described and argued for in 

the next section.    

 

The reader will have noticed how in the previous section, sub sections were labelled as design 

activities followed by a numeric in brackets. For example, 5.2.1 The Reframe (5); 5.2.2 The 

Design Strategy (6); 5.2.3 The Recovery Wellness Concept (7). These numerals map to the 

conceptual model to be used herein to assist in relating themes from the methodology and 

working theoretical models to the design process and findings in each of the RTD evaluations.   

  

 

6.2 Process Evaluation 
 

 

Chapter five provided rich descriptions of the process from Enquiry and Ideation through to 

prototyping. This section deals with the evaluation of methods employed in the design project 

and observations of the design process such that insight, improvements and documentation 

may exist for further future use (Zimmerman, et al., 2007, pp. 7-8).  

 

Four observations stand out in a consideration of the influence that applying IA had on the 

enactment of the DT process-method (Fig. 6.2). All relate to using IA in Ideation for the 

purposes of solutioning but also draw more broadly on instances of the use of IA beyond 

Ideation and Conceptual IA. In each case, the activities and methods have previously been 

identified either in the literature review, the methodological description for the design project 

or in the working theoretical model.  

 

These four aspects of design synthesis constitute the core of this review (Fig. 6.2): IA / CIAs 

fulcrum providing synthetic reach (i.); CIAs tesseract and pivot enabling synthetic resolution 

(ii.); and IA / CIAs scaffolding which provides synthetic integrity (iii.).     

 
7 Declared in respect to plagiarizing. However, the levels of analysis to be found in the social sciences 
- the micro, meso and macro levels - should stand sufficiently as general reference.      
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Figure 6.2 Aspects of design synthesis related to CIA (Author) 
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Synthetic Reach: The fulcrum 

 

 

The first observation builds on Kolko’s suggestions (2010, 2007a, 2007b) for the application 

of IA for sense-making and synthesis in designing. The combined use of IA methods and 

techniques in research analysis (2) using the amended CCU model,8 and in the production of 

the mandala (3) using the card sorting for research synthesis (3) provided a fulcrum for gaining 

height above the landscape of data collected in information gathering (1). Given the breadth of 

frame introduced through the use of the Firma Model, a deep appreciation for the complexity 

of the problem ecology was made possible, even though resolution was not yet available after 

the mandala’s construction. Instead, the perspective provided by the point of completion of the 

mandala (3) was made available through the particular abstractions, relations, connections and 

composition of the mandala.  

 

This came to act as a step-up to extend synthetic reach through, what is being called the system-

level and up into a conceptual-level. It was at the concept-level that a third round of synthesis 

occurred which facilitated the output of the problem framing (4). Figure 6.3 provides a visual 

aid where the arrow lines indicate the primary activities which provided synthetic reach.   

 

 
 

Figure 6.3 Synthetic reach afforded by the use of IA in the design project 
(Author) 

 

 
8 The methodological description provided for the design project anticipated the amended CCU model 
as being the tool which would facilitate synthetically resolving the wicked problem. As it turned out, 
the model worked powerfully to assist in the research analysis however resolution only occurred some 
three instances of synthesis after analysis.   
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2. Synthetic Resolution: The Tesseract and the Pivot 

 

 

The activities and nature of synthetic reach appear to have provided a platform and conceptual 

space at the third level of abstraction for synthetic resolution to be arrived at in the complexity 

of researching addiction. The enactment of the Conceptual IA takes on incongruous 

proportions given its position at the crest of the arch and the metaphor of a tesseract is useful 

for its explanation.  

 

The experience of being in the tesseract may be likened to being in the calm of the eye of a 

storm such as a hurricane or tornado in Chapter 5. The continuum on the right side of the 

conceptual model becomes relevant here because the use of IA was able to make the complex 

simple through acts of abstraction. The mass of granular detail contained within groupings and 

categories in information architectures allowed for fairly simple models to emerge which 

nonetheless contained within them enormous amounts of detail at very granular levels. For 

example, the four experience drivers, as a structural logic, and the RW relationship model, as 

a semantic formation. Thus, the detail itself was never too distant for internal reference, 

verification or validation. It was in this way that the cognitive load associated with limiting 

creativity was lessened, made manageable and malleable.  

 

This malleability can be observed in the creation of the structural logic and semantic formation 

in the RW Concept (7) designed by modelling information in a creative, compositional manner. 

The creative, compositional nature of the information modelling, that is conceptual information 

architecting, is argued for by the way the experience drivers model, through and with the 

relationship model, act as a narrative structure or plot, for a new form of recovery in addiction 

to be lived out within. This discussion will be expanded upon in the next section evaluating 

invention, where the meaning-making of the Conceptual IA will be presented and argued for.     

 

In reference to Figure 6.4, the metaphor is extended. The tesseract is made plausible through 

its conception as operating at a conceptual level of abstraction many levels removed from its 

earliest concrete relations. The data mass gathered through research and its subsequent semi-
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structuring as the Problem Framing (4) serve to create an outer matter which gives form to a 

tesseract by defining its boundaries while leaving an empty, negative space,9 defined within.   

 

 

 
 

Figure 6.4 A tesseract employed to explain how concepts can be made in 
CIA (Author) 

 

 

In this way, the building of (positive) forms in the empty, negative space within the outer cube 

of the tesseract may occur (ii.). These positive forms draw from the data mass as if it were a 

context or reality of its own from which ideas emerge. The inner cube, or the cube within the 

cube, provides the analogy for something which was made within a void, from the same matter 

which gave rise to the void in the first place.10  

 

That which is formed as a positive in a negative refers to a structural logic iteratively growing 

and emerging as a new concept(ualisation) of what the data mass could be if the imagination 

were permitted to re-imagine an otherwise fixed and true reality beyond us. The tesseract being 

of and in abstraction gains a certain poetic licence to re-write reality, as it were.  

 

The emergence of the structural logic drawing upon the matter of the data mass alters the 

boundaries of the tesseract around it creating the semantic formation (iii.). When complete, the 

 
9 See Benyon’s (2014) descriptions of conceptual and informational space in Spaces of Interaction, 
Places for Experience. 
10 In short, abduction, but abduction treated under an enormous cognitive load, as sense-making, and 
as meaning-making by imagining a fiction but a resolved fiction, nonetheless.      
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information around the tesseract is no more, having been totally absorbed and resolved. As a 

new positive form with the structural logic hidden within and neither the data mass nor the void 

present any longer, the semantic formation appears as a wholly formed and newly invented 

concept made manifest by resolving what previously was just information about a problem.  

 

By way of this extended metaphoric description, the manner in which a concept was artificially 

made in Ideation and complexity using Conceptual IA is presented as the experience of the 

author in this project. 

 

In the sense that the tesseract’s negative space was formed amidst the positive space of 

information gathered in Enquiry, suggestion is being made that aspects of the structural logic 

had been foretold prior to Ideation. Much of the structural semantic composition had previously 

been shaped through the various acts of mapping and patterning at different levels moving up 

the arch using IA and Conceptual IA.  

 

Thus, it would be unfair, and inaccurate, to emphasise the mental agility and dexterity, provided 

for creative needs brought about in the complexity of the project, without also emphasising the 

discipline and rigour required through Enquiry which allowed for it. This is not to suggest that 

the abstract information structures which supported ideation in the tesseract were hard and 

fastened as structures. It is rather that detailed and (frankly) laborious work was required, of 

an equal if not greater proportion of the time, between the more glamorous moments of 

synthesising with tools such as a mandala.  

 

This kind of work centred on the capturing, organising, coding and mapping of information 

through the various levels of abstraction. An example would be the categorisations and 

coding11 in the card sorts which allowed for a bridging between research analysis (2) and the 

mandala (3) as visually explained in Figure 6.5.  

 

 
11 Acknowledgement is given to this activity being mere best practice in conducting qualitative 
research analysis. However, in the same manner in which affinity diagrams are expressed as design 
tools which also emerge from qualitative research analysis technique, the coding conducted in this 
project is framed as both generating information architectures and as being generated by information 
architecting. The concepts of scaffolding and the dual golden threads, presented later in this chapter, 
expand on this mechanic in support of it being understood as an IA technique and phenomena in DT 
process-method.  
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Figure 6.5 Capturing, organising, coding and mapping of information using 
card sorting in the design project (Author) 

 

 

A further crucial mechanic for managing complexity was observed at the point of completing 

the RW Concept (7) which facilitated an orchestrated shift of the entire information landscape 

of data from the left of the arch, Enquiry, to the right, Prototyping. The pivot, as a further 

metaphor, aims to capture the effect of this shift during Ideation. 

 

The orchestration occurred as the previously semi-structured data being mapped and re-

organised according to the specific compositional logic to be found in the forms of the 

structural logic and the semantic formations. Thus, the use of the term pivot. What is evidenced 

here is a transformation of the meaning of the information at hand in Enquiry, through 

Ideation and into Prototyping as it evolved through the DT process-method.12 In this project, 

Conceptual IA is argued to have made this kind of transformation of meaning visible when 

otherwise unnoticed. Here we see meaning crafted towards a carefully considered and strategic 

outcome, when usually such transformation is, at best, noticed in retrospect.        

 
12 This concept arises in the paper, Navigating Indeterminacy Through the Application of User 
Journeys (Fenn & Hobbs, 2012, p. 200).  
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Figure 6.6 is a scan of the sketch, drawn by the author, which triggered the notion of a pivot 

created in the process of reflecting on the project for this evaluation leading to this 

observational finding. Observe both a left-right movement and a horizontal inclusion of the 

three levels of abstraction. The visual allusion suggests that the pivoting carries information 

through a process of transformed meaning, via the Conceptual IA concept which occurs not 

just at the top of the arch (where the design process was at that time) but distributed across the 

levels of abstraction.    

 
Figure 6.6 Sketches of the pivot concept illustrating synthetic resolution 

(Author) 
 

The tesseract and the pivot provide the technical explanation for the manner in which sense-

making and meaning-making are co-enacted in design which can be fairly described as 

synthetic resolution, led by an intentional transformation of meaning through IA towards a 

particular outcome.  

 

 

3. Synthetic Integrity: Scaffolding 

 

 

The last of the challenges brought forth by indeterminacy is the question of how to retain the 

chemistry of design’s co-enacted conceptual modalities (Brown, 2008) (Buchanan, 1992) 

found employed across enquiry, ideation and prototyping when linearised due to researching 

complexity. This challenge was met in two ways. Firstly, through the concept of scaffolding 

and secondly, through following Rumelt’s (2012) logic of the kernel of any good strategy. The 

latter is discussed in the extensibility evaluation later in this chapter. 
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The metaphor of scaffolding is introduced to express the technical manner in which using IA 

in the project allowed for a golden thread (Hobbs & Fenn, 2013) to be created across the 

landscape of the design process. This golden thread has been described as: 

 

...the map through which the life of the data can be traced back from final 
designed artifact to the original Discovery phase [read: Enquiry phase] and 
problem-ecology…. [The golden thread] provides explicit evidence of the 
transformation of data that allows the design process to be both validated 
and self-reflective. (Hobbs & Fenn, 2013, p. 198) 

 

In this design project the scaffolding is created as an extension of synthetic reach, the fulcrum, 

and the pivot, in synthetic resolution, which mediate the modelling of information through the 

RW Concept (7). The scaffolding is the IA mechanic which provided for the compositional 

structure, or thematic scripting, of the RW Concept (7) to be made manifest across the various 

levels of abstraction as the granularity of descriptions of what was being made increased 

through Prototyping. As with the concept of the pivot, the notion of scaffolding emerged during 

reflection and analysis in these evaluations as illustrated in figure 6.7.    

 

 
 

Figure 6.7 Sketches of the scaffolding concept illustrating synthetic 
integrity (Author) 

 

The scaffolding, while mapping a route forward into Prototyping, also maps backwards to 

Enquiry. Together, the concepts of the fulcrum and scaffolding, increase in effectiveness as 

complexity rises in frame-scale. This is technically explained through the fulcrums ability to  

simplify complexity without loss of granularity of detail and the scaffolding’s provision of a 

map as a guide forward into Prototyping, premised upon a golden thread back to Enquiry: that 
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is, traceability. These operations are alternatively expressed in the meaning given to synthetic 

integrity:  

 

‘Synthetic integrity’…describe[s] the relationship of the resultant design 
solution to the research insights which informed it, whereby a favorable 
outcome is one in which the abductive thinking results in solutions that are 
both creative and/or innovative as well as relevant to the originating problem 
context.” (Fenn & Hobbs, 2017, p. 517) 

  

In this way a synthetic, structural and semantic integrity is afforded to designing in complexity 

across a linearised enactment of the DT process-method through the use IA.  

 

 
 

Figure 6.8 Visibility and traceability through the DT process method 
(Author) 

 

 

Figure 6.8 provides a last illustration, developed in analysis, of the coherent and integrated 

logics of scaffolding and reach. It is argued here that these logics emerge as a consequence of 

understanding and exploiting IA in the process of designing. Thus, visibility of the IA concept 

created through conceptual information architecting is provided and traceability afforded 

which brackets the overall process-method.  
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In practice, these objects and qualities ground synthetic resolution when operating in 

complexity, and in theory, are made available in and to design as acts of IA and Conceptual 

IA.   

 

 

4. From Making Things to the Design of Thinking 

 

 

The final contribution to this section notes the important role that sketching and drawing played 

across the entire process. The principal reason for including as many figures as are contained 

in this dissertation has been to emphasise the role of iterative, diagrammatic reasoning.  

 

This form of externalised thinking extended, in fact, to include the research project as a whole 

facilitating a consistent reflective doing of design and research. In practice reflection was most 

noticeable in the bleeds into and out from Ideation, while this chapter uses diagrams and models 

to make sense of the design project assisting in reflection about practice (Crouch & Pearce, 

2012, pp. 44-51).  

 

While diagrammatic reasoning is well known for assisting in information processing and 

reducing cognitive load (Tversky, 1999) as well as allowing for interpretation of 

conceptualisations (Tversky, et al., 2002), it is possibly Elzbieta Kazmierczak (2003) who’s 

article Design as Meaning Making: From Making Things to the Design of Thinking,13 captures 

the relevance of these methods to IA and Conceptual IA as conceived herein:   

 

...design develops diagrammatic representations of mental maps. In 
other words, the design process is the process of actualization of mental 
(internal) diagrams that takes place on two planes: on a mental plane of 
thought-shaping, and on the material plane of its sensory (external) 
counterpart. Design brings into existence mental diagrams of our 
conceptualizations about objects and events. These planes constitute the 
two modes of the diagrammatic modeling of thinking. They define the 
two aspects of the meaning-making process, which entails diagrammatic 
reasoning and its representation. We can think of a reasoning  itself, 
which involves making conceptual relations by spatial means, as of 
"'mapping 'in its hypothetical sense’" Correspondingly the design is the 

 
13 The latter phrase is used as the title of this sub section. 
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mapping in its actual sense. Therefore, it is a process of representing 
conceptual relations by spatial means in a graphic or other medium. 
(Kazmierczak, 2003, p. 51) 

 

 

6.3 Invention Evaluation 
 

 

This section refers to the literature review in Chapter 2 for the purposes of identifying any acts 

or enactments of design, in the design project, which present invention beyond what was 

previously available to be known or learnt from the field of design research (Zimmerman, et. 

al., 2007, pp. 7-8). That is, what could be said to be offered as novel or original contributions 

to the field of design, in the context of the purpose of the research project, through evidence to 

be gained by observational analysis of the design project.   

 

The conceptual framework from Chapter 3 described, and anticipated, a Conceptual IA concept 

which would be constituted as a structural logic and sematic formation, along with an emergent 

minimal CO. The emergence of a CO was largely conceptualised in theoretical terms and as a 

theoretical explanation to differentiate the IA artefacts as a concept and how this concept could 

then be described as coming to exist as an ontology for the being of the design object in the 

world. That is, as an internal meaning. What has been revealed by conducting IA at such a 

large frame-scale is a much more distinct initial Conceptual IA concept designed in Ideation, 

which then instantiates progressively through Prototyping towards an end formation. These 

various instantiations (discussed in detail in the Extensibility Review in section 6.4) offer a far 

clearer description of the transformation of the Conceptual IA concept in the move to becoming 

a minimal and then maximal CO. 

 

 

The Conceptual IA Concept 

 

 

In the design project, the RW Concept (7) represents the initial output of employing Conceptual 

IA in DT. It is comprised of the experience drivers model, being the structural logic, and the 

recovery wellness relationship model, being the semantic formation. And it is argued to have 
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been born of the synthetical resolution, in Ideation, of the complexity found in the problem 

ecology explored in Enquiry. A more detailed account of this concept, so conceived, follows. 

 

Following the Recovery Oriented Systems of Care approach, the theory argues for an 

orientating of resources from across the ecosystem around the addict. With these newly found 

resources the addict is supported in a journey towards understanding recovery wellness by their 

own definition and design, supported by a coach and a community. The aim is to create an 

environment, defined in the experience drivers model, within which the addict can pursue a 

life of purpose and meaning. That is, a life worth living without the need to be intoxicated in 

order to tolerate the life at otherwise high levels of psychic or psychological pain. This is 

referred to in the project as a system to be well in. 

 

The RW relationship model then defines the route - or journey - taken by the addict in recovery 

through the landscape provided by the experience drivers towards discovering and then living 

a life of purpose and meaning with, hopefully, a marked improvement in overall quality of life. 

In this concept, the relationship model specifically refers to the relationship between an 

addict and their own wellness in recovery. Thus, even if the recovering addict’s quality of 

life is sub-optimal from time to time or even over extended periods, if they manage to remain 

alive while incrementally and constructively moving through the recovery wellness journey 

then U-ACT would have succeeded at the most basic level.  

 

The cliché, that endeavours are made meaningful in the journey rather than the destination, 

holds true in this case: the goal is living meaningfully, which is juxtaposed to being ‘high’. This 

in turn is referred to as a system of wellbeing. 

 

Given the abstract nature of this, or any novel concept, it has helped to visualise it as a unity 

or fusion of the structural logic and semantic formation. This is not unusual, in the experience 

of the author, as a technique used by creative digital agencies to make concrete an idea for a 

client. Figure 6.9 demonstrates a post project exploration of a logo for the concept so as to offer 

the reader such a concretising as a client might be presented with. Figure 6.10 re-uses the 

graphic to further communicate the theory of a structural logic and semantic formation 

integrated as the Conceptual IA Concept.  

 

 



Figure 6.9 Examples of branding the CIA concept (Author)
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Figure 6.10 Discursive poetics in the CIA concept (Author) 

 

 

The Minimal Contrived Ontology 

 

 

The theoretical description provided in the conceptual framework described the Conceptual IA 

concept (the structural logic and semantic formation) and contrived ontology as being distinct, 

mutually inclusive operationally, and representing different aspects of a design’s meaning, in 

the theory provided for how they could be interpreted as functioning in the world. Which was 

an elaborate way of saying that an internal meaning for objects of design needed to differentiate 

between its life / being in design and its life / being in the wild. This theoretical distinction has 

proved useful because it would appear that designing at large frame-scales bring forth a 

significant distance between the two concepts in praxis.   

 

In the design project, the minimal contrived ontology may be inferred through an observation 

of the manner in which the RW Concept (7) was re-used at each level of abstraction in the 

move towards completing the process of Prototyping.  

 

Figure 5.50 re-presents the RW Journey v1 which emerged from a synthesis of the structures 

and content in the experience drivers model and the RW relationship model. The horizontal 

black bars running across the top of the image, as stages, reflect the relationship model and the  



 230 

 

colour coded elements beneath, and within the various stages, reflect high level content 

categories.14 These content categories were ideated using information gathered in Enquiry, and 

new ideas for content developed along the way, organised by both the narrative of the 

relationship model and the purpose they serve as one or another experience driver.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 5.50 Synthesis of the experience drivers and the relationship model 
in the RW Journey v1 (Author) 

 

 

For the purposes of expressing a further invention made towards Design’s advancement, the 

example of Figure 6.11 is provided. In this illustration, image (ii.) presents the structural logic 

and semantic formation from the design project mapped to (i.) Pervasive IAs chu cube.  

 

 

 

 

 
14 The use of the word content denotes the content included in the journey model diagram, employed 
as a design tool, rather than literal content, as in a piece of text, a video, etc. In this sense, the content 
of the journey may represent any form of engagement envisioned to occur between U-ACT and the 
individual in recovery or any experiences intended in relation to a user in this system.    



Figure 6.11 The Chu Cube (Resmini & Rosati, 2011) and 
the CIA concept mapped to the Chu Cube (Author)
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It is necessary to note of Figure 6.11 that in reference to the original diagram (i.) at left, the 

Conceptual IA concept does not replace the Pervasive IA heuristics. The opposite is actually 

the case: that the heuristics would be used to enrich and build out the Conceptual IA concept 

at the systems-level.   
 

Of note here is an important intersection between the newly introduced and so-called 

Conceptual IA and the existing and established Pervasive IA.  

 

Based upon the logic of the conceptual model being employed for this review, it would appear 

that this moment in the DT process-method, enacted at a large frame-scale, is an important one. 

In addition to the Conceptual IA / Pervasive IA intersection, it should further be noted that the 

conclusion of the Conceptual IA process with the design of the RW Journey v1 (8) occurs in 

the bleed between Ideation and Prototyping and in the transition from the concept-level to the 

systems-level of abstraction.     

 

Continuing down into the systems- and object-levels, Figure 6.12 draws upon the methods 

employed in the design project to present, through the use of colour coding, the various 

instances of the use of the RW concept (7) in the movement from the abstract to the concrete.  

 

These examples demonstrate the making or becoming of the contrived ontology. As such, the 

methods employed in Figure 6.12 operated as tools for transferring and transforming the 

meaning-making potential of the RW Concept (7) bringing new ideas, relevance and 

improvement to the form of the concept as it grew into an imagined, future solution ecology.  

 

To the authors knowledge, the manifesting of a design concept, as the object of this study, in 

problem-led and non-assumptive response to complexity at such a frame-scale, is likely 

(hopefully) to be of value to Design in terms of invention regardless of the theoretical 

discussion of IA in the research project. Of relevance is the description of a minimal contrived 

ontology striving to find form at a large frame-scale. This is argued to have been made possible 

only if a Conceptual IA golden thread is granted to have been at play across the design process 

and the design conducted for the solution ecology, even within the limitations of the strawman 

created in the design project.  
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Figure 6.12 Methods employed in realising the minimal contrived ontology 
(Author) 

 



 234 

 

A Second Golden Thread 

 

 

The idea of synthetic integrity is expanded upon in relation to the observations of the 

Conceptual IA concept and minimal contrived ontology operating at a large frame-scale in 

Figure 6.13 below.  

 

The progressive realization of the minimal contrived ontology presents a vertical, top to bottom 

and bottom to top, distribution mechanism for a coherent manifestation of the Conceptual IA 

concept. This distribution mechanism (previously referred to as the transportability of an 

information architecture) operates both within the design process, as minimal contrived 

ontology, and as intended for a future solution ecology in the world, as maximal contrived 

ontology, at a large frame-scale. Three points of intersection, (i.), (ii.) and (iii.), thus emerge 

between the vertical levels of abstraction, which may be considered in spatial terms, and the 

horizontal flows of traceable information – effects described as the fulcrum, pivot and 

scaffolding - across the DT process method, in terms of time.  

 

This dynamic could explain how the IA concept was able to remain present, relevant and usable 

from its inception at the concept level of abstraction (i.), at the transition into the system level 

of abstraction (ii.) and into the object level of abstraction (iii.). Through re-interpretation at 

each level of abstraction the contrived ontology is argued to have been supported and further 

developed such that by the end of the process a social systems solution was made evident as a 

system of wellbeing and a system to be well in for recovering addicts.   

 

This discussion shall be resumed and extended in the final review of this chapter regarding the 

criterion of extensibility.  
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Figure 6.12 Synthetic integrity’s golden thread across the dual 
dimensions of space, vertically, and time, horizontally (Author)
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6.4 Relevance Evaluation 
 

 

This section deals with the articulation of and justification for the preferred future state which 

the project aims to deliver framed in the context of the real world (Zimmerman, et al., 2007, 

pp. 7-8). The future state has been described throughout the Prototyping phase description in 

Chapter 5. Further detailed descriptions can also be found in Appendix E, where textual 

descriptions of each stage in the Version 2 RW Journey (10) appear.  

 
The working theoretical model positions IA as being of value, and an act of design, for the 

manner in which a problem, such as addiction, may be understood as both a meta-discourse 

(Tharp & Tharp, 2019) and as a complex, multiple ontology (Du Plessis, 2014) which in the 

abstract may be framed, reframed, and conceptually redesigned.  

 

Building upon these two theoretical positions, in practice IA was employed in Enquiry so as to 

deconstruct and decode the phenomenon of addiction by attempting to make sense of its 

dysfunctional semantic form in social reality – the Problem Framing (4). In Ideation, a 

Conceptual IA concept was created, the Recovery Wellness Concept (7), which operates as a 

re-coding of what addiction could or should mean, by way of the content and form of the 

information architecture design of the concept. In Prototyping, IA was employed to encode 

and (re)construct this meaning by adhering to this form while bringing to life the meaning 

(content in form and as form) held within the concept. The structural logic and semantic 

formation thus operate as the praxiological means by which the DT process-method facilitates 

the emergence of the minimal contrived ontology at both systems- and object-levels of 

designing and solutioning.  

 

Figure 6.14 plots this description onto the conceptual model and in so doing makes two 

instances of realising discourse visible on opposite sides of Ideation. Remaining on theme, 

realising discourse is a neologism, chosen amongst other reasons, for its double meaning: 

realising, in a sense-making sense, where an important or significant understanding is arrived 

at – to have a realisation; and realising, in a meaning-making sense, where an idea or a plan is 

brought into existence – to realise an idea, vision or a goal.  

  



Figure 6.14 Realising discourse in the RTD conceptual model (Author) 
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Realising discourse, how Conceptual Information Architecting makes objects of design, may 

be understood through a closer examination of what working with information does in the DT 

process-method, through the lens of IA in general. The notion of semantic mechanics is recalled 

from Chapter 5 for explanation. However, unlike mainstream conceptions of IA, the working 

theoretical model from Chapter 4, implies - or foregrounds - that semantic mechanics are also, 

always, socio-semantic mechanics. In this account, the former may be expressed as an internal-

facing operation of information and the latter as referencing external socio-cultural meaning, 

both in operation while designing in the DT process-method.  

 

 

Realising Discourse in Enquiry 

 

 

In the first case, the realisation of why the problem is a problem occurred in problem framing 

(4) as decoding, supported by the prior deconstruction of the problem space in research 

synthesis (3).  

 

An important reason for labouring the description of arriving at the ethic of care for a reframed 

approach to addiction, is because it challenges the view that any one moral or ethical stance 

necessarily governs or holds higher status than another in claiming rights over Design’s intent 

(Fenn & Hobbs, 2015). This assertion should in no way imply that Design shouldn’t have moral 

or ethical intent or that it be passed on or reduced to a concern for a commissioning agent alone. 

Furthermore, and notwithstanding sharing Buchanan’s (2001) sentiment that Design should 

operate in support of human rights and human dignity, in this instance an ethic of care was felt 

to be the appropriate and most pragmatic ethical response by and for Design. To re-iterate, an 

ethic of care stands apart from an ethic of justice, though not irreconcilably, in both theory and 

practice, where human rights and human dignity fall within an ethic of justice.  

 

The point is neither that these ethics are in opposition nor made towards introducing a dualistic 

view of ethics in Design. On the contrary, a great number of ethical positions could exist when 

considered beyond a liberal western account or as viewed over time, across contexts or relative 

to any individual’s particular experience of the world (Fenn & Hobbs, 2015). The discussion  
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of morality and ethics in Design is not actually the relevant focus here. It is, as the expression 

goes, a red herring. 

 

Given that a multitude of ethical positions are possible in any given problem ecology, the 

discussion serves to illustrate a further value brought by IA to conducting design in complexity 

in this project. That is, the manner in which IA was able to support arriving at a critical cultural 

debate informed by acts of research-led deconstruction and decoding of a social systems 

problem. Three points relate.  

 

Firstly, the conceptual framework in Chapter 3 was intentionally vague in making any 

assumptions as to what was to be expected in practice from the similarities noted between DD 

and IA in the literature review. Furthermore, unlike DD, the discursive aspects of this project 

are neither the sole nor the primary focus of the design or research project. Despite this, a 

meaning-making conception of IA when practiced in design, as in this project, appears to have 

provided a natural or organic route to a realisation of the discourses at play relating to addiction 

in the world. This emergence would be argued for premised on designing with a mindset which 

acknowledges the semantic / socio-semantic mechanism distinction.  

 

Secondly, recall that in the mandala research synthesis (3), the description of the problem 

framing (4) and in the design strategy (6), that many of the factors involved were not of a 

critical cultural type, but still required factoring into the solution’s resolution.    

 

Lastly, the problem framing (4) and reframing (5) was anticipated at the entry point into 

something like a conceptual layer of abstraction, from frame-scale, and in a strategic sense this 

moment was planned for a diagnosis to emerge. Furthermore, something of a semantic / social 

nature was expected between Enquiry and Ideation following the mapping of the problem / 

solution ecology to the DT process-method. However, from a critical cultural discourse 

perspective the alignment between the importance of the concept of human dignity to both U-

ACT and Buchanan (2001) was certainly anticipated, even hoped for,15 as a bias towards a 

reframing. 

 
15 The author imagined a neat, cosmic alignment of critical cultural righteousness, addict indignance 
and design genius. The adjectives find a home here retrospectively.   
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The three-step shift from human dignity as a critical reframing for addiction, to recognising it 

as an ethic of justice, and then moving towards an ethic of care as a reframing position, 16 is 

significant as an insight from the application of Conceptual IA. What is argued to be in 

evidence is the fulcrum of synthetic reach, pause and space to reflect from a conceptual vantage 

point in the tesseract and an unexpected reflection on what the role of Design should be: not 

in general, but specific to this project and addiction at this moment in time, in Johannesburg; 

and not as making, but as doing in Design.17  

 

While deeply desiring to submit a dissertation for which the design and designed solution to 

the problem of addiction was to argue a case at the constitutional court of South Africa, it was 

not felt to be the best that Design could do for recovering addicts in Johannesburg.18  

 

The crucial point, so difficult to communicate, is that an ethic of care as the basis for the reframe 

is a solution descriptive of what Design should do and not of what should be made by Design 

as a solution.  

 

 

Realising Discourse in Prototyping 

 

 

In the second case of realising discourse, the RW Concept (7) created in Ideation, shifted from 

abstract concept to concrete prototypes through the progressive expression of more granular 

descriptions of what could become the making of the concept in the world. In the previous 

section this was described as building out the contrived ontology.  

 

 
16 The ethic of care, known as a theory to the author prior to embarking on the research project, had 
remained on the periphery as a candidate for an underpinning for a solution. This was the case as the 
ethic of care is to be expected in the realm of healthcare however from the outset, the problem of 
addiction was consciously approached in a non-assumptive manner where health was just one domain 
amongst others in the problem ecology of addiction. 
17 This distinction refers to that identified by Aristotle, interpreted by Mark Smith (2019), between 
praxis (as doing) and poeisis (as making). 
18 Even with the moral endorsement of a constitutional court ruling, given how deeply entrenched the 
stigma is felt to be in SA, the only meaningful change was expected to be less addicts in jails, but 
addicts they would remain. 
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The principal act of encoding the Conceptual IA concept into the design solution occurred as 

the bracketing of concept development (9) between the RW Journey v1 (8) and the RW Journey 

v2 (10). The concept development occurred across three stages or steps. The first facilitated a 

focused concept development, creative and divergent for each experience driver, conducted 

one after another per driver, for each lifecycle stage across the relationship model. The second 

step saw this process reversed by bringing ideas together from different drivers but into the 

same lifecycle phase of the relationship model, one lifecycle phase at a time. And the last step 

synthesised those prior such that ideas converged, merged, were thrown out, new ideas 

materialised, and in general, a move towards becoming more specific, less vague and better 

conceptually crafted for their role at a particular moment in the journey.    

 

This process of concept development was made fruitful using the Conceptual IA concept as a 

tool to stimulate ideas which were relevant to the concept, while providing a broader and more 

granular imagining of the concept for the world. The process describes what is meant by the 

notion of encoding through the use of a Conceptual IA concept in Design.  

 

It is probably also worth noting that the author was the only designer / participant conducting 

concept development. Had a team of designers been involved with further input from U-ACT 

staff and other stakeholders in the ecosystem it is imagined that the successful experience in 

isolation, could have been exceptional with more people collaborating in the development of 

concepts.   

 

Reconstruction in the design project was enormously simplified, and overly so, due to the 

limitations of capability and capacity of just a single designer working on such a broad and 

varied solution. Nonetheless, three observations will be offered which would likely present 

even if a more robust end design solutioning were possible.     

 

Firstly, one may observe the further use of the Conceptual IA concept in the solution landscape 

(11) which acts as a continuation of the second vertical golden thread into the object-level. 

Secondly, the solution landscape (11) acts as a tool to manage the transition from the system-

level to the object-level ensuring that individual ideas fulfil their intended purpose towards the 

realisation of the RW concept (7). Thirdly, following on from the last point, the progression 

through prototyping, and further into build and thereafter, allows for the management of  
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individual design objects or sets of design objects. This management could include observation 

of the design, assessment of its effectiveness and iteration premised upon the extent to which 

the object is fulfilling its role in supporting the whole concept for the system. In fact, a design 

object could be discarded and replaced by a design solution from an entirely different design 

category so long as it continues to fulfil its obligations to the system as a whole.19 

 

The pattern to emerge as the minimal contrived ontology, as a result of encoding and 

reconstruction, may be described as both a meaningful system – from the structural logic – and 

a system of meaning – through the semantic formation. This is interpreted to be, once again, an 

organic and emergent consequence of enacting IA, as Conceptual IA within DT, and 

furthermore, a form of designerly composition for synthetic resolution in Ideation.   

 

The relatively simple Conceptual IA concept imagined in Ideation at such a high level of 

abstraction, brought about through the Problem / Solution Ecology Model, and in response to 

deconstructing and reconstructing at such a frame-scale was able to manifest a coherent and 

rich solution. It is in the second instance of realising discourse, that the ethic of care from the 

first instance of realising discourse, appears to find its resolution in practical design terms as 

the attempts made to manifest a contrived ontology from the Conceptual IAs synthetic 

compositional poetics.  

 

To appreciate the poetics, and the Conceptual IA concept as an object of design, compare 

describing the solution in this design project as ‘a social systems solution’ to, ‘a system of 

wellbeing and a system to be well in’.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
19 This is a significant benefit because the design of large systems usually results in forms of 
management which stifle creativity in order to maintain control of the system. In the case of this 
project, each design object in the system may re-imagine itself at will by understanding what role it 
must play and its purpose.   
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6.5 Extensibility  
 

 

This last section of the RTD evaluation deals with the description and documentation of the 

project and its (artefactual) outputs such that the knowledge contained therein may be 

leveraged by the field (Zimmerman, et al., 2007). The field, in this case, has been interpreted 

as both IA and Design.  

 

Sharing the full breadth of the project is not feasible within this section. However, Chapter 5 

provides rich descriptions of the most important aspects of the design project, which is further 

supported by that to be found in this chapter. In addition, detailed documentation of process 

and artefacts can be found in the respective appendices for Enquiry, Ideation and Prototyping 

(Appendix D, Appendix E and Appendix F, respectively).  

 

Employing Conceptual IA and IA in the design project could nonetheless do with a 

documented, summative overview, since they appear and reappear in a variety of ways serving 

an array of purposes. Determining a Conceptual IA solution in Ideation in complexity has been 

the focus of the design project, however three further instantiations of the Conceptual IA 

concept are observable and distinguished in Table 6.1. These occur across Ideation, 

Prototyping and in the transition from in-design to in-the-world. The reader will discover 

significant new observations and findings related to the rows marked 3 and 4 in Table 6.1.     

 

 

6.5.1 Instantiation One: As Concept 
 

 

The genesis of the Conceptual IA concept in Ideation is viewed as a strategic act of design 

within design. As such, the concept operated like a tool which extended normal synthetic 

cognition towards, what in this project, has resulted in a social systems solution. The enactment 

of Conceptual IA occurred in tandem with creating a design strategy consisting of the solutions 

aim, the concept, and approach. Both of these functions are understood to be nested within a 

broader enactment of strategy design. 

 



 244 

 
 

Table 6.1 The four instantiations and evolution of the CIA concept 
(Author) 

 

 
 

 
This nesting of methods is visually described in Figure 6.15. 

 

The social aspect of the social systems solution is argued to have emerged through conscious 

recognition of the DT process-method being one of sense- and meaning-making. Such a view 

finds its theoretical basis in the Problem / Solution Ecology Model described in the working 

theoretical model in Chapter 4.  

 

For these reasons, Rumelt’s diagnosis, guiding policy and coherent actions (2012), and the 

decoding, recoding and encoding from the working theoretical model are foregrounded in 

Figure 6.15 to emphasise the dual operation being performed by the Conceptual IA.   

 



Figure 6.15 Process mapping of the strategy design, the 
CIA and working theoretical model (Author)
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The Conceptual IA process in Ideation 

 

 

While lines can be drawn around what is DT, what is strategy design (and design strategy) and 

what is IA, in execution the designing was integrated, chaotic and generative. At the point of 

conclusion / resolution, numerous artefacts had been created from across these domains: 

documentation of the reframing (5), the strategic aim, concept and approach (6); the 

Conceptual IA concept itself (7); the version 1 Recovery Wellness Journey (8) and the strategy 

plan. 

 

The activities performed have been retrospectively organized into four stages, although besides 

starting and ending, at the time they were experienced more as a blur. The chaotic nature of the 

process has been written into its description (to follow) to some degree, however doing things 

for the first time often seems chaotic, while the point of retrospection is to attempt to make 

sense of the doing.  

 

The four stages reflect a genuine attempt to record the process and in addition, aims to provide 

something concrete for the field. The four primary activities included the reframe (5), the 

design strategy (6), the RW Concept (7) and the RW Journey v1 (8). Figure 6.16 represents 

these activities over the four stages mapped to a triangular formation.20  

 

Stage 1. The reframe (5) presented as an intuited resolution, or a believable path through a 

maze. This was experienced as a transition from anxiousness (insecurity regarding personal 

ability), to calm (wherein the concept of an ethic of care emerged), to a restrained articulation 

of the key factors from Enquiry which surrounded and influenced the notion of the human 

condition. The background to this restraint was a visceral sense of a powerful energy and desire 

to simply skip the necessary strategic work required and dive straight into prototyping.21  

 
20 In addition to a triangle echoing the crest of the arch in the conceptual mode, the triangle assists in 
suggesting a process where aspects of all of these activities were being developed in tandem but within 
a general progression and movement.   
21 A significant number of ideas for solutions had accumulated during Enquiry which craved 
expression. It was clear at the time however that these ideas represented a motley crew and required 
much work and adding to. More specifically, they needed a structure within which they could 
coherently operate.  
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Figure 6.16 Ideating the CIA concept in four stages (Author) 
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Stage 2. The reframe (5) acted as a fixed conceptual point of reference (a commitment) which 

in turn framed what has been called the tesseract. This allowed for a pinball like thought 

process to occur within the triangle. During this time certain concepts started to stick and act 

as new reference points upon which to build although they remained open to change. Thus, the 

design strategy (6) and the RW Concept (7) developed in tandem. The presence of the concept 

in both of these activities testifies to their co-enacted creation and consequentially provided the 

starting point for the pivot. 

 

Stage 3. The pivoting arrived with a sense of a slowing down of the pinballing. This is 

attributed to finding a sense of comfort with the work conducted towards the aim, concept and 

approach in the design strategy (6) and settling on the compositional aspects of the experience 

drivers and the RW relationship model. This stage is perhaps better described as a pause or a 

respite at the summit of the DT process method where the focus shifted foundationally from 

sense-making to meaning-making.   

 

Stage 4. The last stage was signaled by a distinctly altered mood or weather. The imaginative 

process became less strategic, in a literal sense, and more principles-led and descriptive of 

possible futures. The somewhat calmer pinballing shifted to the right of the triangle in Figure 

6.16 to between the design strategy (6), the RW Concept (7) and the RW Journey v1 (8). In 

time the design strategy (6) and the RW Concept (7) became fixed points of reference, as with  

the reframe, and a short time after completing and tweaking the RW Journey v1 (8), it too 

had become a fixed point of reference. 

 

Arriving at the end of the Conceptual IA process, an implicit ontological commitment to a 

solution (and a future) had been made. The structural logical and semantic formation, which 

constituted the concept, provided a clearly visible and defined, and yet open, strategic solution 

captured in words as a system of wellbeing and a system to be well in.                
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6.5.2 Instantiation Two: As Architectonic 
 

 

The second instantiation of the Conceptual IA concept occurred in the systems-level of 

abstraction and is documented in reference to Figure 6.17. 

 

It would appear that because of the scale (breadth-depth; time-space) of the wicked problem 

and its solution, a bridge of sorts was required to move from a singularly encapsulated, general 

and abstract concept, to what would become the multiple, specific and concrete instances of 

people’s intended interface with the concept when and as made manifest in the world. Various 

observations and notions of IA praxis come together by way of explaining this second 

becoming of the Conceptual IA concept. 

 

The scaffolding made available as IAs synthetic integrity, provided the basis for the Conceptual 

IA concept to be transported, moving from the concept-level to the systems-level of 

abstraction. This capability of IA was described as the second golden thread which would be 

a first test of the concept’s ability to scale towards realisation. 

 

Operating together and in a complementary manner, semantic and socio-semantic mechanics 

facilitate what was referred to in Section 6.4 of this chapter as the second instance of realizing 

discourse.  

 

The otherwise potentially contradictory notions of transfer and transformation (of the same 

thing), or the push-pull action of the structural logic / semantic formation evolving towards a 

minimal contrived ontology is made logically coherent when the Conceptual IA concept is 

understood to be the concept for the system’s architectonic.22 The RW Journey v2 (10) 

represents the architectonic and is expressed verbally as a system of meaning and a meaningful 

system, echoing (patterning?) the concept of a system of wellbeing and a system to be well in.     

 

 

 
22 The systems-level of abstraction is considered to be the principal domain of Pervasive IA. 



Figure 6.17 Mapping the second instantiation of the 
CIA concept  (Author)
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6.5.3 Instantiation three and four: as tectonic 
 

 

The manner in which the Conceptual IA concept, embedded within the systems-level 

architectonic, further comes to manifest at the concrete-level of abstraction, is in prototypes 

which contain their own information architectures but which take their cue from that designed 

at the systems- and concept-levels.23 It is probably fair to say that without knowledge of the 

Conceptual IA concept, journey or solution landscape, that individually the prototypes appear 

as outputs of an open ideation process of having as many ideas as possible based on a number 

of discrete problems and requirements from research. 

 

To introduce the tectonic an analogy is offered.24 Imagine meeting five people at different times 

and in different places, of differing ages and genders, to only later discover that they are all 

members of the same family: father, mother, daughters and son. Only then is it likely that one 

would start to seek similarities and differences between them. In this research project, the use 

of the term tacit to describe information architectures as being meanings internal to design 

objects, is exemplified by the role of the term family in the analogy. 

 

The emergent tectonic in the design project is described as: each instance in the whole (i.) and 

the whole in each instance (ii.) and is visualised in Figure 6.18. The whole refers to the 

Conceptual IA concept and the instances refer to each prototype / object which will be 

developed and eventually act as the various interfaces and experiences of the system, as a 

whole. The form, content and contexts which differentiate each instance derive their purpose, 

definition, operations and place in the system from the systems-level information architectures, 

such as the second journey and the solution landscape.   

 

 

 
23 In the same way that Pervasive IA was previously noted to operate at the systems-level of 
abstraction, the Lost IA, when understood as both channel and design category neutral and yet 
bounded as an individual object, would be imagined operating at the concrete-level of abstraction.  
24 The terms tectonic and architectonic are used loosely herein. The latter alludes to a work of design, 
which requires compositional assembly, and the former, while able to stand alone without a design, 
alludes to the schema employed for the functional assembly of a design. These two types of assembly 
are taken from Nelson and Stolterman (2012, p. 160).     
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Figure 6.18 The tectonic for the third and fourth instantiations of the 
CIA concept (Author) 

 

 

Figure 6.19 represents the tectonic in specific reference to the Conceptual IA concept so as to 

demonstrate how the concept has both remained central to the overall solution from Ideation 

to the end of Prototyping (transfer) and its evolutionary growth and development over this time 

(transformation).  

 

The following semantic mechanics are descriptive of these acts.25 (i.) indicates where a design 

object resides in the RW Journey v2 (10) which provides the object’s context.26 

 
25 The roman numerals refer to the key to Figure 6.19 at bottom-right in the image.  
26 Employing a journey allows individual objects to feature in multiple places in the journey. An 
object requirement or brief will specify that it needs to speak to and cater to specific scenarios for 
interactions with users, for example, in the Immersion, Define and Design and Reconnect phases of 
the RW Journey v2. This logic is the same as that to be found in service design in the relationship 
between touchpoints, journeys, service blueprints and the like.    



Figure 6.19 Example of the tectonic in play (Author)
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 (ii.) indicates the particular mix of services, content, products or functional interactions 

required to be included in the design object derived from the mapping of ideas generated in 

concept development (9) into the RW Journey v2 (10). And (iii.) indicates how the context (i.) 

and content (ii.) should synthesize in and with the form of the design object.27   

 

Each design object (instance) is thus defined and constituted as a familial relation, from our 

analogy, through the coherent inclusion of the two aspects of the Conceptual IA concept (the 

whole): the experience drivers (structural logic) and the RW relationship model (semantic 

formation).  

 

 

The Maximal Contrived Ontology 

 

 

The many places, interactions, communications and so forth, of users being in the system over 

time, provides the visceral and lived experience of the Conceptual IA concept as a new meaning 

in the world. The fourth instantiation of the Conceptual IA concept arises, in theory for now, 

through socio-semantic mechanics which provide for a transcendence of intentional meaning 

internal to a design object - the minimal contrived ontology - to becoming new meaning in the 

world as a maximal contrived ontology. The maximal contrived ontology is a phrasing required 

for theoretical purposes but refers to an actual, new socio-ontological phenomenon (or simply 

a social ontology) which can mediate and affect social reality through human / social practice 

which it informs.28 

 

Perhaps the easiest way to describe how socio-semantic mechanics operate is in reference to 

Discursive Design’s message-content and -form (Tharp & Tharp, 2019) and their likeness to 

the interplay between structural logic and semantic formation. As noted though, because in DD 

the purpose is to foreground and manifest message-content through message-forms towards 

entering a conversation about a meta-discourse, its socio-semantic mechanics are also 

 
 
28 As per the theories offered by Bourdieu (1977) discussed in Chapter 4. 
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foregrounded and overt. IA on the other hand is primarily instrumentally led where socio-

semantics are embedded within the application of semantic mechanics in the practice of IA.  

 

What this project highlights is that the meaning which IA inherently brings to the world, be it 

sustaining or transformative, manifests through the effects of social ontology as the discursive 

context in which instrumental actions take place.   

  

Completing the use of the analogy: once the five individuals have come to be known as family 

members, it is near impossible to remove family from their individual conceptions, so strong is 

the scheme and socio-ontological construct of family. All manner of bias (and meaning) start 

to emerge when we meet these individuals again: I now see your father’s looks in you; you 

inherited your mothers generous personality, or my trust may be extended to you based on the 

social capital which your sister possesses, and so on. 

 

In concluding discussion of the extensibility criterion, and this chapter, if the design project 

solution was brought into the world by U-ACT, used by the various stakeholders related to the 

system effectively and generally received in an accepting manner, then a tacit permission is 

granted by society to the continued existence of the system (Bourdieu, 1977). Furthermore, 

tacit agreement (social regulation) would also be entered into regarding the sustaining and / or 

transformative content of the minimal contrived ontology. Thus, the last transfer / 

transformation occurs to a maximal contrived ontology where the Conceptual IA concept 

becomes new meaning, made in the world.  
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7. CONCLUSION 
 

 

The purpose of this research project has been to explore how applying Information Architecture 

methods and techniques, from the perspective of Design Thinking, could offer an effective 

approach to ideating solutions to wicked problems. Employing a RTD methodology 

(Zimmerman, et al., 2007), a design project was enacted so as to observe and evaluate the use 

of IA in Ideation. To this end, solutions were developed to address the problem of addiction, 

and recovery in addiction, in Johannesburg, SA in relation to the Ubuntu Addiction Community 

Trust (U-ACT).  

 

Since no theory exists for considering or enacting IA in such a manner within Design, the IA 

employed in Ideation in the design project was framed and named Conceptual IA. This 

typifying served to differentiate other types of IA which exist, and which were used in the 

design project, so that the Conceptual IA conducted in Ideation could be more readily 

distinguished and thus observed and reported on.  

 

Findings from the study have emerged through a reflection on the design project using the 

criteria of process, invention, relevance and extensibility as specified by the methodology 

(ibid.). The conclusions which follow are derived from these findings and report on the relative 

effectiveness demonstrated of Conceptual IA applied in Ideation in particular, and IA across 

the process generally, towards solutioning for the problem of addiction.        

 

 

Conclusions of the study 

 

 

Conclusion 1: The study provides evidence and demonstration, through design, for the 

theoretical position that IA practiced within the rubric of DT is capable of: 
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1. Synthetically resolving a wicked-problem through sense- / meaning-making in 

Ideation employing Conceptual IA,1  

2. Making sense of, and new meaning for, a wicked problem within the design process  

3. Providing the IA (Conceptual IA concept, Pervasive IA architectonic, IA tectonic and 

Lost IA) for a social systems solution to a wicked problem, 

4. The design by IA, of a concept as an internal meaning for a design object, referred to 

as a minimal contrived ontology, and 

5. Providing an IA which could manifest as a mediation of a wicked problem in social 

reality, which would then manifest in use as a new socio-ontological phenomena (a 

maximal contrived ontology).2 

 

Conclusions two through nine expand upon, substantiate, and situate this first conclusion.   

 

Conclusion 2. As part of a process of developing a strategy design, a conceptual information 

architecture was created during Ideation. It has been referred to herein as a Conceptual IA 

concept, and in specific relation to the design project as A system of wellbeing; and a system to 

be well in. This concept constituted the core of the strategy design, which provided a first 

instantiation of a synthetic resolution to the wicked problem being addressed. Furthermore, this 

concept was demonstrated to consist of a structural logic and semantic formation, in line with 

the theory which states what constitutes any IA (Hobbs & Fenn, 2019). Both the concept itself 

and the use of IA in strategy design, and DT more broadly, are novel contributions to design 

practice and praxis.     

 

Conclusion 3. The Conceptual IA concept and its first instantiation as a minimal contrived 

ontology – the initial journey mapping – stand together as IA artefacts constituting an 

identifiable object of designerly making in Ideation. Its value and operations as an instrument 

and approach employed for synthetic resolution, are considered to constitute a visible artefact 

of design created in Ideation by information architecting and as an information architecture. 

 
1 The Amended CCU model was positioned in the description of the methodology in Chapter 3 as the 
way synthetic resolution was expected to be achieved by IA. This was not the case. While the 
amended CCU model was employed in Enquiry for research analysis, synthetic resolution only 
occurred three levels of synthesis later.     
2 This claim is theoretical, speculative, and conditional upon a system being received and used in 
society as anticipated. If these conditions arose, the theory states that a new meaning may transcend 
the ontological status of an internal meaning for a design object to become a lived social reality 
referred to here as a maximal contrived ontology.   
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As such, conducting Conceptual IA in Ideation provided for a designed object to be made in 

the DT process-method in response to the shift in the object of design. That is, an act of design 

within design which filled the void, or hole, brought forth by the challenge (and opportunity) 

of indeterminacy and a non-assumptive, problem-led approach in Design (Buchanan, 1992).  

 

Conclusion 4. A variety of IA methods, tools and techniques were observed to act together in 

providing the synthetic reach, synthetic resolution and synthetic integrity required for 

addressing the wicked problem in the design project. This conclusion both supports and extends 

Kolko’s (2010, 2007a, 2007b) arguments for applying IA in design to assist in sense-making 

and abduction. Moreover, these emergent qualities of employing IA in tandem with other forms 

and methods familiar in Design, served to retain the dynamic, creative and co-enacted 

modalities specific to design cognition when employed across a linearised DT process-method. 

This conclusion contrasts to the view in the literature which states that linearised DT process-

method enactments impair the effectiveness of applied DT (Buchanan, 1992) (Brown, 2008).    

 

Conclusion 5. Designing at scale, and in a linearised process, revealed three progressive 

instantiations of the Conceptual IA concept from its initial emergence in Ideation until the end 

of the design project. These instantiations were described as an IA concept, an IA architectonic 

and an IA tectonic.3 Together, they served to provide both blueprints for producing the solution 

and a visible articulation of a specific minimal contrived ontology (Hobbs & Fenn, 2019).   

 

These acts of IA extend beyond that which was notionally defined as Conceptual IA in the 

conceptual framework.4 Observable in the project was a fluid use of Conceptual IA, Pervasive 

IA, and the Lost IA (product-level IA being distinct to Mainstream / LIS IA) which performed 

comfortably alongside other accepted forms and methods of design employed in design. The 

same may be said of the activities performed during Enquiry and leading up to the development 

of the Conceptual IA concept and the guiding policy (Rumelt, 2012) in the design strategy. 

Thus, it was the combined efforts of three forms of IA with design which were able to provide 

and leverage synthetic reach, resolution and integrity, as noted in conclusion 2.    

 
3 As described in the extensibility review from the previous chapter, each had associated design 
artifacts, or deliverables, which provide evidence of their creation as a result of a co-enaction of IA 
with various forms of known design practices within the context of DT. They are described and 
individuated in Table 6.1 in Chapter 6. 
4 It also extends the theory provided by Hobbs and Fenn (2019) in its original formulation. 
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Conclusion 6. The Conceptual IA concept was equally visible and relevant through the design 

process enactment, as well as in the formal structure of the final design solution itself.5 While 

perhaps not unprecedented, these qualities in their sum - in the linking of elephants referred to 

as the golden threads within - is, in the authors experience, certainly rare in practice and not 

present in the literature in as granular and identifiable a manner particularly in large scale and 

lengthy design projects.6 This point relates to the role of the Conceptual IA concept across a 

second golden thread, and the Conceptual IA concept as that which gives rise to the solution’s 

architectonic and tectonic.  

 

Conclusion 7. Conceptual IA and IA framed in a constructivist worldview enacted in conscious 

recognition of this reframing, gave rise to two crucial and emergent instances of 

comprehending and re-constructing the socio-ontological domain of addiction during the 

design process. This occurred above a social systems level of abstraction and has been referred 

to herein as realising discourse, respectively during Enquiry and Prototyping. It is necessary 

to stress that this realising of discourse was unanticipated and emergent, and is viewed as 

having been facilitated by IA, but not as some form of unique IA cognition. In other words, IA 

so practiced can be said to have acted as a relatively advanced form of meta-cognition which 

furthermore assumed and integrated the social meanings of language used in the architecting 

of information.7        

 

The novelty of this contribution by IA employed with design may be noted in four respects: 

one, the degree of complexity within which a reflective deconstruction and reconstruction was 

 
5 That is, the blueprints developed which would be used to produce the solution. 
6 Explicit visual evidence of the creation of original conceptual models specifically employed as 
solutions, and the use of these models towards designing is not uncommon. However, this kind of 
work is far from being universally formalised in Design as a coherent methodological approach in 
designing. What is commonly observed are instances of conceptually modelled links or bridges made 
between certain transitions in the DT process-method. For example, between strategic models and 
customer journeys or customer journeys and touchpoint design. As noted though, this seldomly occurs 
remaining true to a core creative concept from Ideation to the end of Prototyping, let alone as a 
coherent narrative from Enquiry until the end of Prototyping with the same level of detail, visibility 
and traceability afforded in this design project. Add to these points that this project addressed a 
wicked problem approached in a non-assumptive manner and it would not be unreasonable to suggest 
that an original praxiological outcome is presented in this design project.     
7 No claim is being made to an act of realising, at least in Enquiry, which otherwise would be to claim 
a normative function of cognition.   
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able to be conducted;8 two, as in practice (critical) cultural reflection arrived at, rather than as 

a critical perspective brought to an act of reflection (critique);9 three, the manner in which a 

reflexive engagement with the subject matter of the problem was afforded (the shift made from 

an ethic of justice to an ethic of care); and four, the manner in which the Conceptual IA concept 

was able to recode (re-ontologise in IA) the problem domain towards articulating an 

alternatively conceived future, and the continued evolution of this concept as it was encoded 

and constructed in IA and design artefacts through to the end of the design process.  

 

The novelty of this contribution to IA lies in the suggestion of an alternative theoretical 

framework from which to (re)consider the entire, or an entire, field of practice of IA.   

 

Conclusion 8. Considered through the lens of Discursive Design (Tharp & Tharp, 2019), the 

IA conducted in the design project and how that IA was designed to come to be in the world 

through a design object, manifests as an actionable discourse. Achieving this, in both theory 

and practice, may be interpreted as the IA and the design object fusing - by way of a Conceptual 

IA concept - both an internal (ontological) and external (instrumental) meaning. This is 

interpreted as the logically wobbly outcome of the similarity between IA and Discursive 

Design - structural log and message-content; and semantic formation and message-form 

mapping so closely together, and their differences in intent - IAs ontological composition being 

typically oriented towards instrumental outcomes and DDs ontological composition being 

typically oriented towards the presentation of alternative conceptualisations of reality. 

 

In the social systems solution determined, a system of wellbeing and a system to be well in, we 

find a discursive and challenging position on addiction operating as a form in the structure of 

the design of the object (an ontology) and as an instrument / tool which in use would manifest 

as an the embodied enaction of the discourse by the users of the design object. In both cases, 

the respective internal and external meanings stand as ends in themselves and as means to ends.  

 

This appears to be a novel contribution to IA, Discursive Design, IA practiced within Design, 

and as a social systems solution, hoped for the world.        

 
8 By a single individual having conducted rudimentary research into a notoriously complex domain 
over the period of a few months. The credit is being given to IA and not the individual in question!   
9 In practice reflection being distinct from reflection upon practice (Crouch & Pearce, 2013), the 
latter illustrated by the RTD review in Chapter 6 (Zimmerman, et al., 2007). 
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Conclusion 9. Semantic mechanics and socio-semantic mechanics are offered as a tentative 

theoretical explanation for the manner in which IA and Conceptual IA were able to 

simultaneously contribute to extending synthetic cognition and realising discourse. These 

neologisms are required for the novelty implicit in their need for labelling.10 Discussion of 

diagrammatic reasoning as the dominant mode of embodied synthetic cognition across the 

duration of the project, further explains how IAs mechanics were able to operate as described.   

 

While semantic mechanics are representative of the various incumbent explanations provided 

by all contemporary accounts of IA known to the author,11 it is the latter which serves to 

recognise the shift in IA towards being understood and enacted within a constructivist 

worldview. A further observation related to this conclusion and the points within, regards the 

manner in which IA was employed revealing IA in Design as a rudimentary language of 

abstraction, in abstraction and for abstraction.12  

 

Conclusion 10. The Problem / Solution Ecology Model has been supported as a possible theory 

for IA praxis within the DT process-method, as far as a single case can.13 This is evidenced 

through the alignment of activities and outcomes of employing IA - along with other forms and 

methods of design - in respect to those factors, concepts and theories present in a mapping of 

the DT process-method to the conceptual framework, and both of these then, to the Problem / 

Solution Ecology Model presented in Chapter 4.  

 

 

 

 
10 Such categories / definitions may well exist in the literature. At this moment however, the author 
remains unaware of such. 
11 All of the major texts in this regard may be found in Sources Cited at the end of this document. 
12 Of abstraction refers to the essential acts of identifying, selecting, and grouping information, 
nesting categories, and relating groups of information across levels of abstraction and thus structuring 
or architecting information. In abstraction refers to the application of IA primarily as employed in 
Ideation - described as a tesseract - but elsewhere in the process too. For abstraction, refers to making 
models (in Ideation, the Conceptual IA concept was a model) which can act as tools to employ in 
abstraction towards further acts of modelling / architecting, such as the progressive use of the 
Conceptual IA concept in the various versions of the Recovery Wellness Journey.          
13 Three other limitations ought to be acknowledged: one, the potential for bias by the researcher also 
being the designer; two, any such claim would require critical review, critique, and support from the 
research community; and three, because this is but one study which is insufficient for scientific proof.    
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7.1 Reflections  
 

Given the absence of theory to explain the IA / DT relationship, and evidence being required 

to argue a substantive case for IA understood and practiced from a constructivist perspective, 

the study conducted in this research project provides evidence in support of a designerly IA. 

 

The constructivist account of IA provided, positions IA both within but also beyond Design, 

as influencing the world through making-meaning (or sustaining meaning) by virtue of the way 

in which information is architected in design. Categories of dogs in the abstract can become 

types of dogs in social reality. The argument that IA is a vessel for meaning is central to critical 

theory and cultural studies and is premised in social sciences theory such as that of Pierre 

Bourdieu (1977). This intellectual foundation forms the basis of the working theoretical model 

outlined in Chapter 4 and the application of the Problem / Solution Ecology Model for the 

enactment of IA in Design for this study.    

 

The Problem / Solution Ecology Model identifies IA as assisting in sense-making in Enquiry, 

synthetic resolution in Ideation (described as sense- / meaning-making) and meaning-making 

in Prototyping. As such, a rudimentary theory for how IA operates in Design is articulated, and 

more specifically how IA practiced in Design relates to the theory of DT. 

 

John Kolko’s (2010; 2007a; 2007b) suggestions for the application of IA towards assisting in 

design synthesis, along with strategy design, are offered in support of applying IA in Enquiry 

and Ideation, while similarities noted between the methods employed in Discursive Design 

(Tharp & Tharp, 2019) and IA are offered in support of applying IA in Ideation and 

Prototyping. Both Kolko (2007b) and the Tharp’s (2019) observe a lack of coverage of these 

topics in design education.  

 

The theory of DT has been employed as an overarching paradigm capable of containing the 

views of Kolko (2010; 2007a; 2007b), Tharp and Tharp (2019), and Hobbs and Fenn (2019; 

2014; 2012). Some of the main theories are listed below. 
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• The interpretation of wicked problems in relation to Design has been addressed as 

both challenge and opportunity. Wicked problems are defined herein as both a type of 

problem and as a quality of any problem. That is, the limits of knowledge in 

comprehending (social) reality which brings forth non-assumptive, problem-led 

approaches to designing premised in Buchannan’s account of indeterminacy (1992),14 

• Dorst and Cross’s (2001) research illuminating iterative problem / solution pairing in 

design synthesis, 

• Buchanan’s (2001) argument for a human centered ethos (the authors phrasing) and 

his Doctrine of Placements (1992), 

• And of course, the DT process-method (Stanford d.school, 2015; Weinberg, 2010; 

Harris & Ambrose, 2009; IDEO, 2009; Brown, 2008)  

 

These theoretical threads come together in the conceptual framework for the study in Chapter 

3. The explicit application of IA for and in Ideation in the DT process-method is framed as 

occurring at the intersection of sense-making in Enquiry and meaning-making in Prototyping 

where an IA concept is theorised to emerge as a synthetic resolution to the wicked problem of 

addiction.  

 

Since no type or theory of IA explicitly focuses on such a use of IA, the term and notion of 

Conceptual IA was created to act as a wrapper for IA specifically enacted at this moment in 

the DT process-method.15 This was necessary for the IA conducted as Conceptual IA to be 

identifiable, referenceable, made observable, and thus available for review.  

 

Conceptual IA has been conceived as including: the process involved in creating a Conceptual 

IA concept;16 the concept itself (defined as the sum of a structural logic and semantic 

formation); and the gestalt of this concept (described as a minimal contrived ontology). The 

minimal contrived ontology is defined as representing the meaning of a design object, towards 

 
14 The concept of frame-scale was developed by the author to act as a theoretical model which could 
rationalize these two interpretations of wicked problems since addiction falls within the range of both.    
15 Let alone in relation to DT and other than that provided by Hobbs and Fenn (2019). 
16 The Conceptual IA process was planned to further occur within a design strategy process modelled 
upon Rumelt’s (2012) kernel of any good strategy.         
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it’s manifest in the world, expressed and understood as a Conceptual IA embedded in the form 

and content of an object.  

 

The IA of an object, as an internal meaning, is referred to as a contrived ontology (Hobbs & 

Fenn, 2019) because in Design, ontology emerges in social reality through experience of design 

objects (Dourish, 2004). If the design object comes to be used as intended and comes to effect 

social reality as the mediation of a problem as intended, then the internal meaning is 

conceptualised as transcending the object by becoming the effect it was intended for, referred 

to as a maximal contrived ontology. Indeed, one could say that the extent to which a design 

object is capable of realising its intended meaning, by way of IA, in the world, is a measure of 

a designer’s skill of conceptual resolution.   

 

A tentative theory is thus presented for how information architecting might operate in Design 

and how an information architecture may be speculated to come to exist as a phenomenon in 

the world by Design. Information architectures are phenomena which effect social reality 

through the introduction of artificial ontology contained within (or as) the content and form of 

a design object.17 When a design object is used the artificial ontology is realised as an instance 

of a cohering, altered or newly introduced socio-ontological phenomenon, or aspect of a social 

ontology. When the object is repeatedly used, the individual instances of socio-ontological 

being become absorbed into the general malaise of social ontology existing as a background to 

human social reality. It is in this way (and theory) that a Conceptual IA designed into an object, 

comes to possess the capability of effecting change in the world.                 

 

 

Significance and Implications in Relation to the Hyperhistoric  

 

 

In its entirety, this research project was bracketed at the start by an absence of theory for the 

relationship between IA and Design, and at the end by concerns arising from a new paradigm 

of socio-technological reality described as a hyperhistoric period by Luciano Floridi (2016). 

Contemporary accounts of IA have been inclined to bundle the two, IA and contemporary ICTs, 

together. The strategy for this dissertation however has been to take one step backwards to 

 
17 A trojan horse if you like.  
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begin a formal process of developing an IA theory, praxis and practice in relation to Design, 

so as to take two steps forward in establishing a discipline of IA Design better equipped for 

addressing the challenges of a hyperhistoric age.  

 

Of course, the conclusions and the research project as a whole do not stand as sufficient 

validation for any theory upon which to develop a discipline of IA, nor was this ever the intent 

of the dissertation. However, the value presented in these conclusions is believed to warrant 

further investment towards exploring, defining and validating a theory of IA as a form of 

Design. Furthermore, what has been said of the IA / Design relationship by way of the 

conclusions shared, has yet to be considered for their possible implications for Design in a 

hyperhistoric age.      

 

The conclusions presented in the previous section largely support that which was contained 

within the conceptual framework and in many cases reveal richer understandings of the IA / 

DT relationship, new readings of the relationship and demonstrates how effective these 

practices can be when co-enacted. Conclusion nine, which discusses semantic mechanics and 

socio-semantic mechanics, while perhaps the least glamorous, is possibly the most significant. 

 

Identifying these mechanics provides a praxiological explanation for the theoretical argument 

made by Hobbs and Fenn (2019), where the latter has acted as a premise for the dissertation. 

In short, IA, whether employed in Design or not, or in recognition of its designerly nature or 

not, always carries meaning into the world, even in a Mainstream, LIS IA conception of IA 

practice.18 These mechanics explain how artificial, human-made objects come to contain 

internal meaning, as something we are able to describe, but which otherwise exists tacit within.  

 

The three scenarios of meaning-making (Chapter 2) are thus rationalised: contrived ontologies 

brought into the world obliviously which could be either sustaining or transformative of 

existing meanings in a particular socio-cultural context; meanings intentionally sustained; 

 
18 Needless to say, the IA conceptualised within is, at first glance and in the authors view, 
incompatible with LIS IA but most likely compatible with, and even complimentary to, Pervasive IA 
and Hinton’s (2014) theory of IA. Contemporary accounts of IA which fall within the rubric of IA as 
sense-making and / or understanding, and which are not centrally or solely reliant on a postpositivist 
framing, are not necessarily incompatible with the IA described herein. They would however be noted 
for emphasising but one-side of the theoretical narrative of IA.        
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and new meanings introduced into the world with an intent towards change which could, but 

are not limited or required to include, socio-cultural transformation.  

 

In and of itself, this kind of meaning-making, or meaning (re)made, is nothing new. In fact, it 

is the logic which underpins the study of objects in archaeology, anthropology, the history of 

art and other disciplines. What is new, and what is also the thrust of this research project, is 

attributing this meaning-making to IA in general and IA in Design, in particular. To be clear, 

IA in this usage does not mean the practice of IA but rather that IA is done and is commonplace 

in the world and has always been commonplace in design and the world by any other name.  

 

Moreover, by implication, it entails that information architectures are phenomena which exist 

in the world, between all that is artificial and human made, social reality and their socio-

ontological backdrop. This statement is not one of scientific fact. Indeed, it requires proof 

which will be found as a recommendation, amongst others to follow.  

 

Discussion of the hyperhistoric is relevant for numerous reasons. At the minimum, it provides 

a coherent theoretical narrative for IA being viewed as something which hitherto has itself been 

tacit in the world at large, but is only now coming to be foregrounded by the shift in humanity’s 

relatedness to ICTs becoming a dependency (Floridi, 2016).19 The foregrounding of 

information as described in relation to the current age, designated by the author as beginning 

with the invention of the internet,20 could offer an explanation for why it is so difficult to clearly 

mark a defined boundary for what is or is not IA in a disciplinary sense in general and even 

more so in relation to Design’s communities of practice. Implied in the definition of IA in this 

dissertation, IA cuts across and exists, tacitly, in the practice of any category of Design and 

would, in definition, be found equally in the disciplines and practices of the humanity’s and 

the sciences.    

 

However, the relationship between IA and Design is a special one because Design is centrally 

concerned with bringing change into the human experience of the world, ranging from the 

sublime to the mundane. Perhaps a better way to conceptualise the IA / Design relationship is 

 
19 Recall that Floridi’s (2016) definition of ICTs includes pigment used to paint rock art, pencils and 
paper, printing presses, radio and the internet.  
20 Interestingly, Rittel and Webber were articulating their views on wicked problems around the same 
time, in the early 1970s. 
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to view IA as a quality of designing which has always been present in Design, from the very 

earliest of human time. In this view, IA has been spoken to and spoken of with differing labels 

and tools across domains, Design and human history, one would have to say, forever.  

 

Upon reflection, where else was a conversation, and an exploration through practice, of sense- 

and meaning-making in IA and DT ever going to lead?  

 

Beyond Floridi’s concept of the hyperhistoric, the foregrounding of information in the world 

is well exemplified by the emergence of the entire field of the Philosophy of Information (PI) 

which, at least in the writing of Floridi (2019), presents its very own and distinct 

epistemological paradigms and functional logic, which arguably could not have been as fully 

conceptualised, articulated or operationalised as it has been until this very moment in 

humanity’s development.21  

 

Alternatively approached, history could be mined for any manner of theory or activity which 

overlaps with the IA defined herein, for the purposes of evaluation, but also learning. One 

example which stands out is Lev Vygotski’s (1981) concept of psychological tools, or 

psychological instruments. 

 

Psychological tools are artificial formations. By their nature they are social, 
not organic or individual. They are directed toward the mastery or control of 
behavioral processes...just as technical means are directed toward the control 
of processes of nature. 
 
The following can serve as examples of psychological tools and their complex 
systems: language; various systems for counting; mnemonic techniques; 
algebraic symbol systems; works of art; writing; schemes, diagrams, maps, 
and mechanical drawings; all sorts of conventional signs; etc. 
 
By being included in the process of behavior, the psychological tool alters the 
entire flow and structure of mental functions. It does this by determining the 
structure of a new instrumental act just as a technical tool alters the process 
of a natural adaptation by determining the form of labor operations.  
(Vygotski, 1981, p. 137) 

 
21 The relevant text by Floridi (2019) captures the imagination for a future of IA in its very sub-title: 
The Logic of Information: A Theory of Philosophy as Conceptual Design. Floridi’s constructionism 
(ibid.) is included in the same text which describes all human conceptions of reality, and thus all 
knowledge, as existing within the available scope of our biological capability to experience 
information (data in the first instance) and those technologies which help or hinder our reach into the 
data / information of reality. Common place examples being a magnifying glass or a microscope.       



 268 

 

A last point, which may be stating the obvious, is the natural fit of IA, as a language and tool 

for our time, given the manner in which it is embedded within the very architecture of the Web 

(that is hypertext) and its significance and application in the growing pervasive and blended 

physical / digital spaces and places, being the focus of Pervasive IA.  

 

The visibility and traceability afforded using IA in Design spans all three of the golden threads 

noted in the RTD review. The first and second golden threads provide visibility and traceability 

within design processes at large, as in the design project conducted for this study, or small 

frame-scales. In particular, the former provides visibility of an otherwise tacit Conceptual IA 

concept, while the latter provides visibility of how a Conceptual IA concept transforms to 

become embedded within the form and content of a design object.  

 

The third golden thread, premised in the description of minimal and maximal contrived 

ontology, extends the visibility and traceability of sense- and meaning-making from the start 

of any design process, into the world, and in a circular manner, back into design. The third 

golden thread is of value for any number of reasons including but not limited to, monitoring, 

and managing the ongoing mediation and meaning intended by a design, iterative development, 

continuous improvement, gathering feedback and measuring impact.        

  

In concert, these three golden threads, as observed in the study, support the argument that IA 

can contribute visibility and traceability of meaning-making and meaning made, providing the 

opportunity for accountability of either sustainability or transformation, in Design’s inherent 

use of meaning in mediating social realities (Hobbs & Fenn, 2019). The opportunities to be 

found in the use of IA towards solutioning for addiction stand as examples of the good which 

may be achieved through a partnership between IA and Design. To the contrary however, is 

the status quo:  

 

If IA constitutes the contrived ontology to be found in design and if IA (in 
Buchanan and Wurman’s framings) can be related to ‘policy’ - as in the 
‘architecture of Apartheid’- we start to paint a picture of how important IA 
could be in the rapid advancement of the infosphere. As the potential for the 
onlife condition stands to invert our current understandings of the relationship 
between contrived and social ontologies in our social realities, the IA that 
constitute such require to be held to account for the way our world develops. 
(Hobbs & Fenn, 2019, p. 21)     
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7.2 Recommendations 
 

 

Darren Hood recently observed:22  

 

It’s very sad that information architecture is an overlooked and forgotten skill. 
Considering its main by-product, findability, and the fact that this by-product 
is at the core of EVERY experience, to lack IA acumen is to lack in UX 
acumen. In other words, the UX professional who lacks IA knowledge and 
skill is limited in value. I challenge everyone reading this post to examine 
where you stand concerning this topic and seek to fill your knowledge and 
skills gaps. (Hood, 2021) 

 

The type of IA Hood is referring to here is Mainstream IA, or LIS IA, focused on a sense-

making proposition and argued in Chapter 2 to be an inheritance from the scientific culture 

from which it emerged. If this type of IA has become overlooked and forgotten, then it provides 

a sense of just how peripheral a discussion regarding the potential of a disciplinary relationship 

between IA and Design really is.  

 

And yet, IA reframed as a designerly pursuit in a constructivist paradigm of thought would 

appear on the surface, and from the conclusions to this study, to hold significant potential 

towards enhancing the efficacy of both IA and Design. In a sense, the previous discussion of 

IA and Design in relation to a hyperhistoric age, makes clear that regardless of whether IA has 

been correctly or appropriately positioned in this dissertation or not, the gaps identified in 

meeting the needs of Design and the world in this regard, remain gaps.23        

 

Further, all the conclusions presented may be considered in an entirely different light from the 

other side of frame-scale. Meaning, that the benefits to be found in applying IA, and IA applied 

 
22 Hood is a senior Learning Experience designer at Michigan State University and was formerly 
adjunct Professor at Kent State University delivering their Master's Program for User Experience 
Design (previously IA and Knowledge Management).   
23 Another reason why the significance of IA may be considered even more peripheral, is the 
contrived manner in which the design project herein was set up to be conducted in the conceptual 
framework in Chapter 3. A single designer, performing multiple roles, while determining an end-to-
end solution for a large frame-scale problem, over the course of almost a year, is presumably unheard 
of outside of academic education settings, and possibly even within. This was only the case due to the 
requirements brought forth for exploring the theoretical position and the limitations of enacting a 
design project towards a dissertation.  
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with Design, remain available when addressing problems at lower levels of complexity as much 

as at wicked levels. A recognition that all objects of design, little and big, contain within them 

tacit meaning, both during the design process and once in the world, radically shifts the scope 

of influence available to practising Design and IA directly related to ICTs, and beyond.             

 

Several considerations arise in relation to these discussions.   

 

• Given the rapid pace of the advancement of contemporary technology, coupled with 

the apparent last breaths being taken by the practice of IA, any recommendations to 

move forward with any aspect of that contained in this dissertation should be done so 

with haste.  

• Any consideration of advancing IA and or IA and Design should be considered across 

the entire sliding scale of complexity to be found in the frame-scale model.  

• And since the design project was enacted with the intentional exclusion of HCD or 

UCD methods, consideration and exploration in theory and through practice of their 

compatibility with IA, as positioned within, is required.24 Similarly, since Conceptual 

IA was the focus in the study, the theoretical and practical combability of conducting 

Conceptual IA alongside other forms of IA would require closer examination and 

exploration.25    

 

 

Looking Ahead 

 

 

Considering the IA / Design relationship in a more general disciplinary and visionary sense 

requires considering the ideas, work, and implications herein from a broader perspective. This 

includes both of the fields under discussion, and those local and global institutions responsible 

for, or caring of, the wellbeing of individuals and societies in every corner of the world and the 

planet itself, as related to human socio-technological futures.   

 

 
24 On the surface, the author would judge the two to be compatible, however the detail and nuance of 
their interplay in practice is something which calls for close observation.   
25 The authors view on this matter echoes that in footnote 24.  
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A focused approach to gathering feedback on this dissertation is recommended which identifies 

and engages key individuals from the fields of IA, Design and beyond, who have the knowledge 

and vested interest in advancing the agenda put forth in this dissertation. This invitation must 

be extended to stakeholders who could offer feedback and importantly, assist in driving the 

development of a critical discourse of IA in IA and Design and or beyond these fields for the 

general benefit of other disciplines and the world. If the general response deems there to be 

merit in the findings from this project, then the next step recommended would be to open the 

discussion to a broader audience and co-ordinate a gathering, such as a colloquium or seminar 

to further explore and unpack the problems and potential of bringing IA and Design closer 

together in a disciplinary sense.  

 

In parallel, a clearer and more succinct theoretical articulation and definition of many of the 

propositions herein is required. For example, the concepts of Conceptual IA, minimal and 

maximal contrived ontology, semantic and socio-semantic mechanics, the Problem / Solution 

Ecology Model, and frame-scale. With these building blocks more firmly established, a 

programme of validating the theory and content for the essential aspects of what could 

constitute a theory, practice and curricula for an Information Architecture Design could and 

should be detailed. The planning for this programme should of course also specify the kinds of 

support, and quantity, required for resourcing and executing on its initiatives professionally 

and timeously.       

 

As a first thought, it would be prudent to research and assess how other interdisciplinary and 

inter-institutional structures have been created, successfully or not, between Design and its 

adjacent disciplines. One example would be to observe how Frayling’s (1993) visioning for 

integrating Research and Design - as disciplinary fields and concerns - has subsequently 

evolved into a stable ecosystem of knowledge production and distribution, practice, and 

education.   

 

Lastly, consideration needs to be given to the IA side of this relationship and what could 

become a super category of IA. That is, not just those forms of IA currently associated with 

Design from a digital or blended perspective, such as LIS IA and Pervasive IA, but also 

disciplines such as Information Design and further afield, such as the IA practiced within IS 

and IT. This conceptual domain of a family of IA goes almost entirely undiscussed. Yet, it 

would seem to the author at least, that these very different cultures, disciplines and practices 
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would do well to consider how they could be conceptually integrated and how they could 

operate together with greater co-ordination for the needs of a hyperhistoric age. Significant 

richness stands to emerge from the diversity represented across these fields.  

 

 

Parting thoughts 

 

 

As a solution to the life-threatening condition of addiction for any individual, making meaning 

to the very fullest extent of and in life, is surely a remarkable gift. The design project conducted 

for this research project was an attempt at a solution which aimed to make this gift realisable 

and actionable to a global population of addicts. Whether this solution finds its way into the 

world or not, what is in evidence, is a research and design project which holds value and 

meaning as an end in itself. It will always stand as a good thing to try to have done.  

 

And whether the solution presented in the design project is good or not, is similarly 

overshadowed by what its mere existence on paper demonstrates: the output of just one 

individual attempting to tackle a wicked problem head on, more or less alone, employing a 

combination of IA and Design. Imagine then an entire field of individuals working in a co-

ordinated fashion with each other, and other fields, towards bringing meaning to its fullest 

extent to and by IA and Design being practiced as ends in themselves. Such work would always 

stand as a good thing to try to have done. 
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