
Background
Design is a process, not a procedure.  
This approach offers decision makers  
adaptability and innovation. Treating  
it as a rigid procedure limits creativity  
to incremental improvements.

Designers encounter a range of challenges, 
but every problem has three essential  
elements: the Situation (the starting point), 
the Goal (the aim of a project), and a set  
of all possible Solutions (that sit within 
a Solution Space). As problems become 
complex, they require strategies that seek 
insight. Insight provides clarity as tasks 
alternate between activities that expand 
(grow) and focus (narrow) to detail the  
gap between the situation and the goal.

If we think of each potential solution as a 
unique pathway that connects the starting 
point to the goal point, it should become 
obvious why design thrives on creativity, 
curiosity and cleverness. The more comfort-
able the designer becomes with spontaneity, 
opportunity and play, the more they are  
able to realize possible solutions. It takes 
conviction in one’s own imagination to think 
beyond the obvious. With each new idea, 
new pathways emerge, and the designer is 
able to realize novel solutions that satisfy 
the goal, advancing the most preferable ones 
towards resolution.

Assessing
Measure remaining distance away 

from “shared” success.

Scouting
Look at trends, patterns and 

activities in other areas 
to inform the design project. 

Seek to grow

Seek to narrow

Seek to grow

Situation
(Opportunities)

Describe the specific situation(s). 
Understand how this affects people.

Seek to narrow

Exploring
Understand what is happening and 

collect real expert experiences, 
include different perspectives.

Defining
Detail the scope of the project, 

value (rank) what is most important.

Goals
of the Design Project

Define what the solution needs to do. 
Describe the aim and prioritize

objectives.

Evaluating
Monitor the intervention 

for goal satisfaction or correction.

Solutions
(Innovations)

Form several possible solutions
that satisfy unique underlying 

objectives of the goal.

Ideating
Imagine everything possible.
Collect ideas that might help 

reach the goal.

Prototyping
Decide what is worth making.

Seek to grow

Seek to narrow

Resolution
of the Design Project

Implement solution. Document 
reasoning (and why other options 

not pursued).

Seek to share

Seek to conclude

Disseminating
Realize external opportunities 
for dispersal. Expand solution 

or share insights.

One problem, three parts.
Instead of a timeline-based organization,  
the RDF identifies three key points of focus.  
Situations focus �on understanding their start-
ing points. Goals focus on defining what needs 
to happen. And Solutions realize all possible 
ways to satisfy their goals. Returning to each 
area allows ideas to co-evolve, rather than  
following linear checkpoints.�

Slow down the decision making.
Exciting discoveries can drive us to rush, yet 
waiting until the deadline can lead to impulsive 
decisions. Project-level decisions require 
thoughtful pauses throughout projects to assess 
and rank priorities. These narrow attention 
tasks focus our work by continually refining  
the project’s aim.

Learning is continuous.
Projects create urgency, but insight takes  
time. Adopting a learner’s mindset ensures 
growth throughout the process, not just during 
initial research. The RDF sets purpose to wide 
attention tasks that coorespond to each part  
of the problem. Every time a learning activity  
is revisited provides an opportunity to become 
add specificity in your work.

The goal is the goal.
The solution is not the goal; the goal is the goal. 
Designers use the current Situation to imagine 
�a different future. Solutions seek to realize 
that �same future. Both are aimed at the future, 
therefore Solutions should not be pointed  
at the Situation. �That is not future-facing!  
Instead, satisfying the �goal is our measure  
of success.

There is more than one starting point.
You can begin anywhere. Projects often begin 
in one of three ways: they start with what you 
know in your head, (e.g., an existing condition, 
a need); they start with what you believe in 
your heart (e.g., a conviction or commitment); 
or they start with a feeling in your gut (e.g., 
a prompt, a instinct). For instance, diving 
straight into speculative prototyping may  
identify unrealized areas for exploration.
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The Recursive Design Framework
The Recursive Design Framework allows you to repeatedly change your point of view and connect your thinking  
to different parts of the problem at different scales. Changing points of view is key. When working on complexity,  
side-to-side movement between parts allows the Situation, the Goal and the Solution develop together. 

Start with something real.
What do you know?

Start with a target.
What do you believe?

Start with a direction.
What do you feel?or or

End with a solution.
Communicate its value.


