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Abstract
The  ability  to  reframe  a  problematic  situation  in  new  and  interesting  ways  is  widely  seen  
as  one  of  the  key  characteristics  of  design  thinking,  and  as  one  that  would  lend  itself  to  ap-­
plication  beyond  the  traditional  design  professions.  In  this  paper  we  study  how  experienced  
designers   have   professionalised   the   crucial   art   of   frame   communication   and   new   frame  

-­

start  of  a  project  is  loaded  with  framing  and  reframing  episodes.  

projects.  This  yielded  rich  descriptions  of  strategies  that  these  professional  designers  used  to  

The  paper  concludes  with  an  overview  of  activities  and  strategies  that  help  with  framing  and  
reframing,  as  well  as  modes  of  communication  that  assist  with  sharing  frames.  

1. Introduction
The  ability  to  frame  a  problematic  situation  in  new  and  interesting  ways  is  widely  seen  as  one  of  

-­

prising  that  the  scant  empirical  evidence  to  be  found  in  design  research  is  often  based  on  the  

-­

-­

preting  design  thinking  for  other  disciplines,  given  that  aspects  of  the  way  designers  work  and  

-­

ing’  to  be  one  of  the  characteristics  of  design  that  could  lend  itself  to  application  beyond  the  tra-­
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a  locus  for  framing  and  reframing  activities,  for  two  reasons:  (1)  this  is  where  the  framing  and  

need  to  be  made  clear  with

reason  is  particularly  important  against  the  background  of  our  overall  goal  for  DTRS8  to  in-­
troduce  framing  and  reframing  activities  into  non-­design  domains,  as  it  will  provide  us  with  

insight  on  how  professional  designers  deal  with  framing  and  reframing  while  working  closely  

1.1 Framing
-­

-­

-­

-­

this  literature—as  a  product  of  mental  knowledge  and  meaning  structures,  (particularly  the  

Deborah   Tannen   has   argued   that   the   terms   ‘knowledge   structure   schema’   and   ‘interactive  

-­

(a  ‘view’)  is  combined  with  the  adoption  of  a  terminology  and  a  way  of  reasoning  that  allows  the  
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Nelson  and  Stolterman  talk  about  the  initial  frame  for  clients  in  terms  of  ‘desiderata’,  the  initial  

-­

mary  generator’  informs  the  designer’s  initial  ‘frame’  and  gives  deeper  insight  into  how  design-­

customers’  perceptions  of  what  is  appropriate  and  admirable,  as  well  as  what  is  possible,  are  

-­

ing  or  representing  a  situation,  but  is  also  suggestive  of  ways  to  move  or  interpret  relative  to  

-­

ful  frame  is  that  an  outcome  is

and  client,  where  a  designer’s  professional  knowledge,  including  schemata,  guiding  principles,  

1.2 Briefing
-­

and  can  be  detailed  or  fuzzy),  there  is  a  set  of  interactions  that  take  place  in  order  to  come  to  a  

both  the  client’s  and  designer’s  preliminary  appreciations  of   the  situation   in  order  to  create  

-­

understood  and  agreed  upon  such  that  the  designer’s  and  client’s  frames  overlap  or  align  to  a  

By  studying  this  locus  of  activity,  we  are  able  to  learn  about  designerly  framing  and  reframing,  

1.3 Field of Study: Visual communication
Visual   communication   as   a   discipline   includes   graphic   design,  web  design,   illustration   and  

-­

ing  to  Frascara,  “The  visual  communication  designer  works  on  the  interpretation,  organisation  



 320

in  either  private  or  public  sector  organisations  of  varying  magnitudes,  we  are  able  to  look  at  

1.4 Research Questions
In  this  study  we  focus  not  on  the  question  where  design  frames  come  from,  but  on  how  design-­

ers  reframe  beyond  the  initial  frame  as  presented  by  the  client—that  is:  ensure  that  new  frames  

paper  are  therefore:  

2. Research Method
2.1 Phenomenographic Approach
In  order  to  understand  how  designers  have  professionalised  new  frame  communication  and  

the  same  phenomenon  and  characterises  that  particular  conception  in  terms  of  the  variation  in  

that  frames  (as  we  have  articulated  them  presently)  are  similarly  non-­dualistic,  phenomenog-­

Phenomenography  looks  at  a  particular  phenomenon  from  a  second-­order  perspective,  where  

inquiry  is  logically  and  hierarchically  interrelated  categories  of  description,  where  a  conception  

-­

more   likely   that   the  data  can  be  understood  as  “indicative  of  accounting  practices—ways  of  
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would  mean  that  phenomenography  looks  at  the  formative  and  social  nature  of  language  that  

-­

Another  critique  has  been  levelled  at  the  hierarchical  structure  of  the  categories  of  descrip-­

structure,  since  hierarchical,  assigns  the  highest  category  more  value  than  the  lowest,  based  on  

that  the  categories  could  be  interrelated  in  another  way  if  the  same  data  was  used  with  a  differ-­

2.2 Data Collection
Phenomenographic  data  is  most  frequently  collected  through  in-­depth,  semi-­structured  inter-­

-­

  

There  was  a  conscious  attempt  to  interview  designers  with  seemingly  strong  abilities  to  reframe  

-­

-­

with  someone  from  marketing  or  middle  management  who  was  responsible  for  the  particular  

-­
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2.3 Data Analysis
We  followed  the  recommendation  that  for  good  phenomenographic  practice,  the  interviewer  do  

-­

rise   to  methodological  and  theoretical   inconsistencies  within  phenomenography),   reliability  

be  established  as  interpretive  awareness,  maintained  through  the  reduction  during  analysis  

-­

3. Results
3.1 Briefing as a Professional Phenomenon

-­

process

3.2 Briefing Modes

interviewed   took  a  comparative  approach   to  answering   this   line  of  questioning,  outlining  a  

-­

Category 1: Technician

-­
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Category 2: Facilitator

For  the  given  situation,  the  client  is  accepted  as  knowing  what  they  need  but  not  what  is  re-­

-­

Category 3a & 3b: Expert/Artist

client  came  with  a  partially  formed  idea  of  what  they  needed  and  the  designer  was  required  to  

with
situations,  the  client  is  accepted  as  knowing  what  they  need  and  the  designer  is  responsible  

and  provided  information  about  the  business  so  that  the  designer  could  come  up  with  a  vi-­

Category 4: Collaborator

-­

-­

3.3 ‘Typical’ vs. ‘Innovative’ Projects

-­
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-­

ect  for  a  different  application,  or  where  the  client  was  resistant  to  engaging  with  the  designer’s  

the  problem  as  given  needed   to  be   solved,   indicative  of   a   ‘rational-­problem-­solving’  mental  

-­

that   reframing  was  not  possible   in   such  a   situation  before  work  commenced,   it   is   common  
during  the  project  

that  this  was  the  case,  generally  the  designer  complied  with  the  problem-­solving  request  and  

-­

that  communicated  the  integrity  of  activities,  rather  than  traditional  marketing  approaches  to  

promotion),  and  being  engaged  in  research  on  behalf  and  with  the  client  to  reframe  the  situa-­

clear  that  the  given  form,  value/intent,  content,  and  style  (in  the  Bourdieusian  sense)  (Bour-­

3.4 Changing Frames

metaphor  
and  analogy,  contextual  engagement  and  conjecture,  were  three  ways  designers  destructured  

-­

desirable  aspects  for  the  outcome  that  may  not  have  been  a  part  of  the  initial  frame,  or  at  least  
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It’s  really  easy  to  talk  about  physical  things—graspable  things—but  tone  is  something  

abstracting  from  a  presupposed  outcome,  to  talking  about  the  values  and  qualities  a  desirable  

-­

all  cited  contextual  engagement with  the  cli-­

enough   to   think   about   how   the   workshop   should   run—how   it   should   be   different  

also   to  strategically  understand  how  to  create  meaningful  modes  of   interaction  and  helpful  

activities   to   facilitate  reframing  with   the  particular  client   (uncovering  opportunities   for   the  

-­

conjectured  views  of  the  

3.5 Language Co-Creation
From  the  interview  data,  it  became  clear  that  the  dynamics  of  conversation  and  the  language  

that  was  evolved  with  clients  was  important  to  allow  for  new  frame  communication  and  for  

engineering  a  dialogical  
approach,  using  a     and  asking  leading  questions,  were  

-­

to  do  almost  anything  for  me  without  speaking  to  them!  So,  immediately  I’m  on  guard  
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-­

decision-­makers  need  to  be  a  part  of  the  dialogical  framing  stages  so  that  they  too,  adopt  the  

-­

-­

Clients  can  be  close  to  what  they  are  doing  and  the  problem  that  they  present  may  well  need  

leading  
questions,  the  client’s  initial  frame  can  be  destructured  such  that  it  is  possible  for  new  frames  
to  be  adopted:

When  the  designer  is  talking  about  using  questions  to  move  away  from  the  data  focus,  they  

4. Discussion

-­
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Mode Point of Entry to 
Project

Involvement in 
Problem Space 
Formulation

Involvement in 
Solution Space 
Formulation

Level of 
Iteration

Technician End of planning No No Low

Facilitator Near end of 
planning No Partial Low

Expert/Artist Mid-planning Partial Yes Med

Collaborator Beginning of 
planning Yes Yes High

Table  1:

designer  to  reframe  the  problem  as  given,  whereas  it  is  unclear  how  Nelson  and  Stolterman  

-­

There  have  been  two  dominant  paradigms  used  to  describe  design  thinking:  ‘rational  problem-­

designers’  perspective  and  in  fact,  the  designers  deliberately  and  strategically  acted  to  facilitate  

-­

given  form,   ,  content,  and  style
a  process  of  abductive  reasoning  (Dorst  2010),  then  it  can  be  seen  that  the  ‘what’  is  the  given  
form  and  content,  the  ‘how’  is  the  approach  and  style,  and  the  ‘value’  is  the     (see  

a  frame  (see  Stacey  2006),  however,  given  the  way  designers  were  talking  about  it,  style  was  

WHAT HOW VALUE FRAME

Content
+ Form

Approach 
+  Style

Value +
Intent

Figure  1:
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problem-­solving  mental  model  of  design
resistance  to  journey

The  strategies  given  by  designers  to  achieve  this  were:  the  use  of  metaphor  and  analogy
contextual  engagement conjecture,  where  reframing  was  assisted  

B A R R I E R S

E N A B L E R S

Framing

Problem   Solving
mental model

of design
Fixation Resistance   To

Journey

Metaphor   &
Analogy

Contextual
Engagement

Conjecture

Figure  2:

thinking  frameworks,  includes  strategies  such  as:  engineering  a  dialogical  approach
leading  questions

5. Conclusion

modify  and  gain  acceptance  on  more  desirable  and  more  workable  frames  with  their  clients  
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Other   disciplines  wishing   to   employ   the   framing   aspect   of   design   thinking   can   learn   from  

-­

Acknowledgements

Notes

allow  for  adoption  of  new  frames,  if  the  initial  frame  stated  by  the  client  is  deemed  to  be  unworkable  or  

-­

-­

-­
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These  are  the  proceedings  of  DTRS8:  Interpreting  Design  Thinking,  a   two-­day  symposium  
set  up  to  stimulate  discussion  between  design  thinking  researchers,  business  researchers  and  

practitioners  about   the  ways  design  activities,  design  skills  and  abilities   (aka   ‘design   think-­

DTRS8  was  hosted  by  the  University  of  

on  October  19th–20th

The  papers  for  the  DTRS8  symposium  have  been  double  blind  refereed  by  eminent  scholars,  in  

Introduction

-­

In  the  last  few  years,  the  notion  of  ‘design  thinking’  has  also  become  popular  outside  the  design  

professions—it  is  a  buzzword  in  the  business  world  (amongst  management  scholars  and  profes-­

-­

nity  for  the  design  community  to  be  heard  and  valued  in  its  approach,  and  for  people  that  were  

This  success  does  raise  the  question  what  that  ‘design  thinking’  really  is—what  it  consists  of,  

what  its  strengths  and  weaknesses  are,  what  skills,  abilities  and  character  traits  support  some-­

one’s  capacity  to  be  successful  in  design  thinking,  and  which  key  elements  of  design  thinking  

While  we  do  not  have  all  the  answers  yet,  the  challenge  that  the  DTRS8  organisers  see  before  
the  design  thinking  research  community  is  to  play  a  role  in  interpreting  design  thinking  for  

DTRS8  symposium  is  built  on  the  premise  that  our  knowledge  of  the  

these  are  broad  and  endeavouring  to  be  all-­encompassing,  others  are  much  more  detailed  in  

DTRS8  chal-­
lenge  was  to  look  at  what  these  particular  perspectives,  insights,  theories,  models  and  sets  of  

DTRS8
-­

DTRS8  was  to  use  these  conversations  to  start  up  a  broader  intellectual  



from  a  different  discipline,  papers  that  are  theory-­driven:  for  instance  creating  an  in-­depth,  

logical  comparison  between  abductive  design  thinking  and  problem  solving  behaviour  that  is  

-­

tive  case  studies  tracing  the  adventures  of  practitioners  from  different  disciplines  involved  in  

We  hope  that  the  publication  of  the  papers  in  these  proceedings  will  stimulate  further  ideas  

and  discussion!

The  DTRS8  Organisers  would  like  to  thank  the  reviewers  of  the  papers,  the  volunteers  who  facili-­
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