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A	  Brief	  History	  of	  IBIS	  
 
This document provides a slightly academic history, revealing the roots of IBIS 
and uses of IBIS through time. 

Origins	  
 
Issue Based Information Systems (IBIS) originated with the work of Horst Rittel 
(1930-1990.)  
 
Rittel taught design, relating to architecture, for over 30 years, and is considered 
one of the founders of the Design Methods Movement. While working in this 
area, Rittel coined the term “wicked problems” to cover problems so complex that 
they can not be completely understood, problems that do not have a “correct” 
solution because there are so many moving parts and so many different 
perspectives involved that there are no easy answers. This work, and the 
implications of it, is described in the article “Why Horst W.J. Rittel Matters.” 
 
Rittel’s focus was on public policy and planning; for example, looking at issues 
involved in city planning activities. In 1970, in the paper “Issues as Elements of 
Information Systems,” written with Werner Kunz, he outlined the goal of IBIS:  
 

“... to support the work of cooperatives like governmental or administrative 
agencies or committees, planning groups, etc., that are confronted with a 
problem complex in order to arrive at a plan for decision..." 

 
The goal of IBIS was to bridge the gap between formal documentation and the 
discussions that occurred on the route to that formal documentation. 
 
Although the initial use of IBIS was through a “paper and pencil” approach, it was 
understood that when dealing with wicked problems, some type of computer 
support would be required for realistic use because of the number of issues 
involved and the interaction between the issues. By the 1980’s there was a 
software version of an Issue-Based Information System: a hypertext environment 
for the structured discussion of design issues. 
 

Uses	  
 
IBIS was initially used for issues in government and administrative planning.  
 
Jeff Conklin, at Microelectronics Computer Technology Corporation (MCC) in the 
mid-1980’s applied IBIS to the problem of capturing and organizing software 
design rationale (“Why did we do what we did?”)  He led the development of 
gIBIS, a graphical tool supporting the large IBIS structures needed to support 
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real-world software development. The article “gIBIS: a hypertext tool for 
exploratory policy discussion” provides more information. The functionality of 
the gIBIS tool, as it evolved through another tool, QuestMap, would later be 
incorporated into Compendium, the current “best” tool for IBIS. 
 
After learning about Jeff’s work at MCC, KC Burgess Yakemovic applied the IBIS 
method to the problem of capturing software design discussions, first in text files, 
using indented text IBIS (itIBIS) and then later importing the data into the gIBIS 
tool for further analysis. The results of this work was written up in the 1990 article 
“Report on a development project use of an issue-based information 
system.”  A major goal of the use of IBIS in this setting was to make the design 
process more tangible to management. It also turned out that the review of the 
data when performing the import allowed a cost-benefit analysis to be done for 
this “information maintenance” that showed a positive return on investment for 
this activity. 
 
Jeff Conklin, inspired by his work starting in the 1990’s with a policy and planning 
group in a corporate setting, described the use of IBIS as a tool for facilitation of 
discussion on complex and “wicked” problems in the book “Dialogue Mapping: 
Building Shared Understanding of Wicked Problems” which was first 
published in 2006. He continues this sensemaking work today. A recent example 
can be found in the Delta Dialogues project (See “Why Delta Dialogues?”), 
which is exploring the issues surrounding water policy in the Sacramento-San 
Joaquin Delta of California. 
 
Over the 50+ years of its existence, IBIS has been applied to many other areas 
beyond capture of design rationale in the software development environment and 
sensemaking in policy and planning groups. A few other uses include 
 

• Critical thinking / critical analysis by individuals.  
Since 2008, KC Burgess Yakemovic has been focused on the application 
of the IBIS method to individual thinking and analysis. This work is mostly 
private, although this newspaper article analysis may serve as a public 
example: 
http://www.cognexus.org/Sample%20news%20article%20mapping%20071410a.j
pg 

• Document / standards analysis.  
As an example, the work of Paul Culmsee, SevenSigma, on the Western 
Australian State Records Act:  
http://www.cleverworkarounds.com/2013/03/13/making-sense-of-sharepoint-and-
digital-records-management/ 

• Business process analysis.  
A company preparing for ISO standards review used the IBIS method, and 
the Compendium tool, to document their processes for internal day-to-day 
use, because the result was easier to use and easier to maintain than text 
documents. 
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• Capture of content of discussion for later reuse. 
IBIS has been used for a variety of proprietary knowledge management 
and corporate memory applications.  

• Capture and organization of marketing information. 
Including information from marketing problem solving discussions and 
customer or customer service feedback sessions. 

 

Summary	  
 
The IBIS method has been applied – both with and without a tool – to a number 
of different areas where the content of thought or discussion needs to be 
captured and organized, to support critical thinking, critical analysis and problem 
solving activities        
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