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It involves…�

stewing in the discomfort of not knowing,  
leveraging and embracing parallel possibilities,  
and emerging from ambiguity as needed.  

navigating ambiguity



It is the designer’s 
super-ability. 



NAVIGATING AMBIGUITY IS LIKE OCEAN EXPLORATION… 



BECAUSE YOU LEAP FROM THE SAFETY OF THE KNOWN… 



… BECAUSE YOU SEE AMBIGUITY AS AN OPPORTUNITY. 
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ambiguity opens the door to new and unexpected opportunities.
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What’s YOUR attitude 
towards ambiguity? 



design is loaded with uncertainty. reflect.

self

team 

project

1

One of the core abilities you will develop 
this quarter is how to navigate ambiguity.  
Ambiguity can arise within a project, a 
process, oneself, etc.

Designers must learn to recognize and stew 
in the discomfort of not knowing, and come 
up with tactics to leverage and embrace its 
possibilities.

Think back on a time when you experienced ambiguity or uncertainty recently.  This could have been a time when...

> your next steps were unclear
> you recognized multiple pathways/possibilities
> you faced more questions than answers
> your personal perception of a “right” outcome was challenged

Populate the map below with moments of ambiguity and uncertainty.  How did you feel?  How did you respond?

As you begin your journey as a designer, take this opportunity to reflect on 
your current attitude towards ambiguity, along with the tools and 
approaches you’ve already developed to navigate it.  



ambiguity is like...

(verb + object/context/situation) 

(why you personally resonate with this metaphor) 

because





Ambiguity is a moment of time that comes before a solution 
and is antagonistic to the objective — it must be conquered 
to reach a goal. 







Ambiguity is an off-road 
adventure; an alternate path 
to a goal. It might be 
rewarding and helpful or 
dangerous and detrimental.  
Its value is a chosen gamble. 
Exhilaration and exhaustion 
are equally expected. 







Ambiguity is oceanic and ever-present.  Exploration is a challenge 
and an opportunity.  The longer you spend in it, the more likely 
you are to discover something new. Every direction is a possibility. 
Navigation isn’t simple. It requires patience and practice. 







do you see yourself in any of these navigation strategies?



I endure ambiguity 
when…

I engage ambiguity 
when…

I embrace ambiguity 
when…



why is it important to

?navigate ambiguityambiguityambiguity





how do we get better at 

?navigate ambiguityambiguityambiguity



it’s a muscle that can be grown.



Design isn’t a recipe. 

“Design as a discipline is evolving 
and becoming a sophisticated 
catalyst for positive impact on 

projects big and small, but the road 
to results is far from formulaic.” 

- Carissa Carter 
Director of Teaching & Learning, d.school



navigate ambiguity

learn from others 
(people and contexts)

experiment rapidly synthesize 
information

communicate 
deliberately

move between 
concrete + abstract

build + craft 
intentionally

design your 
design work



Other design 
abilities give 
you ‘oxygen.’ 



What’s in 
your oxygen 
tank? 



Do you spot design abilities 
in what you do already to 
navigate ambiguity? 


