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Introduction
This article inquires into the uncertain positioning of research in 
the field of architecture as design discipline. No consensus exists 
on the nature of architectural research because multiple interpreta-
tions are used in practice, education, and academia. This contribu-
tion looks into this situation, trying to unlock the different logics 
that are at the base of these divergent interpretations and propos-
ing a way forward. The paper looks for a theoretical framework  
to improve the exchange between different approaches to and 
modalities of research. 
 The notion that architectural practice has its own kind of 
knowledge production, relying on the capacity of designing, is 
often seen as a window of opportunity to outline the kind of 
knowledge that would be specific for architecture as a discipline. 
Thus, research by or through design has become a buzzword, used 
in professional, educational, and research environments.1 This 
paper aims at understanding how this research by or through 
design should be positioned vis-à-vis other forms of research and 
other forms of design. 
 The interest in research as part of professional architectural 
practice can be linked to an ongoing redefinition of the profes-
sional identity of the discipline. Historically, architecture has had  
a close relationship with engineering, which has led to a continu-
ous exchange of responsibilities with regard to “design-and-build” 
processes.2 Still, architecture has primarily been the discipline  
that translates societal questions on how to live, dwell, and work  
in an environment in which human-made constructions and 
objects increasingly make up the scene of everyday life.3 These 
issues have become increasingly complex in recent decades, which 
in turn have encouraged architects to define a part of their pro- 
fessional practice as research. Leading architectural offices have 
thus recently established a research branch, and have created  
a specific inquisitive profile for it, which distinguishes itself  
from the traditional architectural profile defined by design and  
the finality of construction.4 Meanwhile, architectural research in 

1 Research through design as distinguished 
from research into or for design. This  
distinction has been discussed in a  
number of publications: Bruce Archer, 
“The Nature of Research,” Co-Design, 
Interdisciplinary Journal of Design  
(January 1995): 6–13; Christopher  
Frayling, Research in Art and Design 
(London: Royal College of Art, 1993); 
Peter Downton, Design Research  
(Melbourne: RMIT University Press, 
2003); Ken Friedman, “Research into,  
by and for Design,” Journal of Visual  
Arts Practice 7, no. 2 (2008): 153–60;  
And Nigel Cross, “Editorial,” Design 
Studies 16, no. 1 (1995): 2–3. See  
also, for a broad discussion of design 
knowledge, Imre Horváth, “A Treatise  
on Order in Engineering Design  
Research,” Research in Engineering 
Design 15, no. 3 (2004): 155–81. 

2 Andrew Saint, Architect and Engineer:  
A Study in Sibling Rivalry  (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2007).

3 Rosalind Williams, Notes on the  
Underground (Cambridge, MA: MIT  
Press, 1990).

4 Two leading Dutch offices serve as  
examples of this tendency: the Office of 
Metropolitan Architecture (OMA) has a 
counterpart in AMO (the name is actually 
an anagram or mirror image of OMA 
without a fixed meaning), and the Why 
Factory is a counterpart to MVRDV.
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5 Michael A. R. Biggs and Daniela Büchler, 
“Rigor and Practice-Based Research,” 
Design Issues 23,  no. 3 (2007): 62–69.

6 Archer, “The Nature of Research,” 10; 
and Frayling, Research in Art and  
Design, 5. 

7 Chris Younès, “Doctorates Caught 
Between Disciplines and Projects,”  
The Journal of Architecture 11,  no. 3 
(2006): 315–22; Matthew Powers, 
“Towards a Discipline-Dependent  
Scholarship,” Journal of Architectural 
Education  61,  no. 1 (2007): 15–18.

8 Frank Van Der Hoeven, “Mind the  
Evaluation Gap: Reviewing the  
Assessment of Architectural Research  
in the Netherlands,” arq: Architectural 
Research Quarterly 15,  no. 2 (2011): 
177–87.

9 Linda Groat and David Wang,  
Architectural Research Methods (New 
York: John Wiley & Sons, 2002).

10 Hilde Heynen, “Unthinkable Doctorates? 
Introduction,” The Journal of Architecture 
11,  no. 3 (2006): 277–82.

universities and other institutions continues to grow, because uni-
versities stimulate their architectural departments to undertake 
more research. 
 The increasing academic activity in this field came about for 
a number of reasons. In the United Kingdom, design and fine art 
since 1992 have been and are, being taught in an academic environ-
ment, after the polytechnics merged with the universities.5 In con-
tinental Europe the Bologna process, calling for a more transparent 
and uniform system of higher learning, gave rise to a similar pro-
cess, with former Hochschulen being transformed and integrated 
into an academic system; Hochschulen are thus expected to conduct 
research activities and to produce research output. This change 
raises questions about how to adequately measure “research out-
put.” University policy makers traditionally have developed sys-
tems to measure output based on indexes (e.g., ISI Citation). 
However, these methods fall short in measuring design output. 
Therefore, proponents of research through design suggested that a 
design or a design project could be considered substantive 
research if it is publicly disseminated and peer-reviewed by means 
of exhibitions, installations, or professional publications.6 If so, it 
would affirm architecture’s particular disciplinary identity and 
boundaries.7 Frank van der Hoeven, in a recent article focusing on 
the position of the architecture faculty at the TU Delft, addresses 
the difficulty of how to assess architectural research in an aca-
demic climate, where research merit is gained with publication in 
a limited selection of peer-reviewed, scientific journals.8 His pro-
posal is to give more weight to the societal relevance designerly 
practice addresses, but with scientific rigor as a standard. As such, 
design would become a modus for academic inquiry linked with 
the societal role so commonly associated with the design practice.
 This line of thinking brings us to the apparent tension 
between academic and professional aspects of the discipline.  
Traditionally, research in architectural departments in universities 
was done by adapting research methods from related disciplines—
sociology, art history, or anthropology, for example. Groat and 
Wang distinguish the inquisitive methods of an architect and state 
that these methods would be difficult to fit into a conventional  
academic research method.9 Academic practice is indeed seen by 
many designers and scholars as a mode of knowledge production 
that is very different from design practice. Hence, academic 
research in architecture (e.g., in architectural history) could be 
seen as research about architecture—research from the outside—
rather than research in architecture—research from the inside.10 
Research through design was advocated as having the potential to 
close this gap, which exists between the theoretical world within 
academia and the hands-on, context focused everyday reality of 
the work in architectural offices. 
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Diverse Interpretations of Research Through Design
Research through design is often proposed as the (missing) link 
between architects and society, or between academics and practi-
tioners (see Figure 1). Despite the broad interest from practitioners, 
educators, and scholars, each with their own perspectives on the 
concept, the actual link has not yet been established. Nonetheless, 
in local professional contexts, the creative practice of architects—
addressing a research question with a strong spatial component—
is often presented as designerly research and produces interesting 
insights.11 Many institutional bodies have also developed an inter-
est in the potential capacity of research through design and have 
issued position papers or manifesto-like documents. Several 
national architectural organizations, for example, have expressed 
their views on the link between design and research in different 
national contexts. The memorandum of the Royal Institute of Brit-
ish Architects (RIBA) on architectural research states that the pro-
fessional and academic f ields together offer a basis for 
“practice-based research” in such cases when the profession offers 
data on design processes that is analyzed within academia.12 This 
approach links practice and research, assigning the designerly role 
to practice and the analytical role to the university. On the other 
hand, the American Institute of Architects (AIA) mentions design 
research as data collection by “design investigation and specula-
tion, observation and reflection.”13 Finally, the Australian Institute 
for Architects closely links research in architecture to design pro-
duction and dissemination through professional exhibitions, jour-
nals, and books. This institute defines architecture research 
straightforwardly, as a method or “a framework for understanding 
research that is undertaken using a design methodology.”14

 Similar interests are manifested by professional practices. 
Leading architectural practices use research to expand their  
portfolio beyond traditional design briefs. Alternatively, offices 
have also defined the explorations in their design assignments  
as research.15 These positions can be illustrated in the attitudes  
of Maas Van Rijs De Vries (MVRDV) and of Alejandro Zaera-Polo, 
formerly of Foreign Office Architects. MVRDV starts from  
the collection of masses of data as a basis for design decision  

11 For example, we can refer to the Layout 
series, which was published by the  
Creative Industries Fund—formerly, the 
Netherlands Architecture Fund. This 
series was an irregularly appearing  
publication of design work, presented  
as research into complex spatial issues.  
See http://architectuurfonds.nl/nl/ 
lay-out/ (accessed August 22, 2012).

12 Jeremy Till, Architectural Research: 
Three Myths and One Model  (London: 
Royal Institute of British Architects, 
2008), www.architecture.com/Files/
RIBA ProfessionalServices/Research 
AndDevelopment/WhatisArchitectural

 Research.pdf (accessed November 07, 
2012).

13 American Institute of Architects  
Knowledge Resources Staff, AIA 
Research Primer (Washington, DC:  
American Institute of Architects, 2009), 
www.aia.org/aiaucmp/groups/aia/ 
documents/pdf/aiab081880.pdf 
(accessed November 07, 2012).

14 The Australian Institute of Architects, 
Understanding Research Excellence  
in Architecture (Barton: Australian  
Institute of Architects, National  
Education Committee, 2009),  
www.architecture.com.au/policy/ 
media/Understanding%20Research%20
Excellence%20in%20Architecture.pdf 
(accessed November 07, 2012).

15 Halina Dunin-Woyseth and Fredrik  
Nilsson, “Building (Trans)Disciplinary 
Architectural Research: Introducing Mode 
1 and Mode 2 to Design Practitioners,” in 
Transdisciplinary Knowledge Production 
in Architecture and Urbanism, eds. Nel 
Janssens and Isabelle Doucet (Dordrecht: 
Springer, 2011): 79–96.

Figure 1
Positioning research through design: (A) as 
a mode of communication between practice 
and the academy; (B) as a disciplinary form of 
knowledge production, which distinguishes 
architecture from other disciplines and 
allows interdisciplinary exchange; (C) as an 
inquisitive mode of production in response to 
complex spatial demands from society.
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making,16 whereas Zaera-Polo defines a produced body of work as 
project-based research.17 The design product—whether an urban 
plan, a building design, or a facade system—takes on a role either 
as a means to synthesize and present the research, or as a full body 
of experiential knowledge of architecture.
 In academic circles, a similar open attitude exists toward 
“research.” In 2003, the Dutch Berlage Institute formulated its  
PhD program as progressive research,18 which distinguishes itself 
from traditional research in academia that “often operates as an 
administrative inquisition paralyzing all of us practitioners” and 
results in research that “remains entrenched in bureaucratic codes 
of academic behavior, confining these researches to be details  
[i.e., trivial] or even redundant with regard to the greater problems 
of discourse on Architecture, Urbanism, the City and Theory.”19 
This progressive research approach is based on literature study, case 
studies, and finally the formulation of a set of architectural instru-
ments to deal with contemporary social conditions—a toolbox. 
Design as such can come to the fore as a conclusive product.  
Alternatively, the European Association for Architectural Educa-
tion (EAAE) describes a more modest role for design in a research 
context. The EAAE Charter for Architectural Research defines 
research by design as broadly as “any kind of inquiry in which 
design is a substantial part of the research process.”20 Design is 
thus termed a pathway to new knowledge, and as such, it is 
adopted as a methodology rather than a conclusive result.
 That a search has been undertaken for a close connection 
between design practice and research practice is implicit, although 
the concept of research through design is not explicitly mentioned 
in all of these analyzed documents. Design—both in the definition 
as a mode of production and in the definition as a designed  
product—emerges either as a form of data, as a way to collect data, 
as a methodology, as a means of dissemination, or as a mode of 
synthesis. If we describe research activity as a process that func-
tions according to a specific mode of production to achieve a spe-
cific finality, we can state that design is, in some viewpoints, a part 
of that mode and, in other viewpoints, a part of that finality. 
 Research through design is often proposed as the path to  
set apart architecture from other disciplines and to define a proper 
inquisitive mode. Rather than pointing toward a uniform con-
cept—something research through design is often thought to be—
this survey shows the ambiguity of the concept. Currently, this 
ambiguity creates confusion as to the question of what research 
through design in architecture actually should or could be. Research 
through design has become a double-edged sword, intended to 
shed light and clarity, but in the meanwhile equally producing 
confusion, as different modes of knowledge production are not 
always comparable or compatible.

16 The designers explain their approach  
of extrapolating forms from research in 
the book, FARMAX.  Winy Maas, Jacob 
van Rijs, and Richard Koek, FARMAX: 
Excursions on Density (1998; repr.  
Rotterdam: 010 Publishers, 2006), 103. 
This approach is further discussed in 
Stan Allen, “Artificial Ecology,” Assem-
blage 34 (December 1997): 107–09.

17 Alejandro Zaera-Polo, “Patterns, Fabrics, 
Prototypes, Tessellations,” Architectural 
Design 79,  no. 6 (2009): 18–27.

18 The Rotterdam-based Berlage Institute 
was an independent postgraduate  
institute for architectural training and 
research. In 2012, the institute lost its 
funding from the Dutch government  
and as such ceased to exist as an  
independent postgraduate institute.  
It continues as an institution within  
the TU Delft.

19 Wiel Arets, Pier Vittorio Aureli,  
Alexander d’Hooghe, and Roemer  
van Toorn, “The Properties of  
Projective Research,” Hunch 6/7  
(2003): 526–27.

20 European Association for Architectural 
Education (EAAE), Charter for  
Architectural Research, a Declaration  
and a Framework on Architectural 
Research (Chania: European Association 
for Architectural Education Research 
Committee, 2012), www.eaae.be/web_
data/documents/research/120903EAAEC
harterArchitecturalResearch.pdf 
(accessed November 07, 2012).

21 The table is an elaboration based on the 
following references: Jane Darke, “The 
Primary Generator and the Design Pro-
cess,” Design Studies 1, no. 1 (1979): 
36–44; Herbert Simon, The Sciences of 
the Artificial (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1969); Nigel Cross, “Creative Cognition in 

 Design I: The Creative Leap,” in Design-
erly Ways of Knowing, ed. by Nigel Cross 
(London: Springer-Verlag, 2006): 43–61; 
Michael Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension 
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Research vs. Design: Antithetical Concepts
A brief literature review reveals that many authors conceive of 
research and design as antithetical. In discussing the character-
istics of scientific research on the one hand and/or of design on  
the other, these authors focus on the differences between both. 
Some of them situate these differences mostly in terms of modali-
ties, others in terms of finalities of both approaches. See Table 1 for 
an overview.21

 Most commonly, standards of good research are deemed to 
include a systematic process, rigor, transparency, communicability, 
repeatability, validity, and originality.22 Adherence to these princi-
ples determines whether a form of knowledge production is inside 
or outside a scientific paradigm. Design activities, on the other 
hand, are evaluated according to other principles, which are 
harder to generalize because they depend on the project brief, the 
scale, contemporary professional norms, the client, and other fac-
tors. These activities are characterized by subjective, decisive key 
moments that exemplify the importance of tacit knowledge in 
making rapid progress working on a complex project: These 
moments have been termed “the creative leap”23 by Cross or the 
“primary generator”24 by Darke. Tacit knowledge—the knowledge 
that allows us to make choices on a daily basis without explicitly 
stated reasons and procedures—has been explained by Donald 
Schön as the basis for professional decision making, especially in 
the case of designers.25 Here emerges the opposition with the 
explicit knowledge of the scientist.26 
 Many authors also distinguish between research and design 
on the basis of the finality of both. Research, then, is supposed  
to give rise, on the basis of specific empirical findings, to theories 
that are of general validity; hence, it converges toward paradigms. 
Design, on the other hand, is most seen as a specific answer to  
a specific problem; hence, it is not apt for generalization and 

 (Gloucester: Peter Smith, 1983); Schön, 
The Reflective Practitioner, How  
Professionals Think in Action (Aldershot: 
Ashgate Publishing Limited, 1983); Nigel 
Cross, ed., Designerly Ways of Knowing 
(London: Springer-Verlag, 2006); Powers, 
“Towards a Discipline-Dependent  
Scholarship,” 15–18; Hilde Heynen, 
Architecture and Modernity: A Critique 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1999);  
Schön, The Reflective Practitioner,  
45-46, quoting Edgar Schein,  
Professional Education (New York: 
McGraw-hill, 1973); S. A. Gregory, 
“Design and the Design Method,” in  
The Design Method, ed. by S. A. Gregory 
(London: Butterworths, 1966): 3–10; 
Nigel Cross, “Designerly Ways of  
Knowing: Design Discipline Versus 
Design Science,” Design Issues 17,  
no. 3 (2001): 49–55; And Richard 
Buchanan,“Wicked Problems in  
Design Thinking,” Design Issues 8,  
no. 2 (1992): 5–21.

22 Archer, “The Nature of Research,” 6; 
Cross, “Editorial,” 2–3; and David   
Durling, “Discourses on Research and  
the PhD in Design,” Quality Assurance  
in Education 10,  no. 2 (2002): 79–85.

23 Cross, “Creative Cognition in Design I,” 
43–61.

24 Darke, “The Primary Generator and the 
Design Process,” 36–44.

25 Schön, The Reflective Practitioner.
26 Heynen, Architecture and Modernity, 

referring to Theodor Adorno,  
Aesthetische Theorie (Frankfurt am  
Main: Suhrkamp, 1970).

Table 1  | Antitheses Between Academic and Professional Practice

 
Mode of  
production

Finality

Academic practice 
(scientific research) 
 
Objectivity, how things are,  
exchangeable facts

Explicit knowledge as a basis

Analysis, rationality

Convergence towards paradigms

 
Problem defining

Applies to a general, representative 
concept

Professional practice 
(design) 
 
Subjectivity, how things ought  
to be, personal choices

Tacit knowledge as a basis

Synthesis, mimesis

Convergence towards application  
of paradigms in divergent situations

Problem solving

Applies to a single, particular case

sources 
(full references: see note 21) 
 
Darke 1979, Simon 1969,  
Cross 2006

Polanyi 1983, Schön 1983

Cross 2006, Powers 2007, Heynen 1999

Schein 1973

 
Gregory 1966, Cross 2001 

Buchanan 1992,  Powers 2007
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abstraction. In the same vein, science would lead to a correct defi-
nition of problems (think, for example, of the problem of climate 
change), whereas design is rather geared toward problem solving. 

From an Antithesis to a Continuum
Of course, among the authors discussing these differentiations, 
there are quite a few who are arguing in favor of a rapprochement 
between research and design. Nigel Cross, for example, argues  
that designerly paradigms have been susceptible to influence  
from the mode of research because avant-garde architects saw 
themselves as rational “scientists” designing the future.27 Michael 
Polanyi posits that science relies as much on soft skills based in 
tacit knowledge as on explicit, “hard” knowledge.28 We take this 
rapprochement still one step further, exploring how research and 
design can be brought together in a productive, investigative prac-
tice as a valid form of scientific practice.29  
 A number of conceptual models, built on arguments aiming 
to surpass the strict delineation between scientific research and 
creative practice, are relevant to overcome the antitheses outlined. 
Gibbons et al. explain a complementary type of knowledge, which 
manifests as a “second mode of knowledge production” next to tra-
ditional scientific knowledge production and is “created in 
broader, transdisciplinary social and economic contexts;” they 
term this approach mode-2.30 Design disciplines have adopted this 
model because it allows the placement of design practices side by 
side with scientific research. Biggs and Büchler explain this rela-
tion in terms of a spectrum, with two extreme poles: “[1] exploratory 
practice within the traditional model of academic research and [2] 
practice as a generator of relevant questions that are explored 
within the structure provided by the traditional model of academic 
research ....”31 Dunin-Woyseth and Nilsson build further on the 
concept of mode-2 knowledge,32 arguing for a transdisciplinary 
knowledge production that involves academic researchers, profes-
sional practitioners, and other stakeholders in society. They repre-
sent their view on hybrid forms of knowledge production in 
graphical terms by means of a field, divided by a horizontal axis 
that runs between scientific research and creative practice, compara-
ble to the spectrum of Biggs and Büchler, and a vertical axis that 
runs between disciplinarity and transdisciplinarity. These models 
describe how design practice can be involved in scientific research 
practice, and how several approaches can be placed next to one 
another in a continuum. 
 By proposing a more elaborate model (see Figure 2), we 
want to clarify how different practices of research and design can 
be mapped in relation to one another. We propose a constellation 

27 Cross, “Designerly Ways of  
Knowing,” 49.

28 Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension, 20.
29 Jonathan Hill, “Drawing Research,”  

The Journal of Architecture 11,  no. 3 
(2006): 329–33.

30 Michael Gibbons et al., The New  
Production of Knowledge: The  
Dynamics of Science and Research  
in Contemporary Societies (1994;  
repr. London: SAGE, 2002).

31 Michael A.R. Biggs and Daniela Büchler, 
“Architectural Practice and Academic 
Research,” Nordic Journal of Architec-
tural Research 20,  no. 1 (2008): 87.

32 Dunin-Woyseth and Nilsson, “Building 
(Trans)Disciplinary Architectural 
Research,” 79–96.
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subdivided by two axes: the mode of knowledge production forms 
the vertical axis, finality makes up the horizontal one. The vertical 
axis indicates how a specific practice is situated between “rational-
ity” (analysis, objectivity, calculation) and “mimesis” (synthesis, 
subjectivity, imaging); the horizontal one maps whether a specific 
praxis is geared toward specific solutions for specific problems 
(problem solving) or, rather, toward general theories and abstract 
understandings that allow for the correct posing of the problem 
(problem defining). Various combinatory practices, with different 
finalities and approaches, can be positioned along this continuum. 
On the side of “mimesis” and “problem solving,” one finds profes-
sional architectural design practices, where architects answer  
specific briefs with designs for specific buildings. Moving down-
ward, one finds engineering practices, which also offer specific 
solutions for specific problems but on the basis of calculation and 
analysis rather than on mimetic ways of knowing. At the other 
side of the vertical axis, one would find in the lower quarter the 
sciences and the social sciences—both based on analytical and 
objectifying modes of knowledge, both addressing general issues 
and generating correct and generally valid problem definitions 
rather than unique solutions. In the upper left quarter, lastly,  
we situate “research through design”—exploratory research that 
relies on mimetic ways of knowing, but at the same time is gener-
alizing and abstracting rather than specific.
 We now discuss in greater detail two interpretations of  
research through design to test the validity of this model as a way  
of elucidating possible relations between different practices  
of investigation. 

Figure 2
Mode of production and finality divide a 
continuum into 4 spheres. Modes of coopera-
tion, crossing the boundaries between the 
spheres, are depicted with the gray arrows.
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33 André Loeckx, “Project and Design: 
Amending the Project Mode,” in Framing 
Urban Renewal in Flanders, ed. André 
Loeckx (Amsterdam: SUN Architecture 
Publishers, 2009), 25.

34 André Loeckx and Kelly Shannon,  
“Qualifying Urban Space,” in Urban  
Trialogues, Visions_Projects_Co- 
Productions, Localising Agenda 21,  
ed. André Loeckx et al. (Nairobi:  
UN-HABITAT, PGCHS, KU Leuven, 2004), 
156–66. These authors explain this 
approach as a strategic project, which 
contrasts with the all-encompassing 
design of a traditional master plan. 

35 Paola Viganò and Bernardo Secchi, 
“Some Reflections on Projects and 
Design,” in Strategic Spatial Projects, 
Catalysts for Change, ed. Stijn  
Oosterlynck et al. (London: Routledge, 
2011), 154–60.

Exploring Possibilities By Means of Design 
Because architectural design is local and context-bound, so is an 
acclaimed version of research through design. In the Low Coun-
tries, the context of the authors, the term “designerly research” is 
used by designers who engage in complex spatial transformation 
processes, in which many different actors are involved, requiring 
(re)design in order to visualize and test different scenarios with 
possibilities for future spatial developments. Loeckx states that 
“[w]e take this research by design to mean: an exploration of the 
spatial possibilities and limitations of the site; ‘mapping’ the spa-
tial sensibilities, interests, agendas, and skills of various urban 
stakeholders; [and] exploring the spatial convergences that could 
suggest new forms of collaboration and open up new trajectories  
of development.”33 The image of the researcher that emerges from 
this description is one of a designer collecting and interpreting 
data in a critical, mimetic way.
 This approach builds on a tradition of inquisitive practice, 
performed by designers and resulting in an explication of local 
qualities, limitations, and contestations by means of a design  
proposal.34 Italian urbanists and academics Viganò and Secchi  
similarly explain knowledge obtained by designing as a precise, 
descriptive account that includes in the fullest detail all aspects of 
a given site.35 The emphasis these authors put on the designerly 
perspective urges a comparison with a mode of production charac-
terized by a synthesizing effort the designer makes to address a 
complex spatial issue by building both on experience and on  
judgment as to how “things ought to be.” Although this approach 
sees research practice as an inquiry into what actual design commis-
sion can be derived from a social and spatial situation, the ways to 
arrive at a conclusion and the products that are disseminated are 
closely related to design practice. However, this approach distin-
guishes itself from pure “regular design” in its finality, by explic-
itly taking on problem definition as a part of its objectives. The 
designers aim to develop sustainable and equitable ways to use 
space, but the designerly endeavor does this by proposing a project 
that offers clear insight into the nature of the spatial issue. As such, 
direct application (by means of building the plan) is not essential. 
The project is intended to offer new readings or conceptual frame-
works for further elaboration. With regard to the finality, the bal-
ance struck does not lean completely toward academic practice: 
The locality remains essential, and the scope of this type of pro-
duction does not aim for the formulation of general, representative 
concepts to be applied in other contexts. 
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36 Judith Mottram and Chris Rust, “The 
Pedestal and the Pendulum: Fine Art 
Practice, Research and Doctorates,” 
Journal of Visual Arts Practice 7,  no. 2 
(2008): 135.

37 The authors can refer to the project, 
“Large Dwellings in Flanders,” in which 
they are involved. This research project 
inquires into the large part of the Flemish 
housing stock that consists of detached, 
single-family dwellings, in the face of  
a changing housing demand because  
of demographic developments. In this 
project, design drawings, representing 
development scenarios, are used in  
interviews to collect qualitative data 
from diverse stakeholders, such as home 
owners, real estate agents, architects, 
and government officials.

38 Durling, “Discourses on Research and  
the Phd in Design,” 82.

39 Chris Rust, “Design Enquiry: Tacit  
Knowledge and Invention in Science,” 
Design Issues 20,  no. 4 (2004): 76–85.

Design as a Partial Methodology 
Designerly activities alternatively can serve to develop instru-
ments of inquiry or data collection, thus contributing to a research 
project that remains closer to the scientific mode of production. We 
explain this approach to research in abstract terms. Whereas  
the previous category had a clear focus on inquiring into specific, 
spatial situations, the current category is suited to the formulation 
of general concepts about spatial matters. Mottram and Rust 
acknowledge this category, and describe a role for creative practice 
as an instrument rather than a complete methodology. Practice 
provides “a location or focus [i.e., an applied process to be studied 
in a scientific context] upon which to direct questions,(...) a means 
of generating data, a site for testing propositions, for engaging 
individuals and communities, or for reflecting on theories and 
methods.”36 With regard to architecture, we can therefore assume 
that designing and developing research instruments in this 
research category remains limited to the production of representa-
tional models—either two- or three-dimensional, mock-ups or pro-
totypes—because the full realization of a space, building, or site is 
extremely complex and time consuming, and would not fit in the 
timeframe and focus of a research, such as done during a PhD 
project for example.37 Hence, we profile this type of “designerly 
researcher” as one who is able to redirect the design effort toward 
goals alternative to the traditional job description of the architect.
 Within the mode of this approach, creative practice is bound 
by scientific rules and regulations. The practitioner has to balance 
the application of both creative and scientific activities, which again 
implies an alternative and more modest role for creative practice. 
David Durling claims that practical contributions might be incorpo-
rated “as a method for collecting data systematically or as a means 
to allow structured reflection upon practice,” and he projects this 
perspective specifically on the pursuit of a PhD.38 Rust further 
argues that designers can perform a role paralleled to scientific cre-
ativity and that occurs between the origin of a project and the 
drawing of conclusions.39 Because a gap arises between existing 
knowledge and newly drawn conclusions, design thinking can be 
used to bridge this gap by proposing experimental models or 
objects to add to the methods of science. Hence, the designerly atti-
tude enables leaps that are appreciated and accepted as “black 
boxes” and that facilitate a research process further structured 
according to the condition of systematic inquiry. This process 
involves the articulation of well-defined research questions, as well 
as dissemination of results according to the rules of science, mean-
ing that the designed work is not the main output of the research.
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40 Henry Sanoff, “Editorial, Special Issue on 
Participatory Design,” Design Studies 28,  
no. 3 (2007): 213–15. 

41 Sanoff, “Editorial,” 214.
42 The design studio, taught by architecture 

faculties, is often seen as the common 
ground between research and design.  
A number of articles in the September 
2007 issue of the Journal of Architectural 
Education discuss this combination of 
research and design in the studio,  
including Kazys Varnelis, “Is There 
Research in the Studio?” Journal of 
Architectural Education 61, no. 1 (2007): 
11–14; and David Hinson, “Design  
as Research: Learning from Doing in  
the Design–Build Studio,” Journal  
of Architectural Education 61, no. 1 
(2007): 23–26.

Figure 3
The discussed approaches of research through 
design  are placed in their proper sphere: (I) 
Exploring possibilities by means of design; (II) 
Design as a partial methodology.

 As such, the potential results of this approach remain very 
close to the concepts of academic practice. Design produces an 
application and solves problems. These applications are not part of 
the finality but instead facilitate the scientific process. Although 
the finality remains within the boundaries of scientific production, 
the mode of production involves designerly practice. 
 To illustrate such a project type with a mode of production 
that strongly depends on creative practice, we refer to participa-
tory action research (PAR). Henry Sanoff describes this research 
approach as a way to work with communities to generate knowl-
edge about problematic issues existing in their social or spatial  
situations, but also to stimulate consciousness and initiative in  
all participants with regard to these issues.40 He goes further to 
describe PAR as a sphere of participatory design and as “a family 
of research methodologies, which pursue change and understand-
ing at the same time.”41 Within this approach, data collection is 
characterized by the personal choices, tacit knowledge, and 
mimetic capacity of its participants, while the scientist both partic-
ipates and analyzes from a close perspective. Creative output as 
such obtains a double function, catering both to the everyday envi-
ronment and to the academic world.

Discussion: Exploring the Continuum
Although other projects combining parameters of research and 
design can be imagined,42 the described approaches serve as exam-
ples to elaborate the continuum proposed earlier. This continuum 
is shown in Figure 3. Both approaches discussed are placed within 
the sphere of research through design, but they take different  
positions, with a proper balance between problem solving and 
defining, as well as between mimesis and rationality. Both occupy 
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a precise point in the continuum but relate to a larger research  
context, in which different kinds of projects can inquire into  
similar problems, although with another balance of mode of  
production and finality. This transferability allows for transdis-
ciplinary interaction: The first approach (exploring possibilities by 
means of design) takes methods from architectural practice and 
feeds this sphere with innovative concepts. The second approach 
(design as a partial methodology) builds on theory and questions 
from the sciences and the social sciences, and provides this sphere 
with instruments to be used in research. Two different research 
contexts can meet at an intersection. This space illustrates that 
diverse projects can be tackled with similar methodologies and 
finalities. This opportunity is specifically important for architec-
tural design in a research context. It allows us to think of design  
as a process with a potential to pursue multiple goals and to pro-
duce output for practice-based and academic audiences, combining 
both context-bound and generic conclusions. 
 The precise positioning of the two discussed approaches  
in the continuum brings with it a number of challenges and oppor-
tunities. Primarily, the elaboration of this continuum between 
design and research facilitates the coexistence of diverse roles for 
creative practice in relation to research. Design can be the finality 
of a creative mode of practice and, alternatively, an instrument in  
a scientific mode of practice. Both approaches illustrate that design 
practice produces both innovative models and inquisitive instru-
ments, depending on the research context. Clearly, these different 
roles for design involve differing criteria of quality and compari-
son. An alternative view on design practice could allow for the 
parallel exchange proposed as a basis for the development of 
research through design. This view has been advocated by Nigel 
Cross in terms of the “designerly ways of knowing,” explaining the 
intrinsic values designerly knowledge has.43 
 Furthermore, what emerges from this analysis is that the 
outlined processes of knowledge production do not deliver 
unequivocal products; rather, knowledge is produced in both  
tacit and explicit form and is formulated both as general concepts 
and as particular answers to specific local questions. For example, 
if an inquisitive instrument is produced to inquire into a stated  
problem, it also produces methodological knowledge on another 
level—how to design, produce, and apply such an instrument.  
We can thus state that in the continuum, different modes of  
production can be arranged next to one another. However, to bring 
forward a stronger disciplinary identity, we need to figure out  
how the different production processes relate to each other. First 
steps have been to make explicit the distinction between different 
modes of production and to identify toward what kind of finality 
they are directed. 

43 Nigel Cross refers to designerly ways of 
knowing (or technology as the “habitat” 
of the designer) as a third culture—and  
a pillar for general education—next to 
the ways of knowing in the sciences and 
the humanities. Nigel Cross, “Designerly 
Ways of Knowing,” Design Studies 3,  
no. 4 (1982): 221–27. 
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 These steps can lead to an improved communication 
between related projects of both research and design, allowing 
them to be read as iterative steps in an ongoing process of knowl-
edge production. Single design processes have been described  
by Takeda et al. to consist of such iterative steps, working from  
an ideal description of the solution to the actual solution.44 Our 
analysis of two approaches to research through design shows that 
architectural design processes do not start with an idea of what  
the solution should be, nor do they necessarily deliver a final 
answer. Rather, design practice is used in both approaches as an 
advancement toward inquiry into a complex problem, which  
can be further elaborated in follow-up research efforts, shifting 
from a designerly to an academic mode of production and vice 
versa. Strict separation between the fields of practice and academia 
within the domain of architecture restricts such exchanges of 
shared concepts. The discipline would benefit from modes of  
production that include iterative steps between professional and 
scientific practice. To allow for such an exchange, awareness is 
required of how and where each effort of research through design 
is positioned in this field, and how the approach relates to compa-
rable projects of research. 
 Finally, different approaches relate to different kinds of 
audiences. The first approach, focusing on the exploration of possi-
bilities by means of design, produces spatial propositions that  
are taken as paradigmatic concepts for further professional elabo-
ration and societal discussion. As such, it allows the practitioner  
to develop a perspective that remains close to the professional pro-
file prevailing in the discipline. The second approach intends to 
formulate design as a partial methodology. It generates a profile of 
a practitioner who is able to develop design skills that facilitate 
communication with representatives of other scientific disciplines. 
To do so, he or she has to let go of a number of architectural traits 
typical of architectural practice. This difference underlines the 
statement Van Der Hoeven has made, asserting that architects who 
aim to use scientifically appreciated publications as their platform 
of communication lose the audience of their disciplinary peers.45

Conclusion
We emphasize that the contribution of this paper lies in a clarifi-
cation as to how existing approaches come together in a design-
based discipline such as architecture, which undergoes continuous 
redefinition in a rapidly developing world. Design practice is 
shown to be well appropriated as an instrument of research, suit-
able for inquiring into socio-spatial issues with a unique local 
application and for investigating issues of the built environment in 
a fundamental, general way. Design practice, we believe, is able to 

44 Hideaki Takeda et al., “Modeling Design 
Processes,” AI Magazine 11, no. 4 (1990): 
37–48.

45 Van Der Hoeven, “Mind the Evaluation 
Gap,” 185.
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continuously deepen and enrich the gathered data because it can 
provoke and test emerging concepts. As such, it can be a strong 
asset for architecture to continuously redefine its position—both 
in society and in academia. 
 The reinterpretation we propose between classical opposi-
tions of either research practice or design practice explain how research 
through design can be composed as a hybrid mode of production. 
Although we have explored the tentative model of a continuum 
between design and research practice by explaining two recurring 
examples of research through design as they unfold in real-world 
situations, this paper stimulates further experimentation with 
hybrid projects to advance the development of discipline-specific 
knowledge and its dissemination. Further exploration of different 
kinds of design practice inquiring into the built environment is 
required to shed light on the very diverse expectations that exist 
across the entire discipline of architecture. The inquiry into 
research through design is often concluded with a plea for unorth-
odoxy with regard to dissemination and evaluation. We formulate 
a similar plea that is, however, addressed inward to the architec-
tural community—a plea for a similarly unorthodox perception of 
creative practice as a basis of the discipline.
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