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should highlight potential bias. Design thinking has 
much to offer the user-centered design process.

According to IDEO, “Design thinking relies on the 
human ability to be intuitive, to recognize patterns, 
and to construct ideas that are emotionally mean-
ingful as well as functional. The elements of design 
thinking combine to form an iterative approach—one 
you can try out and adapt to suit your needs.”9 

A good moderator approaches each study with 
a clean slate. During fieldwork and analysis, she is 
constantly “choosing a model and developing a nar-
rative that both self and others can accept via trial 
and error.”10 This demands listening to participants 
and stakeholders to refine the model or narrative, 
and to effectively and engagingly answer the question 
at hand. It also demands an open mind to keep from 
following a dead end or biasing the output based on 
a single data point that matches a previously held 
expectation. The researcher zooms in and out to 
examine the leaves and the trees and the forest and 
back again, looking for trends and bigger picture 
ideas. She analyzes and synthesizes data and recom-
mends ways forward. She strives to remain objective. 
Throughout these steps, the design thinking frame-
work helps us take a step back and remain open 
minded, consider alternative points of view, recognize 
adjacent possibilities and, as is often the goal of this 
framework, to innovate.

Questioning our references and our points of 
view, examining for bias, forming compressions 
rather than representations as appropriate helps us 
see the big picture and makes good research and 
design. But as I read Lissack’s article, I wondered what 
the incentive was to put forth effort to do all of this, 
for instance when we read an article online or watch 
the news—especially when mental bandwidth and 
time seem to be in short supply. However, as the case 
of Cambridge Analytica illustrates, not engaging in 
this type of critical thinking is dangerous. 

If we actively seek out alternative sources, and 
perhaps even conflicting points of view, to include 
in our models of the world, perhaps the algorithms 
of the future will be less biased, less open to manip-
ulation—again, the machine itself is not choosing to 
manipulate, the singularity is not yet here. AI needs 
some human intervention. Humans have the unique 
ability to engage in reflexive self-aware cognizing. We 
need to use it.
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The Solemn Utterrances of the Buddha, trans. D. M. Strong (London: 
Luzac and Company, 1902), 93–96; The Enclosed Garden of the 
Truth of the Hakim Abu’l-Majd Majdud Sana’i of Ghazna, trans. ed. J. 
Stephenson (Calcutta: Baptist Mission Press, 1910), 13; Ramakrish-
na, Sri Ramakrishna’s Teachings, vol. 1 (Lohaghat P. O., Dt. Almora, 
Himalayas: Advaita Ashrama, 1916), 127.

6  Hern, “Cambridge Analytica.”

7  SearchEnterpriseAI, s.v. “machine learning bias (algorithm bias or 
AI bias),” accessed November 10, 2019, https://searchenterpriseai.
techtarget.com/definition/machine-learning-bias-algorithm-bi-
as-or-AI-bias, italics mine.

8  George Orwell, 1984 (London: Seeker & Warburg, 1949), 46.

9  “Design Thinking,” IDEO, accessed November 10, 2019, https://
www.ideou.com/pages/design-thinking.

10  Lissack, “Understanding Is a Design Problem. Part 2,” 336.

Design: Necessity or 
Desire

Claudia Westermann, Department of Architecture 
and Design, Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University, China

Claudia.Westermann@xjtlu.edu.cn

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sheji.2019.11.016 

Abstract This essay presents a commentary on 
 Michael Lissack’s article “Understanding Is a Design 
Problem: Cognizing from a Designerly Thinking 
Perspective.” I contextualize key terms and ideas, and 
raise several questions concerning the relation be-
tween the concept of compression and design.

Keywords Cognition; design; representation; Second- 
order Cybernetics

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/09/opinion/sunday/the-real-horror-of-the-anti-vaxxers.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/09/opinion/sunday/the-real-horror-of-the-anti-vaxxers.html
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sheji.2019.07.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sheji.2019.11.019
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sheji.2019.11.019
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2018/may/06/cambridge-analytica-how-turn-clicks-into-votes-christopher-wylie
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2018/may/06/cambridge-analytica-how-turn-clicks-into-votes-christopher-wylie
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2018/may/06/cambridge-analytica-how-turn-clicks-into-votes-christopher-wylie
https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blind_men_and_an_elephant
https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blind_men_and_an_elephant
https://searchenterpriseai.techtarget.com/definition/machine-learning-bias-algorithm-bias-or-AI-bias
https://searchenterpriseai.techtarget.com/definition/machine-learning-bias-algorithm-bias-or-AI-bias
https://searchenterpriseai.techtarget.com/definition/machine-learning-bias-algorithm-bias-or-AI-bias
https://www.ideou.com/pages/design-thinking
https://www.ideou.com/pages/design-thinking
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sheji.2019.11.016
mailto:Claudia.Westermann@xjtlu.edu.cn


397Comments on Understanding Is a Design Problem

“Your life has a limit but knowledge has none.
If you use what is limited to pursue what has no 
limit you will be in danger.”1

Commonly, people encounter the world as some-
thing that happens around them, independently 
from them. Michael Lissack’s article “Understanding 
Is a Design Problem: Cognizing from a Designerly 
Thinking Perspective”2 opens an alternative view 
onto the world. According to this view, the world is 
not a reality that exists independently from us who 
live in it. It does not merely happen to us. How we 
understand the world is the basis for all the possi-
bilities for action. In this sense, our way of thinking 
constructs the world. Lissack’s article emphasizes the 
importance of understanding that cognizing is a form 
of designing. Such understanding facilitates a critical 
creative approach to the analysis of the situations that 
we encounter in our everyday life, offering through 
its approach new opportunities for action. 

The article provides an introduction to some of 
the key thoughts associated with second-order cyber-
netics and its sister discipline radical constructivism. 
Lissack follows in the footsteps of other authors 
when he states that, under the condition of limited 
understanding, cognizing is a form of designing. The 
article could have profited from a more extended 
background section referencing some of the early 
contributions in this area. Heinz von Foerster’s 1973 
article On Constructing a Reality3 is foundational in this 
context, and so is Stafford Beer’s series of radio trans-
missions published in 1974 under the title Designing 
Freedom.4 Lissack’s article follows up on Beer’s state-
ment that we “must equip ourselves to revise “the 
“dysfunctional model” that we hold of the world.5

The article differentiates between representations 
and compressions. It presents arguments that are in 
line with the standard literature in design research 
when it emphasizes that a model that relies on static 
representation is not an adequate model within the 
context of a design process.6 The question arises, 
however, as to whether the term compression—which 
is not typically used in design research—contributes 
to a better understanding of the models that are em-
ployed in design processes. I have a series of questions 
related to this. 

I can see some value in redefining representation 
to include only what is static and fixed, introducing 
at the same time a new term for a dynamic model. 
It offers an opportunity to distance oneself from the 
representationalism that has been the dominant 
theory in the cognitive sciences,7 emphasizing instead 
a non-representational model. There are, however, 

other definitions of representation that include dy-
namic processes. Benny Shanon, for example, pro-
vides evidence of such understandings.8

The article could benefit from better contextu-
alizing both the term representation and the term 
compression. How does the concept of compression, 
as defined in the article, relate to metaphor, for ex-
ample? In relation to non-representational theories 
of cognition, Shanon uses the term presentation. The 
cognitive scientist Mark Turner speaks of a concept 
entitled compression, but it is a form of static repre-
sentation and thus the meaning differs from the one 
in the presented article.9 Amanda Zellmer and her 
colleagues10 use the term compression as well, but 
the definition is different again. They use the term 
narrative to explain a model that appears in large 
parts congruent with the model described by Lissack 
as compression. However, in their case, a narrative 
is the representation of a compression. They write: 
“If modelling is representation and analogy is com-
pression, then a narrative is … the representation of 
a compression, which is integrated at a higher level 
of analysis.”11 I am wondering why one would choose 
the term compression over presentation or narrative.

To which extent does the concept of compres-
sion, as defined in the article, adequately describe 
the kinds of models that are commonly employed in 
processes of designing? Such models could be physical 
or digital working models, but also sketches. Table 
1 of the article suggests that representations predict 
while compressions explore.12 However, the models 
employed in design processes typically go beyond the 
exploration that is mentioned in Table 1. They are 
projective, not merely assisting interpretation. Design 
plays with sensations. It creates novel situations. 
Unlike science, design does not aim at addressing 
the future through prediction.13 I feel that there are 
some indications that the concept of design has been 
reduced to interpretation. Interpreting situations cre-
atively and critically is an integral part of designing, 
but designing goes beyond interpretation. Design sets 
things, agents, and concepts into a conversation. It 
does so even with conflicting meanings. Design pro-
ceeds from wicked situations, and it does not tame 
them.14

Figure 1 in part 215 appears to describe how 
design aware cognition proceeds, but it does not seem 
to relate to the idea, mentioned in the later passages 
of part 2, that creating stories is part of the process. 
Selection is an adequate description for a design pro-
cess if all elements are given in one way or another, 
but what if they are created? Often, what initiates 
design is better described as desire than as necessity. 
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Describing the beginning of the design process as a 
problem appears to be a reduction.

The text ends with a passage on the value of 
storytelling. In this latter passage of the article, the 
concepts appear to have slightly shifted. They seem to 
be more in line with typical design processes. Indeed, 
one could say that designing is a form of storytelling. 
An experienced designer knows how to tell good 
stories, no matter what the circumstances are, and 
whether what is encountered is a given design task or 
an everyday situation—but what about all the other 
people who have not yet learned to design? How 
can they become storytellers? Design research liter-
ature suggests that one cannot learn to design—in 
other words, learn the art of telling stories—through 
reading instructions. To learn this art, one would 
rather need to train in telling stories. Reading stories 
would be a part of this training. The classic cited at 
the very beginning of this commentary would be a 
good one to start with to learn appreciating subtlety 
as an important element of a good story.

To conclude, Lissack’s article raises many valu-
able points. We encounter—more commonly than we 
normally realize—situations that require decisions, 
which then substantially alter the very situations we 
find ourselves in. Lissack’s text reminds us that what 
is required in such situations cannot be reduced to 
static representations. Recognizing this, I have raised 
in the above paragraphs a series of questions, which 
indicate that the concepts and arguments would ben-
efit from more precision.
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