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WHAT HAPPENS WHEN:

- �AI REMOVES THE DESIGNER 

FROM THE DECISION;

- �THE PERSONA BECOMES AN 

ALGORITHM’S PREDICTION;

- �THE TYPEFACE BECOMES A DEFAULT;

- �THE GRID BECOMES A CONVENTION 

APPLIED WITHOUT QUESTION.1 

HAS DESIGN, AS A DISCIPLINE,  

 	 LOST WHAT MADE IT A DISCIPLINE?

DOES DESIGN IN THE AI ERA HAVE   	      	

		        A GOVERNING PRINCIPLE?

THIS BOOK IS MY ANSWER.

1. �Different blacks and other essays, Parth Upadhye, 2026.

A governing principle is the decision that precedes 

all other decisions and constrains them. Not a rule 

applied after the fact — the source from which 

everything else derives. An architect’s governing 

principle produces the building. A composer’s 

governing principle produces the score.

A designer’s governing principle should produce 

the experience. For thirty years it has not.

The grid was borrowed. The template was applied.  

Personas decorated walls. Then a prompt replaced  

all three. Nothing governed.

The design industry lost five dimensions over 

digital experience one at a time. Screen became a  

borrowed grid. Context was never governed. Content  

was written for the client, not the user. Time was  

ignored. Trust was assumed.

What replaced them was a surface — designed to be 

seen, not experienced. And now AI generates that  

surface from a prompt, at scale, in seconds.

A prompt is not a governing principle. It is only  

a request. The governing principle is what makes  

the request answerable in a way that produces 

an experience rather than a surface.
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Dimensions of design

Five dimensions that have to be decided before any 

request is made — Screen, Context, Content, Time,  

and Trust — and the Persona that governs all of them.

The persona is the anchor — the first structural 

decision, the governing input that shapes everything  

that follows. Not a demographic. Not a deck. A 

decision about who this system is for, written down 

before the grid is placed.

The five dimensions — Screen, Context, Content, 

Time, and Trust — are the pipeline. Not a sequence. 

An environment. The user is always in all five 

simultaneously. Every governing decision made 

for one dimension ripples through the others.

The pipeline generates a design document — the 

vessel. Not a technical specification. Not a YAML 

file. The designer’s governing decisions written 

in a form the build can execute from — what the 

brief always was, and what the brief stopped being 

when the designer stopped writing it down.

Implementation is the consequence. The AI  

reads the design document and executes from it.  

The experience is the result of the governing 

principle, not the replacement for it.

That is the Intent to Implementation frame. The 

designer authors the principle. The document holds it. 

The AI executes it. The screens are the consequence.

A governing principle is not new to the design 

discipline nor to many others. Technical writers  

have governed content for decades — the schema,  

the topic, the map, atomic content written once,  

assembled for context, auditable at every point.  

In medicine, in law, in regulated industries, content 

carries the record of how it got there.  

The accountability is designed in.

The web design world watched and did not follow. 

The borrowed grid governed. The template governed.  

The approval loop governed. The governing principle  

was absent.

The argument is not new. The application is.

Particular design used to be expensive. You could 

not afford to solve for a specific person in a specific 

context, so you solved for the middle. The persona, 

the segment, the average. The compromise was called 

good practice. The template was called a system. The 

twelve-column grid was called a design decision.

The cost argument is gone.

Which means every designer still optimising for the  

average is solving the wrong problem. Not because  
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the work is bad. Because the justification for it no  

longer exists.

Three industries met at the screen and none  

of them governed it. Design brought the intent and  

lost the rectangle. Tools brought the typography  

and held it behind a price. Engineering inherited  

what was left and called it a system because it  

behaved like one.

Nobody guaranteed anything to anyone.

A tip filled every gap where a guarantee should 

have been. A framework filled every gap where a  

discipline should have been. A persona filled every 

 gap where a person should have been.

You repeat without reflection. The industry did.  

This book is the reflection.

In every discipline where AI now touches the 

making, the question is the same: does a governing 

principle precede the AI’s involvement? If yes, the AI 

executes a system. If no, the AI produces a surface. 

Practitioners will need to be able to distinguish 

between surface and system for their discipline.

One discipline’s system can be another’s surface.  

The museum example in this book provides a proof.  

The argument is universal.

Design industry

— �gives in to the tools

— �“the engineer can handle the layout”

— �lets go of the reins without naming what they 

were losing. The reins included: derivation, type 

knowledge, the discipline of the governed rectangle

Tool makers 

— � gave up the users

— �held the price, lost the culture

— �the subscription base survived

— �the knowledge base did not

— �the tools that remained were used by fewer people 

who were no longer in the room where decisions  

were made

Engineering 

— �took the reins without the knowledge

— �solved the problem they were given

— �didn’t know there was a larger problem underneath

— �the twelve-column grid solved the browser problem

— �it did not solve the design problem
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The designer writes rules.  

AI makes screens.

What happens when the screen is no longer the 

surface. Not as a provocation — as a condition. The  

browser that has delivered screens for thirty years  

was built for a world that no longer exists: devices 

that could not govern their own experience, 

networks where every byte had a cost, users who 

expected access rather than calibration. Those 

conditions are gone. The paradigm has not moved.

Prism is a non-browser paradigm shift. 

The model in which the app on the device holds  

the intelligence. The user’s context stays local.  

The spec governs what is returned and how it is 

rendered. The pipeline was always pointing here.  

The governing principle does not change. The  

surface it governs does.

This book was typeset for print. The print edition  

is the governed edition — the ratio, the type scale,  

the grid, all derived. The electronic edition is  

what the format allows. This is not a footnote. It is 

the argument. The era this book describes has not 

ended. The book is evidence of its own thesis.

AI has made production cheap. It has made 

creativity, intent, and personality expensive.

A prompt generates a surface. A governed 

system produces an experience. The difference 

is the designer’s intent — written down, 

versioned, auditable, and irreplaceable.

Every tool will change again. Every framework 

will be replaced. The paradigm will shift — it 

is shifting — and the practice will move with 

it. What does not move is the governing 

principle. It is the invariant. It is what remains 

when everything else is compressed away.

The spec is the product.  

The screens are the consequence.

For now, words will have to be enough.





SCREEN

CONTEXT

CONTENT

TIME

TRUST



DIGITAL 
MUSEUM



Visitor

Comes to encounter. Drawn in, surprised, oriented. 

A featured object, a short label, a clear path 

forward. Not here to record. Not here to go deep.

Researcher

Comes with a question. Full records, provenance,  

references. Notes, marked objects, every visit  

building on the last. Text-dominant, detail-rich,  

accumulative.

Media enthusiast 

Comes to experience the collection through  

its media. Images, film, audio — the object  

as sensory encounter. Presence, not record.  

The experience is.



DESIGN DOCUMENT

Persona — the governing input

Context states — the territory of experience

Layout grammar — the derived grid

Content rules — selection criteria per state

Time rules — decay, accumulation, depth

Trust rules — the lines drawn, the audit trail

The design document holds all personas and  

dimensions. The designer’s governing decisions  

are written in a form the build can execute from.



IMPLEMENTATION

The prompt is downstream of the design 

document. It is generated from it. The latitude 

is not in the AI’s interpretation — it is in the 

document’s precision. he more precise the 

document, the less the AI decides. The less 

the AI decides, the more the build reflects 

the designer’s governing principle.

The design document is the handoff. Not a  

prompt — a governing record that the designer  

authors, the build derives from, and the AI  

executes without interpretation.



EVOLVING DESIGN

AI executes version 1 and produces Build A.  

The designer reviews Build A, updates  

the design document to version 2. The AI 

executes version 2, produces Build B. 

Changes triggers a loop. The designer governs  

the loop. The design document is the handoff  

at every iteration — the moment where  

the designer’s understanding becomes the  

system’s instruction.



THE  
DESGINER 
WRITES 
RULES.

AI MAKES 
SCREENS



RECKONING
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The industry did not lose intent gradually. It built 

tools that made intent unnecessary, celebrated  

the efficiency, and called the result design.

Four decisions. Each one rational. Each one  

compounding the last. Each one moving further  

from the governing principle that should have  

preceded all of them.

Animation

In 1994, my first client was a basement startup. 

The medium was new. The tools were new. 

Every week the technology changed. I designed 

the identity, the icons, and even my own 

fonts. When options opened to enter a formal 

environment, I took them. I spent the next five 

years in print and advertising. Deliberately.

I watched the web borrow conventions from print  

without asking where they came from — the 

fold, the column, the hierarchy. The web 

took the vocabulary without the grammar. I 

watched and said nothing loud enough.

Flash gave designers what the HTML could 

not: timeline control, spatial freedom, authored 

motion. The browser had none of that. Flash 

filled the gap. The industry poured into it.

Then Apple decided the plugin had no future 

on the device it was building. The reasoning 

was control. The search engines had been 

penalizing Flash content for years — unindexable, 

invisible to the crawler. The pressure was real.

The reasons were real. The conclusion was wrong.
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The problems Flash had — accessibility, performance, 

searchability — were engineering problems. Solvable.  

The web had solved harder ones. Instead the 

industry killed the capability and declared it 

unnecessary. Time and animation were quietly 

dropped from the conversation. Not lost. Removed. 

As if they had never contributed to experience. As 

if the medium was a document that occasionally 

needed to move, rather than a temporal, spatial  

surface that happened to carry text.

A generation of developers now believes 

animation requires a JavaScript framework, that 

motion is a library you install, that the browser is 

a document viewer with occasional interactivity.

It isn’t. It never was.

The first dimension lost: Time.

Typography

The late 1990s were spent as a typesetter, then 

a designer, then an art director at a multilingual 

multinational agency. Ads and manuals across 

languages, across markets, across alphabets. The 

brief was the governing principle. It said who was 

reading, in what language, in what context, for what  

purpose. The brief preceded the layout. Always. I did 

not know then that what felt obvious was already  

becoming rare.

The pricing killed the habit. The habit killed the 

knowledge. The knowledge killed the demand.

Before the web, type was a craft. The typeface 

was chosen for this work, licensed for this purpose, 

governed by someone who understood the 

difference between a face designed for long text  

and one designed for display, between a face that 

holds across languages and one that doesn’t. The 

choice was deliberate. The deliberateness was  

the discipline.

Then Google Fonts: free, open, downloaded by the 

billion. Every site used the same twelve faces. The 

free library became THE library. THE library became 

THE ceiling. THE ceiling became the assumption.
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Two generations. The first learned type from print,  

knew the difference, moved to the web and compro-

mised. The second learned type from the web.  

Never compromised because never knew what  

compromise looked like.

Taste replaced judgment. Generation replaced 

taste. The prompt could become the new brief.

The demand dropped because people now believe  

it cannot be done. It can. They just don’t know what  

to ask for.

The second dimension lost: Screen.

Layout

The new century opened with new media — 

especially one that offered time and animation 

to communicate and engage. Design on one side, 

build on the other. For me, the project that marked 

the move toward engineering was an e-learning 

platform — much richer than the boring form-driven 

interfaces we see today. That position — at the 

intersection — is where the conversation should have 

happened.  

The conversation about what was being handed  

over. The conversation that did not happen loudly  

enough.

Design work moved from designer to engineer. 

Those who held the design reins also let go.

Bootstrap gave engineers a grid that worked.  

Twelve columns because twelve divides cleanly.  

The math was right for the engineering problem.  

The engineer built it, shared it, and the industry  

adopted it.

The engineer didn’t know it wasn’t a design system. 

Nobody told them. They were handed the tools 

of a discipline and never told what the discipline 

was for. The discipline is derivation — the grid 

derived from the rectangle, the rectangle derived 

from the ratio, the ratio chosen for this audience, 

this content, this device. None of that was in the 

Bootstrap documentation. None of it was in the 

conversation that didn’t happen at the handoff.

Twelve columns because twelve divides cleanly. 

No ratio. No derivation. No governing element. A 

convenience, adopted industry-wide as a standard, 

then taught to a generation as the discipline itself.

The third and fourth dimensions lost: Context  

and Content.
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The template economy

The lookup table replaced the calculation. The 

pattern book replaced the designer. Each generation 

built the machine that makes the next generation’s  

expertise optional.

Templates masqueraded as design. The user chose 

one. The choice felt like design. The result looked 

designed. The governing principle was absent from 

every one of them, invisibly, in a way the user had  

no tools to notice.

Three industries surrendered. Design brought  

the intent and let go of the rectangle. Tools held  

the price and lost the culture. Engineering inherited  

the governed object without the discipline that  

governs it.

The fifth dimension lost: Trust.

The prompt

And now the AI tools. Stitch. Figma AI. Galileo. 

Adobe Firefly. Describe your app and we will build it.

The prompt is offered as a governing principle. 

Describe what you want. The model generates what  

it predicts you mean. The screens appear.

But the prompt is not the governing principle.  

The prompt is a request.

To describe a governed system in a prompt is hours  

of writing. Days, if the system is complex. Every  

persona state, every context rule, every content 

decision, every trust boundary — all of it has to be  

in the prompt, or the model fills the gap with  

the most statistically likely answer. The template 

economy’s answer. What the model was trained on.

The model saw the output of thirty years of 

ungoverned design — every borrowed grid, every 

default typeface, every assembled-without- 

derivation screen on the internet — and learned  

what a screen looks like. 

Not what a governed screen looks like. What a  

screen looks like.

Different prompt. Same surface.

There is another problem. The prompt is 

consumed. It produces screens. The screens need  

changing. The prompt needs rewriting. Every 

iteration is a new story told from the beginning.  
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The governing principle was never written down  

— it was described, once, into a model that does not  

remember it.

A design document works differently. Governs  

every build. Versioned, auditable, reusable. The  

intent survives the handoff. The next build starts  

from the governing principle, not from a new  

description of the output.

The hours spent writing the prompt are the 

same hours that produce a design document. 

The difference is what you have at the end. One 

produces screens. The other produces the governing 

principle that produces screens — and continues to 

produce them, correctly, as the system changes.

The grid is not Bootstrap. The grid is a derivation 

from the rectangle — from the ratio of the medium,  

the space token, the type scale. The grid is a  

consequence, not a starting point.

The typeface is not a Google Font. The typeface  

is chosen for a system, for this purpose, for this  

audience. It is specific.

The layout is not a template. The layout is the  

consequence of a governing principle — persona,  

context, content, time, trust — applied to a specific  

rectangle for a specific user.

The prompt is not the governing principle. It is  

what you write when the governing principle was  

never established.

The person who understood both sides — who was 

at the intersection of design and engineering, who 

watched the handoffs happen — should have said  

all of this, loudly, at every handoff. That voice wasn’t  

raised loudly enough.

This book is that voice, late.

What this book is not

Not a prescriptive guide. Not a how-to. Not an 

AI optimism piece. Not an AI pessimism piece.

A reckoning — written by someone who was at the 

intersection, who understood what was happening, 

who regrets the silence, who built the governed 

alternative to show it was always possible.

What does digital experience look like when 

it is governed correctly in the AI era?

Not faster. Not cheaper. Governed.



PERSONA
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Cogitasti, ergo sum

In practice, a persona is a type wearing a name. 

Hours of research are spent producing a slide.  

A stock photograph, an occupation, a list of 

frustrations, an assumed aspiration. The slide is 

presented. The slide is filed. The sprint begins, 

 and the grid makes the decisions.

The persona was invented in the 1990s to get the 

user into the room when the user wasn’t there.  

Alan Cooper introduced it as a placeholder built 

from observation — a composite of real people 

encountered in fieldwork, a tool for keeping the 

actual audience visible during decisions that would 

otherwise be made for nobody in particular.  

It started honestly.

But the deliverable became the point. The pitch  

came first. The timeline left no room for observation,  

so assumption filled the gap. The persona deck 

became the assumption’s presentation layer. 

It made the assumption look like research. 

Nobody in the room had time to check whether 

it was. The process had already moved on.

The net catches the type.  

The particular falls through.

What falls through: the reader who needs a  

typeface that holds cultural register. The resident 

who cannot use a feature designed for someone 

else’s environment. The patient who needs a dosage 

written for their condition, not for the average case 

their profile most resembles. The person in NYC  

who received a promotion for two televisions —  

win two TVs or two fridges — where nobody had one,  

nor the space for two. 

The persona said: aspires to consumer goods.

The context said: lives in a small apartment with no  

room for either. 

The assumption was the ceiling.  

The particular was never in the room.

The prediction algorithm

AI buried the persona entirely.

The model builds its prediction from the aggregate 

of every user who ever interacted with every 

system it was trained on. The prediction does not 

have a name, a photograph, a deck. It cannot be 

questioned because it cannot be seen. It cannot 

be argued with because it is not on any wall.
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The designer designs for the persona. The algorithm  

designs for its prediction of you. Neither is the user.

At least the designer’s persona was visible. Visibility  

was the only thing it had. The algorithm took that too. 

The assumption is now inside the training data —  

invisible, unquestionable, at scale.

When a Korean airline brochure needed a typeface, 

the designer picked one by visual logic — the  

right weight, the right register, or so it seemed.  

The reviewer screamed and then laughed. It was 

set in the most popular Korean Halloween font. All 

technical decisions correct. Cultural register absent.  

The persona was not in the room.

The algorithm picks typefaces by visual logic. At 

scale. With no reviewer. The assumption is faster now.

The persona was invented to get the user in  

the room. The AI era completed the process of  

removing them entirely.

Putting the persona to work

The persona was never the problem. The problem  

was its position in the pipeline. When the persona 

is a document on a wall, it informs understanding. 

Informing understanding is passive. The designer 

absorbs it and makes decisions from their 

own judgment. The connection is invisible and 

gone when the designer leaves the project.

Putting the persona to work means something 

different. The persona becomes the first structural 

decision the system makes. Before the grid, before 

the layout, before a single content rule is written.

The persona determines the grid. The grid serves 

the persona. The layout is a consequence of both. 

Not: design the grid, then check it against the  

persona. Not: build the layout, then validate  

it against user research. The persona works first.  

Everything else follows.

In print, the brief did this work. The brief said who  

was reading, in what language, in what context, for 

what purpose. The typesetter who set the Korean 

brochure without reading the brief made a  

technical decision that was culturally wrong. The 

brief described a specific reader. The brief did  

the work of governing. When it worked, the persona  

was the brief.

The persona governs or it decorates. 

There is no middle position.
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The physical proof

A physical museum does not design for the average 

visitor. It designs for several distinct people, and  

the building reflects every one of them.

The visitor arrives without an agenda. They want 

to be oriented, surprised, drawn in. The entrance 

is generous. The sightlines are long. The labels 

are short. The lighting is theatrical. Every decision 

was made for someone who came to encounter.

The researcher arrives with a question. They need 

density, not orientation. Long-form text. Access to 

the catalogue. A quiet place to sit and take notes. 

The reading room exists because this person exists.

The physical museum solves the problem  

of multiple personas with architecture. Service 

corridors keep the curator out of the visitor’s 

path. The reading room keeps the researcher 

out of the main gallery. The building holds the 

distinctions without anyone having to name them.

The digital museum cannot do this with 

architecture. It has to do it with governance.

Visitor, Researcher, Media, 
public engagement, discovery, 

deep research, asset 
access and licensing.

Governed by experience, 
not workflow

EXTERNAL

INTERNAL

Curator and administrator, 
collection management, 

cataloguing, rights, provenance, 
institutional records. 

Governed by workflow, 
not experience
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The geometry of intent

The digital museum is a state engine — a governed  

mechanism that knows which persona is active,  

what state the user is in, and what the transition  

between states should look like.

Three personas. Three distinct modes of 

engagement.  

Visitor, Researcher, Media. The system knows  

which state the user is in. The layout, the content, 

the navigation are all governed by that knowledge.

But people do not arrive with a single, fixed intent. 

They arrive curious and become focused. They arrive  

for one thing and stay for another. What happens  

when a Visitor begins to move toward a Researcher?  

Or when a Media user discovers a record and starts  

to behave like a Researcher?

Place the three personas at the vertices of a 

triangle. The space between them is not empty —  

it is the territory of transition. The edges between  

them name something real. And the direction of  

the edge matters.

Visitor moving toward Researcher is not the same  

as Researcher moving toward Visitor. The first carries  

curiosity into depth — the person who came to look 

and stayed to read. The second carries authority  

Digital museum personas

Visitor

Came to encounter. Drawn in, surprised, oriented. 

A featured object, a short label, a clear path 

forward. Not here to record. Not here to go deep.

Researcher

Came with a question. Full records, provenance,  

references. Notes, marked objects, every visit  

building on the last. Text-dominant, detail-rich,  

accumulative.

Media enthusiast 

Came to experience the collection through  

its media. Images, film, audio — the object  

as sensory encounter. Presence, not record.  

The experience is.



Persona states	

Same edge. Opposite intent. Different 

experience. Different governing decisions.

This geometry — P(3) — produces ten states

Ambient 
all three present, none dominant

R>M

M>R

R>VV>R M>V V>M

A

R M

V

Core personas (3)

Visitor  

curious, image-led, exploring

Researcher  

focused, citation-driven, long-form

Media enthusiast  

visual, immersive, image-driven

Intermediates (6)

Visitor > Researcher  

curiosity becoming inquiry

Researcher > Visitor  

authority meeting encounter

Visitor > Media enthusiast  

encounter becoming immersion

Media enthusiast > Visitor  

immersion complete, now browsing

Researcher > Media enthusiast  

inquiry becoming visual

Media enthusiast > Researcher  

image found, now seeking context
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into encounter — the person who came with a 

question and is now browsing the broader collection.  

Each state is named, not calculated. The designer  

assigns layouts and governing rules to named slots.  

The math is internal to the system. The designer  

never sees it.

The name is the governing act. Naming is the 

decision that this combination of personas, 

in this system, for this audience, means this 

specific encounter. The name holds the designer 

accountable. The design document holds the 

name. The system executes the document.

The design document

The persona does not reset between visits. It is 

a journey. The stateless page discards the journey 

with every load. The governed system holds it.

The state stack records the path — not who the user 

is, but what they did. Where they went. What they  

were looking for when they crossed from Visitor  

into Researcher. That is not a persona card. That is  

a trace. 

The trace is the user.

The governing decisions — who this system is for, 

what each state means, how each transition should  

behave — are held in the design document. Not a  

technical specification. The design document is the 

designer’s governing decisions written in a form  

the build can execute from. The brief, made legible  

to the system. With AI there is no limit to how many  

personas anchor your system.

Every screen the user will ever see is a consequence  

of that document. 



Semper sum. I always 
am. Not in a deck that 
nobody updates. 

In the design document 
that precedes the grid. 

In the system that 
executes the document. 

In every screen the user  
will ever see.



SCREEN



62 63

The governed surface

The theatre director ensures every paying audience  

member can see the stage and hear the dialogue.  

The cheap seat is still a designed seat. The sightlines  

are governed. The acoustics are governed. The 

lighting is governed. Every decision in the house  

was made for the audience’s experience before the  

audience arrived.

A sports arena makes no such guarantee. The  

ticket grants admittance. The experience is presence.  

You are there. What happens is what happens.

Both are legitimate.

The difference is the scope of the obligation.

The template economy was the arena. Every user 

admitted. Presence guaranteed. Experience variable. 

The template gave everyone a seat, but what they  

encountered depended on which template was  

chosen, which industry selected from the dropdown,  

which engineer inherited the grid. The experience 

was not governed. The experience was available.

UX arrived and claimed the theatre’s obligation. It 

governed usability — the sightlines and the acoustics. 

Can the user find what they are looking for? Can 

they navigate without confusion? The discipline was 

right to govern this. But the theatre director who 

only ensures sightlines has not directed the play. 

The play is what happens inside the conditions. The 

performance. The thing the audience came to feel.

The two were never in the same room.

Usability was measurable. Experience was not. 

So experience was quietly dropped from  

the definition.

The flattening

Theatre was enormous when it became what we  

now call theatre. Shakespeare. Ibsen. A story told  

deliberately, in a room, by people who had 

governed every element of the performance — the 

language, the movement, the silence, the timing. 

The audience came to follow. To sustain attention 

through a governed narrative. To hold the story in 

mind across two hours without a pause button.

Then came the musical. The live experience  

taken to its extreme — spectacle, scale, sensation.  

Still presence. Still unrepeatable. Still asking the  

audience to follow.
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Then cinema. Perfectly reproducible for any 

audience. The experience captured. 70mm. IMAX. 

The big screen filling the eye, the audience  

in the dark, presence replaced by immersion. 

 The theatre grammar translated to a new surface 

— not lost, translated. Someone governed the 

translation. The director decided what survived  

the move from stage to frame.

Then television. The cinema grammar applied to 

the box in the corner of the room. Smaller surface. 

More domestic. The experience reduced but still 

governed. The story still required following.

Then cable. More stories. More surfaces. The 

box improved. The stories grew more ambitious.

Then the feed. Netflix. Prime. OTT. Infinite content. 

The algorithm governs selection. Every story equally 

available — therefore equally weighted — therefore 

equally forgettable. The governed experience 

replaced by the personalised surface. So much 

produced. So little that goes anywhere. A younger 

viewer who tries to watch live theatre today finds it 

difficult. Not because they are less capable. Because 

the TV grammar trained them to be passive. The 

story comes to you. The close-up tells you where 

to look. The soundtrack tells you what to feel. 

The pause button is always there. The algorithm 

serves the next episode before the credits finish.

Live theatre asks the opposite. You follow the 

actor’s eye, not the director’s cut. You sit with the 

discomfort when the scene is long and nothing 

resolves. You hold the story without the recap. 

The audience has to do work — sustained, willing, 

attentive work. That capacity is being trained out by 

ungoverned surfaces. Not maliciously. By default.

The concert asks you to be present. The 

busker asks nothing — you were walking past, 

the experience found you. The theatre asks 

you to follow. That third ask — sustained, 

governed, narrative — is the hardest. It is also 

the only one that produces an experience 

the audience carries out of the room.

The governed screen makes the same ask.  

The ungoverned feed makes none.



66 67

The constraint and the design

In the late 1990s a designer could spend an entire 

day on sixteen frames. The GIF had a file size limit. 

Bandwidth was expensive. Every colour reduced, 

every dither calculated, every frame weighed 

against the total. The constraint was real and the 

craft was real — the skill of making the motion 

survive the limit without losing the intent.

But the constraint was not the design. The 

design was the motion, the timing, the message. 

The constraint was the medium of the moment.

The constraint is gone. Bandwidth is cheap now. 

The GIF is gone. The motion, the timing, and the 

message are still here. They were always the design. 

The constraint was just what the era imposed.

Every constraint in the history of screen design  

was temporary. 

The web-safe font was a constraint. It is gone.

The plugin was a constraint. It is gone. 

The twelve-column grid was a constraint that solved 

a real engineering problem — browser inconsistency 

— that has largely been solved. The grid remains. 

The problem it was designed for does not.

The QWERTY keyboard was designed for the 

mechanical limitations of the 1870s. The keys that 

jammed typewriters were separated. The mechanical 

constraint vanished decades ago. QWERTY remained  

on glass screens with no moving parts. The constraint  

was gone. The solution remained.

This is what the discipline does when it designs for 

the constraint rather than through it. It inherits the  

solution long after the problem has gone.

The designer who governed intent through every 

constraint was ready for what came next. The GIF  

designer who understood that the motion was the  

design — not the file size — was ready for CSS  

animation, for SVG, for video. The designer who 

optimised dithering and called it design was ready  

only for the next GIF.
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The pixel as a rendering unit

The pixel is not a design unit. It is a rendering 

instruction. It tells the screen what to illuminate at  

a specific physical size, on a specific device, at a  

specific density. Its meaning changes with every  

hardware generation.

The iPhone 1 was 320 pixels wide. The iPhone 15 

Pro is 1179 pixels wide at a higher density. The phone 

is roughly the same size in the user’s hand. The pixel 

count tripled. The hand did not change. The reading 

distance did not change. The attention did not change.

Designing in pixels is designing for today’s hardware. 

It is designing for the constraint of the current 

rendering system — a constraint that changes with  

every device release.

The correct design unit is context. Not pixel count.  

Not device name.

Three contexts. Not hundreds of breakpoints. 

The grid is derived from the context. The layout is 

a consequence of the context. Today the system 

resolves context to pixels. Tomorrow it will resolve to 

something else. The designer who governed context 

is ready. The designer who governed pixels is not.

Handheld	� touch · close reading distance one 

hand · intermittent attention the 

governing decisions for this context

Seated	� pointer · medium reading distance 

two hands · sustained attention

Ambient	� long viewing distance · shared surface 

 passive, broadcast, environmental
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The governing ratio

A physical museum does not design for the 

pixel. It designs for the human body — the eye 

height, the reach, the walking pace, the reading 

distance. The labels are at eye level. The corridors 

are wide enough for a group. The sightlines are 

long enough to orient. The building is derived 

from the person, not from the materials.

Every screen has a governing ratio — the first 

decision from which everything else derives. The 

column unit, the space token, the type scale, the 

breakpoint behaviour. Change the ratio and the 

system changes coherently. The grid is not applied 

to the screen. The grid is derived from the screen.

The designer who derives the system from first  

principles has done something the template 

economy cannot replicate. The ratio is governed.  

The grid is derived. The components are  

consequences. The experience is the result of 

governing decisions made before a single pixel  

was placed.

Maybe there will be no browser

The browser is today’s surface. It is not a permanent  

condition.

The screen was not always the web. 

In the early 1990s the screen was the kiosk, the 

CD-ROM, the proprietary client. Then the browser 

became the universal surface. Everything went 

through it. The browser became the assumption.

The browser is already fragmenting. Native apps  

bypassed it. Voice bypassed it. AR and VR bypass it.  

AI agents do not use it at all. The browser is one 

delivery mechanism among many — and it may not  

survive as the primary one.

We do not know what the surface will become. 

Whether the browser will survive. What form  

an experience will take in ten years or twenty.  

What we know is that someone will decide what is 

communicated, how, and for whom. That decision  

is design. It has always been design. The tools  

change. The obligation does not.

The five dimensions — Screen, Context, Content, 

Time, and Trust — are not tied to the browser or the  
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pixel or the device. They are the dimensions of 

any governed communication. Whatever form the 

delivery takes, these decisions will have to be made.

AI made production cheap. It made creativity, intent, 

and personality expensive. The designer who  

governs the experience through whatever surface  

the era provides is not threatened by the change  

of surface. They are the reason the experience  

survives it.

The component model

The component is the smallest governed unit.  

It lives on the grid. Every property it has is derived  

from the rectangle’s governing ratio.

Nothing is arbitrary. Nothing is a style choice  

made at layout time. 

Every property was decided when the design  

document was written. 

The component is the consequence of the document. 

The layout is the composition of components. 

The screen is the composition of layouts. 

The experience is the consequence of governing 

all of them from a single principle.

The theatre director who governed the experience 

— the sightlines, the acoustics, the timing, the 

silence — produced something the arena could not.  

Not because the arena was worse. Because the  

arena made no such commitment.

The governed screen makes the commitment the  

arena doesn’t. It says: this experience was designed.  

For this person. In this context. On whatever surface  

they are using today — and on whatever surface they  

will use tomorrow.

The browser may not survive. The pixel will change 

meaning again. The screen itself may become  

something unrecognizable. The governed 

experience — the intent behind what is shown, what 

is communicated, and for whom — will not change. 

Someone will always be responsible for that.

That is the designer. This is the discipline.



CONTEXT
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The storyboard that became the product

The storyboard was preproduction. It was never  

meant to be seen.

Television used it to plan a shoot. The shoot  

produced an edit. The edit was what the audience  

experienced. 

Three governed stages — the storyboard, the shoot,  

the edit — each one a consequence of the governing  

decisions made before it. The storyboard governed  

the shoot. The shoot governed the edit. The audience  

received the consequence of all three. They never saw  

the storyboard.

Comics did something different. The panel is the 

end product. The reader holds the finished page. The 

sequence is the work. And between the panels — the 

gutter — is where the story happens. Scott McCloud 

called it closure: the reader observes two panels and 

their mind creates the moment between them. The 

artist governs the panels. The reader governs the 

gutter. Together they make the story. The gutter is not 

empty. It is the most governed space in the medium.

The web took a preproduction artifact and shipped it.

The wireframe became the page. The sitemap 

became the navigation. The storyboard — the 

governing document that was meant to precede  

the experience — became the experience itself. The  

edit was never made. The transitions were never  

governed. The gutter was abandoned.

Engineering welcomed this. The page became a unit.  

Units compose predictably. A page links to a page.  

The address is stable. The architecture is mappable.  

The preproduction document was perfect for  

engineering — each panel standing alone, each  

address independent, the connections between  

them reducible to hyperlinks.

Flash was an attempt to restore the edit. The 

timeline gave designers post-production on the web  

— the ability to govern what happens between states,  

not just within them. The transition was back.  

The gutter was back. The sequence was authored,  

not navigated.

The death of Flash was the death of the gutter.

HTML and CSS can animate within a state. They 

cannot govern the meaning between states the 

way a timeline can. The web went back to being 

preproduction shipped as product. The designer 

governed the page. Nobody governed the journey.
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The design document proposed in this book 

is another attempt to restore what the page 

abandoned. The state stack is the timeline. The 

transition between context states is the governed 

edit. The experience lives in the movement between  

states — not on the page, but in what the system  

does when the user moves.

The page is the wrong unit

For centuries, the rectangle has been the constant. 

The question that follows is what happens on it.

The industry’s answer was the page. It was always  

the wrong unit. The page is an address. It tells 

the system where something is, but it says 

nothing about who arrived, what brought them, 

or what they were doing before they got there.

The discipline built thirty years of navigation, 

information architecture, and user experience 

patterns on top of a rendering fiction. The sitemap  

maps addresses, not journeys. The breadcrumb 

maps a static hierarchy, not where the user came  

from or who they are becoming.

Context is the honest replacement.

The brief that governed

In the late 1990s the brief was the context. Even for  

multilingual agencies — ads and manuals across 

languages, across markets, across alphabets. The 

brief said who was reading, in what language, in 

what context, for what purpose. The typesetter who 

set the Korean brochure without reading the brief 

made a technical decision that was culturally wrong. 

The brief described a specific reader. The brief was 

the context. It preceded every layout decision.

That was not exceptional. It was the job.

The web abandoned the brief. The page replaced 

it. The address replaced the reader. The system 

stopped knowing who arrived — and stopped asking.

The architectural parallel

A physical museum does not serve the same 

encounter to every visitor. It governs context 

through floor plans, lighting, signage, and 

thresholds. The casual visitor is drawn through  

long sightlines and theatrical lighting. The 

researcher is given density, quiet, and a place to sit. 
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The building holds these distinctions simultaneously 

without anyone needing to change the walls.

A digital museum cannot do this with physical 

architecture. It must do it with by governing the  

rectangle.

When context is governed, the page is retired. 

The unit of design becomes the context state. The 

system becomes a state engine that knows which 

persona is active, what territory they occupy, and 

how they transition between modes of engagement.

The transition territory

The P(3) geometry places three personas at the  

vertices of a triangle. The edges between them are  

not dead spaces — they are the cross-pollination  

states where the user transitions from one intent  

to another. The direction of the edge matters.

A Visitor moving toward Researcher carries 

curiosity into depth — the person who came to look 

and stayed to read. A Researcher moving toward 

Visitor carries authority into encounter — the person 

who came with a question and is now browsing the  

broader collection. Same edge. Opposite intent.  

Different governing decisions.

The designer does not calculate these states. The 

designer names them and assigns governing rules  

to them in the design document. The geometry  

handles the resolution.

When a user moves from Visitor toward 

Researcher, they do not navigate to a new page. 

They enter a new context state. The system knows. 

The layout responds. The content hierarchy shifts. 

The available features adapt to the movement.

The state stack and decay

Context is not just where the user is. It is the path  

they took to get there. The system records this  

journey in the state stack.

The state stack is the governed replacement for  

the blank slate. The stateless page resets to zero 

with every load — treating every return visit as  

the first encounter, discarding everything the user 

brought with them. The state stack uses decay  

rules to manage memory as an experience record  

rather than a surveillance log.
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Moving simpler: The past clears visually. If a  

user retreats from a deep media state back to 

a researcher state, the media assets fade out. 

The system releases what was left behind.

Moving deeper: The past is carried as context. 

The path is encoded in the interface as opacity 

— present and foundational, but not dominant.

The designer authors these decay rules in the  

design document. The system executes them.  

Time enters the interface not as an afterthought  

but as a structural coordinate.

The state stack personalises by journey, not by  

identity. The system does not need to know who  

the user is across the internet. It needs to know what 

they have done within this system. No third-party 

cookies. No behavioural surveillance.  

The governed path is enough.

The notebook rule

The notebook in the museum demonstration is  

context governance made visible.

The rule: the notebook appears only in the pure 

Research state. In all cross-pollination states, the  

notebook remains visible but read-only. To write,  

the user must select a link that returns them to the  

dedicated Research context.

One rule. Three distinct behaviours. 

Zero pages involved.

The notebook rule is not a loose UX pattern or 

a developer patch. It is an auditable governance 

decision written into the design document.  

It separates a surface that changes by accident 

from a system that responds by choice.

The rule can be read by a designer, understood by  

a developer, reviewed by a stakeholder, and audited  

after the build. That is the design document  

working. The governing principle visible, 

testable, accountable at every point.



CONTENT
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Dilemma of approval and the era of LLMs

Context determines the environment. Content fills it.

But content in the digital era has suffered from an  

approval collapse. Decisions are routinely made for  

the stakeholder in the room, not the user in context.  

The approval loop is the true governing mechanism  

— optimising for legal safety, brand compliance,  

and corporate comfort.

Because content is approved once, it must be  

context-agnostic by design. The production line 

flattens the material so it can sit anywhere. 

The content that reaches the casual visitor is 

identical to the content served to the researcher. 

The user’s context falls through the net.

The approval collapse

The brief said who was reading. The approval process 

forgot. By the time content reached a user, it had 

been written for a manager, reviewed by legal, 

approved by brand, and stripped of anything that 

might offend anyone in any context. The user in 

context — the specific person with a specific intent 

in a specific state — was the last consideration.

This is not a recent failure. It is the production 

line’s logic applied to communication. The factory 

makes one thing. The one thing ships everywhere. 

The context was never part of the specification.

The floor of inference

AI tools were not trained with the context because 

that was a proprietary. The context was inferred and 

the inference logic was inferred from the aggregate 

output of these approval loops. They absorbed  

millions of lines of stakeholder-optimised, flattened,  

context-agnostic copy.

Without a governing principle, AI replicates this 

floor at scale. It generates sentences that sound  

perfectly plausible, perfectly safe, and completely  

indifferent to the moment of encounter. Different 

prompt. Same surface. The approval collapse,  

now at speed.

The alternative is atomic content and AI generated 

content for individual contexts, governed by the  

design document.
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One item, three encounters

The same object is three entirely different things 

depending on who is looking at it and why. Consider 

a Vermeer painting in a museum collection.

Headline

Visitor — large, emotional, narrative entry point

	 Light that has lasted four hundred years

Researcher — precise, categorical, findable:

	� Vermeer, Johannes (1632–1675): Girl with a 

Pearl Earring, attribution confirmed 1994

Media enthusiast — video:

	 Girl with a Pearl Earring, 120 min

Article

Visitor — narrative, short paragraphs, one idea 

	� per section, pulled quote. The story 

of the light, the girl, the four hundred 

years. No footnotes. No provenance 

chain. The encounter first.

Researcher — dense, cited, full text. 

	� The complete scholarly argument. Footnotes 

present. No truncation. No summary. The full 

record because that is what the researcher  

came for.

Media enthusiast — film review, credits, interviews.

The content type does not change. The persona 

governs the structure, the weight, and the 

presentation. The design document holds the 

selector. The system executes the assembly. The 

AI closes the gap at the moment of delivery — 

selecting, assembling, presenting at the right 

level of resolution for the active context state.

The production line comparison

The old production line solved the multiple-persona 

problem by creating three separate versions of  

the page — or by forcing a single bloated document  

onto everyone.

Three versions means three maintenance burdens. 

One version means one compromise that serves 

no one well.
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The governed system uses atomic content. 

Technical writers solved this problem decades ago 

with schemas like DITA — write a topic once, map 

it to contexts, let the assembly be a consequence 

of the map. Museums do this via IIIF manifests, 

where metadata, media assets, and structural 

relationships live in a single structured record.

The design document introduces the selector. 

There is one source record and one design 

document containing the rules for each context  

state. The content does not multiply. The governing  

decisions do the work.

Media as a collection

Media is no longer an image file dropped into a  

static layout slot. It is a collection with contextual  

properties.

The same collection of assets is presented as a 

single featured image in the Visitor context, a dense 

grid in the Research context, and an immersive  

playlist in the Media context. The assets do not  

change. The context state activates the appropriate  

display model. The design document governs  

the selection.

The AI is never an original content producer 

in this model. It is a selector and an assembler. 

The human team governs the source. The design 

document governs the selection rules. The AI 

executes the assembly at the moment of delivery 

— ensuring that what appears on screen is the 

direct consequence of an authored intent.

The journey, not the traveller

The design document is about the journey, not  

the traveller. Who is taking the journey is not the  

governing question. 

What journey they are on — what they brought 

with them, what they are becoming, what the 

system knows about their path through this 

experience — is the governing question.

The industry built an enormous surveillance 

apparatus to answer the wrong question. Who are 

you? What have you done elsewhere? What does 

your profile predict? Cookies, tracking pixels, 
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behavioural profiles, third-party data — all of it  

pointed at the traveller, not the journey. The 

personalisation was extra. It was always extra. 

It answered the wrong question at great cost — 

to privacy, to trust, to the experience itself.

Two people read the same comic differently. Same 

panels. Same gutters. Different imaginations filling 

the space between. The artist did not need to know 

who the readers were. The artist needed to govern 

the panels well enough to engage the imagination. 

The experience was in the encounter between the 

governed work and the individual mind that met it.

The design document must do the same. Govern 

the journey. The user brings themselves to it.

The state stack knows where the user is in the 

journey. What they did when they arrived. What 

they carried forward when they moved from Visitor 

to Researcher. What they were looking for when 

they crossed into Media. That is not a profile. It is a 

path. The path is the context. The context governs 

the content. The content meets the imagination.

This is the opposite of the cookie. The cookie 

knew who you were and forgot where you were 

going. The state stack knows where you are 

going and asks nothing about who you are.

When the design document governs the journey, 

the content is selected for the journey the user is on 

— not the profile they have accumulated elsewhere. 

The experience is governed by what they are doing 

here, not by what they have done everywhere.

The user brings their imagination to a governed  

experience. The panels are authored. The gutter is  

theirs. That is the experience the design document  

makes possible. Not the predicted surface.  

The governed encounter.

For even richer experiences, AI can govern both 

the journey and the traveller.



TIME
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State of least resistance

A snapshot captures a moment. In a comic book, 

even a single frame is temporal — it exists in 

sequence, arriving after something and preceding 

something else, coloured entirely by what came 

before it. Experience and time are not merely 

related. They are the same thing. Remove time and 

you do not have a worse experience. You have no 

experience at all — just simultaneity, which is noise.

Film, furniture, architecture, and physical machines 

behave identically each time they are encountered. 

Theatre and music are live — the same play on two 

consecutive nights is two entirely different plays. 

The screen was mistakenly understood as the 

former. For thirty years it has treated every load as 

the first. It resets to zero on every visit, indifferent 

to history, unable to distinguish a first encounter 

from a tenth. Not because time was unimportant. 

Because memory was never designed in.

The stateless screen became the path of least  

resistance. 

The engineering deferral

Memory was a secondary goal. Engineering 

said so. Business agreed and deferred.

Every new device class reset the priority queue. 

Every new browser version reopened the  

rendering problem. Every new framework 

required another learning cycle. Memory stayed 

secondary because something more urgent was 

always in front of it. The deferral accumulated. 

The stateless screen stopped being a temporary 

compromise and became the assumption.

The screen was modelled on the machine — the 

calculator, the typewriter, the television. A machine 

behaves the same way every time. That is what 

makes it useful. That is also what makes it wrong as 

a model for experience. Machines don’t remember 

because memory is not part of their function. 

The screen inherited this assumption without 

questioning whether the model fit the medium.

When memory was addressed at all, it was 

relegated to the user’s profile — a database record 

of account details, preferences, purchase history. 

An engineering solution to what was understood 

as an engineering problem. The profile told the 
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system who the user was. It said nothing about what 

they were doing, where they had been, or what 

the system should do differently because of it.

The profile is identity. The context state is journey. 

Engineering solved the first and called it memory.  

Nobody asked for the second.

Privacy and security were raised as barriers 

to holding the user’s journey. Yet medical 

applications governed by strict HIPAA protocols 

did not abandon memory — they governed 

it because the obligation demanded it. The 

web chose a different path, using privacy as a 

principled name for an engineering deferral.                   

The cost of the reset

Every reset discards a relationship.

A system that resets to zero tells the user: we do  

not know you. Start again. The cost is not just 

interaction friction. It is a loss of trust. The 

experience of return — the sense that a system has 

held your place and can serve you at the level of  

the journey you are on — is only possible when time  

is governed.

The blank slate is never neutral. It is a structural  

message that everything you did before does not  

count here. The goal was manufacturing digital 

experiences — the same outputs when we feed the  

same conditions and inputs. That is engineering.  

We objectified the subjective.     

The goal of governed experience is connection 

— the moment when the system knows the user 

well enough that the technology disappears 

into the encounter it enables. The stateless 

reset blocks that moment by design.
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Stacks, decay, and momentum

When the persona acts as a structural input, it 

generates context states. Context states accumulate 

over time into a state stack. The state stack is the  

system’s memory — turning time into a governed  

dimension.

The persona is not a label applied at login and  

forgotten. It is the authority the system consults  

at every transition. The transition becomes an  

authored, governed event rather than a passive  

log entry.

The design document defines decay rules — 

the governing decisions about what the system 

holds and what it releases as time passes.

When the user retreats — moves from deep immer- 

sion back toward simple inquiry — the accumulated  

state does not follow them. The system releases  

what was left behind. The interface reflects the  

departure. The past clears because the user chose  

to leave it.

When the user deepens — moves from a casual 

encounter into sustained engagement — the origin  

of that journey is preserved. The path is encoded in  

the interface as opacity. Present but not dominant.  

The system holds the history because the user is  

still building on it.

These are not automatic defaults. They are 

deliberate decisions with ethical and experiential 

implications. How long the system remembers. What 

it forgets. What it holds even after the user has 

moved on. These decisions are human. The memory 

is the consequence of the rules that govern it.

Motion as temporal grammar

Motion is not a stylistic ornament. It is the visual 

grammar of the temporal stack — the way the  

system communicates that time has passed, that  

the user has moved, that what was is not the same  

as what is.

Deepening gets a dissolve. The history is carried  

forward — the past present beneath the new 

moment, visible at reduced opacity, foundational  

without being dominant. The dissolve encodes 

accumulation.

Pivoting gets a cut. The previous moment is closed 

cleanly. The user changed direction. The system 

acknowledges it. The cut encodes the decision.
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The film editor who makes these decisions is 

doing what the governed system does — using 

temporal transitions to carry meaning, not just to 

move between states. The screen had this for a 

brief moment when Flash was alive. The timeline 

was the editor’s tool. The death of Flash was the 

death of the edit. The design document restores it.

The decay rules are authored. The maximum depth 

is set. The motion grammar is named. What the 

system remembers, for how long, and what it does 

with that memory — these are design decisions.  

Made once, in the design document, before any  

user arrives.

Every user’s path through the system is different.  

Every state stack is unique. No team can manually  

govern what a system remembers across every  

session, every return, every pivot and deepening.  

The rules can be authored. The execution cannot  

be done by hand.

The notebook across time

The notebook accumulates. It appears strictly in the 

Research context. It carries forward across sessions. 

Each return visit finds the notes that were left — the 

previous encounter held, acknowledged, built upon.

By respecting this accumulation, the system  

gives the user a genuine reason to return. The  

relationship builds because the system respects  

the time invested. The journey deepens because  

the system remembers the journey.

This is not surveillance. The system does not know  

who the user is. It knows what they did here.  

The path is the context. The time invested is the  

governing input. The notebook is the evidence  

that time was designed in — not as an afterthought,  

but as a structural coordinate of the governed  

experience.



TRUST
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The rectangle, the context, the content, and the time  

are governed. The question that remains is who is 

accountable for what the system does — and how 

anyone would know if something went wrong.

Trust is a relationship with two distinct sides.  

The creator’s obligation is to govern — to name the 

rules, make them auditable, and stand behind  

them. The user’s obligation is nothing. Trust from  

the user is a gift extended solely based on evidence.  

When evidence is absent and decisions are untraced,  

that gift is withheld.

The screen’s history is defined by trust without  

accountability.

The literacy gap

The printing press took centuries to cultivate a 

matching literacy. Readers learned over generations 

to question the broadsheet and the pamphlet 

— to ask who printed this, who funded it, what 

was left out. The screen received no such grace 

period. The pixel was granted immediate, unearned 

credibility, touching an audience that had no 

framework for questioning what it displayed.

The website looked legitimate, so the scam 

worked. The interface looked trustworthy, so the 

manipulation succeeded. The post looked credible,  

so it was shared. The death followed because  

someone acted on what they read and had no tools  

to question it.

This widespread illiteracy is not ignorance. It is 

the absence of a critical reading tradition for the 

medium on both sides. The user had no framework 

for questioning the screen. The designer had no 

framework for being held accountable for the build.

Every discipline that touches the built world 

has developed a shared language to make 

decisions visible and questionable. Architecture 

has structural calculations. Medicine has clinical 

notes. Engineering has tolerances and load ratings. 

The structural engineer points to a calculation 

to justify the load-bearing capacity of a beam. If 

the beam fails, the calculation can be checked. 

The decision is traceable and auditable.

The screen discipline produced only two 

artefacts: files showing what it looked like, and 

project management tickets recording what was 

requested. Neither was a governance document. 

Decisions about which content appeared where, or 
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how layouts behaved at specific breakpoints, were 

distributed across loose conversations, tickets, and 

fleeting individual memories. They could not be 

read, evaluated, or changed as a coherent system.

The discipline produced a written record that  

nobody could audit. The question was never asked  

because the question was never known to be askable.

The AI extension

AI does not solve this opacity. It scales it.

Large language models now apply the outward 

 apparatus of scholarship — citations, structured text, 

confident summaries — to outputs generated by an  

opaque prediction model. The interface signals deep  

authority. The user lacks the literacy to verify  

the claim.

Yesterday, the scam worked because the website  

looked legitimate. Today, the answer works because  

it looks researched.

The governed system is the only structural answer. 

The design document is the decision record. Because  

the AI executes the design document rather than  

inventing the rules, the output is readable, predic- 

table, and traceable back to a human decision 

before the machine ever touches it.

Draw the line

In the Ramayana, Lakshmana draws a line around 

the dwelling before he leaves. The line is not a wall. 

It is a governed boundary — drawn by choice, by 

someone who understood what was being protected 

and what the consequence of crossing it would 

be. The line is not enforced by the architecture. 

It is enforced by the decision that drew it.

A governed system draws lines the same way.  

Not by default. Not by framework. By deliberate  

authoring.

In a governed system, the rules engine is that line 

— drawn not by an external compliance mandate,  

but by the designer’s choice. Every rule in the  

design document is a line drawn by someone 

who understood what they were protecting.
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Naming the line

The museum demonstration uses forty precise 

rules across two layers of governance.

The first layer governs experience. How the system 

behaves on the governed grid — layout cascades, 

history persistence, component behaviours across 

states, the transitions that encode state changes as 

the user moves. The notebook rule belongs here. It 

governs the relationship between the researcher  

and the object by shifting context states rather than  

reloading pages. One rule. Three distinct behaviours.  

The experience is the consequence of the rule,  

not of the page.

The second layer governs content. What the 

system can say and what it can prove. Content must 

be drawn from the verified manifest — never from 

model inference. Text must follow the institution’s 

catalogued historical record. Every output is tied 

to a documented institutional history. Access and 

downloads are governed by the rights field in the 

source record. If a record is historically uncertain, 

the system says so explicitly. The model cannot 

resolve ambiguity or supply what the record does 

not contain. Content varies by context state — the 

model selects pre-approved chunks, not rewrites.

Proof on demand

The chunk is the smallest independent unit of 

content available for selection. Every chunk 

carries its own provenance record. The source — 

the specific verified document it came from. The 

subject matter expert who reviewed and approved 

it, and when. The date the approval occurred. 

The date the chunk is next due for mandatory 

evaluation. The context rules — which states can 

surface this chunk and at what level of resolution.

The model does not generate the sentence to 

sound plausible. It selects a verified chunk based on 

rules defined in the design document. The chunk’s 

provenance is held by the system, fully auditable 

on demand. The human team authors the source. 

The design document governs the selection. The 

AI closes the gap at the moment of delivery.

This is the baseline of a trusted system — the 

difference between an accident of generation 

and an explicit choice of governance.
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The line the designer draws

The line is always drawn. In an ungoverned system 

it is drawn by default — by whatever the framework 

did when no decision was made, by whatever the 

model predicted when no rule constrained it.

The governed system draws the line before the  

user arrives. The designer chose where it sits. The  

design document holds the choice. The system  

executes the choice. The user encounters  

the consequence of a decision that was made 

deliberately, by someone who understood what  

they were protecting.

Auditability is not a bureaucratic burden. It is a 

core design value — the deliberate decision to  

make an interface readable, questionable, and 

changeable by those who were not in the room  

when it was built.

The user does not need to read the design 

document. They simply need to encounter a 

system where someone drew the line, named 

the rule, and stood behind the output.

The screen that has governed itself is the screen 

that has, for the first time, earned that trust.
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Intent to implementation

AI made production cheap. It made creativity, 

intent, and personality expensive.

The preceding chapters demonstrated how 

five dimensions of digital experience — Screen, 

Context, Content, Time, and Trust — must be 

governed by a designer before any AI touches 

the build. Persona is the governing input that 

shapes all five. Together they form the six design 

factors that cannot be generated from a prompt, 

delegated to a template, or replaced by AI.

The design document is the mechanism that 

holds all six and makes them reproducible. Not 

a technical specification. Not a YAML file. The 

designer’s governing decisions written in a form 

the build can execute from — what the brief 

always was, and what the brief stopped being 

when the designer stopped writing it down.

This chapter is about the chain from the designer’s 

understanding to the AI’s execution. Intent to 

Implementation — I2I — is not a workflow. It is 

a claim about where design failures originate. 

The failure is not in the build. The build executes 

what it is given. The failure is in the translation 

— between the intent and the design document, 

between the design document and the build.

The loop

The design document does not arrive.  

It accumulates.

The first design document is a hypothesis. It names 

what is understood at the moment of writing — the  

persona, the context states, the content rules,  

the governing ratio, the trust rules. It is precise  

enough to produce something. It is not complete.  

Completion requires the build.

The build tests the hypothesis. The build reveals 

what the design document didn’t know — edge cases 

the document hadn’t anticipated, decisions that 

couldn’t be made until the thing existed, constraints 

that were invisible until someone hit them.

The design document updates. Version 2 is more  

precise than version 1 because the build made it  

more precise. The loop did its work. The document  

learned from it.
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Design, define rules, and update document.

Build, verify, and iterate. 

Rome was not built in one day.

The document that never changes was never tested. 

The document that changes with every build  

is the document that is alive.

The loop is iterative

AI executes the build. The designer and team  

review it. Does the experience match the governing  

principle? Does the screen do what the design  

document said it would?

If yes — release. If no — the design document  

updates. Not the prompt.

This is the distinction that separates governance 

from generation. The prompt is rewritten every time.  

The design document is versioned. Every iteration 

starts from the governing principle, not from a new  

description of the desired output.

The hours spent writing a Stitch prompt are the 

same hours that produce a design document. The  

difference is what you have at the end. One produces  

screens. The other produces the governing principle  

that produces screens — and continues to produce  

them, correctly, as the system changes and the  

understanding deepens.

THE
DESIGN 
DOCUMENT 
EVOLVES



AI and production are cheap. The governing 

principle is not. The loop is where the governing  

principle becomes precise.

The design document

The design document is both input and output. 

It precedes the build and is updated by it. It is 

the designer’s governing record and the AI’s 

instruction set. It is the handoff point between 

human understanding and machine execution.

The design document is the record of what the 

governing principle produces before anyone 

experiences it. Written before the build. Updated 

by it. Readable by the designer, the client, 

the developer. Auditable at every point.

Every decision has a place in the design document.

Persona — the governing input

Context states — the territory of experience

Layout grammar — the derived grid

Content rules — selection criteria per state

Time rules — decay, accumulation, depth

Trust rules — the lines drawn, the audit trail

The design document must be structured so it 

can be added into the developer’s record. They 

are not separate documents. The designer’s 

governing decisions and the developer’s technical 

decisions meet in one governed record. When the 

design document is a deck, a set of loose notes, 

or a Figma file, the merger does not happen. 

The governing decisions stay on the designer’s 

side of the handoff and never reach the build.



Catenator — a vocabulary

Catenator is a suggested vocabulary for expressing 

governing principles in a form the build can 

execute from. Not a rigid standard — a grammar. 

A way to make human intent machine-readable 

without forcing the designer to write code.

A governing principle expressed in prose is an 

argument. A governing principle expressed in 

Catenator vocabulary is a design document — one 

that any agent, tool, or team can execute from.

The vocabulary has three layers:

Macro — the governing frame 

what the system is, who it serves 

what it is for and what it is not for the persona 

the context model

Meso — the pattern layer 

the system type, the interaction model 

the layout grammar, the state machine

Micro — the component layer 

the specific rules, behaviours, properties 

and constraints that govern each element

The three layers correspond to the order of 

discovery. The micro layer comes first. You cannot  

see the pattern above until the detail below is  

dense enough. The meso layer emerges when the  

micro has enough density to reveal it. The macro  

layer becomes writable only when the meso  

is understood.

This is not a planning sequence. It is the loop’s  

natural order. The design document that starts at  

the macro and works down is a guess. The design  

document that starts at the micro and works up  

is earned.

That is what the design document looks like in 

practice. Not a Figma frame. Not a sticky note.  

A governing decision with a trigger, a result, and 

an author. Readable. Auditable. Executable. The 

full Catenator vocabulary is at catenator.net.



Intent 

The governing principle held in prose, in conversation 

of the designer’s understanding of Persona along 

the five dimensions before the grid is placed.

Design document 

The intent made legible the designer’s decisions  

written down readable by everyone in the room   

and auditable at every point.

Build 

The design document executed by an AI agent,  

developer, or both. It is the consequence of the 

document not the interpretation of the intent.

The I2I frame

Intent to Implementation — I2I — names the three  

states the governing principle passes through on its  

way to the build.

The design document is the missing layer. Without 

it, the build is an interpretation. The interpretation 

introduces drift — small departures from intent that 

accumulate into a build that no longer serves the 

governing principle. With it, the build is an execution. 

The document holds the intent. The build follows 

the document. The screens are the consequence.

The handoff

The design document is the handoff. Not a prompt  

— a governing record that the designer authors, the  

build derives from, and the AI executes without  

interpretation.

The prompt is downstream of the design document. 

It is generated from it. The latitude is not in the AI’s 

interpretation — it is in the document’s precision.  

The more precise the document, the less the AI 

decides. The less the AI decides, the more the build  

reflects the designer’s governing principle.



The loop runs through the document. The AI 

executes version 1 and produces Build A. The 

designer reviews Build A, updates the design 

document to version 2. The AI executes version 

2, produces Build B. The designer governs the 

loop. The design document is the handoff at every 

iteration — the moment where the designer’s 

understanding becomes the system’s instruction.

The design document is also the answer to the 

literacy problem named in Trust. It is the governance 

record the discipline never had — readable by 

everyone in the room, auditable at every point, 

authored before the build begins. The structural 

engineer’s calculation, applied to experience design.

The designer writes rules

Intent to implementation is the last chapter 

not because it is the last step but because it is 

what makes everything else reproducible.

The persona governs. The screen derives. The 

context accumulates. The content is selected. 

The time is recorded. The trust is earned. 

The design document is the mechanism that 

holds all of it — that makes the governing 

principle persistent, transferable, and 

executable by anyone with access to it.

The governed system without a design document 

is a set of decisions held by the people who 

made them. When those people leave, the 

decisions leave. The design document is the 

institutional memory of the governed system — 

the record that makes the governing principle 

independent of the people who authored it.

Every tool will change again. Every framework will 

be replaced. The design document — the governing 

principle written down — is the invariant. It is what 

remains when everything else is compressed away.

The designer writes rules. AI makes screens.

The scale is AI’s problem. The governing principle is 

the designer’s. The design document is the handoff.



THE DESIGN 
DOCUMENT IS 
THE PRODUCT. 

THE SCREENS 
ARE THE 
CONSEQUENCE.
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The loop ends where it began.

The book was built using the methodology  

it describes. The design document accu-

mulated through every chapter. The build 

— the demonstration, the museum, the 

governed system — tested it. The docu-

ment updated. The book is the residue of 

the loop. 

Three days to build the demonstration. 

Thirty years to understand what the 

demonstration required. 

AI and production are cheap. This book is  

evidence of that. What is not cheap — 

what cannot be prompted, generated, or 

borrowed — is the governing principle that 

preceded every decision in it. The persona 

that shaped the argument. The  

context that determined what belonged.  

The trust that required every claim to  

be auditable.



DESIGN IN THE AI ERA IS 

NOT FASTER DESIGN. 

IT IS GOVERNED DESIGN. 

DESIGNERS GOVERN 

WITH RULES. 

AI GENERATES SCREENS.



PRISM
EXPERIENCES



PARADIGM 
SHIFT
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The browser is not the natural form of digital 

experience. It is the solution to a specific set 

of problems that existed at a specific moment. 

Those problems have been solved — not by the 

browser’s successors, but by time. The conditions 

that made the browser necessary are gone. 

The paradigm has shifted.

A world that no longer exists

The browser emerged from three conditions. Devices 

were limited — in processing power, in storage, in 

capability. Networks were constrained — bandwidth 

was scarce, latency was high, every byte transmitted 

had a cost. And experience expectations were 

modest — users wanted access to information, 

not responses calibrated to who they were.

The conditions shaped every decision the browser 

paradigm made. The server governed — because it 

was the capable end of the transaction. HTML carried 

content and layout together — because minimising 

round trips was essential. Experience was identical for 

every user who requested the same page — because 

the infrastructure to do otherwise was deemed  

unnecessary and complex.

Given the constraints, the browser was the correct  

answer. The question is whether those constraints  

still hold. They do not.
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Intelligence has moved

The server governed because the client could not. 

This was not a preference. It was a capability gap. 

In the browser’s formative years, a server rack 

could do what a user’s device could not. The server 

held the logic, the data, and the intelligence. The 

client held a screen and a network connection. 

That asymmetry has inverted. A contemporary 

device carries more compute than the server 

infrastructure of the browser’s era. A phone 

processes, stores, and reasons at a scale that 

would have been implausible when HTML was 

designed. AI models — capable of forming queries, 

computing context, governing rendering — can run 

locally, on device, without a network round trip.

The server is no longer the intelligent end of 

the transaction. The client is. The architectural 

assumption that made server-side control 

necessary — that the client was incapable of 

governing its own experience — is no longer true. 

The server need no longer be the one or only 

governing authority.

Intelligence has moved. The paradigm must shift.

Bandwidth

HTML was an elegant solution to a real problem. 

Transmitting a document that carried both content 

and rendering instructions — in a single lightweight 

payload, readable by any browser, renderable 

without additional round trips — was exactly right 

for networks where every kilobyte had a cost.

The constraint was bandwidth. The solution was to  

pack as much as possible into the fewest possible  

bytes, sent in the fewest possible requests. HTML  

achieved this. The browser paradigm was built  

around it.

Bandwidth is no longer scarce in the same way. 

The economics of transmission have changed 

by orders of magnitude. What was expensive to 

send is now trivial. What was worth optimising 

for — a self-contained document with embedded 

layout — is no longer the binding constraint.

This matters because it removes the justification 

for sending presentation instructions with content. 

The reason the server told the browser how to 

render — rather than sending content and letting the  

client decide — was that another round trip was too  

expensive. That cost has dissolved. The content can  
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arrive as content. The assembly can happen locally.  

The payload economy that made HTML’s model  

necessary is gone.

The response does not need to be a page. It can  

arrive without rendering instructions.

Broadcast

The broadcast model was appropriate when users  

expected access. A user wanted to read a document,  

find a piece of information, navigate to a resource.  

The browser delivered it: one page, one experience,  

identical for every user who arrived at the same  

address. The expectation was access. The browser  

provided it.

With that expectation moved, what users expect 

from digital experience is not simply access to a 

page but a response — something calibrated to who  

they are, what they want, and where they are in  

their relationship with the product. Not the same  

page delivered to everyone. A specific answer, for  

this person, at this moment.

For the browser to meet this expectation of  

personalisation — server-side profiles, cookie-based 

tracking, recommendation engines — is an attempt 

to retrofit calibration onto a broadcast model. It 

produces approximation. The server holds a model  

of who the user might be, derived from what it has  

observed and stored, and uses that model to vary  

the page it sends. The variation is real. But it is still  

a page, still server-controlled, still governed by what  

the server knows — which is never what the user  

knows about themselves.

The expectation is now for experience that 

responds to context the user carries: their intent  

at that moment, their journey so far, their current 

state. That context is local. It lives with the user,  

not on the server. A paradigm in which the server  

controls the experience cannot access it without the  

user transmitting it — which is exactly what the user  

should not have to do.

The broadcast model served an era of access.  

That era is over.
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Inertia is not relevance

The browser persists. This is not a criticism — it is  

an observation. The infrastructure built around it  

is vast: servers, CDNs, HTML renderers, CSS engines,  

JavaScript runtimes, browser security models,  

web standards bodies, developer toolchains.  

The investment is enormous and the inertia is  

proportional.

What has emerged in response to the browser’s 

limitations is not a replacement but a renovation. 

AI browsers — products that layer intelligence onto 

HTML rendering, that place a model behind the 

address bar, that summarise pages before the user 

reads them — are renovations. They accept the 

paradigm and improve it. The server still controls 

the presentation. The browser still renders what 

it receives. The AI assists the user in navigating 

a model that was not designed for them.

This is the wrong response to obsolescence. 

Renovating a solution to a problem that no 

longer exists produces a more capable version 

of the wrong thing. The browser was built for 

constrained clients, scarce bandwidth, and 

modest experience expectations. Improving the 

browser does not change what it was built for.

The conditions that made the browser necessary 

have changed. The intelligence that had to live on 

the server now lives on the device. The bandwidth 

that made lightweight payloads essential is no longer 

scarce. The experience that users expected from 

a broadcast model is no longer what they want.

The paradigm does not need improvement. It 

needs replacement. What replaces it is not a better 

browser — it is a different model entirely, one built 

for the conditions that now exist: capable clients, rich 

payloads, and experience expectations that require 

local context the server was never meant to hold.

That model is Prism.



PRISM
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A prism does not create light. It reveals what light  

contains. 

Raw light — white, undifferentiated — enters 

the glass. The prism’s geometry separates it 

into constituent wavelengths. Each wavelength 

emerges at a different angle. The spectrum is not 

added by the prism. It was always in the light. The 

prism makes it visible, and makes a specific colour 

available to whoever is positioned to receive it. 

This is what happens to content in the Prism model. 

Content arrives from a data store as raw material 

— undifferentiated, without rendering instructions. 

Prism separates it according to who is receiving it:  

their intent, their context, their position in the 

experience. A specific experience emerges. Not 

because Prism added something to the content, 

but because it governs what the content becomes  

for this user at this moment. 

Not a browser 

In a Browser model, the server decides what 

experience the user receives, encodes that decision  

in HTML, and transmits it. The browser app executes  

the decision. The user receives what the server  

chose to send. The server’s choice may be informed 

by data it holds about the user — profiles, cookies, 

behavioural logs — but it is still the server’s choice,  

made on the server’s terms, executed by a browser  

that has no authority to do otherwise. 

In Prism, the app on the device decides. The server 

supplies content, assets, addresses. Prism governs 

how that content becomes experience, using context 

it holds locally — the user’s intent, their journey, their 

persona position at this moment. The server does 

describe what experience Prism will produce. It does 

not need to. The governance is not the server’s job. 
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The spectrum 

In Prism, every app can produce a spectrum of 

experiences from the same content. At one end,  

a user in one context receives content presented  

one way. At the other end, a user in a different  

context receives the same content presented 

differently. Between the ends, every position 

produces a governed rendering specific to the  

context that produced it. 

The spectrum is authored. A designer defines 

 the positions — the personas, the treatments, the 

hierarchy appropriate to each. The designer does  

not define every point on the spectrum; they 

define the vertices and rules for the point between 

them. Prism governs the space between them. 

This is the extension of the prism metaphor into 

experience. White light contains all wavelengths.  

The prism reveals the one that corresponds to 

the angle of incidence. Prism the app contains all 

treatments. The user’s context state is the angle. 

The experience that emerges is the colour  

— specific, governed, produced from content 

that carried no colour of its own. 

Similar and different 

A Prism app is similar to a browser in the ways  

that matter least and different in the ways that  

matter most. 

Similar: a user expresses intent and receives 

a response. Content moves from a source to a 

person. An experience is produced. The network is 

involved. The device renders something visible. 

Different: who governs the render. Where the 

user’s context lives. What the response contains.  

How the experience is produced. 

In a browser, the server governs, the user’s 

context lives on the server, the response is a page, 

and the experience is what the server chose to 

send. In Prism, the app governs, the user’s context 

lives on the device, the response arrives without 

rendering instructions, and the experience is what 

Prism produces for this user at this moment. 

The surface similarity — content arrives, experience  

is produced — conceals a complete inversion of  

authority. 
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How experiences get created

response  

(content, assets,  

URLs)
query

runs on rules  
intent + context state remain local

What the user experiences 

A user in Prism does not navigate to pages. They  

express intent. They tell the app — through search,  

selection, or behavioural signal — what they want.  

Prism queries the data store, receives content, and  

produces an experience governed by the user’s  

current context. 

The experience feels different from a browser in 

ways that are immediately legible and ways that 

are not. What is immediately legible: the experience 

responds to who the user is, not just what they 

asked for. The same query from a user early in 

their journey produces a different experience than 

the same query from a user who has spent time 

with the product. The content may be the same. 

The rendering — the hierarchy, the prominence, 

the framing — reflects where the user is. 

What is not immediately legible: the user’s data 

never left the device. No server received their 

behavioural history. No platform logged their 

journey. The experience is calibrated because Prism 

is calibrated, not because a server is watching. 
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Discovery remains 

Prism does not replace the web as a discovery 

surface. A user finds a product or a company through 

search, through a link, through a public presence. 

The front door is still the web. This does not change. 

What changes is the threshold. In a browser, crossing 

the threshold means entering a server-controlled 

experience. The web address resolves to a page the 

server prepared. Discovery and consumption are 

continuous, governed throughout by the server. 

With Prism, the threshold is where the browser’s 

authority ends. The user discovers through the 

web and enters through Prism. From that point, the 

server supplies content. Prism governs experience. 

The two paradigms coexist:

THE WEB 

FOR FINDING, 

PRISM FOR 

EXPERIENCING



ARCHITECTURE
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The architecture of Prism is assembable from com-

ponents that exist now. No component is speculative. 

What is new is not any individual part but their  

assembly into a system with a defined responsibility  

at each layer and a single governing principle  

throughout: the user’s context never leaves the  

device. Everything else follows from that.

The pipeline

The spec is the authored layer — written once, 

governing all responses. It defines what the data  

store holds and under what conditions each piece of 

content is returned. It does not change at runtime.  

It is the ground truth.

The query is the runtime layer — formed at the 

moment of intent, shaped by the context Prism  

has computed locally. It carries enough information  

for the data store to return relevant material. It  

carries nothing about the user that is not needed  

to form the request.

The response is the material layer — content, 

assets, and URLs, structured as the spec defines. 

No rendering instructions. No layout decisions.

The render is the local layer — Prism applies its  

governance rules to the material it has received,  

producing an experience shaped by the same  

context that shaped the query.

The design document sits above all of this. It is  

what the spec is derived from. The pipeline below  

it is execution.
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Generated using specs 
derived from both 
Design and PRD

Built to run on rules using local intent  
and context state

App generation The data store

The data store holds spec, content, and assets. It is 

passive. It returns material in response to queries. 

It has no knowledge of who is asking — the query 

carries intent and context state, not identity.

Intent is what the user wants at this moment. 

Context state is the persona position Prism has 

computed from local signals. The data store 

receives both and returns what the spec says 

should be returned under those conditions. 

It does not personalise. It responds.

The passivity of the data store is a design decision,  

not a limitation. Because it holds no user data, it  

can be open. Any Prism-compliant app can query a  

Prism-compliant data store. The content becomes  

genuinely available rather than locked to a single  

rendering surface. The data store is a content  

source. What becomes experience is governed  

elsewhere.
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Local context

Context state is computed on the device. Prism 

watches signals — session behaviour, dwell time, 

content returned to, content dismissed — and 

uses them to compute a persona position: a set of 

weights describing where the user currently sits 

relative to the experience’s defined personas.

These signals are not transmitted. They are not 

stored on a server. They are used locally, in the 

moment, to compute a position that shapes the 

query and governs the render. The server receives 

a shaped request. It never receives the user.

Intent is simpler: it is what the user has expressed 

— a search, a selection, a stated goal. Together, 

intent and context state are the two inputs the 

query carries. Both are computed locally. Both are 

used to serve the user without exposing them.

Context state appears twice

Context state enters the query on the way in. It 

shapes what the data store returns — the content,  

the structure, the material appropriate for a user in  

this position with this intent.

Context state governs the render on the way out.  

Prism applies its rendering rules to the material it  

received, calibrated to the same persona position  

that shaped the query.

The same signal governs both directions. This is  

not redundant — it is what makes the experience  

coherent. The content is relevant because context  

state shaped the query. The presentation is  

appropriate because the same context state governs  

the render. Coherence is not coordinated between  

two systems. It is the product of one signal  

applied twice.
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A query in motion

A user opens Prism. They have used it before.  

Their context state reflects that history — Prism  

has computed their current persona position from  

signals accumulated across prior sessions. 

 They express intent: they want to understand  

a specific topic.

Prism forms a query. It carries the intent and the 

computed context state — not the user’s name, not 

their account, not their history in transmissible 

form. The data store receives the query and 

returns what the spec says is appropriate: the 

content suited to their level of familiarity, the depth 

appropriate to where they are in their journey, 

the assets the spec associates with this context.

The response arrives as material. Content. Assets.  

Addresses. No layout, no hierarchy, no rendering  

instructions.

Prism renders. The rendering rules — governed 

by the same context state that shaped the query — 

determine the hierarchy, the prominence of each 

element, the framing. The user sees an experience 

calibrated to who they are at this moment. They 

did not transmit their history to receive it. 

Prism holds their context locally and uses it locally.

The user reads. Their behaviour generates new  

signals. Prism updates the context state. The next  

query will be shaped by what has just happened. 

The experience accumulates without the server  

ever knowing it is accumulating. 



EXPERIENCE
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The preceding chapters introduced Catenator and 

P(n) — the specification standard that governs what 

an AI returns, and the polygon grammar that governs  

how an app renders it. Both were described in the  

context of design practice: tools the practitioner 

uses to author intent and rendering governance 

before the system executes either.

In Prism, they are not design tools in the abstract. 

They are the instruments that produce the spectrum.

Two instruments

Catenator governs what Prism returns from the  

data store. It is the content spec: machine-readable, 

authored once, governing every response. It defines 

which content is appropriate for which context, 

in what structure, under what conditions.

P(n) governs how Prism renders what it has 

received. It is the rendering governance layer: 

polygon vertices for personas, barycentric weights 

for the user’s current position, per-vertex treatments 

the designer has authored for each persona state.

Together they produce the spectrum. Catenator 

determines which material the data store sends. P(n) 

determines how Prism refracts that material into 

experience. The colour that emerges — the specific 

experience this user receives at this moment — 

 is the product of both.
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The content spec in Prism

In a browser, the content spec does not exist as a 

distinct artefact. The server’s logic for selecting 

and returning content is embedded in code — in 

database queries, in server-side rendering functions, 

in application logic that decides what HTML to 

generate. The spec is implicit. It is the accumulated 

set of decisions encoded in the implementation.

In Prism, the content spec is explicit. It is authored 

before the implementation. It expresses, in 

machine-readable form, what content should be 

returned for a user in each possible context. The 

implementation executes it. If the spec changes, the 

content changes. The implementation follows the 

spec; the spec does not follow the implementation.

This is not a technical refinement. It is a shift 

in what governs the experience. In the browser 

paradigm, the experience is governed by the 

implementation — by code written at a particular 

time, by people with a particular understanding 

of what the product should do. In Prism, the 

experience is governed by the spec. The spec 

is the authority. The code is its consequence.

Rendering governance in Prism

P(n) places the defined personas at the vertices 

of a polygon. Prism computes the user’s 

current position within that polygon from 

local signals — the context state — and applies 

a rendering calibrated to that position.

The designer authors treatments for each 

vertex: the content hierarchy, the prominence of 

each element, the visual weight appropriate for 

a user in that persona state. P(n) interpolates 

between vertices as the user’s position shifts. 

The designer does not author every possible 

rendering. They author the boundaries. The 

system governs the space between them.

In a browser, the rendering is fixed. The server 

sends HTML and the browser renders it identically 

for every user. Any variation requires explicit 

logic on the server, explicitly coded, explicitly 

maintained. The variation is an exception to 

a default. In Prism, governed variation is the 

default. Every rendering reflects the user’s current 

context. The fixed rendering is the exception.
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The spectrum in practice

White light contains all wavelengths. The 

spectrum is not created when the prism separates 

them — it is revealed. The wavelengths were 

always there. The prism makes a specific one 

available to the receiver, depending on the 

receiver’s position relative to the glass.

Prism works the same way. The content in the 

data store contains all the material the experience 

could surface. The spectrum of possible experiences 

is not created at runtime — it is authored, in the 

content spec and the rendering rules, before any 

user arrives. When a user arrives, Prism does not 

generate an experience from nothing. It reveals 

the one that corresponds to this user’s position.

This is the experience claim of Prism: not that AI 

generates something new for every user, but that 

the experience was authored for the full range of 

users — and Prism ensures each user receives the 

part of that range that corresponds to who they are.

The conjunction

Catenator without P(n) returns the right content 

with no rendering governance. The material 

arrives — relevant, correctly structured — 

and Prism presents it by default. The default 

may be competent. It is not calibrated.

P(n) without Catenator governs the render of 

material that was not governed at the source. 

The rendering is calibrated to the user’s context. 

The content is not. The experience is precisely 

presented and incorrectly composed.

The spectrum requires both. Catenator governs 

what the data store returns. P(n) governs how 

Prism renders it. Both are calibrated to the 

same context state. The experience is coherent 

not by coordination but by construction — 

the same signal governs both instruments, 

and both produce a result that reflects it.

This is what an AI-driven experience is, precisely 

stated: not experience that AI generates, but 

experience that AI governs — at the content layer 

and the rendering layer — using context the user 

carries, without the user having to transmit it.



THE PRACTICE
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The Prism paradigm does not reduce the design 

or development role. It clarifies what each is for.

Two distinct spec types govern the system. The  

content spec belongs to design. The app spec belongs 

to implementation. Innovation requires both. Neither 

is upstream of the other. The spec is the shared  

contract, and the shared contract is where the work  

happens.

Content spec — design’s domain

The content spec governs experience. It is authored 

in Catenator. It defines what Prism returns: which 

content, for whom, under what conditions, in what 

structure. It encodes the persona model — the 

set of user positions the system recognises — and 

the rendering rules P(n) applies at each vertex.

It is the designer’s primary artefact. Not a mockup. 

Not an annotated screen. Not a prototype. A 

machine-readable document that expresses design 

intent in a form the system executes directly.

A screen is a snapshot of one rendering at one 

moment for one user position. The content spec is a 

policy. It governs every rendering, at every moment, 

for every user position the system recognises. 

The designer who produces it is not designing an 

instance. They are designing a system of decisions.

This requires two kinds of judgment simultaneously. 

Design judgment: what content is appropriate for 

each persona position? What hierarchy serves  

this user in this state? What should be surfaced,  

what deferred, what withheld? Technical judgment:  

how are these conditions expressed in a structure  

the system can read?
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Both kinds of judgment belong to the designer. 

The content spec is not a technical document 

that designers hand off to developers to make 

machine-readable. It is the designer’s artefact, in 

its final form, ready for the system to execute.

App spec — implementation’s domain

The app spec governs implementation. It defines 

how Prism is built: the query layer, the rendering 

engine, the local context computation, the data 

store integration. It is development’s domain.

But it is still a spec — authored before the code, 

governing the code, updated before the code 

changes. The discipline that holds for the content 

spec holds here equally. Implementation does not 

drift from the spec because the spec is updated first.

Because Prism is spec-governed, implementation 

becomes transferable. A practitioner with the app 

spec can generate their own instance. They do not 

need to reverse-engineer implementation decisions 

from code they did not write. The spec expresses 

those decisions in a readable form. They can modify 

the spec, regenerate the implementation, and 

produce a Prism that governs a different experience 

without inheriting decisions that no longer serve it.

This is the open implementation model. Catenator 

is an open standard — any compliant data store 

can serve it, any compliant app can query it. The 

app spec extends openness to implementation: 

any practitioner who can read the spec can 

produce a governed build. The product is not the 

code. The product is the spec. The code is one 

execution of it, and not the only possible one.

Innovation — why both are required

The content spec and the app spec are not 

independent. They are coupled. The content spec 

defines what Prism queries for. The app spec 

defines how the query is formed and how the 

response is rendered. Change one without updating 

the other and the experience loses coherence.

Innovation requires both specs to evolve 

together. This is not a coordination problem — 

it is an authoring problem. The content spec 
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author needs to understand what the app spec 

makes possible. The app spec author needs to 

understand what the content spec requires.

This is the structural departure from the browser 

paradigm. In that paradigm, design and development 

were coupled by handoff: the designer produced 

the mockup, the developer built it. The coupling 

was sequential — one preceded the other — and 

the interface between them was a document 

one party produced and the other interpreted. 

Interpretation was the gap where decisions got 

made without authority. Decisions made in that gap 

accumulated. The product drifted from the intent.

The spec model closes the gap. But it requires  

both parties to understand both specs — not to  

author both, but to understand both. Innovation  

happens in the space between those two under-

standings. The specs are where they meet.

What design is for

Generative tools produce screens. If screens are 

what designers make, and tools can make screens, 

the question follows naturally: what is design for?

The Prism paradigm answers precisely.

Design is for authoring intent. The content spec is 

authored intent — about which content serves which 

user, under which conditions, rendered how. It is not 

generated. A generative tool can produce a screen 

from a prompt. It cannot produce a content spec 

from a prompt, because a content spec encodes 

judgment the prompt does not contain. It contains 

the designer’s understanding of the user’s possible 

states, the content’s range of appropriateness, and 

the conditions under which each piece of content  

serves or fails. That understanding is not in the  

prompt. It is in the practitioner.

The same argument holds for implementation. 

Generated code is not the threat to development. 

Unspecified implementation is. When code is 

generated from a spec, the spec is the authority — 

the developer’s judgment is encoded there, and  

the generated code is its consequence. When  

code is generated from a prompt, or accumulated  
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from a session with an agent operating without a  

governing document, there is no authority. There  

is only inference.

Both professions move upstream in this 

paradigm. The designer who authors a content 

spec is producing the governing document for the 

experience. The developer who authors an app 

spec is producing the governing document for the 

implementation. Both documents are the product. 

Everything that runs is their consequence.

The browser paradigm obscured this by making 

screens and code the visible outcomes of design 

and development respectively. Both were wrong. 

A screen is the visible outcome of a content 

spec, executed by a rendering engine, governed 

by rendering rules, applied to material the data 

store returned. Code is the visible outcome of an 

app spec, maintained by developers who update 

the spec before they update anything else.

The visible artefacts were mistaken for the work.  

The specs were the work all along.

THE SCREEN 
IS THE 
CONSEQUENCE.  

THE SCREENS 
ARE THE 
CONSEQUENCE.
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The browser will not disappear on a 

particular day. Paradigms recede the way  

they always do: gradually, then visibly, 

then completely. The infrastructure will 

outlast the idea. The idea is already gone.

What replaces it is assembable now. The 

components exist. The disciplines exist. 

What has been missing is the frame —  

a name for the model, a vocabulary for 

the practice, a description of what design 

is for when the screen is no longer the  

primary artefact and the server is no 

longer the governing authority.

The practice and the paradigm have  

been described separately. Together they  

describe a moment in which the two con-

verge: the practitioner who governs  

design intent with a spec, and the archi-

tecture that executes that intent as a  

governed experience, are working in the 

same model. The tools are the same. 

The governing principle is the same. 
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The spec is the product at every level of  

the stack.

A prism does not add colour to light. 

It makes available the colour that 

corresponds to the receiver’s position. 

The spectrum was already there. The  

governance is what reveals it.

The practitioner who governs experience 

with intent — who authors the spec, who  

defines the rendering, who holds the 

design document as the product and 

the screen as the consequence — is 

doing what Prism does. Not generating. 

Governing. Not producing screens. 

Producing the conditions under which 

the right experience appears for the 

right person at the right moment.

That is what design is for. That is what it  

has always been for.

AI HAS NOT CHANGED 

A DESIGNER’S JOB. 

AI HAS MADE IT VISIBLE.
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READER’S GUIDE

The designer

The Reckoning is yours. The three industries that 

met at the screen and failed to govern it — one of 

them was yours. The five chapters that follow show 

what governed design looks like when all six factors 

are decided before the build begins. The Intent to 

Implementation chapter shows you how to produce 

the design document — the mechanism that makes 

the governing principle persistent, transferable, 

and executable. Read straight through. The 

Preface stakes the argument. The Coda closes it.

READER’S GUIDE

The technologist

You inherited the governed object without the 

discipline that governs it. That is not a failure — 

it is what happened at every handoff for thirty 

years. The Reckoning names what was handed over 

and what was not. The Screen chapter contains 

the grid argument; the Intent to Implementation 

chapter contains the handoff model. The 

design document is the artefact the discipline 

never produced — readable by the designer, the 

developer, and the client, auditable at every point. 

Start at the Reckoning. Use the Trust chapter to 

understand what auditability means in practice.
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READER’S GUIDE

The decision-maker

The business case is in the Reckoning and in Trust. 

The governing principle reduces AI drift, content 

risk, and rebuild cost. The design document is the 

audit trail the discipline never had — the structural 

engineer’s calculation, applied to experience design. 

Every decision traceable. Every output tied to an 

authored rule. The approval loop optimised for 

the stakeholder in the room; the governed system 

optimises for the user in context. Start at the 

Reckoning; read Trust and Intent to Implementation. 

The Persona chapter explains why the average was 

never good enough — and why it no longer has to be.

THE DIGITAL MUSEUM

A digital museum system was built to test the 

methodology this book describes. It was built in 

three days. The design document that governed it 

took thirty years to understand well enough to write.

The system

Three personas anchor it: Visitor, Researcher, 

and Media Enthusiast. The Visitor arrives without 

an agenda — curious, image-led, exploring. The 

Researcher arrives with a question — focused, 

citation-driven, accumulative. The Media Enthusiast 

arrives to experience the collection through its 

images and film — immersive, visual, present.

People do not arrive with fixed intent. They arrive 

curious and become focused. They arrive for one 

thing and stay for another. The P(3) geometry places 

the three personas at the vertices of a triangle 

and names the territory between them. Three core 

states. Six cross-pollination states — each edge of 

the triangle, in both directions. One ambient state, 

where all three are present and none dominant. Ten 
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named states in total. Each state carries its own 

governing decisions — layout, content hierarchy, 

available features, and transition behaviour.

The design document

Forty precise rules across two governance layers.

The first layer governs experience. Layout 

cascades across states without the page reloading. 

History persists according to authored decay rules 

— the system holds what the user is building on and 

releases what they have left behind. Component 

behaviours differ across states. Transitions encode 

the state change: a dissolve when the user deepens, 

a cut when they pivot. The motion is not decoration. 

It is the visual grammar of the temporal stack.

The second layer governs content. The system 

draws only from the verified IIIF manifest — never 

from model inference. Text follows the institution’s 

catalogued historical record. Every output is tied 

to a documented source. Access and downloads 

are governed by the rights field in the source 

record. If a record is historically uncertain, the 

system names the uncertainty explicitly. The model 

cannot resolve what the record does not contain.

The proof

The notebook rule is the clearest single proof. 

The notebook appears only in the pure Research 

state. In all cross-pollination states it remains visible 

but read-only. To write, the user selects a link that 

returns them to the dedicated Research context.

One rule. Three distinct behaviours. 

Zero pages involved.

The rule is auditable — readable by a designer, 

understood by a developer, verifiable after the 

build. It separates a surface that changes by 

accident from a system that responds by choice.

What the build revealed

The first design document was a hypothesis. 

It was precise enough to produce 

something. It was not complete.

Cross-pollination states held edge cases the 

document had not anticipated. The notebook rule 
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required revision — the first version made the 

notebook invisible in cross-pollination states. That 

conflicted with the time dimension: the researcher 

had been building notes across the session and 

the system should not erase that history by hiding 

it. The document updated. The rule was refined 

to visible-and-read-only rather than hidden.

Every edge case returned to the design 

document before it returned to the code. The 

build tested the hypothesis. The document 

learned from it. The loop ran until the 

experience matched the governing principle.

Catenator

Catenator is the vocabulary that made the rules 

writable. A governing principle expressed in prose 

is an argument. A governing principle expressed 

in Catenator vocabulary is a design document 

— one that any agent, tool, or team can execute 

from. Each rule carries a trigger, a result, and 

an author. The forty rules of the museum are 

readable, versioned, and auditable at every point. 

They are not comments in code. They are the 

governing decisions that preceded the code.

AI can build structured a structured specification  

using Catenator vocabulary which is accessible  

at catenator.com. 
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UNIVERSAL PATTERN

The pattern

In every discipline where AI now touches 

the making, the question is the same.

Does a governing principle precede 

the AI’s involvement?

If yes — the AI executes a system. If 

no — the AI produces a surface.

A system is governed. It produces predictable 

output from authored decisions. It can be audited, 

versioned, and corrected. The governing principle 

is held outside the model — authored by a person, 

readable by a team, executable by the build.

A surface is generated. It looks like the 

output of a governed system. It is statistically 

indistinguishable from one, until it fails. The 

failure is not traceable because the governing 

principle was never written down.

The application

The museum example in this book provides 

the design proof. The argument is universal.

In architecture — the structural calculation 

precedes the generative model. The calculation 

constrains what the model can propose. A building 

the model generates without a structural calculation 

may stand. It may not. The calculation is not a 

formality. It is the accountability designed in.

In medicine — the clinical protocol precedes the 

diagnostic model. The protocol names what the 

model can and cannot decide. The dosage is not 

the model’s inference. It is the protocol’s output, 

closed by the model at the moment of delivery.

In technical writing — the schema precedes the 

generation. The topic, the map, the approved 

source — written once, assembled for context, 

auditable at every point. The model selects 

from governed content. It does not originate.

In law — the governing statute precedes the 

research model. The model surfaces precedent; 

the governing principle decides what the 

precedent means. The model accelerates the 

work. The lawyer governs the output.
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One discipline’s system is another’s surface. 

The museum example provides the proof within 

design. Every discipline makes its own proof.

The governing sentence

The designer writes rules. AI makes screens.

Substitute the discipline. The sentence holds.

The architect writes rules. AI generates plans.

The clinician writes protocols. AI closes the  

diagnostic gap.

The technical writer writes schemas. 

AI assembles the document.

The lawyer writes the argument. 

AI surfaces the precedent.

The governing principle is not the prompt. 

The governing principle is what makes the 

prompt answerable in a way that produces 

a system rather than a surface.
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APPLYING THE UNIVERSAL 

PATTERN ACROSS  DOMAINS 

Commerce: Consumer

Persona — The browser hasn’t committed. The 

intent buyer knows what they want. The returning 

customer has a history. Three states — not 

three people. The same person moves between 

them within a single session. The governing 

decision is purchase intent, not demographics.

Screen — Mobile governs the browse. Desktop 

governs the compare-and-decide. The checkout is 

the highest-stakes rectangle in the system and most 

ecommerce design treats it as an afterthought. 

Three contexts. Three sets of governing decisions. 

One product that usually optimises for one.

Context — How the user arrived determines what 

the first screen must do. Discovery from social is 

different from a direct return. A cart-abandonment 

recovery is different from both. The context is 

knowable. Most systems don’t use it. 

APPLYING THE UNIVERSAL 

PATTERN ACROSS  DOMAINS 

Commerce: B2B Industrial

Persona — The procurement officer governs cost 

and compliance. The engineer governs specification 

and compatibility. The logistics manager governs 

delivery and inventory. Three roles with different 

governing needs sharing one system — and each 

one’s failure has operational consequence.

Screen — Desktop carries the weight. 

Complex forms, multi-line orders, compliance 

documentation, technical drawings. Mobile is 

the receiving dock — the verification moment, 

not the decision moment. Two contexts with 

fundamentally different governing decisions.

Context — The purchase cycle is the context. Request 

for quotation, internal approval, order placement, 

delivery confirmation, documentation filing. Each 

stage has different content requirements, different 

actors, and different trust obligations. The system 

that ignores the stage serves none of them well.
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Commerce: Consumer (cont’d) 

Content — The product is the content. The 

browser needs narrative — why this matters. The 

intent buyer needs specification — dimensions, 

compatibility, lead time. The returning customer 

needs confirmation — order status, reorder, 

support. The same product page cannot serve 

all three without a governing selector.

Time — Discovery, comparison, decision, checkout, 

post-purchase, return or loyalty. Six governed 

stages. Most ecommerce invests in the middle 

three and abandons the user at either end. 

The governed system holds the full arc.

Trust — The checkout is the trust moment. 

Every friction point between basket and 

confirmation is a trust failure. Returns policy, 

delivery promise, payment security — these are 

governing rules, not UX patterns. They must 

be written down before the grid is placed.

Commerce: B2B Industrial (cont’d) 

Content — Technical specification is the content. 

Part numbers, tolerances, certifications, regulatory 

compliance records. Not narrative — reference. 

Dense, structured, exact. In regulated industries 

— aerospace, pharmaceutical, automotive 

— the documentation is not supplementary 

to the transaction. It is the transaction.

Time — The procurement cycle runs in days to 

weeks. The supplier relationship runs in years. The 

contract governs both. A governed system holds 

the history of every order, every approval, every 

version of the specification — not as an archive, 

but as the active context for the next decision.

Trust — Compliance is the governing trust 

dimension. Certificates of conformance, material 

declarations, audit trails of approvals. The 

system cannot assert what it cannot prove. In 

safety-critical supply chains, an ungoverned 

content claim is a liability. The trust rules are 

written before the first order is placed.
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Tools: Personal productivity

Persona — The same person arrives as three 

different users — the one in deep focus, the one 

capturing quickly, and the one reviewing. The system 

must know which state is active. Most productivity 

tools design for one and tolerate the other two.

Screen — Desktop full-screen for deep work. 

Mobile one-thumb for capture. Tablet or second 

screen for review. Three contexts with genuinely 

different governing ratios. A capture interface 

designed for desktop fails at the moment 

of capture. A deep work interface designed 

for mobile is never used for deep work.

Context — The session type is the context. A 

morning writing session and a midday capture and 

an end-of-week review are the same tool in three 

different modes. The governed system knows which 

mode is active and adjusts without being asked.

Tools: Workplace

Persona — The individual contributor needs task 

execution — heads-down, uninterrupted, minimal 

overhead. The manager needs visibility — who 

is doing what, where things are blocked. The 

executive needs signal — outcomes, not process. 

Three roles, one system. Most workplace tools 

design for the contributor and burden the others.

Screen — The task list (individual), the team 

board (manager), the outcome summary 

(executive). Not three products — three context 

states of one governed system. The screen that 

serves the contributor’s focus state is not the 

screen that serves the executive’s review.

Context — The standup is brief, shared, and 

time-boxed. The deep work session is solo and 

uninterrupted. The quarterly review is reflective 

and pattern-seeking. The system that governs all 

three does not interrupt the deep work session 

with the density it uses for the standup.
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Tools: Personal productivity (cont’d) 

Content — The user’s own work is the content. 

The system does not author it — it holds it, 

organises it, and surfaces it when the context 

is right. Notes taken six months ago are 

content. The governing question is not what 

to display but what to surface, and when.

Time — The session (minutes), the project (weeks), 

the habit (months). Most productivity tools optimise 

for the session. The governed system holds all three. 

It knows the difference between work in progress 

and work that has been superseded. It does not 

ask the user to manage that distinction manually.

Trust — The user’s work is the asset. Where it 

lives, whether it can be exported, whether the 

service can read it, what happens when the 

subscription ends — these are trust rules, not terms 

of service. The system that does not govern them 

will not receive the work that matters most.

Tools: Workplace (cont’d) 

Content — Tasks and decisions are different content 

types. A task has an owner, a deadline, and a status. 

A decision has an author, a date, a rationale, and 

an outcome. Most workplace tools store both 

as tasks. The governed system distinguishes 

between them — because decisions accumulate 

into organisational memory, and tasks do not.

Time — The sprint (weeks), the quarter (months), 

the organisation’s memory (years). Most 

workplace tools hold the sprint well. The governed 

system holds the organisation’s accumulated 

decision history — not as a filing system, but 

as the active context for the next decision.

Trust — Access is governed by role, not by request. 

Every decision is traceable to an author and a date. 

The audit trail is designed in from the beginning, not 

added after a compliance requirement arrives. The 

team that can audit its own decisions does not need 

a governance process imposed from outside. 
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Healthcare: Patient facing

Persona — The patient managing a chronic 

condition has an accumulated history — previous 

visits, results, medication, a relationship built over 

months. The patient with an acute concern arrives 

with high anxiety and no history. The caregiver 

acts on behalf of someone else. Three states 

with different governing needs. Clinical decisions 

made for the wrong persona cause harm.

Screen — The appointment interface is time-

pressured and high-stakes. The symptom checker is 

anxiety-driven and must communicate uncertainty 

without amplifying it. The ongoing management 

interface is habitual and must be low-friction 

enough to sustain a daily practice. Three contexts. 

Three sets of governing decisions. One product 

that usually optimises for the appointment.

Context — The patient at home reviewing results 

is in a different state than the patient in a waiting 

room, who is in a different state than the patient in 

crisis. Context governs what the system can safely 

surface — not through restriction alone, but through 

attention to what the moment requires. 

Healthcare: Staff facing

Persona — The clinician needs depth — full 

record, clinical history, results, medication 

interactions, space to decide. The nurse needs 

speed and accuracy at the point of care. The 

administrator needs workflow — scheduling, 

documentation, compliance. Three roles under 

time pressure, where the wrong information 

at the wrong moment is a safety event.

Screen — The clinical workstation carries dense 

information at a reading distance designed 

for decision-making. The point-of-care tablet 

is the verification moment — confirmation, 

not deliberation. The shared terminal in the 

corridor is brief and role-specific. Each context 

has a different governed rectangle. They are 

not the same interface at a different size.

Context — The ward round has a rhythm and 

a time constraint. The emergency department 

has a different rhythm — high throughput, high 

acuity, no deliberation time. The outpatient clinic 

runs to a schedule. The system must know which 

environment is active and not present the ward 

round interface in the emergency department.
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Healthcare: Patient facing (cont’d) 

Content — Clinical content is governed by 

protocol, not editorial voice. The dosage is not 

the designer’s decision. Every claim is tied to 

a source. If a result is ambiguous, the system 

names the ambiguity explicitly. The patient 

who receives a false confidence from the 

interface is not served — they are harmed.

Time — The care journey accumulates. Diagnosis, 

treatment, recovery, maintenance, relapse, 

review. Each visit builds on the last. A system 

that resets to zero on every login tells the 

patient: your history does not count here. That 

is a clinical failure as much as a design failure.

Trust — Informed consent is designed in, not 

assumed. The system knows what it can and 

cannot say. It does not generate what the record 

does not contain. The patient’s trust is earned 

through the system’s honesty about its own limits 

— not through a confidence it has not earned.

Healthcare: Staff facing (cont’d)

Content — Medication names, dosages, and 

routes are not editorial content — they are 

governed data. The system draws from the 

verified record. It does not infer. It does not 

complete. Where the record is incomplete, 

the system says so. A confident hallucination 

in a clinical interface is a sentinel event.

Time — The shift is the governing time unit 

for the nurse. The case is the governing time 

unit for the clinician. The patient’s lifetime is 

the governing time unit for the primary care 

record. The governed system holds all three 

simultaneously and knows which is active.

Trust — Every action is attributed to a named 

clinician at a named time. The audit trail is not 

supplementary — it is the clinical record. The 

system that cannot tell you who made a decision 

and when is not a clinical system. It is a liability.
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Financial services: Retail clients

Persona — The everyday client managing money 

under constraint. Checking a balance, making 

a payment, worrying about a fee. The persona 

is not a demographic — it is an anxiety state. 

The system that does not acknowledge the 

anxiety of the person checking their balance 

at 11pm governs for the wrong person.

Screen — Mobile governs. The financial decision 

made on a phone, in a queue, in thirty seconds. 

The information hierarchy on that screen is 

a governing decision — what the user sees 

first determines what they believe about their 

financial position. Most retail banking design 

optimises for feature access. The governed 

system optimises for the moment of encounter.

Context — The balance check is routine and low-

stakes. The overdraft notification is high-anxiety 

and time-sensitive. The loan application is deliberate 

and high-commitment. Three contexts with different 

governing decisions about content, density, and 

tone. The system that treats all three the same 

serves none of them. 

Financial services: Private clients

Persona — The private client is a relationship, 

not a demographic. High net worth, long horizon, 

discretionary decisions made with advice. The 

governing input is not the client’s profile — it is the 

client’s intent, which changes with their life stage, 

their risk appetite in the current moment, and the 

quality of the relationship with their adviser.

Screen — Desktop carries the weight — document 

density, portfolio detail, correspondence. The 

governed screen for a private client communicates 

that the relationship is taken seriously. The 

visual weight of the interface is a trust signal. A 

mobile dashboard designed for retail clients is 

not a private client interface at a smaller size.

Context — The quarterly review is deliberate and 

relationship-driven. The market event response 

is urgent and discretionary. The estate planning 

conversation is multi-generational and sensitive. 

Three contexts with different governing decisions 

about what the system surfaces, and what it 

withholds. 
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Financial services: Retail clients (cont’d) 

Content — Fees, rates, and balances are governed 

data, not content. The design decision is what 

surrounds them. Regulatory disclosure is not a 

compliance burden placed on top of the experience  

— it is a trust obligation that must be designed in  

from the beginning. The small print that nobody  

reads is a governance failure.

Time — The monthly cycle governs habit. Payday 

and bill payment govern anxiety. The long-term  

financial position governs aspiration. Most retail  

banking optimises for the transaction. The governed  

system holds all three and knows which governs the  

current moment.

Trust — The fee the client did not expect is a trust 

event. The notification that arrived too late is a trust  

event. Trust in retail financial services is not built 

— it is protected. Every governing decision is a 

decision about what can go wrong and what the 

system owes the client when it does. 

Financial services: Private clients (cont’d) 

Content — Advisory content is governed by suitability,  

not availability. The investment recommendation is  

tied to the client’s stated objectives, theirdocumented  

risk profile, and the adviser’s professional obligation.  

The system does not surface what it cannot justify.  

It holds the record of how every recommendation was  

reached.

Time — The investment horizon is measured in 

years and generations. The governed system holds 

the client’s full history — every decision, every 

stated preference, every life event that changed 

the governing input. The adviser who returns from 

absence and does not need to ask the client to repeat 

themselves is operating from a governed system.

Trust —  Discretion is the governing trust dimension.  

The private client’s affairs are not shared, not inferred 

from, nor used to generate anything the client has 

not authorised. Every output is traceable to  

a named adviser at a named time. The system earns 

trust by demonstrating that it knows the difference 

between what it can say and what it must not.
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