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As designers, we often use intuition as 
one of our primary design tools when 
addressing a challenge, however we 
may not have a clear understanding of 
the role of logic and rationality in a 
design process.
Balancing intuition and logic in a 
design process and applying them 
when needed is an invaluable skill that 
is gained through experience and 
practice. This skills is what makes a 
‘good designer’ distinguishable in the 
field of human-computer interaction.
In this paper, we will discuss the idea 
of intuitionistic design: a design 
guideline to bridges rationality to 
intuition in a design process.
Intuitionistic design is the combination 
of incremental and iterative design 
approaches. Applying this type of 
mindset requires designers to train 
their minds in order to establish a 

flexible ground for their design 
solutions while acknowledging the 
boundaries, as well as the 
opportunities that exist beyond the 
border of their accumulated 
knowledge and rationality.
A ‘good designer’ is a designer who 
gains a deep understanding of these 
concepts and applies them in her 
design process.
In the following paper, we aim to 
discuss the roles of intuition and 
rationality in design and introduce a 
flexible guideline to effectively 
combine them in a design process.
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As human-centered designers, we 
often deal with complicated design 
problems that have multiple 
stakeholders, deal with unknown 
requirements, or go through rapid 
changes (Alexander, 1964). As a result, it 
is essential to establish a guideline or 
framework for designers to help them 
approach the complicated nature of 
design in today’s world. 
The young field of HCI deals with a 
great number of constraints that need 
to be figured out and resolved as 
designers continue to design for 
emerging technologies. The design 
team itself, as well as the teams that 
collaborate with designers need to 
gain a deep understanding of this 
complicated nature of design. 
Designers and developers need to 
form a shared understanding around 
their capabilities and values within the

organization.  To develop this 
understanding, designers need to 
balance the roles of intuition and logic 
in their design process. They need to 
be able to explain the rationale behind 
their decisions while acknowledging 
their intuition. In other words, 
designers need to bridge rationality to 
intuition in their process and design 
solutions. But, how can they effectively 
apply logic and intuition to human-
centered design? Is there a framework 
to address these question? These are 
the main questions that we try to 
address in this paper.
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03 BACKGROUND

“Notes on the Synthesis of Form” is a 
masterpiece written by Christopher 
Alexander. In his book, Alexander 
discusses some of the most important 
concepts of design through the lens of 
complicated design problems. Most of 
the problems that designer tend to 
resolve in today’s world are considered 
complicated problems. To address 
these problems within an organization 
that includes multiple teams and 
probably multiple stakeholders, 
designers need to combine their 
intuition with logic to further support 
their decisions. Rather than 
discussing the impossibilities in order 
to narrow down the possible solutions, 
designers should learn to expand their 
perspectives and then, narrow down 
the concepts using intuition and logic. 
The role of information architecture 
and user flows in a design process is 

to establish this rationality (Morville, 
2007). However, to confidently follow 
their intuition, designers need to 
include logic throughout their design 
process by creating a flexible guideline 
for themselves. The ongoing struggle 
between intuition and logic (Tractinsky, 
2004) in the field of HCI requires 
designers to follow the approach of 
intuitionistic design.
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To better explain the concept 
intuitionistic design, first, we need to 
understand how intuitionistic logic is 
different from the classical logic. 
Constructive, or intuitionistic, logic is 
an approach where mathematics is 
considered to be purely the result of 
the constructive mental activity of 
humans (Mints, 2000). That means when 
using intuitionistic logic we cannot use 
counterexamples to prove our 
assumptions. Instead, one needs to 
build a reliable logic around the 
assumptions using data-driven 
evidence and insights to be able to 
discuss the possible solutions and 
ideas. But, how does it relate to 
design?
Nowadays, the complicated nature of 
design problems, as well as the great 
amount of work that has been done by 
previous designers often force 

designers to discuss misfits as a way 
to eliminate other possible solutions 
and help them prove why their 
proposed design solution will work. 
However, this approach is limiting 
design as a liberal art by forcing both 
stakeholders and consumers to 
believe that the proposed design 
solution is the only solution that will 
work because the other solutions are 
not appropriate or do not work.
What we are recommending is to think 
of intuitionistic design as a flexible 
guideline, not a solid framework, and 
follow it in every design process in 
order to build rationale behind your 
intuitions. Intuitionistic design is a 
constructive approach to explain 
possibilities without directly 
discussing the impossibilities. In other 
words, instead of persuading the 
audience through discussing the 
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counterexamples and misfits, 
designers need to logically explain 
what will work and why it will work by 
conceptualizing possibilities. It is our 
ethical responsibility as designers, to 
discuss the possibilities and think 
outside the box, instead of stating the 
impossibilities and giving up to the 
boundaries of a problem space.
Throughout the past decade, the 
concept of constructivism has been 
the subject of many studies in design 
(Harlow, Cummings & Aberasturi, 2007). 
Based on the concept of constructive 
design, intuitionistic design is defined 
as the combination of incremental and 
iterative design. This simply means 
that designers need to keep their 
thoughts flexible when coming up with 
solutions for a design challenge. 
Furthermore, they should build their 
solutions by establishing a shared 
sense of trust with their target 
audience. Additionally, they need to 
train their minds to come up with 
flexible grounds for their design to 
allows themselves to acknowledge the 
possibilities that live beyond their 
definition of possibility in the world of 
design. But only a good designers can 

do that! Development and 
implementation of this approach 
requires good designers who 
acknowledge their perspectives. 
Applying this guideline to human-
centered design does not mean that 
the perspective of designers and their 
impact should be eliminated from the 
design process. On the contrary, it 
means a good designer is a designer 
who accepts the responsibility of the 
decisions she makes throughout a 
process. A good designer uses 
intuition to form the rationality behind 
the requirements and constraints of a 
problem space that she is trying to 
address. She deals with ambiguity of a 
design space and defines the 
appropriateness of a design solution 
using intuition while utilizing 
rationality and traditions in order to 
define the constraints and 
requirements of a project.
A good designer acknowledges both 
logic and intuition by accepting the 
cascading impact of her perspective. 
Equally important is to understand 
that self-consciously or unself-
consciously, the design traditions are 
part of a designer’s perspective. 
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Formative research and design 
frameworks are some of the most 
common examples of the these 
traditions that impact designer’s 
intuition and logic.

However, a good designer:
- acknowledges the role of these 
traditions
- thinks beyond the boundaries of 
today’s traditions
- utilizes the traditions to address a 
design challenge

All of these mean a good designer 
needs to understand the impacts of 
her decision and acknowledge them. 
Acknowledging these impacts is 
different from predicting them. 
Demonstrating intuition in form of 
assumptions, and documenting the 
constraints of proposed concepts and 
ideas throughout a design process can 
help designers acknowledge the 
impact of their choices.
Moreover, for a good designer to 
effectively think outside the box, she 
needs to knows what is really inside 
the box and also understand the 
boundaries created by the box itself. 

Gaining a deep understanding of the 
limitations and constraints can help 
designers evaluate and explore their 
solutions within the box, as well as 
outside the boundaries of the box. 
Thinking beyond these boundaries 
helps designers come up with 
radically innovative products. Even if 
the designer is not seeking out 
innovation, envisioning the future 
evolution of a product is feasible by 
gaining an in-depth understanding of 
the limitations of the problem space as 
well as the proposed solutions.
Understanding the scope of the 
problem space and its constraints is a 
type of logical prediction in a design 
process. Rather than focusing on the 
external impactful factors to predict 
the evolution of a product in the future, 
designers need to identify the internal 
factors that arise from the product 
itself. Whether it is derived from the 
opportunities created by the product, 
or its the constraints, the internal 
factors form the future evolution of 
products. Of course other factors 
contribute to formation of a good 
designer, but these simple, yet 
complicated, principle factors are the 

06 INTUITIONISTIC DESIGN

H
CI

D
  5

10
 A



must haves for a designer to be 
identified as a ‘good designer’.
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SUMMARY

08 SUMMARY

Balancing intuition and logic in a 
design process is an invaluable skill 
that can be gained by practice. We call 
this constructive approach 
‘intuitionistic design’. Intuitionistic 
design is a constructive approach to 
explain the scope of possibilities 
without discussing the impossibilities. 
In other words, instead of persuading 
the audience through discussing the 
misfits, intuitionistic design helps 
designers bridge logic to intuition in 
order to explain what works and why. 
In conclusions, designers need to use 
intuitionistic design to construct the 
rationale that supports their 
assumptions, insights, and findings 
when addressing a design challenge.
Following intuitionistic design makes a 
‘good designer’ distinguishable in the 
field of HCI.
Using this this approach, a flexible 

design guideline is generated 
seamlessly to combine rationality and 
intuition in a design process. Moreover, 
the incremental and iterative nature of 
a design process can be reflected the 
intuitionistic design. Rather than 
following a solid framework and 
applying traditions to eliminate design 
solutions while narrowing down the 
possible concepts, possible responses 
can be conceptualized and discussed 
as they’re being constructed by the 
designer’s logic and intuition.
In addition to including both logic and 
intuition, intuitionistic design enables 
designers to acknowledge and accept 
their perspectives in a design process. 
However, designers need to 
understand and accept their 
perspectives and intuition in form of 
assumptions. It is important to 
understand that acknowledging these
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 impacts is different from predicting 
them. Demonstrating intuition in form 
of assumptions, and documenting the 
constraints of the proposed concepts 
and ideas throughout a design process 
can help designers acknowledge the 
cascading impact of their choices on 
the future evolution of the product.
For this acknowledgement to be valid 
and reliable, it needs to accept 
intuition in a design process using 
logic. If logic is not part of the process, 
then the intuition is not developing a 
reliable perspective that can be 
discussed with the developer teams 
and stakeholders. The design 
solutions rely on the designer’s 
perspective, taste, and skillset. This 
causes ambiguity in the proposed 
design solutions and forces designers 
to come up with a reliable rationale to 
explain their decisions and proposed 
solutions. To enable designers to 
address the vague nature of intuition 
in their processes, intuitionistic design 
helps them document and 
acknowledge their perspective and 
decisions. As a result, a logical and 
flexible guideline is created that can 
be used internally within the design 

team, and externally when other 
teams collaborate with the designers.
In conclusion, Intuitionistic design is a 
powerful tool that helps designers 
think outside the box by understanding 
the context of the box itself. It 
discusses the possibilities, rather than 
focusing on misfits and impossibilities.
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