
	[image: ]
	[image: ]




A Good Research Guide for Designers
  Dr. Pete Spring
Senior Lecturer
MA Portfolio Director | Product Design


· Every consumer must live with the consequences of designers’ actions and thought processes. 
· It is a designer’s responsibility to make these as effective and valuable as possible.
· To pursue design via uninformed, dogmatic or other subjective ideas is dictatorial and unprofessional.

Research is not what you might think it is! Research for a design begins with being aware of what is around you all the time. Research is a vital part of a designer’s repertoire and is used to enable and develop a common understanding of the current relations between technology and the organization of work, exploring new organizational forms, formulating system requirements, and prototyping systems. (Kensing & Blomberg. 1998).
Understanding how to research well and communicate your findings clearly in whatever format or medium is appropriate to the task is your professional responsibility as a designer. Your practices as a designer must address and ultimately survive in “real-world” settings with their limited resources, conflicts and serious time constraints. (ibid) 
As a designer you must be willing to find ways to challenge the existing boundaries and purposes of designing and making manifest artefacts as both a professional discipline and creative practice – to do this you must become a researcher too.
Design is all around you, and in you too, much of the food we consume has been designed, from pasta and energy drinks to Claret and Beef Wellington; as a diverse, interdisciplinary and co-creative activity; design is emphatically a research process. As a designer you are responsible, ethically, professionally and morally for creative activism; as a designer, you are important spokespersons for imagining futures of and for real, meaningful methodologies and practices for sustainability. Many people, including many designers themselves think that designers can and should design “lovely looking things” and that only designers are ‘qualified’ do this. The surface textures and outward appearances of the objects that we design is just a small part of what design stands for, I argue (often) that this can largely be addressed as ‘styling’ rather than designing. Styling has an important contribution, but styling is not design.
Instead, as a design professional you must explore and employ design as an activity beyond a ‘design as usual’ paradigm and even look into ideas that address how we might re-design design itself. This notion is best described as ‘metadesign’ and it is used specifically to refer to this growing culture of collaborative design practice. It is also valuable in that it naturally, and correctly, includes ‘us’ all as a part of, rather than apart-from the natural world – this is ‘real’ Eco-Design, real ‘sustainability i.e., design as an ecology or complex inter-dependency - not to be confused with the often politically mediated and erroneous versions that attempt to portray themselves as ‘eco-design’.
To be a valuable designer you must be a philosopher, for example, what do we mean when we refer to ‘sustainability’? Do we all mean the same thing? What does it really mean and does it actually address the matter in hand or simply tick the box? Think deeply and in reflective, intellectual ways and you will naturally form sometimes radical methodological i.e., philosophical approaches to design and writing – and you are encouraged to do so. This approach will encourage you think and write in ways that enable you to find deeper meaning and value in things that really interest you.

· Designers might encounter three main types of ‘research’ 

1. Research Design – e.g, forming methodologies to carry out a research project
2. Research On Design – e.g, Design History
3. Research For Design – e.g, New technology and material development

…which, compounded, enable us to focus on -

Research By Design 

Design practice qualifies as research if its focused purpose is to broaden our knowledge and understanding by conducting an original investigation in and through art and design objects and other creative processes.

Therefore, it is crucial to read! It is crucial to look at Art and Architecture, Fashion and Graphics, Stage Design and Theatre, Set Design, Jewellery Design and all the other types too.
So that we are able to formulate a meaningful discourse and valuable contribution by means of our ideas, objects and products, designers must and look at everything and read widely.

Design research begins by addressing questions that are pertinent in the research context and the world of art and design.
Researchers employ methods that explore and question our ways of interpreting texts, works of art, that reveal and articulate the tacit knowledge that is situated and embodied in specific designed artefacts, artworks and processes. 

Designing with people can also be defined as Participatory Design. 
The goal was a more humane, democratic, creative and effective way to develop technology, and it was pointed out that it was not enough that the users could give input, they had to beincluded as decision maker. (Schul’s and Namioka, 1993).

Participatory design is also related to increased consumer power.

In recent years the concept of design-thinking has appeared, which refers to an anthropocentric (human-centered) and practical, focused approach to solve complex problems.
Researchers (e.g., designers) try not only to find answers, but often must challenge themselves when it comes to what questions to ask. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The difference between ‘design’ and ‘design-thinking’ is the evolution from the creation of products to the analysis of the relationship between people and products, and from there to the relationship between people and people. 










Design-thinking treats designing as a system or ecology of interactions.








Do research in four steps:

1. What do you already know?
2. Who else should you ask and what should you ask about?
3. Document the knowledge.
4. Move on.


Think, write notes, cross-refer and compile a coherent argument from these data that addresses the specific question at hand. The writing and dissemination of your findings is peer reviewed and becomes knowledge that contributes to the whole field and discipline of design.

When you design any product, a tap, a car, a cushion cover, a house, a system or anything else you should (must) ask yourself “what’s the point”? 
If you can answer this with a well-researched and academically robust argument, then the point is valid – 

Until someone else questions it!



Reading

What to read? – Read everything, anything –  

Focus on the task and decide… normally from three general sources:
· The subject reading list – a review of the publications that already discuss your area of interest. 
· Your lecturer’s or supervisor´s knowledge – ask ‘good’ questions and pick their brains.
· The librarian´s expertise.

Compile a literature review from this.

Read for pleasure too! This will naturally add to your general knowledge and wider understanding of the world and universe(s), (Greene, 2000) you are a part of.

Two popular but unreliable sources:
· Google
· Wikipedia

Look instead at Google Scholar


How to read? Overview for successful reading for good, productive research
· Never start reading at page 1
· ‘Quick and dirty’ reading
· Normal reading
· Intensive reading
· Selective reading









Data

Data can be divided into three different categories


· Document data
Reports, statistics, newspaper articles, research projects, Master’s projects etc., i.e., what someone has already written.
· Surveys
Qualitative data is a methodology qualified through comparison and reasoning.
Quantitative data is a methodology defined by specific statistical or other numerical formulations.
· Interviews
Observations, these can take their form from natural or constructed environments.
· Visual input
Self-documentation (by cameras), workshops, mood-boards, sketches.


Don´t forget you are a designer - use your visual language in every step.



Writing
Writing is an inescapable part of being a professional designer.

Four points to effective writing

1. This project is about...
2. The goal is to....
3. The results showed....
4. The conclusion to this project is…

Remember: if at the end you can’t answer the “what’s the point” question you must review your work and find “the point”!  e.g., it’s a wooden chair that uses sprung components in the feet… “What’s the point”?

Why tell if you can show?
Designers think and explore everything – all the time, everywhere – or at least good ones do!

In your design work use the visual language
In your reports and presentations write what is left out,
joined together they make up a synergetic compound of valuable, empirically testable work.



  Referencing

Referencing - Why is it important? 

As professionals it is important to be able to correctly evidence all your work influences and the ways and means by which you have been able to conceptualise and develop your design orientated outcomes. To include a specific and defined reference via a universally agreed format allows anyone, anywhere and at any time in the future to accurately and rapidly access the author, page, passage or meaning of a single word or phrase and, equally importantly, it adds clarity and transparency for readers to form their own standpoints – and even to cite your work alongside others in order to substantiate their own thinking (and development). 

NB: Research is often empirically situated, i.e., it is evidence-based and therefore is transparent and is testable by others. This is vital for the development and enrichment (and validity) of your chosen design field.

Examples of how to correctly reference your textual sources.

· When using the Internet

Russell, B. (1912) The Problems of Philosophy. (Chapter v) Home University Library, 1912. Oxford  University Press paperback, 1959. Reprinted, 1971-2. Edited in hypertext by Andrew Chrucky, 1998. 
Available at: http://www.ditext.com/russell/russell.html

· When using Books

Norman, D. A. (1988) 2002. The Design of Everyday Things. Basic Books.( pp. 9-12, 87-104, 219)


Have fun - Let the brain rule:

· be surprised,
· seek variation and diversity,
· challenge yourself,
· have ambitions,
· daydream,
· eat and sleep well!
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