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Complexity is about understanding…or 

more to the point, not understanding. It 
applies to the reality beyond us (the world 

outside) and the human experience of that 
complexity (the world inside us).

Complexity has been a distinguishing 
feature of our time and the human condition 

more or less since Nietzsche declared that 
god was dead.
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Complexity is about understanding…or 

more to the point, not understanding. It 
applies to the reality beyond us (the world 

outside) and the human experience of that 
complexity (the world inside us).

Complexity has been a distinguishing 
feature of our time and the human 

condition…more or less, since Nietzsche 
declare that god was dead.

It is also a feature of a liberal being: to be 

questioning and openminded.

Politically, that means to be allowed to be 
questioning and openminded and to be free 
to act upon one’s individual conclusions 

(within socially agreed limits).   

This way of being invites complexity too.
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Part 1 Wicked problems became the poster child 

for what complexity means to design. 

Rittel & Webber (1973)
Richard Buchanan (1992)

Rittel, H. & Webber, M., 1973. Dilemmas in a General Theory of Planning. Policy Sciences, 4(2), pp. 155-169.
Buchanan, R., 1992. Wicked Problems in Design. Design Issues, 8(2), pp. 3-23.



Wicked problems as a type of problem

For example: global climate change, 
natural hazards, healthcare, the AIDS 

epidemic, pandemic influenza, 
international drug trafficking, nuclear 
weapons, waste and social injustice.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wicked_problem



Stakeholder ecology of addiction in South Africa (author)

Multiple social realities are a key feature of 

contemporary design, in particular, human 
centered design. 

I’ve been studying addiction as a wicked problem for the last 3 
to 4 years. And attempting to determine an information 
architecture solution to the problem. 



Image by the author in reference to:
Du Plessis, G., 2014. An Integral Ontology of Addiction: A Multiple Object as a Continuum of Ontological Complexity. 
Journal of Integral Theory and Practice, 9(1), pp. 38-54.



We conduct research to do our best to 

understand. 



THE SHIFT IN THE OBJECT OF DESIGN

Re-interpreting complexity in design (1) 



Ideation of solutions, based on research 

findings, is referred to as synthesis by John 
Kolko. 

He explains that synthesis is the underlying 
modality of problem solving in design based 

on sense-making and abduction. 

Kolko, J., 2010. Abductive Thinking and Sensemaking: The Drivers of Design Synthesis. Design Issues, 26(1), pp. 15-28.



JOHN KOLKO





THE DON



The point of those photos, besides Mr. Don 

Norman speaking next, is that John Kolko is 
cool and information architecture is not. 

Kolko, J., 2010. Abductive Thinking and Sensemaking: The Drivers of Design Synthesis. Design Issues, 26(1), pp. 15-28.



And yet, 



INFORMATION ARCHITECTURE AS SENSE-MAKING AND 

UNDERSTANDING

Wurman, R., 1990. Information Anxiety. s.l.:Bantam.



These skills for synthesizing in design, for 

which he recommends IA, he argues are 
largely missing in design education in the 

realms of product design. 

Kolko, Jon (2007), "Information Architecture: Synthesis Techniques for the Muddy Middle of the Design Process". In the 
23rd International Conference on the Beginning Design Student Proceedings.



…the wicked-problems approach suggests that
there is a fundamental indeterminacy in all but

the most trivial design problems [italics inserted]

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.

Rittel, H. & Webber, M., 1973. Dilemmas in a General Theory of Planning. Policy Sciences, 4(2), pp. 155-169.
Buchanan, R., 1992. Wicked Problems in Design. Design Issues, 8(2), pp. 3-23.

Re-interpreting complexity in design (2) 



H o w  t o  g e t  c a u g h t  b y  a  f i s h







Morals of this story:

1. We don’t have sharks (like that) in Joburg

2. How do you know when you’ve done enough 
research to identify the ‘real’ problem(s)?

2. Research is good, if you know how to 
synthesise it (Kolko)



Even Don agrees (based on the theoretical 

impossibility of knowing all of reality – in science 
too). He reframes complexity as “richness”.

Norman, D., 2010. Living with Complexity. Cambridge: MIT Press.



DON’S ALSO COOL



I DON’T KNOW WHO 
THIS GUY IS BUT HE’S 
IN COOL COMPANY



Deep, deep, deep down inside, designers don’t 
really like researching. Until recently, it hasn’t been 
what they signed up for. 



I would argue that a lot of the push-back against 

doing research (other than the more glamorous 
qualitative, human-centered types of research) is 

a lack of knowledge of how to synthesise it for 
its richness. 



Assumptions and myths: 

• Analysis paralysis from big research

• Big research isn’t necessary (qualitative guerilla 

research is enough)

• You just need the right people around the table 
• Reframing the future (vs. reframing problems)

I reckon that (applied) design thinking is very 
good at kinda-sorta-solving big problems in 
small ways.  



Re-interpreting complexity in design (3) 

TOO MUCH RESEARCH LINEARISES DESIGN’S THINKING



Re-interpreting complexity in design (3) 

Design’s manner of thinking doesn’t like to be 
linearised.

Tim Brown notes, “…these are overlapping 
‘spaces’ rather than sequential stages of a 
lockstep methodology” which can lose their 
efficacy if executed in an overly linear, cause-
and-effect, procedural manner (Buchanan). 

Brown, T & Katz, B 2009. Change by design : how design thinking transforms organizations and inspires innovation. NY. Harper Collins
Buchanan, R., 1992. Wicked Problems in Design. Design Issues, 8(2), pp. 3-23.





This is when I ran out of time



…and the presentation continued the followed day (because the organisers of UXSA are awesome). 





RECAP 

Wicked-problems & complexity

Wicked-problems as a type of problem vs. wickedness as a quality of problems



RECAP 
Interpreting complexity (1)

From what and why, to why and what: the shift in the 

object of design

• The rise of design research and IA for sense-making for 
synthesis for Ideation (Kolko)

• Skills in synthesis are lacking in design education (Kolko)



RECAP 

Interpreting complexity (2)

Any problem can be wicked or complex. It's a matter 

of how broadly one frames the problem. 

• (Unhealthy) work arounds: assumptions and myths in 
design research...especially the aversion towards 'big 
research'

• How do we know what the appropriate framing is for a 
given problem? 

• What we want, is to turn the negative of wickedness 
(complexity) into a positive (richness - Norman)

• Having the skills to synthesise is the solution



RECAP 

Interpreting complexity (3)

Design's thinking doesn't like to be lineralised

• Which is why we get the short one to two week (applied) 
design thinking type interventions

• I don't really care if you're from IDEO or if you're God 
himself, you can't do design-led enterprise digital 
transformation in two weeks. Or even a lot of two weeks.

• Neither applied design thinking (nor agile for that matter) 
are solutions when we need to go big with design. 

Especially digital design. 



IA’s meaning-making



Information architecture as sense-making and

meaning making.



IA’s meaning-making



INFORMATION ARCHITECTURE AS MEANING-MAKING



Contrived ontology



IA’s meaning-making



A CONTRIVED ONTOLOGY MEDIATING SOCIAL REALITY



Buchanan’s whole argument is that a problem-

led approach free’s us to ideate limited only by 

our imaginations…as opposed to the categories 

of design for which we are taught to design in. 



Could a new kind of IA, Conceptual IA,

provide for an object of design to be made
in ideation as a response to complexity?

IA as the design of concepts in ideation for
the purposes of introducing new meanings

into the world, by way of re-ontologising
problems.



IS THIS A ONE SIZE FITS ALL SOLUTION?
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FRAME-SCALE
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RETAINING SYNTHETIC INTEGRITY AT SCALE









The otherwise natural abundance to be found in 

acts of designing is the limitless abundance of 
the imagination. 



A lack of skills in IA in general create a scenario 

where scarcity prevails in relation to complexity.

By the same token, IA doesn’t do itself any 
favours, nor does the theory exist for an 
information architecture design…  



…yet.



Complexity is also a feature of a liberal 

being: to be questioning and openminded.

Politically, that means to be allowed to be 
questioning and openminded and to be free 
to act upon one’s individual conclusions 

(within socially agreed limits).   

This way of being invites complexity.

PART 2 of this talk



However, scarcity once again prevails.



Knowledge (truth and fact)

Meaning (understanding and belief)
Imagination (fiction and the unreal)

All are natural, personal limitations. But 
there’s more to this story. 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f_LQf5ViDI0&t=2s


Neo-liberal free markets and consumerism 

create artificial scarcity.



I, for one, did not sign up for the world wide 

web of today.



I, for one, did not sign up for the world wide 

web of today.

I signed up for open source, for open 
access, for creative commons, for freedom 
of expression, for sharing…for a culture of 

(web) design, that has been lost.

That was 1997. Since Amazon broke even, 
Q4 2001, the Web’s never been the same.   



UBUNTU

An ideal based on the wisdom that we co-create each other. 



UBUNTU

Our humanity is thus based in the shared responsibility we 

have for each another.



UBUNTU

"I am what I am because of who we all are"

Canonical



Now that is an ontological commitment. 



Canonical’s latest release of their open source and free Ubuntu OS



Logo for the GNU open source, software licensing agreements.



SHARING IS THE NATURAL HABITAT OF ABUNDANCE



THANK YOU
JASON@JH-01.COM
WWW.JH-01.COM
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