
Kn
ow

le
dg

e 
M

an
ag

em
en

t 
Ap

pl
ic

at
io

n 
OF

 C
on

st
ru

ct
iv

is
m

32

 Constructivist Foundations vol. 11, N°1

and the more current “EKSIG.”1 I under-
stand the authors are aware of these, but I 
would like to emphasize that the Research 
Through Design (RTD) conference series 
can benefit greatly from building on the 
success and correcting the inadequacies of 
these other endeavours. I believe that the 
authors might gain if they go beyond their 
own reflections and feedback to analyse 
carefully and critically, and not only refer 
and summarize, other similar design re-
search conferences and projects that are 
aimed to serve research through design 
and the advancement of “design epistemol-
ogy.” In other words, compare and contrast 
their own with others to identify knowledge 
gaps and new opportunities, that is to say, 
to go beyond individual toward collective 
inquiry.

« 6 »  For instance, a question of which 
the authors are aware is whether non-mate-
rial-based design research, such as service 
design, would be welcomed in their RTD 
conference. This question, I believe, hits a 
nerve in, if not the heart of, a conference 
series aimed to advance research through 
design. As the authors know, there are dif-
ferent meanings and practices attached to 
“research through design” (see also Chow 
2010). The authors’ understanding leans 
toward the practice-based research dis-
course that has taken place predominantly 
in the UK, with its foci on material artefacts 
and embodied knowing. This is entirely le-
gitimate; however, in order to include, for 
example, service design in the conference 

1 |  “Research into Practice,” as far as I know, 
was one of the earliest to explore collectively the 
themes of knowledge and knowing in perform-
ing and creative arts in the context of academic 
and doctoral research. Although the sympo-
sium seems to have been inactive since 2008, 
past proceedings are published online under the 
title “Working Papers in Art and Design Jour-
nal,” available at http://www.herts.ac.uk/research/
ssahri/research-areas/art-design/research-into-
practice-group/production/working-papers-in-
art-and-design-journal. EKSIG (Design Research 
Society Special Interest Group on Experiential 
Knowledge) has been hosting bi-annual confer-
ences since 2009 and seems to share the same 
agenda and interest as the RTD conference series. 
More information is available at http://experien-
tialknowledge.org.uk/conference.html

and be consistent with their position, the 
authors need to re-examine their own basic 
assumption on “design” in general and “re-
search through design” in particular.

« 7 »  Fortunately, the authors are not 
alone and, I believe, whichever position 
they take, they will find others to walk with 
them. If they stay with the foci on mate-
rial artefacts and embodied knowing, they 
will find allies with EKSIG and join the 
discourse on “experiential knowledge” and 
continue to refine the conference format 
favouring material- and experience-based 
presentation and discussion. If they expand 
their conception of design beyond material 
artefacts and experiential knowing, then 
they can examine and build on Jonas’ re-
search through design and further rethink 
the conference format. Jonas’ model would 
imply a format that favours the discursive 
and the experiential.

« 8 »  But at the end of the day, the for-
mat is secondary to the culture of inquiry. 
Organizing a conference is only worthwhile 
when it is or should be a moment of collec-
tive inquiry or learning. Exploring alterna-
tive formats to promote and realize this mo-
ment is a laudable ambition. Yes, I call this 
an ambition because academic conferences, 
like other academic activities, when not 
seriously reflected on and carried out, are 
mundane and sometimes boring routines. 
However, when thinking about creating 
conditions for facilitating collective inquiry, 
it is helpful and necessary to acknowledge 
and identify state-of-art understanding and 
practice, to improve them and to create a 
genuine alternative.
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Research Through Design 
Is More than Just a New 
Form of Disseminating 
Design Outcomes
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> Upshot • The question of more ap-
propriate dissemination formats for 
research through design (RTD) is impor-
tant, but secondary. Artefacts are just 
media in the knowledge-generating pro-
cess. RTD is a much more powerful con-
cept than presented here.

Introduction
« 1 »  In their target article, Abigail Dur-

rant et al. present “a descriptive, experience-
centered account of composing a new inter-
national conference with an experimental 
format that aims to support the dissemina-
tion of ‘research through design’”(§73), and 
they conclude:

“ […] the epistemological challenge for under-
standing how ‘thinking’ may be embodied in 
artifacts, along with understanding how artifact 
knowledge may be contextualized within a re-
search process and the presentation of its out-
puts, remains as ‘controversial’ as ever (Frayling 
1993: 8). One conceptual – and pragmatic – move 
forward could be to use the RTD conference for-
mat as a platform or locus for establishing a com-
monly understood language to be drawn upon for 
disseminating research through design, one that 
may accommodate the juxtaposition of visual 
texts, prose and artifacts, for communication, for 
performance and situated dialogue, and in the 
use of resources (e.g., technical) for mediating 
forms of expression and configuring participa-
tion.” (§72)

« 2 »  This concluding statement conveys 
the problem that I have with the text: there is 
a fundamental difference between the prob-
lem of disseminating RTD outcomes and 
the issue of developing a consistent concept 
of RTD. The article mixes both aspects in 
an inappropriate manner, concerning both 
content and strategy. In the end, there is no 

http://www.herts.ac.uk/research/ssahri/research-areas/art-design/research-into-practice-group/production/working-papers-in-art-and-design-journal
http://www.herts.ac.uk/research/ssahri/research-areas/art-design/research-into-practice-group/production/working-papers-in-art-and-design-journal
http://www.herts.ac.uk/research/ssahri/research-areas/art-design/research-into-practice-group/production/working-papers-in-art-and-design-journal
http://www.herts.ac.uk/research/ssahri/research-areas/art-design/research-into-practice-group/production/working-papers-in-art-and-design-journal
http://experientialknowledge.org.uk/conference.html
http://experientialknowledge.org.uk/conference.html
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epistemological clarification, but rather con-
fusion remains. The authors give a thorough 
and comprehensive description and reflec-
tion on their experiences and the feedback 
received during the development of a new 
performative conference format. This is an 
important achievement in itself. The entire 
design research community needs more flexi-
bility and more originality in publication and 
communication formats. But they fail in their 
aspiration to bring more clarity to the con-
cept and the epistemological implications of 
RTD. There is the danger that this contribu-
tion even strengthens the counter-arguments 
of those who have always been sceptics of 
RTD and thus broadens the divide. Therefore 
I take the opportunity to recapitulate my own 
reflections on RTD of the past decade.1

Reflections on RTD
« 3 »  Although it is reported that 

Bruce Archer first introduced the notion 

1 | I n this commentary RTD is used as a des-
ignation for the specific kind of design research, 
not for the conference series the authors are dis-
cussing in their original text.

of research about design, research through 
design, and research for the purposes of 
design in the late 1970s during his post at 
the Royal College of Art in London, it was 
Christopher Frayling (1993) who made the 
distinction popular. He introduced the cate-
gories of research into / through / for art and 
design. This categorization, which – for the 
first time – does not distinguish as to subject 
matter or an assumed structure of the “real 
world” but according to purpose, intention-
ality and attitude towards subject matters in 
design, is essential for a genuine designerly 
way of knowledge generation.

« 4 »  Alain Findeli refers to Archer 
(and other authors) and emphasizes the es-
sential role of project-grounded research 
for the development of a designerly re-
search paradigm (Findeli 2008). Table  1, 
which contrasts Frayling and Findeli, re-
veals inconsistencies, which seem to re-
sult from a shift in meaning of “for” and 
“through” between Frayling (1993) and 
Findeli (1998). This requires clarification 
and further elaboration.

« 5 »  Frayling’s categorization is incon-
sistent and rather fuzzy, whereas Findeli 

provides an epistemologically and seman-
tically much clearer concept. Frayling’s 
“through” comprises much of Findeli’s 
“for”; only action research may relate to 
“through / by” with both authors. Fray-
ling’s “for” is something very different from 
Findeli’s “for”; Findeli would probably not 
consider it as research at all. Jonas and Jan 
Meyer-Veden (2004) and Jonas (2007a, 
2007b) adopt Findeli’s categorization and 
try to clarify:

Research about design acts from outside, 
keeping the subject matter at a distance. 
Researchers are scientific observers that 
try to avoid any impact on the subject. For 
example: design philosophy, design history, 
design critique, etc.

Research for design acts from the outside 
too, but aims at supporting the design pro-
cess. Researchers act as knowledge provid-
ers for designers. The provided knowledge 
may be of limited validity because it relates 
to a reality that is changed by design. For ex-
ample: market research, user research, prod-
uct semantics, etc.

Frayling 1993 Findeli 1998

Into

“the most straightforward, and […] by far the most common:
�� Historical research
�� Aesthetic or Perceptual Research
�� Research into a variety of theoretical perspectives on art and design – social, economic, political, 

ethical, cultural, iconographic, technical, material, structural […] whatever.
[…] there are countless models – and archives – from which to derive its rules and procedures.”

Into / about

�� Separation of design research and 
design practice (weak theory),

�� “little or no contribution to a theory 
of design”; see the field of “design 
studies” (Margolin)

For

“The thorny one is Research for art and design, […]. Research where the end product is an artefact – 
where the thinking is, so to speak, embodied in the artefact, where the goal is not primarily communicable 
knowledge in the sense of verbal communication, but in the sense of visual or iconic or imagistic 
communication.”

For

�� Design as applied science (no theory),
�� complex, sophisticated projects
�� (research and development)

Through

“less straightforward, but still identifiable and visible.
�� Materials research – such as titanium sputtering or colorization of metal projects […]
�� Development work – for example, customizing a piece of technology to do something no-one had 

considered before, and communicating the results. […]
�� Action research – where a research diary tells […] of a practical experiment in the studios, and the 

resulting report aims to contextualize it. Both the diary and the report are there to communicate the 
results, which is what separates research from the gathering of reference materials.”

For

�� Design as applied science (no theory),
�� complex, sophisticated projects
�� (research and development)

Table 1 • Design research concepts based on Frayling’s (1993) terminology in comparison to Findeli’s (1998).
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Research through design (RTD) denotes 
the genuine designerly process of knowl-
edge generation. Designers / researchers are 
immediately involved, creating connections, 
thereby changing the subject of research. 
For example: potentially every “wicked 
problem” in Horst Rittel and Melvin Web-
ber’s (1972) sense.

« 6 »  Research about and for design 
seems unambiguous. The epistemological 
status of RTD, however, is still weak. Ac-
cording to Findeli (1998: 111) “‘project-
grounded research’ […] is a kind of hybrid 
between action research and grounded 
theory research”: Grounded theory aims at 
theory building, while accepting the modi-
fication of its subject matter. Action research 
aims at the modification of reality, while 
observing and processing theory modifica-
tions (Swann 2002). Both approaches admit 
the involvement of the researcher as well as 
the emergence of theories from empirical 
data, in contrast to the established concept 
of theory building as the verification of pre-
viously formulated hypotheses.

« 7 »  Archer (1995) adheres to the dis-
tinction of research about / for / through de-
sign and puts RTD in a category with action 
research:

“ It is when research activity is carried out 
through the medium of practitioner activity that 
the case becomes interesting.” (Archer 1995: 
11)

Findeli (1998: 111) clarifies that:

“ […] although the importance of the design 
project needs to be recognized in project-ground-
ed research, it should never become the central 
purpose of the research project, otherwise we fall 
back into R&D. Therefore, the design project and 
its output find their place in the annex of the dis-
sertation, since practice is only a support for re-
search (a means, not an end), the main product of 
which should remain design knowledge.”

« 8 »  Findeli (2008) introduces a new 
perspective in arguing that RTD, or “proj-
ect-grounded research” as he prefers to call 
it, has to combine research for and about de-
sign in order to become both relevant and 
rigorous. Note his statement that “the design 
project and its output find their place in the 
annex of the dissertation.”

« 9 »  Charles Owen (1998) introduces a 
pragmatist concept of knowledge generation 
in and through design, which integrates in-
quiry and application. It can be traced back 
to David Kolb’s (1984) pragmatist learning 
cycle and even earlier models (Dewey 1986). 
Owen concentrates on building knowledge 
for the improvement of the design / plan-
ning process (left side of Figure  1) and on 
applying this knowledge in design / plan-
ning (right side of Figure 1). The feedback 
loops in the model of building and using 
knowledge indicate the close interconnec-
tion between reflection and action or ana-
lytic and synthetic reasoning in the design 
process.

« 10 »  I choose to interpret his repre-
sentation as an argument for the fuzzy de-
marcation line between design and RTD. Yet, 

without neglecting the “beauty of grey” in 
between, one should insist on the distinc-
tion:

�� Design uses and applies analytical 
knowledge for the purpose of designing 
artefacts or finding answers to design 
questions, whereas

�� RTD uses designerly, project-based pro-
cess knowledge for the purpose of find-
ing answers to research questions.
« 11 »  Finally, Owen gives a number of 

recommendations, for example:

“ Initiate studies of the philosophy of design. Just 
as studies of the philosophy of science, history, re-
ligion, etc. Seek to understand the underpinning 
values, structures and processes within these sys-
tems of knowledge building and using, there need 
to be studies of the nature of design.” (Owen 
1998: 19)

which can be interpreted as the urge to do 
research about design.

« 12 »  Table 2 relates the concepts to the 
epistemological theory of first- and second-
order observation / cybernetics. A fourth 
category is emerging: research as design.

Research for design: An idealized / disem-
bodied / objective observer of some iso-
lated external phenomenon, generating 
knowledge for a design / inquiring system. 
Research is defined / determined by under-
lying basic assumptions regarding the struc-
ture / nature of the design process (What is 
design? How does it work?). → Design as a 
cognitive process, semiotic process, com-
municative process, learning process, etc. 
Research aiming at the improvement of the 
design / inquiring system regarding various 
externally determined criteria (so-called 
“applied science”).

Research about design: An idealized / dis-
embodied / objective observer of a de-
tached design / inquiring system, generating 
knowledge about this system. Research is 
defined / determined by motivations aiming 
at inquiring and understanding the “nature” 
of diverse aspects of design. Research by 
means of disciplinary scientific methods ap-
plied in order to explore various aspects of 
design. → Design as a subject of disciplinary 
research: philosophical, anthropological, 
historical, psychological, etc.

analytic

realm
of theory Knowledge building

Measures

Principles

Application
paradigm

Knowledge using

Knowledge building

Measures

Principles

Inquiry
paradigm

Knowledge using

realm
of practice

synthetic

discovery or finding invention or making

Proposal Knowledge Work

Figure 1 • A pragmatist model of building and using knowledge (Owen 1998).
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Research through design: An embod-
ied / situated / intentional observer inside a 
design / inquiring system, generating knowl-
edge and change through active participation 
in the design / inquiring process. Research is 
defined / determined by basic assumptions 
regarding the purpose of designing (What is 
design good for?) aiming at the achievement 
of goals. →  Design as a projective process, 
human-centered process, innovation pro-
cess, emancipatory process, political / social 
process, etc. Research guided by the design 
process aiming at transferable knowledge 
and innovation according to various inter-
nally determined criteria.

Research as design(?): An embodied / situ-
ated / intentional observer inside a de-
sign / inquiring system, concentrating on 
the production of variations as raw material 
for the design / inquiring process. Research 
in action. Probably the essential mental and 
social “mechanism” of generating new ideas, 
the location of abductive reasoning. →  De-
sign as the inaccessible medium of knowl-
edge production, etc.

« 13 »  To sum up: Figure 2 illustrates that 
RTD cannot exist as an isolated concept, but 
that it has to integrate the other modes of 
inquiry. Scientific input (about, for) is indis-

pensable, but the nature of the design phe-
nomena does not allow the reduction of de-
sign research to (applied) scientific research. 
On the contrary: scientific research has to be 
embedded in designerly models of inquiry. 
There are the all-embracing subject matters 
of aesthetics / products – logic / process – 
ethics / people, and the essential distinguish-
ing purposes of understanding design-rele-
vant phenomena, of improving the design 
process, and of improving the human con-
dition. These purposes can be related to the 
epistemological attitudes of research about 
design, for design, and through design.

« 14 »  Based on these considerations, 
I have finally developed the position that 
RTD has the potential to act as the episte-
mological paradigm for transdisciplinary 
studies and transformation design (Jonas 
2014, 2015).

Conclusion
« 15 »  To come back to the target ar-

ticle, I will summarize my critique, which 
is based on a different view of RTD, fol-
lowing Archer, Owen, Findeli, and others: 
RTD is not primarily about conceiving ar-
tifacts / products as carriers or representa-

First order cybernetics Second order cybernetics

�� Observer is situated outside the design / inquiring system
�� Emphasis on the analytic aspects of the research / 

learning cycle?
�� producing facts

�� Observer is situated inside the design / inquiring system
�� Emphasis on the projective and synthetic aspects of the 

research / learning cycle?
�� producing (arte)facts based on values

Observer looking outwards

Research FOR design Research THROUGH design

Observer looking inwards

Research ABOUT design Research AS design(?)

Table 2 • The concepts of research for, about, through design, related to observer positions and perspectives (Glanville 1997). 
Black: Observer position and relative perspective; yellow: life-world; red: design / inquiry system.

research through design

Situated
Unknowledge

Situated
knowledge

Design
question

Research
question

The design project
as research medium

Research AS design

Design
answer

Research
answer

FOR ABOUT

Figure 2 • Research through design means the reflected, purposive, and 
playful use of observer modes during the design research process (Jonas 2014).
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tions of knowledge, but about conceiving 
the design process as a unique epistemo-
logical and methodological medium / de-
vice for knowledge generation, different 
from other disciplines’ instruments. Fur-
thermore, I avoid Frayling’s understanding 
of the artifacts as carrier of knowledge and 
agree with Findeli and Rabah Bousbaki’s 
(2005) hypothesis of the “eclipse of the 
object.” This helps to avoid the impression 
that RTD is either a form of R&D or a form 
of artistic research.

« 16 »  In this context, two main goals 
as to content and strategy can be identified:
1  |	 the development of RTD’s epistemo-

logical basis and methodological real-
ization in order to raise its academic 
standard and reputation; and

2  |	 the exploration and development of 
new formats of presenting and com-
municating RTD outcomes.

The second goal should contribute to the 
first one. So, RTD and its dissemination 
(the second goal), which – in my view – 
also means promotion of RTD, will bet-
ter be supported by aiming strategically at 
connectivity to more traditional formats 
than by neglecting them. This may appear 
paradoxical: RTD is different, no doubt. But 
in order to be better accepted in its differ-
ence, it should be a bit more the same. Our 
competitors are the other disciplines that 
use their approved approaches for compa-
rable research questions. We have to prove 
that our answers, developed by designerly 
procedures, are of equal quality. The de-
velopment of a commonly understood lan-
guage (the authors’ claim) will probably not 
be achieved by retreating towards our own 
cozy comfort zone of design studio inter-
action patterns. It may even turn out to be 
counterproductive.
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Striking a Balance: 
Openness in Research 
Through Design
Amy Twigger Holroyd
University of Leeds, UK 
a.t.holroyd/at/leeds.ac.uk

> Upshot • The experimental confer-
ence format described by Durrant et al. 
is intended to create an open platform 
for dissemination and knowledge cre-
ation. The field of open design, in which 
designers create structures to support 
creative action by others, offers relevant 
insights and alternative approaches. For 
example: while it is logical to see open-
ness as open choice, it can be productive 
to instead think of openness as con-
structed through a balance of structure 
and choice.

« 1 »  In this response to the richly de-
tailed target article on Research Through 
Design (RTD) – a conference that I attend-
ed as both presenter and “provocateur” – I 
have chosen to focus on the specific issue of 
openness.

« 2 »  As the authors explain, the field of 
research through design is in the early stag-
es of development (§7). While significant 
progress has been made in recent years, this 
approach still has few shared touchstones 
and lacks even a consistent mutual language; 
openness is required to accommodate the 
diversity of viewpoints and vibrant debate 
that will help the field to mature. As detailed 
in the article, RTD was therefore conceived 
as an open platform for the dissemination 
of practice-based design research, with the 
participants’ contributions shaping the dis-
cussions that would take place as well as the 
format of the event (§2).

« 3 »  This approach raises questions 
over the most effective way to foster open, 
constructive discussion and exchange: How 
much structure and facilitation is appropri-
ate? How can framing elements be planned 
to guide and support rigorous debate and 
productive dialogue in such uncharted ter-
ritory? How can insights be shared with 
a nascent community to enable a field to 
progress, without shutting out alternative 
interpretations?

Open design and open activity
« 4 »  Consideration of these questions 

brings a parallel from contemporary design 
practice to mind: the concept of open design 
(van Abel et al. 2011). Although some un-
derstandings of open design involve the user 
in designing industrially produced goods or 
major building projects, or customising, 
adapting or completing products at home, 
I am interested in another interpretation, in 
which trained designers direct their energies 
towards building structures to support the 
individual or collective creativity of others. 
Jos de Mul (2011) describes this role as that 
of the metadesigner: someone who guides 
others through a creative process, mediating 
and enabling their experience.

« 5 »  My own doctoral research – which 
I identified as using a research-through-
design methodology – tackled the issue of 
openness in fashion, simultaneously explor-
ing methods of “opening” and re-knitting 
existing garments, ways of sharing design 
skills with amateur knitters and the possibil-
ity of opening up the fashion system through 
amateur making (Twigger Holroyd 2015). At 
each of these levels, the openness I sought 
was situated in contrast to a “closed” norm, 
and was intended to give autonomy to indi-
vidual wearers, rather than fashion “experts.”

« 6 »  In practical terms, I developed 
a range of re-knitting techniques, each of 
which had countless variations, depending 
on the characteristics of the original garment 
and the design of the alteration; I then shared 
these techniques with a small group of ama-
teur knitters at a series of workshops. I want-
ed to create a space for these participants to 
devise their own re-knitting projects, experi-
ment and make creative decisions, without 
prescribing the nature of their actions or in-
advertently imprinting the techniques with 
my own preferences and values.

« 7 »  This practical exploration helped 
to shape my thinking: while I initially saw 
openness as offering as many choices as pos-
sible, this overwhelmed and confused the 
participants and stifled their ability to act. 
I realised that in order to open up activity, 
I needed to provide support – in this case, 
by limiting the options available. This corre-
sponds with the argument made by de Mul 
(2011: 37): “the designer’s task is to limit 
[…] space in order to create order from dis-
order.” Thus, I came to understand openness 


