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Abstract:	 The	 slippage	 in	 use	 between	 design	 research	 as	 an	 activity	 without	 a	
precise	 identity	 and	 its	 characterization	 of	 an	 intellectual	 field	 has	 caused	
considerable	confusion.	PhD	programs	 in	design	are	now	offered	and	have	become	
vehicles	 for	 producing	 academic	 design	 researchers.	 This	 has	 vastly	 increased	 the	
number	of	researchers	with	doctorates	but	it	has	not	contributed	to	the	coherence	of	
a	field	and	certainly	not	to	the	formation	of	a	discipline.		
As	 more	 PhD	 graduates	 take	 up	 teaching	 positions,	 they	 are	 under	 pressure	 to	
continue	 their	 research	and	publish	 it.	Without	 a	 set	of	 shared	questions,	 they	are	
often	 left	 to	 their	own	devices	 to	 invent	a	 research	 topic.	While	 the	authors	adopt	
what	 appear	 to	be	 valid	methodologies	 to	 guide	 their	 investigations,	 the	questions	
they	pose	are	often	narrowly	drawn,	have	no	 relation	 to	a	 larger	 set	of	 issues,	and	
are	 consequently	 of	 little	 interest	 or	 value	 to	 other	 scholars.	 When	 it	 comes	 to	
pedagogy,	 the	 lack	 of	 consensus	 about	 what	 course	 of	 studies	 would	 constitute	 a	
doctorate	in	design	is	especially	disconcerting.	By	virtue	of	not	having	any	consensual	
curriculum,	 it	 is	difficult	 to	assess	 the	value	of	 someone’s	degree.	A	big	problem	 in	
the	 field	 is	 the	confusion	between	an	academic	degree	 in	design	and	one	 in	design	
studies.	 Instead	of	 perpetuating	 the	 term	 ‘design	 research,”	 I	 suggest	 adopting	 the	
related	terms	“design’	and	‘design	studies”	to	delineate	more	precisely	the	nature	of	
the	knowledge	or	capabilities	they	signify.		
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Prelude		
Since	the	end	of	World	War	II,	design	has	grown	in	social	importance,	moving	from	the	
styling	of	products	and	the	production	of	print	material	to	the	design	of	complex	devices,	
ubiquitous	digital	media,	and	even	social	systems.	Along	with	this	growth	has	come	a	
plethora	of	scholars	who	are	doing	what	they	call	‘design	research.’	This	term	defines	an	
activity	rather	than	a	bounded	field	of	investigation	and	it	suggests	that	the	subject	of	the	
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research	is	stable	and	coherent.	I	don’t	believe	this	to	be	the	case.	The	slippage	in	use	
between	design	research	as	an	activity	without	a	precise	identity	and	its	characterization	of	
an	intellectual	field	has	caused	considerable	confusion	and	has	perpetuated	the	illusion	that	
there	is	a	coherent	field	of	investigation	that	the	term	‘design	research’	denotes.		

The	problem	with	this	term	extends	back	to	the	late	1960s	when	the	first	version	of	the	
Design	Research	Society	(DRS)	was	established	in	Great	Britain.	In	1979,	the	DRS	began	to	
publish	Design	Studies,	a	journal	that	had	a	very	specific	approach	to	design	research.	The	
formation	of	the	Design	Research	Society	and	subsequently	its	journal	had	their	roots	in	the	
Design	Methods	movement,	which	began	in	Britain	in	the	late	1950s.The	aim	of	Design	
Methods	was	several	fold.	First,	it	sought	to	investigate	and	theorize	about	the	methodology	
of	producing	designs.	Second,	it	attempted	to	devise	theories	that	could	be	useful	in	
understanding	design	more	deeply.	Third,	it	was	a	means	to	speculate	on	new	possibilities	
for	designers	that	challenged	the	limitations	of	product	design	up	to	that	point	and	it	
introduced	other	options.	Fourth,	the	movement	became	a	forum	where	designers,	
architects,	engineers,	systems	theorists	and	others	with	an	interest	in	design	could	meet	and	
discuss	the	field.	And	fifth,	it	involved	a	number	of	people	who	were	teaching	in	universities	
and	contributed	to	the	development	of	university	programs	in	aspects	of	design	research.		

Several	important	conferences	were	held	and	a	spate	of	scholarly	papers	was	produced.	
These	papers	demonstrated	that	design	research	was	possible	and	that	it	could	be	
productive.	A	seminal	project	in	the	early	years	of	Design	Methods,	though	not	directly	
related	to	it,	was	the	design	of	a	hospital	bed,	which	Bruce	Archer	supervised	at	the	Royal	
College	of	Art.	Within	a	decade,	however,	some	in	the	movement	such	as	John	Chris	Jones	
and	Christopher	Alexander	found	its	methodologies	too	rigid	and	consequently	rejected	
them.	Though	much	of	the	Design	Methods	activity	was	in	Britain,	a	group	in	Berkeley,	
California,	which	included	Alexander	and	the	West	German	theorist,	Horst	Rittel	held	their	
own	conferences	and	produced	various	papers.	A	key	concept	that	came	from	this	California	
group	was	the	idea	of	“wicked	problems,”	which	has	remained	central	to	an	understanding	
of	design’s	purpose.		

Another	valid	starting	point	for	design	research	is	the	Hochschule	für	Gestaltung	(HfG)	in	
Ulm,	West	Germany,	where	an	interdisciplinary	faculty	that	included	Tomás	Maldonado,	the	
philosopher	Max	Bense,	and	the	sociologists	Hanno	Kesting	and	Abraham	Moles	taught.	
While	the	research	at	the	HfG	was	mainly	related	to	designing	products	and	buildings,	it	also	
included	more	theoretical	subjects	such	as	semiotics	which	Maldonado	and	Gui	Bonsiepe	
argued	was	of	practical	use	to	designers.	Examples	of	design	theory	at	Ulm	were	published	
in	the	school’s	journal.	Of	particular	interest	was	the	work	on	semiotics	that	Maldonado	and	
Bonsiepe	drew	on	to	redesign	the	graphic	symbols	for	Olivetti	computers.		

Whereas	the	idea	of	research	at	the	HfG	Ulm	was	integrally	related	to	its	design	curriculum	
and	had	to	demonstrate	its	value	for	design	pedagogy,	the	development	of	research	by	
members	of	the	Design	Research	Society	was	not	directly	accountable	to	particular	
applications.	Consequently	the	articles	published	in	were	judged	on	the	basis	of	
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methodological	rigor	as	defined	by	the	Society.	It	should	be	noted	here	that	although	the	
journal	represented	a	society	of	design	researchers	just	as	another	journal	might	represent	
an	association	of	sociologists,	anthropologists,	philosophers,	or	historians,	design	
researchers	differed	from	these	colleagues	in	that	they	did	not	constitute	an	established	
discipline	or	field.	Thus,	to	refer	to	one’s	self	as	a	design	researcher	did	not	bear	the	same	
meaning	as	identifying	one’s	self	an	historian,	a	philosopher,	an	anthropologist,	or	a	
sociologist.		

These	fields	have	themselves	subdivided	into	specialties.	In	history,	for	example,	there	are	
social	historians,	intellectual	historians,	and	political	historians	but	all	can	ground	their	
specific	practices	in	a	general	discipline	of	history,	which	has	a	trajectory	of	scholars	who	
built	it	and	an	awareness	of	what	those	scholars	contributed	to	make	it	a	thriving	
contemporary	practice.	The	same	could	be	said	for	anthropology	or	sociology	or	even	some	
of	the	new	hybrid	scholarly	fields	that	have	emerged	in	recent	years.	What	they	all	have	in	
common	is	a	shared	consensus	of	what	their	intellectual	territory	is,	what	the	problems	of	
that	territory	are,	and	how	any	given	contribution	relates	to	or	adds	to	the	territory’s	
development.	While	I	acknowledge	that	the	work	published	in	Design	Studies	is	of	a	high	
quality,	I	don’t	believe	that	it	has	helped	to	define	the	boundaries	of	a	new	field	or	territory	
although	the	Design	History	Society	has	sought	to	address	this	with	the	formation	of	Special	
Interest	Groups	that	cluster	around	specific	topics.		

At	the	same	time,	there	were	authors	like	Herbert	Read,	Lewis	Mumford,	Gillo	Dorfles,	and	
Tomás	Maldonado	who	were	writing	books	and	articles	that	sought	to	characterize	design	
more	deeply	than	it	was	commonly	understood	in	the	marketplace.	Dorfles,	an	Italian	
philosopher,	introduced	aesthetics	to	design	discourse,	while	Maldonado,	an	artist	and	
public	intellectual,	sought	to	recognize	it	as	a	practice	of	deep	cultural	significance	that	could	
profoundly	influence	the	direction	of	society.	These	and	other	authors	were	design	
intellectuals	rather	than	design	researchers.	They	understood	that	design	as	a	subject	could	
carry	more	weight	than	it	previously	had	but	they	did	not	set	out	to	build	a	new	field	of	
research.		

	

New	forums	for	research		
By	the	early	1980s,	the	interest	in	creating	intellectual	fora	for	discussing	design	and	
exploring	its	possibilities	had	grown.	I	was	a	founder	of	the	journal	Design	Issues	at	the	
University	of	Illinois,	Chicago	in	1982.	My	colleagues	were	four	artists	and	designers	who,	
like	the	design	intellectuals,	believed	that	design	could	support	a	much	stronger	discourse.	
We	characterized	the	journal	as	a	forum	for	design	history,	theory,	and	criticism	and	had	no	
intention	of	turning	it	into	a	publication	that	represented	an	academic	discipline	although	it	
has	certainly	become	such	a	journal.	Perhaps	it	is	no	coincidence	that	two	of	the	founders	
had	been	students	at	the	Institute	of	Design	in	Chicago,	where	they	absorbed	some	of	the	
spirit	that	László	Moholy-Nagy	infused	into	the	school	when	he	was	still	alive.	This	was	
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exemplified	by	his	invitation	to	several	professors	from	the	University	of	Chicago,	among	
them	the	philosopher	Charles	Morris,	to	add	the	benefit	of	mature	intellectual	reflection	to	
the	school’s	design	pedagogy.		

Related	to	Design	Issues	but	founded	some	years	later	was	The	Design	Journal,	which	is	the	
official	publication	of	the	European	Academy	of	Design.	According	to	its	website,	the	
Academy	was	formed	“to	promote	the	publication	and	dissemination	of	research	in	design	
through	conferences	hosted	by	different	educational	institutions	in	Europe	and	the	
publication	of	proceedings,	newsletters,	and	a	journal.”(1)	The	aim	of	The	Design	Journal	
differed	somewhat	from	Design	Issues	in	that	it	had	more	of	an	operational	purpose	as	it	
was	intended	to	create	a	community	of	researchers.	Founded	in	1998,	it	has	as	one	of	its	
objectives	to	foster	design	research	at	institutions	that	share	the	goals	of	the	European	
Academy	of	Design.	In	recent	years,	other	general	design	journals	such	as	Design	and	Culture	
and	the	International	Journal	of	Design	have	also	become	vehicles	for	the	publication	of	
design	research.		

Along	with	the	emergence	of	these	journals	has	come	a	series	of	conferences	where	scholars	
have	presented	their	research,	a	number	of	these	have	been	organized	by	the	Design	
Research	Society	with	the	subject	matter	broadening	far	beyond	the	boundaries	of	its	
journal	Design	Studies.	In	fact,	the	conferences	have	become	fora	for	papers	on	many	
different	and	even	divergent	topics.	it	would	not	be	easy	to	gain	a	sense	of	design	research	
as	a	field	or	discipline	from	perusing	the	proceedings	of	any	of	these	conferences.	

The	case	of	design	history	is	different.	It	began	as	a	field	of	inquiry	in	the	mid	1970s	when	
the	Design	History	Society	was	formed.	Because	design	historians	defined	themselves	as	
being	part	of	the	already	established	discipline	of	history,	they	had	no	problem	establishing	
a	territory	for	research.	When	the	DHS	founded	its	own	publication,	the	Journal	of	Design	
History	in	1988,	it	was	easily	able	to	exert	a	disciplinary	identity.	Design	history	takes	its	
place	with	art	history,	the	history	of	architecture,	and	the	history	of	technology	as	a	distinct	
though	not	tightly	bounded	field.	I	am	cautious	about	calling	design	history	a	discipline,	
preferring	instead	to	consider	it	a	particular	branch	of	the	discipline	of	history.	It	may	have	
some	methods	of	its	own	but	it	nonetheless	adheres	to	the	basic	methods	of	historical	
research	as	they	have	been	developed	within	the	history	profession.		

	

Design	doctorates		
Concomitant	with	the	emergence	of	the	above	mentioned	journals	and	conferences	has	
been	the	expansion	of	PhD	programs	in	design.	These	are	now	offered	at	universities	
throughout	the	world	and	have	become	vehicles	for	producing	academic	design	researchers.	
As	an	editor	of	Design	Issues	since	publication	began	in	1984,	I	have	witnessed	many	
changes	in	the	global	design	research	environment.	When	we	began	to	publish	the	journal,	
research	on	design	was	much	more	informal.	Today	there	is	an	obsession	with	citation	
indexes,	impact	factors,	and	other	techniques	to	quantify	the	value	of	research.		
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Beginning	with	the	books	from	the	1930s	and	on	by	authors	such	as	Nikolaus	Pevsner,	
Siegfried	Giedion,	Herbert	Read,	Lewis	Mumford,	and	Gillo	Dorfles	design	writing	was	
initially	based	on	personal	arguments	about	what	design	was	or	could	be.	The	Design	
Methods	movement	of	the	1960s	introduced	a	more	theoretical	and	research	oriented	
approach	to	design	research	but	by	the	early	1970s,	many	in	the	movement	felt	that	it	had	
become	too	removed	from	design	practice.	Nonetheless	authors	like	Bruce	Archer	and	Horst	
Rittel	have	continued	to	remain	influential,	as	design	research	has	developed	further.		

Just	as	the	Design	Research	Society	was	formed	and	grew	without	a	bounded	subject	
matter,	so	did	PhD	programs	expand	in	the	same	way.	Consequently	a	PhD	in	Design	from	a	
university	in	Japan	may	have	nothing	to	do	with	a	related	PhD	from	the	Illinois	Institute	of	
Technology	in	Chicago	or	the	University	of	Caldas	in	Manizales,	Colombia.	Such	programs,	of	
course,	have	to	conform	to	their	own	university’s	standards	but	they	are	not	required	to	
teach	material	that	corresponds	to	that	taught	in	PhD	programs	elsewhere.	Where	the	
development	of	design	doctorates	differs	from	doctorates	in	established	fields	and	
disciplines	is	that	there	is	no	set	of	intellectual	norms	against	which	to	measure	the	value	of	
a	new	degree,	nor	is	there	a	community	of	scholars	who	can	pass	judgment	on	its	merits.	
Consequently,	any	institution	is	free	to	create	a	Doctorate	in	Design	and	include	in	the	
curriculum	whatever	it	chooses.		

This	situation	has	rapidly	and	vastly	increased	the	number	of	design	researchers	with	
doctorates	but	it	has	not	contributed	to	the	coherence	of	a	field	and	certainly	not	to	the	
formation	of	a	discipline.	The	on-line	PhD	Design	list	has	more	than	2,000	subscribers	but	
one	could	never	discern	from	the	discussions	on	the	list	that	there	was	a	field	whose	
territory	everyone	agreed	upon.	Consequently,	design	research	continues	to	grow	without	a	
sound	foundation	or	consensus	of	what	it	is	or	what	it	is	for.	The	unfortunate	consequence	
of	this	is	that	there	are	no	common	standards	for	evaluating	research.		

Another	problem	related	to	the	creation	of	PhD	programs	is	that	of	languages.	In	general,	no	
more	than	one	language	is	required	for	a	design	doctorate	although	important	design	
materials	are	spread	among	various	languages.	English	has	become	the	principal	language	
for	publishing	research	by	virtue	of	its	already	widespread	global	use	but	there	is	also	
valuable	material	published	in	Spanish,	Japanese,	German,	and	other	languages	that	is	
unknown	to	English	speakers.	Thus,	those	scholars	who	gain	the	most	attention	are	those	
who	publish	in	English,	while	some	prominent	researchers	who	are	well	known	in	their	own	
linguistic	communities	are	not	recognized	or	little	recognized	in	the	English-language	
community.	Few	design	research	volumes	are	translated	into	English	or	from	English,	which	
compounds	the	difficulty	of	knowledge	diffusion.	As	more	PhD	graduates	take	up	teaching	
positions	in	universities,	they	are	under	pressure	to	continue	their	research,	present	it	at	
peer	reviewed	conferences	and	publish	it	in	scholarly	journals.	Without	a	set	of	shared	
questions,	they	are	often	left	to	their	own	devices	to	invent	a	research	topic.	As	a	journal	
editor	for	more	than	thirty	years,	I	have	seen	my	share	of	such	papers.	While	the	authors	
adopt	what	appear	to	be	valid	methodologies	to	guide	their	investigations,	the	questions	
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they	pose	are	often	narrowly	construed,	have	no	relation	to	a	larger	set	of	issues,	and	are	
consequently	of	little	interest	or	value	to	other	scholars.	What	is	most	problematic	about	
this	situation	is	that	such	papers	contribute	to	the	mass	of	published	material	that	other	
researchers	must	wade	through	in	order	to	find	articles	of	value.		

The	upside	of	design	research’s	openness	is	that	sometimes	intriguing	new	directions	for	
research	emerge.	New	fields	like	sound	design,	service	design,	interaction	design,	and	design	
for	development	have	fostered	research	that	is	of	great	interest	and	use.	While	Design	
Issues	does	not	have	a	singular	position	on	what	constitutes	valuable	research	and	has	
published	papers	on	varied	subjects,	the	editors	have	encouraged	authors	to	make	
reference	to	prior	articles	in	the	journal	that	are	related	to	the	topics	of	their	research.	This	
is	one	way	that	new	strands	of	investigation	develop	and	begin	to	form	trajectories.	
However,	it	is	a	much	more	informal	way	than	what	occurs	in	many	other	fields	where	a	
group	of	scholars	may	stake	out	a	new	research	direction	together	and	move	forward	with	
it.		

Peer-review	and	social	organizations	
Given	the	heterogeneity	of	design	research,	there	are	difficulties	with	the	peer	review	
process	and	the	maintenance	of	standards.	While	design	research	conferences	claim	that	all	
the	papers	are	peer	reviewed,	they	are	often	evaluated	by	people	who	are	not	qualified	to	
do	so.	It	seems	that	if	one	is	a	design	researcher,	he	or	she	should	be	able	to	attest	to	the	
value	of	any	other	design	researcher’s	paper.	What	tends	to	obscure	this	issue	is	the	
rhetorical	emphasis	on	quality	rather	than	value.	Thus,	if	quality	is	only	determined	by	the	
movement	of	a	piece	of	research	through	an	evaluation	process,	where	there	is	no	assured	
merit	to	the	evaluation,	form	begins	to	substitute	for	function.		

Another	question	that	arises	is	what	to	call	the	group	of	people	who	identify	as	design	
researchers.	Are	they	a	society,	a	network,	a	community?	A	group	can	be	a	society	simply	by	
virtue	of	belonging	to	a	common	association.	This,	however,	does	not	guarantee	that	the	
members	share	anything	other	than	their	membership	in	the	association.	Societies	such	as	
the	DRS	organize	conferences,	give	prizes,	disseminate	articles	through	a	journal,	and	
establish	standards	of	achievement	without	having	to	deal	with	how	the	thematic	substance	
of	a	scholar’s	research	relates	to	a	larger	field.	Likewise,	we	can	speak	of	a	design	research	
network	but	there	is	no	guarantee	that	those	in	the	network	will	produce	any	valuable	
discourse.	There	are	several	design	research	lists	that	function	sometimes	as	drawing	rooms	
or	salons	for	a	few	outspoken	list	members	and	at	other	times	as	bulletin	boards	for	
announcements	of	conferences	or	teaching	positions.	I	am	willing	to	acknowledge	that	
design	researchers	can	conjoin	in	societies	and	networks	but	I	am	unwilling	to	speak	of	a	
broad	design	research	community.	I	think	there	are	small	communities	that	have	formed	
around	shared	interests	within	the	bigger	design	research	network	and	these	communities	
have	moved	forward	with	important	research.	But	what	they	do	is	not	necessarily	known	to	
others	in	the	network.	nor	can	others	evaluate	it	easily	if	they	are	unfamiliar	with	its	
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substance.	To	some	degree	the	Design	Research	Society	has	recognized	this	by	forming	
special	interest	groups	or	SIG’s	around	such	topics	as	design	education,	inclusive	design,	and	
well-being.		

I	will	say	that	design	research	has	advanced	in	part	through	the	efforts	of	scholars	from	
established	disciplines	who	have	found	design	to	be	an	important	subject	of	investigation.	
For	example,	there	is	emerging	within	philosophy	a	new	interest	in	design	aesthetics	after	
years	of	considering	aesthetics	only	in	relation	to	art.	Design	aesthetics	are	also	part	of	a	
larger	interdisciplinary	field	called	the	design	of	the	everyday	although	the	focus	of	that	field	
is	on	vernacular	and	daily	life	objects.	Sociologists	have	also	made	occasional	forays	into	
design,	as	have	anthropologists,	while	design	has	become	a	central	topic	for	marketing	and	
innovation	scholars.	In	recent	years,	a	new	subfield	called	design	anthropology	has	emerged	
although	its	practitioners	tend	to	identify	more	with	design	than	with	anthropology.	I	can	
also	say	that	some	of	the	best	work	in	design	history	has	been	done	by	historians	such	as	
Roland	Marchand,	Jeff	Meikle,	and	Deborah	Silverman	who	found	design	to	be	an	engaging	
research	topic.		

	

Design	pedagogy		
When	it	comes	to	pedagogy,	the	lack	of	consensus	about	what	course	of	studies	would	
constitute	a	doctorate	in	design	is	especially	disconcerting.	By	virtue	of	not	having	any	
consensual	curriculum,	it	is	difficult	to	assess	the	value	of	someone’s	degree.	Of	course,	one	
might	look	at	a	dissertation	or	practice-based	outcome	but	that	would	not	tell	enough	about	
how	well	that	person	could	contribute	to	the	doctoral	education	of	other	students.	In	fields	
like	history	or	philosophy,	where	curricula	are	well	established,	one	can	assess	the	breadth	
of	someone’s	knowledge	by	examining	the	curriculum	they	completed.	This	would	include	a	
number	of	foundational	courses	that	would	indicate	what	they	were	qualified	to	teach.	
Within	the	realm	of	design	doctorates,	there	is	no	consensus	on	what	foundational	texts	to	
read,	what	methods	to	master,	or	whose	work	one	would	need	to	know	about.	Its	not	that	
there	is	any	shortage	of	texts.	Design	Studies	has	been	publishing	research	since	1979,	
Design	Issues	since	1984,	the	Journal	of	Design	History	since	1988,	the	Design	Journal	since	
1998,	the	International	Journal	of	Design	since	2007,	and	Design	and	Culture	since	2009.	Not	
to	mention	the	journals	in	languages	other	than	English.	That	amounts	to	hundreds	of	
articles	at	least	some	of	which	should	be	read	and	discussed	by	any	PhD	student	in	design.		

I	don’t	want	to	say	that	forging	a	dialogue	about	common	curricula	for	doctoral	students	in	
design	would	be	easy,	given	that	so	many	doctoral	programs	are	already	in	place	with	their	
curricula	established.	Nonetheless,	it	is	important	to	raise	a	series	of	questions	about	
doctoral	education,	the	content	of	its	pedagogy,	its	relation	to	the	potential	for	a	design	
discipline,	and	its	value	to	society.		

	
The	need	for	doctors	of	design		
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If	we	go	back	thirty	years	or	so,	we	would	find	considerable	skepticism	if	anyone	suggested	that	a	doctorate	in	
design	might	be	useful.	Although	the	Design	Methods	movement	of	the	1960s	had	shown	that	design	could	be	
much	more	than	styling,	it	was	still	not	clear	what	designers	might	do	other	than	create	products	for	the	
market	or	design	commercial	publicity	material	or	perhaps	books.	The	invention	of	the	computer	opened	up	
new	potential	relations	between	designers	and	software	engineers,	although	these	relationships	have	still	not	
been	sufficiently	exploited.	Computer	scientists	wasted	no	time	in	developing	doctoral	programs.	These	were	
soundly	based	on	technical	expertise	that	rapidly	expanded	into	project	designs.	Doctoral	programs	in	
engineering	too	have	had	no	trouble	staking	out	a	territory	for	complex	projects.	Designers	have	not	been	
sufficiently	trained	to	participate	in	such	projects	at	an	advanced	technical	level	nor	have	they	developed	their	
own	projects	based	on	doctoral	research.		
In	contemporary	life,	we	are	increasingly	facing	situations	of	an	unprecedented	magnitude	that	invite	design	
intervention.	Whether	it	is	advanced	communications	systems,	programs	for	disaster	relief,	or	urban	mobility,	
such	situations	call	for	design	expertise	that	is	often	lacking	in	professionals	from	other	fields	who	have	little	or	
no	training	in	project	conception,	development,	and	management.	We	know	well	what	kinds	of	products	
undergraduate	design	majors	are	capable	of	generating	but	we	know	less	about	what	a	PhD	in	design	might	do.	
There	are	more	than	a	few	scholars	with	doctorates	in	design	who	have	no	clear	sense	of	what	research	is	or	
what	it	is	for.	If	at	the	undergraduate	level,	design	education	is	about	making	something	–	whether	a	piece	of	
furniture,	a	website,	or	a	mobile	phone,	and	if	the	master’s	degree	is	more	about	pedagogy	directed	to	making	
things,	why	would	a	doctorate	not	be	about	making	things	as	well	and	why	would	design	research	not	be	about	
what	we	do	or	might	make.	Doctoral	researchers	in	other	fields	are	developing	projects	that	might	well	be	the	
purview	of	doctors	of	design	but	without	a	clear	idea	of	what	a	doctorate	is	for,	such	projects	don’t	materialize	
from	within	the	design	community.		
Design	is	a	contingent	practice;	hence	its	study	is	about	what	might	be	but	does	not	yet	exist	as	well	as	what	
already	exists.	Design	is	projective.	It	is	a	method	of	envisioning	something	to	be	made,	which	means	that	
design	knowledge	is	not	only	about	how	things	are	but	about	how	they	could	be.	The	ability	to	assess	situations	
and	invent	things	to	improve	them	is	definitely	a	design	quality.	At	the	doctoral	level,	a	student	should	be	able	
to	assess	a	complex	situation	and	contribute	to	making	something,	whether	a	thing,	a	system,	or	even	a	policy	
that	would	clarify	or	improve	that	situation.		
If	we	recognize	that	design	is	about	interventions	in	the	social	world,	then	any	design	program	from	the	
undergraduate	to	the	PhD	should	include	a	strong	component	of	social	science.	Designers	must	not	only	
understand	the	users	of	their	products	but	also	the	situations	that	their	products	are	part	of.	Myra	Margolin	
has	devised	the	term	“social	literacy,”	to	characterize	the	need	for	a	basic	understanding	of	how	society	
functions.	Compared	to	engineers,	whether	they	are	concerned	with	electrical,	mechanical,	or	digital	products,	
designers	require	less	technical	training	but	more	conceptual	experience.	A	PhD	graduate	in	design	should	be	
able	to	collaborate	with	advanced	technologists	in	other	fields	and	work	together	on	teams	dedicated	to	
complex	projects.		
	

Design	and	design	studies		
I	also	want	to	make	a	distinction	between	an	academic	degree	in	design	and	one	in	design	
studies.	The	former	is	about	producing	design,	while	the	latter	is	about	reflecting	on	design	
as	it	has	been	practiced,	is	currently	practiced,	and	how	it	might	be	practiced.	I	distinguish	
here	between	designing,	which	I	believe	a	doctor	of	design	should	be	able	to	do,	and	
reflecting	on	design.	There	is	currently	considerable	confusion	about	the	two.	A	lot	of	what	
is	currently	called	design	research	is	really	design	studies	research.	Although	there	have	
been	discussions	of	what	design	studies	constitutes,	including	some	in	which	I	have	
participated,	the	distinction	between	design	and	design	studies	has	not	been	adequately	
made	and	this	confusion	has,	in	some	cases,	prevented	the	development	of	doctorates	in	
design.	In	countries,	where	higher	education	is	supported	by	the	federal	government,	
doctorates	in	design	are	more	likely,	even	when	the	content	and	outcomes	of	those	degrees	
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are	unclear.	A	design	doctorate	has	semiotic	value	and	can	be	attractive	to	a	university	that	
operates	with	public	funds.	Consequently,	a	design	department	full	of	professors	with	
doctorates	may	enhance	a	university’s	reputation	without	contributing	to	new	knowledge.	It	
is	in	fact	common	practice	in	some	parts	of	the	world	for	professors	in	a	design	department	
to	study	for	a	doctorate	with	their	own	colleagues	as	supervisors.		

In	a	private	university	where	curriculum	funds	must	be	taken	from	endowments	and	
tuitions,	there	is	less	likelihood	of	creating	a	doctorate	in	design	if	its	practical	outcome	is	
not	evident.	In	general	new	programs	in	private	universities	or	even	many	public	ones	arise	
from	a	perceived	need	for	professional	practices	for	which	sufficiently	trained	people	cannot	
be	found.	This	is	actually	the	case	today,	where	many	complex	problems	are	poorly	
addressed	or	not	addressed	at	all	because	competent	professionals	with	appropriate	design	
training	are	not	available.	Because	there	is	no	solid	tradition	of	design	doctorates,	project	
developers	look	to	other	fields	for	experts	to	assist	them.	In	some	cases,	advanced	training	
for	what	might	otherwise	be	called	design	takes	place	in	other	settings	such	as	the	Media	
Lab	or	the	Age	Lab	at	MIT	or	in	doctoral	programs	concerned	with	robotics,	nanotechnology,	
security	systems,	or	alternative	energy	where	advanced	training	in	design	could	be	
extremely	valuable	in	conceiving	and	shaping	new	products	that	would	be	of	social	value.	By	
virtue	of	programs	with	design	components	being	conducted	within	the	orbits	of	other	
disciplines,	the	role	of	design	within	those	programs	becomes	obscured.		

	

Reconfiguring	design	research		
Instead	of	perpetuating	the	term	“design	research,”	which,	as	I	have	shown,	does	not	
designate	a	specific	body	of	knowledge	or	a	particular	methodology,	I	suggest	adopting	the	
related	terms	“design’	and	‘design	studies”	to	delineate	more	precisely	the	nature	of	the	
knowledge	or	capabilities	they	signify.	One	can	do	design	research	that	is	related	to	how	
things	are	made	or	could	be	made.	Such	research	should	be	empirical	and	its	conclusions	
applicable	to	practitioners.	While	a	doctor	of	design	might	be	an	expert	in	a	particular	field	
such	as	collaborative	design,	organization	design,	sustainable	products,	design	for	health	
delivery,	or	transport	systems,	a	doctor	of	design	studies	would	know	more	about	reflective	
issues	such	as	the	impact	of	products	on	social	life,	product	aesthetics,	design	philosophy,	
design	policy,	or	design	history.	By	separating	the	two	activities,	each	might	be	seen	as	more	
practical	and	their	respective	employment	opportunities	more	evident.	Conferences	should	
also	make	sharper	distinctions	between	sessions	dedicated	to	design	or	design	studies	and	if	
conference	organizers	grouped	papers	more	effectively	around	common	themes,	there	
might	be	more	actual	development	in	both	fields.	Design	studies	would	become	a	field	by	
virtue	of	having	design	as	a	subject	to	reflect	on	rather	than	one	to	practice	and	
consequently	it	might	spawn	its	own	communities	of	interest	around	particular	topics.		
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Conclusion		
Research	is	currently	an	inherent	component	of	design,	far	more	so	than	it	has	been	in	the	
past.	The	world	is	undergoing	rapid	changes	that	require	new	responses,	which	a	well-
developed	understanding	of	design	can	provide.	What	is	hampering	this	potential	role	for	
designers	is	the	lack	of	clarity	in	design	research,	which	inadvertently	supports	
inconsequential	investigations,	while	at	the	same	time	not	recognizing	new	areas	where	
investigations	of	what	design	can	do	are	much	needed.	A	central	focus	of	research	should	be	
on	the	social,	technological,	and	cultural	transitions	that	are	occurring	in	society	and	how	
design	might	be	reconfigured	and	reconceptualized	to	be	part	of	them.	This	means	
identifying	and	analyzing	new	opportunities	for	practice.	Experimental	projects,	of	which	
there	are	many,	need	evaluation	and	successful	ones	should	form	part	of	emerging	terrains	
of	practice.	There	are	many	new	activities	that	are	currently	taking	place,	some	under	the	
rubric	of	design	and	others	not.	How	best	to	prepare	designers	for	these	activities	should	be	
a	central	focus	of	design	research.		

What	is	key	to	a	new	approach	to	research	in	design	and	design	studies	is	the	clarification	of	
purposes	for	each	and	the	articulation	of	problematics	whose	explorations	are	likely	to	be	
fruitful.	If	design	research	cannot	improve	and	transform	practice	then	its	value	is	dubious.	If	
design	studies	cannot	better	explain	to	practitioners	and	the	public	alike	what	design	is	and	
what	it	can	be,	then	the	lack	of	understanding	about	its	value	will	prevent	potential	clients	
such	as	municipalities,	businesses,	and	government	agencies	from	understanding	how	
design	might	contribute	to	the	success	of	their	endeavors.		

The	existing	entities	that	make	up	the	global	design	network	-	the	societies,	the	journals,	
conferences,	the	schools	and	universities	-	should	interrogate	their	own	activities.	It	would	
be	helpful	to	begin	a	new	international	dialogue	on	the	future	of	research	in	design	and	
design	studies.	Established	scholars,	teachers,	and	administrators	should	begin	to	thrash	out	
the	issues	that	need	to	be	clarified	in	order	for	design	research	to	mature	and	become	
relevant	to	scholars	in	other	fields.	The	question	is	not	how	to	perpetuate	existing	activities	
in	order	to	enhance	the	curricula	vitae	of	design	researchers	to	assist	them	in	their	
professional	advancement	but	to	insure	that	what	those	researchers	do	has	some	value	to	
the	world.		
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