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Abstract:  
Design Research is powerful, promising and increasingly popular, but it is also 
ambiguous, broad, and contested. In this paper we draw upon interviews with 
leading Design Researchers and argue that some facets of this ambiguity hamper 
Design Research’s maturation. This limits the effectiveness of Design to respond to 
the 21st century’s entwined and complex problems. We argue that by understanding 
why this ambiguity exists and, where possible, attenuating its effects, the field will be 
galvanised and its ability to impact the world amplified. This work establishes that we 
may benefit from being clearer about what we mean when we talk about Design 
Research and explores some strategies for achieving this.  
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Introduction 
What we now refer to as ‘Design Research’ has roots in the Design Science movement of the 1960s 
(cf. Simon, 1969). While attempts to ‘scientise’ Design found some success, thinking evolved quickly 
and Design’s suitability to unpack so-called “wicked problems” (cf. Buchanan, 1992) and to respond 
to “uncertainty, instability, uniqueness, and value conflict” paved the way for a distinct Design 
Research philosophy (Schön, 1983). Modern Design Research perspectives recognise that whilst 
Design is “messy and complex”, this does not have to compromise rigour (Rodgers and Yee, 2016). 
Cross coined the term “designerly” (2011) to describe an epistemology which “has its own 
appropriate culture” but which does “not completely disregard other cultures” (Rodgers and Yee, 
2016). On this foundation Design Research has flourished in the early part of this century, providing 
the methods and ideology to deliver diverse, interdisciplinary, world-class research (Cooper et al., 
2018).  
Design Research is one of our most powerful and versatile tools for both shaping and making sense 
of our rapidly changing world (Sudjic, 2009) by shedding light on “complex social, environmental and 
cultural challenges” (Rodgers, Francesco and Conerney, 2019) both through the “material world” but 
also “less tangible domains such as service, interaction and transformation design” (Cooper, 2014). 
From climate change, corruption and media disinformation to prevailing inequalities, injustices and 
health crises, Design Research can be leveraged in myriads of ways to critically explore and respond 
to the 21st century’s complex and interdependent challenges (Cooper et al., 2018). It can achieve this 
through a variety of specific practices, including (but not limited to) Critical Design, Speculative 
Design and Co-Design. The optimism surrounding Design Research is based on the premise that these 
tools are excellent facilitators, helping us to acknowledge the past, apprehend the future, and focus 
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these lenses on the material concerns of the present; “Design research is a creative and 
transformative force that can help to shape our lives in more responsible, sustainable, meaningful, 
and valuable ways” (Rodgers, 2020). 
Notwithstanding its growth and success, the assertion that Design Research is “pre-paradigmatic” 
(Gaver, 2012) remains true, with contemporary scholars grappling with means to define archetypes, 
typologies and taxonomies for Design Research (e.g., Pierce, 2021). The impact of this pre-
paradigmatic character is that much effort is spent on inward discussions relating to the field’s still-
maturing epistemologies, methods, and conventions (Durrant et al., 2017), meanwhile reducing the 
scope of the field’s potential impact. The panoply of methods that Design Researchers utilise, the 
diverse—and usually interdisciplinary—skills which they draw upon, and the broad scope of impact, 
are factors that make the Design Research field one defined by its heterogeneity (Lindley and 
Coulton, 2020). This heterogeneity is what makes Design Research so powerful, but it also makes it 
difficult to break free from the pre-paradigmatic mould. The practical impacts of this are evident 
through the disappearance of otherwise exemplary Design Research projects into “liminal” spaces 
between disciplines (Green and Kirk, 2018) and a plethora of initiatives that “do not self-describe in a 
way that makes them discoverable as examples of Design Research” (Lindley and Coulton, 2020). 
In this paper we aim to heed the advice to remain “wary of impulses towards convergence and 
standardisation”—factors which would arguably stifle the unique character of Design Research 
(Gaver, 2012)—while simultaneously responding to recent calls to “disambiguate the domain” 
(Lindley and Coulton, 2020). We reflect on some influential lenses on Design Research and tally those 
rhetorical positions with primary data collected via interviews with leading design researchers. The 
aspiration of the work is not to provide a dogmatic typology, but rather to better understand the 
nature of the questions which define Design Research’s ambiguity. In doing so we offer an 
incremental step on the journey towards a more cohesive, stronger, and more impactful paradigm 
for the global Design Research community.  

What does ‘Design Research’ mean anyway? 
In Douglas Adams’ Hitch Hikers Guide to the Galaxy, the answer to the ‘Ultimate Question of Life the 
Universe and Everything’ is computed as ‘42’—confounded by how to interpret this, it slowly dawned 
on the philosophers that they never really understood what the question meant, hence the answer—
whilst correct—was meaningless. To avoid a similar trap when attempting to disambiguate a domain 
like Design Research, it is crucial that we carefully consider how to ask the question. 
Design Research is an ‘open compound’ word, it is a concept that is made up of two existing words 
separated by a space. Other examples like “school bus” and “life jacket” inherit meanings from their 
component words, but they also have additional layers of meaning. A school bus has four wheels and 
a driver (like a regular bus); it contains children (like a school) but it also has unique characteristics of 
its own (it is often yellow, sometimes has a pop-out ‘Stop’ sign, and is rarely seen in the holiday 
season). A life jacket is worn on the torso (like a regular jacket) and is intended to protect (life), but it 
also has unique features (it is brightly coloured, buoyant and includes a light for attracting attention). 
As well as inheriting meanings and associations, compound words also relinquish meanings and 
associations. A life jacket is not formal attire. A school bus does not usually require a ticket. For 
Design Research, we should consider what meanings are inherited from the terms ‘Design’ and 
‘Research’, which are not inherited, and we should also reflect on what additional meaning(s) are 
unique to Design Research. In each case, we may also consider under what circumstances these 
attributes and the relationships between them change. 
Frayling’s essay (1993), Research in Art & Design sheds some light on these attributes by drawing a 
distinction between Research with a big ‘R’ and research with a little ‘r’. The former, Research, refers 
to producing new knowledge or finding out something previously unknown about the world. The 
latter, research, refers to the process of identifying existing information. Considering how these two 
types of research interact with Design, Frayling describes three archetypes Research through Design 
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(producing new knowledge via a design process), Research into Design (producing new knowledge 
pertaining to the Design discipline), and research for Design (collating pre-existing information to 
contribute to a design process in some way). This typology is useful, but that utility is limited by the 
fact that in reality all three of these categories usually interact with one another and overlap 
(Lindley, 2015); put simply, when conducting a Research through Design project, it is highly likely that 
it will involve some research for the Design first, and the outcome will frequently constitute Research 
into Design. 
Just as the Research element of the compound has multiple meanings, so does the Design 
constituent. Once again, upper and lower cases denote something here. Bamford considers lower 
case design to be a “cognitive activity” and uppercase Design a “social or institutional practice, or 
profession” (Bamford, 1990, p. 233). Resonantly Heskett’s sentence, “Design is to design a design to 
produce a design” (2005, p. 3), uses the term in four different ways; first as a noun (the field of 
Design), then as a verb (the practice of design), then as another noun (a design concept), then again 
as a more specific noun (an instance of that concept). If we consider that most of these types of 
‘Design’ could be active in any given discussion about Design Research, then the multiplicity of 
meaning confounds as much as it illuminates.  
We might characterise design and research as “suitcase words” (Minsky, 2007). These are words that 
contain “multiple and expanding meanings across disparate contexts, [which] obfuscate as much as 
they clarify” (Slocum, 2018). Hence the term Design Research needs doubly unpacking as it is a 
compound suitcase word. A reflection of the social construction of language, Minsky notes that 
“Suitcase words are useful in everyday life when they help us communicate. But we won't know 
what each other means unless we share the same jumble of ideas” (2007, p. 110). The interviews we 
draw upon in the remainder of this paper are representative of the jumble of ideas that make up the 
Design Research community. By reflecting on these ideas, our aim is to explore the tacit ambiguities 
of our field and to propose new strategies to temper this complexity. 

Talking to People 
With such a broadly scoped issue, there are many approaches to understanding it that could be 
useful. For example, a theory-led approach may collate and examine the extant theories of design 
and Design Research and attempt a synthesis or analysis. Although theory has been cast as the 
Achilles’ heel of design (Zimmerman, Stolterman and Forlizzi, 2010), such endeavours are not 
uncommon (Pierce, 2021). Another approach would be to consider examples of Design Research, 
distil their attributes, and use that analysis to build an improved picture of the field. However, here 
we encounter several interconnected challenges. There are no clear inclusion or exclusion criteria for 
examples of Design Research, there is no authoritative repository (although the Design Research 
Society has recently launched a digital library of Design Research), and as such a systematic or 
comparative analysis of examples is extremely challenging.  
For these reasons we adopted an ethnomethodological interview approach (Crabtree, Rouncefield 
and Tolmie, 2012)—we aim to utilise interviews to study the methods and practices of a specific 
socio-cultural group (Design Researchers). In total 22 participants—all working Design Researchers—
were interviewed across two cohorts. The first cohort took part in semi-structured interviews about 
the application of Design Research in each individual’s work and was part of a research project 
commissioned by [anonymous] (Anonymous for review, 2020). The second cohort was interviewed 
as part of a 48-month project exploring the fundamentals of Design Research and included more 
direct questions; “What is Design?”, “What is research?”, “What is Design Research?” We adopt a 
pragmatic and interpretivist view of the data, accepting there may be multiple, sometimes 
incompatible, perspectives and accepting that we—the researchers—are part of the research 
instrument. In the following, we utilise direct quotes to allow our interviewees own voices to be 
most prominent. 
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Design Research is complex. 
That Design Research is complex is a core motivation for this paper, but it is worth noting how our 
participants contended with how to articulate the same point. For example, the view that Design 
Research is “lots of different things” (NJ) was shared among our participants. One interviewee mused 
that “Design Research is very far reaching […] there are so many things it could be about maybe we 
should be asking the question what is Design Research, not?” (MS). An alternative view is of Design 
Research as a focal point around which other disciplinary perspectives can congregate; “.. basically 
there’s a whole lot of things that come together when you put the arts and humanities together [… 
they] surround design, rather than necessarily being core to it” (AL). This complexity, it seems, 
emerges from the entanglement of the underlying concepts—e.g., “I don’t know where research 
ends and design starts” (AJ), but yet there is a consensus that Design Research is about making sense 
of the world: “You go through a process of trying to understand the situation or context [… and] 
actually resolve it in design terms” (BG); “[You] articulate how this is located into a constellation of 
others things out in the world” (JV). 

Design Research is contested. 
Confounding the complexity are divergent perspectives on what Design Research is, what it should 
be and even how we can know this; “People feel that Design Research should be doing very different 
things and it’s hard to know who’s right.” (RW). Clear definitions of Design Research are not 
forthcoming—“It’s very hard to define what it is because it’s a contested space” (RW), but at the 
same time some perspectives are quite assertive, “For me, it couldn’t be further away from science!” 
(SW). 
This discourse touches upon the intersections of art and science. While most saw combining art and 
science through Design Research as a promising direction, some expressed frustrations the attempts 
to ‘scientise’ Design Research noting that to do so would “suck the joy out of design” and that  
“Design suffers from being reduced to a rationalistic form of enquiry.” (SW). Here we find echoes of 
the German expressionist Paul Klee, who bemoaned science concerning itself with art as “the worst 
state of affairs” (1964:747).  Yet, similar frustrations were reported when Design Research veered 
too close to art. “We've been dismissed a lot as ‘doing nice art pieces’… I think there's a valid critique 
in that.” (JA)  
An interesting focus of this debate is how Design Research balances art and science. While one 
participant notes “One way of reconciling this tension in research is to use Design Research as part of 
a scientific inquiry” (SP) another sees Design as an antagonist or element of contrast “There’s 
strength in things like ‘the scientific method’ [...] but there is value in anarchy. You need a bit of both. 
Perhaps the role that design can play is to act as a contrast—an area where there’s less rigidity” 
(RW). The tension and interplay between themes such as rigour and systematic investigation on the 
one hand and making, expression and creative practice on the other, underscores a shared tension at 
the heart of our interviewees’ collective perspectives on Design Research. 

Design Research is interdisciplinary.  
Design Research was cast as “fundamentally interdisciplinary” (MS) and the “skill of designers is to 
synthesise” (SW); “There's one lesson that we took from applied art and design is to have this kind of 
creative synthesis of things” (NN). Interestingly, however, there does seem to be a confusion about 
whether it is the practice of Design Research which is an interdisciplinary craft, whether the problems 
which Design Research explores are interdisciplinary, or both: “…design has a really useful role for 
synthesising understanding, and actually trying to get round some of those problems of 
interdisciplinary misunderstanding by the very nature of design being a communicative tool and 
being able to instantiate ideas and nuance problem spaces and get people thinking because of the 
creative aspects of it” (DK).  
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Design Researchers are not an archetype. 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, whilst the identity of Design Research (the practice) remains unclear, the 
identity of the ‘Design Researchers’ (the people) remains equally unclear. In this vacuum, participants 
had different ways of articulating their approach, from “scavenging” methods from across 
disciplinary traditions (NJ) to “reinventing” approaches depending on the context (JB). Many of our 
participants—including several who have produced highly-regarded Design Research—do not self-
identify as Design Researchers: “I engage in some design research [… but] I wouldn’t’ count myself as 
a designer in any normal sense” (SR); “I’m not a designer [… but] I apply design methods” (EL). 
Moreover, the pathways to becoming a ‘Design Researcher’ are not clear: “everybody kind of has 
their own mix of skills” (BG); “by the way we’ve been trained in engineering and social sciences” (JB). 
Design Research reflects those who practice it, but those who practice it are a diverse group. As such 
there is no archetype for how to define a Design Researcher, nor a clear pathway to become one. 

Discussion 
Through our conversations with domain experts, one uncontested point with universal agreement is 
the contention and ambiguity within the field. This is reflected in the diversity of the practice as well 
the identities of those who practice it (and arguably the forums in which we share our work too). This 
reflects a discipline which remains in a pre-paradigmatic state. Unpacking the individual terms Design 
and Research (and the relationship between them in their compound form) sheds some light on the 
reasons why ambiguity is an emergent property of the discipline, however such insights do little to 
teach us how to respond to, work around, and leverage that ambiguity. To move forward we need a 
mechanism to dynamically respond to the complexity, contestation, interdisciplinarity and lack of 
archetypes which are attributes of Design Research. And this, it seems, is key. We should not see 
these properties as problems but as fundamental qualities; they are, in fact, strengths. 

Concluding to Embrace Ambiguity 
We hope to make three contributions with this work. First, exploring the nature of the Design 
Research as an open compound word comprised of two suitcase words reveals that we might expect 
the concept to be, in some senses, undefinable, ineffable, and ambiguous. Second, the interviews 
with a wide range of Design Research professionals highlight the existence of concurrent but 
incongruent perspectives on the field. Third we offer the following provocation as a call to action for 
the Design Research community to embrace and work within the ambiguities we have identified. 
We propose a that to empower the Design Research domain we should examine the—hitherto 
under-represented—corpus of existing Design Research work. We should aspire to make it 
accessible, available, and legible to those within and outwith the Design Research community. To 
achieve this aim, we must consider how we might systematically organise or archive the products of 
the Design Research endeavour up until this point, and going forward (i.e., a database for Design 
Research). Given the layers of complexity which, as we have established, are emergent properties of 
Design Research, such a database would require a careful consideration of the field’s flexible 
ontology in order to broach how one might create a schematic capable of representing it 
meaningfully. Both as a thought experiment to galvanise perspectives within the field, but also as an 
actual concept to implement, we posit that an accessible repository for Design Research would be an 
apt and profound step towards a position where Design Researchers can legitimately argue the field 
is ‘post pre-paradigmatic’ whilst accepting that its inherent ambiguity is a key strength. 
There are precious few Safe Harbours in the turbulence of the 21st century, but Design Research is 
one such harbour for creative, exploratory, and interdisciplinary research. To preserve this sanctuary, 
we should ensure that we continue to explore, but also embrace, the inherent ambiguity of our field. 
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Appendix 1 – Interviewees. 
  

 [1] [2] 
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[1] First interview cohort (interviewed 2020) 
[2] Second interview cohort (interviewed 2021) 
i / ii / iii Participants interviewed together. 
 
 


