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Starting point: Where you probably are 
If you've read the UX Practice OL Diagnosis, you may have recognized your own week in 
the description. The sprint planning with pre-prioritized backlogs. The three-hour date 
picker adaptation. The design review that checks alignment but not intent. The Figma file 
that needs updating after every meeting. 
 
You already knew something was off. Your colleagues are mumbling about the same 
thing. "We're not doing what we're supposed to do." "I haven't talked to a user in months." 
"I spend more time maintaining the design system than designing anything." The words 
vary. The feeling is the same. 
 
This guide takes that feeling seriously. It doesn't tell you what you should have been 
doing all along — you know that. It maps the transition from where you actually are to 
where the practice needs to go, with honest assessment of what's hard about the journey. 
 
Three things to keep in mind as you read: 
 
This is structural, not personal. If your strategic thinking skills have atrophied, it's 
because the system consumed all your cognitive capacity with production overhead. You 
didn't fail. You adapted to the conditions you were given. The conditions are changing. 
 



The production skills you built are real and valuable. Figma proficiency, design system 
architecture, component engineering, specification clarity — these are genuine 
competencies. They're not disappearing overnight, and the judgment embedded in 
production work transfers forward even as the production itself gets automated. Don't let 
anyone — including this document — dismiss what you've developed. 
 
The transition is already happening. AI tools are compressing production work right now. 
The question isn't whether to transition but how to navigate it intentionally rather than 
reactively. 
 

 

The skill map 
What Transfers Directly 

These are skills you've been building in your production-heavy practice that carry 
forward into the new work with little or no modification: 
 
Systems thinking through design systems. If you've built or maintained a design system, 
you've been doing systems thinking — understanding how components relate, how 
changes propagate, how consistency is maintained across contexts. This is the same 
cognitive skill needed for journey architecture. The scale changes (from component 
system to cognitive system), but the thinking pattern transfers. 
 
Constraint-based reasoning. Every day you work within brand guidelines, component 
libraries, accessibility requirements, and responsive breakpoints. You reason about what's 
possible within constraints and find solutions that satisfy multiple competing 
requirements. This is exactly the skill needed for friction redistribution — working within 
the constraint that some friction must be preserved while other friction is eliminated. 
 
Cross-functional translation. You already translate between design language, 
development language, product language, and business language. You navigate the 
"stakeholder OS" — reading incentives, framing work in terms that different audiences 
value, pre-wiring decisions. This boundary-spanning skill is central to cross-boundary 
design and becomes more valuable, not less, as AI changes the workflow. 
 
Pattern recognition at the component level. You recognize when a UI pattern is wrong — 
when a date picker doesn't fit the use case, when an interaction model breaks 
convention, when a layout creates confusion. This pattern recognition scales to the 
cognitive level. Recognizing when a cognitive load profile is wrong uses the same 
judgment, applied to a different layer. 
 
Specification discipline. The ability to be precise about what you intend — to specify 
states, edge cases, responsive behavior, and interaction logic — transfers directly to 
specifying sovereignty checkpoints, friction classifications, and boundary behaviors. The 
OL-governed practice needs the same precision, aimed at cognitive architecture rather 



than visual architecture. 

What transfers with extension 

These skills exist in your current practice but need deliberate extension to serve the new 
work: 
 

Current Skill What You Already Do What It Extends To The Gap 

User empathy You care about user 
needs and try to design 
for them, even when you 
can't research directly 

Understanding the 
user's cognitive 
experience — not just 
what they feel but what's 
happening to their 
capability, judgment, and 
independence 

Moving from emotional 
empathy (what the user 
feels) to cognitive 
empathy (what the 
user's mind is doing). 
Requires learning to see 
cognitive load as a 
design material. 

Usability evaluation You can identify when 
an interface is 
confusing, inefficient, or 
error-prone 

Evaluating whether an 
experience builds or 
erodes capability — not 
just whether it "works" 
but whether it makes the 
user better 

Moving from "does this 
work?" to "does this 
develop?" Requires the 
sovereignty lens: would 
the user be more 
capable if this tool 
disappeared? 

Journey awareness You understand that 
users have a broader 
context beyond your 
feature — you just don't 
have time to map it 

Mapping the complete 
cognitive journey across 
tools and boundaries, 
with explicit load 
profiling at each stage 

Moving from awareness 
to method. The OL 
Journey Mapping 
Methodology provides 
the structure; you 
provide the design 
judgment. 

Temporal intuition You notice design debt 
accumulating. You see 
sprint-by-sprint 
compromises eroding 
coherence. You think 
"this will be a problem 
later." 

Temporal design — 
explicitly reasoning 
about Day 1 vs. Day 90, 
scaffolding fade, 
complacency 
emergence, calibration 
drift 

Moving from intuition to 
specification. You 
already see temporal 
patterns. The extension 
is making them explicit, 
measurable, and 
designable. 

Stakeholder 
management 

You navigate 
organizational politics, 
frame design decisions 
in business terms, 
pre-wire reviews 

Framing cognitive 
architecture in terms that 
business stakeholders 
value — connecting 
sovereignty outcomes to 
retention, capability, and 
competitive advantage 

Moving from defensive 
positioning (protecting 
design time) to strategic 
framing (making the 
case that cognitive 
design produces 
measurable business 
value). 

 

What needs development 

These are genuinely new skills or skills that have atrophied under production pressure 
and need deliberate rebuilding: 



 
User research practice. If you haven't conducted real user research in months or years, 
the methodological skills need active rebuilding. Not the theory — you know the methods. 
The practice: recruiting participants, conducting interviews, observing in context, 
synthesizing findings, translating insights into design direction. This is a muscle. It 
weakens without use. It recovers with practice, but expect the first few sessions to feel 
rusty. 
 
Where to start: One conversation per sprint. Not a formal study. One real conversation 
with one real user about one real problem. Build the habit before building the 
methodology. 
 
Cognitive load literacy. Understanding orchestration load — the six components, their 
directions, their interactions — as a practical design constraint rather than abstract 
theory. Being able to look at an interface and estimate where Cc is spiking, where Cv is 
absent, where Cr is depleted. 
 
Where to start: Apply the OL lens to tools you already use. Pick one tool you interact with 
daily. Walk through a session and estimate the six components at each stage. Where does 
the tool help your thinking? Where does it get in the way? Where does it make you lazy? 
This is the OL audit applied to your own experience. 
 
Friction classification judgment. The ability to distinguish productive friction from 
overhead friction in real design situations. This is the core OL design skill and it doesn't 
have a precedent in traditional UX training. It requires understanding when effort builds 
capability (preserve it) versus when effort wastes capacity (eliminate it). 
 
Where to start: Take one feature you've recently designed. Identify every friction point. 
For each, ask: "If I removed this friction, would the user lose a capability they need, or just 
save time?" Debate your answers with a colleague. The disagreements are where the 
learning happens. 
 
Temporal reasoning. Designing for how an experience changes with sustained use. This 
means thinking about the 50th interaction, not just the first. Where does scaffolding fade 
appropriately? Where does complacency develop? Where does the user's relationship 
with the tool shift from learning to dependency? 
 
Where to start: For one feature you've designed, sketch two experiences — the first use 
and the hundredth use. Where do they diverge? Where should they diverge? This is a 
thought exercise that takes 20 minutes and develops temporal design intuition. 
 
Sovereignty judgment. Knowing when to let AI do the work and when to ensure the 
human does it. This is the hardest skill because it requires understanding not just what the 
user wants to accomplish but what they need to become through the process of 
accomplishing it. There's no template for this. It's a judgment skill that develops through 
practice and reflection. 
 
Where to start: For every AI feature you encounter — in your own tools or in products you 



use — ask: "Is this making me better at this, or is it making me need the tool more?" Keep 
a running list. Patterns will emerge. 
 

 

Three entry points 
Different practitioners are in different positions. Here are three starting points depending 
on where you are: 

Entry A "I'm a mid-level designer in a sprint team." 

Your situation: You're deep in the production cycle. Figma all day. Sprint ceremonies. 
Component work. You know the diagnosis is accurate because it describes your week. 
You want to shift but you don't control your own time allocation — the sprint backlog 
does. 
 
Your advantage: You're closest to the real workflow. You see the friction every day. Your 
production instincts are sharp, which means your pattern recognition is sharp. You don't 
need to learn empathy for the practitioner's situation — you are the practitioner. 
 
What to do first: 
 

1. Start the one-conversation habit. Talk to one user per sprint. Not a formal study. 
A 15-minute conversation. "I'm designing [feature]. Can you show me how you 
currently do this?" This costs almost nothing and produces more insight than any 
amount of assumption-based design. If your organization makes this difficult, that 
difficulty itself is the diagnosis. 
 

2. Practice friction classification on your own work. Take your most recent design. 
Identify three friction points. Classify each: P (productive), O (overhead), A 
(ambiguous). Write one sentence for each explaining why. Share it with a colleague 
and see if they agree. This introduces the OL vocabulary into your daily practice. 
 

3. Mark one boundary. In your next journey map or user flow, add one boundary — 
the point where the user enters your feature from somewhere else, or leaves it for 
something else. Note what context they bring in and what they lose. Just one. 
That's the on-ramp to boundary thinking. 

 
What to protect: Don't abandon your production skills in a rush to become "strategic." 
The transition is gradual. Your Figma proficiency and specification discipline are assets. 
The shift is in adding cognitive layers on top of what you already do, not in replacing 
production skills with strategic ones overnight. 

Entry B "I'm a senior designer or design lead." 

Your situation: You have more agency over your time allocation. You can influence — 



though not fully control — what your team works on and how. You see the three-layer 
process collision clearly because you operate across all three layers. You want to shift 
your team's practice but need to demonstrate value before demanding process change. 
 
Your advantage: You've developed the cross-functional translation skills, the stakeholder 
navigation, and the systems thinking that the new practice demands. You probably have 
stronger research instincts than you think — they've just been dormant under production 
pressure. You also have organizational influence that mid-level designers don't. 
 
What to do first: 
 

1. Run one OL journey mapping session. Pick a current project. Run the minimum 
viable version: map the full workflow (not just the feature), mark the boundaries, 
classify one friction point, ask the Day 90 question. This takes about 90 minutes 
and produces tangible design insights that traditional methods miss. Use the 
Journey Mapping Methodology document as your guide. 
 

2. Apply the Preservation Protocol to one project. Use the Brief Review checkpoint 
at the start of your next project. Seven questions. Fifteen minutes. See what it 
surfaces. The most common finding: the brief defines a feature but not a capability 
outcome. Naming this gap is the first step toward closing it. 
 

3. Make one sovereignty argument. In your next design review, present one design 
decision framed in sovereignty terms: "We preserved this friction point because 
removing it would make the user dependent on the tool. Here's the capability it 
builds." See how the room responds. You're introducing the vocabulary. The first 
time will feel unfamiliar. The third time, it will feel natural. 

 
What to protect: Your influence comes from credibility, and credibility comes from 
delivery. Don't stop delivering to "do strategic work." Instead, add the strategic layer to 
your delivery. The OL journey map doesn't replace the Figma file — it provides the 
cognitive architecture that the Figma file implements. 

Entry C "I'm a design leader thinking about my team." 

Your situation: You're responsible for a team's practice, output, and development. You 
see the diagnosis at the organizational level — the three-layer process collision, the 
methodology ritualization, the production trap. You want to shift your team's practice but 
face organizational inertia, sprint commitments, and the very real risk that "freed 
capacity" gets absorbed as headcount reduction rather than role elevation. 
 
Your advantage: You can create the conditions for transition. You can allocate time, 
shape briefs, influence hiring criteria, and frame the value proposition for organizational 
stakeholders. The team can't shift if the leader doesn't create the space. 
 
What to do first: 
 

1. Protect 10% for cognitive work. Allocate 4 hours per week per designer for 



non-production work — user conversations, journey mapping, friction analysis. 
Frame it as investment, not overhead. The diagnosis shows that organizations with 
design leadership outperform benchmarks by up to 32% in revenue growth. The 
time investment is justified by the outcome. 
 

2. Rewrite one brief. Take an incoming project brief and add the OL dimensions: 
capability outcome, friction classifications, boundary awareness, temporal 
requirements. Show your product partner what a brief looks like when it protects 
the conditions for good design. This is the Brief Review from the Preservation 
Protocol, applied proactively. 
 

3. Start measuring capability. For one shipped feature, add a capability metric 
alongside the standard success metrics. Not instead of task completion and 
satisfaction — alongside them. "Are users getting better at this over time, or just 
faster?" This single metric introduces temporal awareness into the team's 
evaluation practice. 
 

4. Name the process collision. In your next retrospective or strategic review, name 
the three-layer problem: "We're running three process architectures 
simultaneously — design, development, organizational — and nobody owns the 
integration. The compound cognitive cost falls on our designers." Naming it is the 
first step toward governing it. 

 
What to protect: Your team's morale and professional identity. The transition is 
anxiety-producing. Designers who've built careers on production excellence are being 
told the ground is shifting. Lead with recognition ("Your production skills got us here and 
remain valuable") before pointing toward the new horizon. The diagnosis must feel like a 
mirror, not an indictment. 
 

 

The anxiety section 
This section is here because the transition guide would be dishonest without it. 

"AI is going to take my job." 

The fear is real. Industry data shows an 11% layoff rate in UX. Practitioners report fears of 
"90% disappearance" of junior positions. Companies are discovering they can operate 
with skeleton crews. 
 
The honest answer: AI will not take "the designer's job." It will take specific tasks that 
currently constitute 6070% of the job. Whether the freed capacity becomes new 
strategic work or becomes a headcount reduction depends on your organization, your 
leadership, and the case you make for the value of cognitive design. 
 
What you can control: develop the skills that AI can't replicate — sovereignty judgment, 



friction classification, temporal reasoning, user contact. Make yourself the person who 
decides what to build and why, not just how it looks. The production layer is being 
automated. The strategic layer is being amplified. 
 
What you can't control: organizational decisions about headcount, budget, and priorities. 
This guide can help you develop the skills. It can't guarantee your organization will value 
them. If your organization responds to AI by cutting designers rather than elevating them, 
that's an organizational failure — not a personal one. 

"I'm not sure my strategic skills are strong enough." 

Of course they're not at full strength. You haven't been practicing them because the 
system hasn't allowed it. A basketball player who's been required to spend 80% of their 
time maintaining the court wouldn't have sharp shooting skills either. The skills aren't 
gone. They're dormant. 
 
The recovery is faster than you expect. You have the training. You have the framework 
knowledge. What you need is practice — actual user conversations, actual journey 
mapping, actual friction classification decisions. The first attempts will feel awkward. By 
the fifth attempt, the muscle memory starts returning. 
 
Start small. One user conversation. One friction classification. One boundary mapped. 
Don't try to become a "strategic design thinker" overnight. Build the practice 
incrementally, inside your current workflow, alongside the production work that still needs 
doing. 

"The organization doesn't value strategic design work." 

Many don't. The diagnosis is clear about why: when the system measures velocity, ticket 
completion, and delivery cadence, strategic work is invisible. It doesn't produce 
"shippable increments." It doesn't fit in Jira. 
 
Two responses: First, frame strategic work in terms the organization already values. "We 
identified a boundary that costs users 15 minutes per transition. Bridging it would save X 
hours per week across the user base." That's a business case, not a UX aspiration. 
Second, demonstrate value before demanding process change. One OL journey map that 
reveals something traditional methods miss. One sovereignty argument that reframes a 
design review. One capability metric that shows what satisfaction scores can't. Build the 
evidence, then make the case. 

"I don't know where to start." 

Start where you are. Not where the framework says you should be. 
 
If you're a mid-level designer in a sprint team, start with Entry A. One user conversation 
per sprint. One friction classification. One boundary marked. 
 
If you're a senior designer, start with Entry B. One OL journey mapping session. One 



Preservation Protocol checkpoint. One sovereignty argument in a design review. 
 
If you're a design leader, start with Entry C. Protect 10% for cognitive work. Rewrite one 
brief. Name the process collision. 
 
Each starting point takes less than an hour. Each introduces one new concept into your 
practice. Each builds toward the next. 
 

 

The six-month view 
Here's what incremental practice looks like over six months. This isn't a rigid plan — it's a 
trajectory. Adapt the pace to your context. 

Month 12 Foundation 

Practice: One user conversation per sprint. Apply friction classification P/O/A to one 
recent design per week. Read the OL Journey Mapping Methodology. 
 
Developing: Reconnection with user contact. Vocabulary for cognitive load. The friction 
classification habit. 
 
Milestone: You can classify any friction point as productive, overhead, or ambiguous — 
and explain your reasoning to a colleague. 

Month 34 Application 

Practice: Run your first OL journey mapping session (minimum viable: full workflow, 
marked boundaries, friction classification, Day 90 question). Apply the Brief Review 
checkpoint to one incoming project. Start estimating cognitive load profiles for features 
you're designing. 
 
Developing: Journey-level thinking. Boundary awareness. Temporal reasoning. 
 
Milestone: You've run one OL journey mapping session and identified at least one insight 
that traditional methods wouldn't have surfaced. 

Month 56 Integration 

Practice: Apply the full Preservation Protocol to one project across multiple milestones. 
Run a second OL journey mapping session with team participation. Present one 
sovereignty argument in a design review. 
 
Developing: OL-governed practice as normal workflow rather than special exercise. Team 
vocabulary for cognitive design. Organizational receptivity to capability-based metrics. 
 



Milestone: The OL vocabulary feels natural. You think about boundaries, friction 
classification, and temporal effects without having to consciously invoke the framework. 
You can explain why you preserved a friction point in terms that stakeholders find 
compelling. 

Beyond Six Months 

The framework becomes your default lens rather than an additional layer. Journey 
mapping includes OL layers automatically. Briefs are evaluated against the seven values 
without a checklist. Friction classification is intuitive. Temporal awareness is habitual. 
 
This is the point where the OL Framework has achieved its own goal: it has become 
internalized. The scaffolding fades because the skill has been built. You don't need the 
method anymore because you've become the method. 
 

 

How this connects 
This guide is the third of three companion documents to the UX Practice OL Diagnosis 
v2.0 
 
The Diagnosis (v2.0) tells you what's true now — the structural forces that turned your 
methods into rituals and consumed your cognitive capacity with production overhead. It 
gives words to what you already feel. 
 
The Preservation Protocol (v1.0) tells you how to protect the values that matter — seven 
checkpoints at five project milestones that prevent the new practice from being 
compressed by the same forces that compressed the old one. 
 
The Journey Mapping Methodology (v1.0) tells you how to do the new work — the 
practical method for mapping cognitive journeys with load profiles, friction classification, 
boundary mapping, temporal trajectories, and sovereignty checkpoints. 
 
This Guide tells you how to get there — which skills transfer, which need development, 
where to start depending on where you are, and how to navigate the anxiety that comes 
with professional transformation. 
 
Together, the four documents form the bridge from the OL Framework (theory) to 
OL-governed design practice (application). The Whitepaper (v2.0) provides the 
theoretical foundation. These four documents translate that foundation into something 
you can use on Monday morning. 
 

 

A final note on professional identity 



The UX discipline built its identity on a promise: we put users first. We understand people. 
We design with empathy and evidence. 
 
That promise was genuine. The problem was never the identity — it was the system that 
prevented its practice. The methodology was real. The conditions for executing it were 
not. 
 
What AI compression offers is not a new identity but the conditions for the original one. 
The strategic, research-grounded, user-centered practice that the discipline always 
claimed — the conditions for actually doing it are emerging. The production overhead is 
being absorbed. The capacity is being freed. The question is whether the practice will fill 
that capacity with the strategic work it was always meant for, or whether it will find new 
overhead to consume it. 
 
This guide assumes you want to do the real work. It assumes you became a designer 
because you cared about making things better for people — not because you loved 
managing component libraries. The tools are changing. The purpose doesn't have to. 
 
The system turned your methods into rituals. The system is now changing. What your 
methods become next is up to you. 
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