Documenting Decisions
in UX Design:

Overview and Business Case

@ Records the why behind UX choices,
not just the deliverables .

{:} Reduces costly rework and repeated
debates about settled topics

cO> Preserves context through team
Y changes; accelerates onboarding

Q Decision debt accumulates invisibly
in product direction, eroding conviction

@) Serves designers, Design Ops,
researchers, PMs, and engineering partners



Why Design Decisions
Go Undocumented

High cognitive load, time pressure,
@ g g p

shifting teams, and "everyone will
remember"

Myths: docs are only for compliance,
always slow teams, or solely the PM's job
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Missing rationale produces zombie
features, contradictory patterns,
quarterly re-debates
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Technical debt is observable and
schedulable; decision debt is structural
and compounding

Discovery, delivery, and post-launch
need different documentation depths—
no single standard fits all
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Core Concepts: Decisions,
Rationale, and Traceability
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Decisions span strategic, tactical, and
operational levels; scope and hierarchy
define what gets recorded

Core fields: context, options, rationale,
trade-offs, consequences, owner, date,
status

Separate the decision from the deliverable
so the record outlives redesigns

Traceability links decisions to research
insights, requirements, and design
artifacts

Match depth to reversibility, blast radius,
and how often the question recurs

Decision Record
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Stakeholder Needs and Decision Types
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Designers

e rationale and
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Researchers PMs Engineers

e trade-offs and

e links to evidence e implementation
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Design Ops

e consistency,

rejected alternatives and insights scope boundaries constraints and retrieval, governance
consequences
|
Rationale Thread
- = Decision types Same facts, different depth
o research-driven, constraint-driven, 8 executive summary vs.

strategic, ethical, accessibility,
technical trade-off.

implementation notes.



Formats and Templates:
From Full Records to One-Liners

Canonical record

ED Decision log: running record of many calls,
linked by ID

@ Decision record: one consequential choice,

one to two pages, immutable Decision record
— Canonical record: title, status, context,
g= options, decision, rationale, consequences, Decision log
review date .
[ ]
4 Minimal viable record: decision, why, Minimal viable record
alternatives, date, owner — about three minutes
: : Y-Statement
Y-Statement for low stakes: for situation, orlon it ales
Y facing concern, we decided option, to achieve

uality, accepting downside
q y Pelle Version, don't edit

Version, don't edit: new record supersedes
the old, history stays intact
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Practical Workflow: Capturing
Decisions in the Flow of Work

Triggers
& Triggers: hard-to-reverse choices,
cross-team impact, conflicting

evidence, debated twice

Binding-or-costly filter
v Binding-or-costly filter: record when

it constrains future work or hides

Rationale Thread
a real trade-off

Capture in the moment

Capture in the moment: labeled critique
notes, async decision comments,
template prompts

i

Write as you go
4 Write as you go — reasoning decays
fast and sessions end without warning

00o Review and validation /

O Review and validation: who signs off,
how to record dissent, when to revisit




Integrating Capture into
Critiques and Reviews

e Structured stages: present, clarify,
feedback, discuss, capture
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e Turn subjective opinions into decisions Q L 5

with owners and deadlines

Present Clarify Feedback Discuss Capture
e Pin shared vocabulary early: card, dense,

primary, modal | /{_

e Granularity: component-level labels, DecisipnRgeen

one idea per note ' -
©

e Quote first, interpret second; add status
and dates to every note
‘ b

e Open reviews with a check on open or
recent decision records

e Surface trade-offs explicitly instead of
resolving by seniority

@ Record dissent when it is not resolved



Where Decisions Live:

Tools and Integration

@ Notion or Confluence for cross-cutting
records; Linear or Jira for implementation
calls

e Figma plugins like Design Log and FiglLog
keep rationale on the canvas

@ Link ecosystems, don't merge: research
repos, design systems, issue trackers

e Automate templates, Slack reminders,
and status syncs to cut manual upkeep

e Naming conventions and searchability
matter more than which tool you pick
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Notion Confluence

Figma Decision Linear or Jira

Research Repos
Design Systems
Issue Trackers

B e e i
BETTER CONTEXT

BRIGHTER DECISIONS



Measuring Impact and
Improving Decision Quality

I Track onboarding time saved, rework
1 reduced, repeated debates, revisit rate

6°b Lead with mechanism, not lagging
outcomes: show the causal chain first

%o Watch qualitative signals: team
confidence, alignment, easy "why" answers

Without With
documented rationale documented rationale

g Retrospectives: what worked, what was
missing, do assumptions still hold?

® Volume is not success; a decisions ("\\ .
directory nobody reads has failed (_\\ O
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Governance, Ownership, and Ethics

Ownership: one log maintainer;

records superseded, never silently edited Governance Models

m

Governance models: centralized, Centralized Federated

N federated, or hybrid — match culture

and risk tolerance . . ' .

O Ethics and privacy: reference sensitive / l \ _ I I
research carefully, avoid raw personal data e 6 6 . = .

Conflicting records across teams:
[;E] detect drift, resolve contradictions,
migrate off superseded decisions

Clear accountability, Shared accountability, Balanced accountability,
consistent retrieval flexible retrieval adaptable retrieval

Q Audit readiness: trace requirements
to approved baselines, scaled by risk

Supersession Trail

An immutable record with each new
record layered on top.




Adoption Roadmap:

Starting Small and Scaling
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Start with one
pilot team and the
next significant
decision

Establish
conventions: short
template, explicit
triggers, review
cadence, storage
location

>

Build the habit
on existing
rhythms, not
new ceremonies

(@)
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Onboard new
members with
brief training

and pairing

Scale with tiered
templates,
discoverable
storage, lightweight
governance



Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

Over-documenting: records for
reversible, trivial choices dilute the —> =
corpus and train skimming ==

The retrospective record: written
months later, form survives but =
substance does not

& o

Stale logs: a superseded record
treated as current guidance is worse —
than none

Documentation theater: heavyweight
templates for five-minute decisions, —>
activity over reasoning

Taste reported as rationale: no named
constraint, no cited evidence, no honest —
trade-off

D P §

CLEARER THINKING
STRONGER OUTCOMES



Worked Example: One Decision From
Debate to Outcome

Decision:
retire role-based views; ship a single
view with progressive disclosure

Alternatives weighed:
GARD plain-language recommendations only;
reasoning cards; role-based panels

Binding constraint: M
engineering complexity and timeline

risk, so research handed to product

Trade-off accepted:
comprehension and trust rose;

role-specific needs deferred
Outcome logged later:
adoption and comprehension gains,

faster first meaningful action



Your Next Ten Minutes:
Writing Your First Decision Record ,
/

Pick one recent decision that will

be asked about again DecisionBecand
2 Six fields: decision, alternatives,
constraints, reasoning, owner, Decision
placeholder outcome :
Alternatives Reviewir;mck
3 Decision in one present-tense will pus

: the reasoning:
sentence; reasoning uses because Conctraints 0%

and compared to (/

. ] Reasoning
4  One reviewer who will push back
on the reasoning

Owner
5  Choose storage tonight: one
database, folder, or file you'll Placeholder
outcome

open tomorrow

6 Fill in the outcome in two to eight
weeks, dated and unspun
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