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• Purposive – based on identification of an issue or
problem worthy and capable of investigation

• Inquisitive – seeking to acquire new knowledge
• Informed – conducted from an awareness of 

previous, related research
• Methodical – planned and carried out in a 

disciplined manner
• Communicable – generating and reporting results

which are testable and accessible by others

GOOD RESEARCH
Nigel Cross 2007, Designerly Ways of Knowing



• Draws from multiple disciplines: social sciences, technology, art…
• Solution-driven, anticipatory, speculative – interested in 

“what could be”, not just about “what is”
• Emphasis on artefacts and materiality – studies broadly the 

“adaptation of means to ends” (Herbert Simon)
• Creativity, skills and making in focus (Nigel Cross, Donald Schön)
• Typically qualitative and explorative methods – in-depth interviews, 

design ethnography in the field, design probes, design games...
• Research through practice, prototypes, experiments
• Visual data and visual means of presenting the results
• Creation of understanding (to guide design action) rather than 

proving scientific hypotheses
• Expansion towards two directions: users and systems level issues

CHARACTERISTICS OF DESIGN 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
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• Quantitative research – insight on large-scale societal and demographic developments 
through statistics, big data, surveys, etc.

• Qualitative (user) research – ethnography, in-depth user studies in local contexts, 
sociological research, interviews, market research etc.

• Participatory research – engaging stakeholders to elicit their needs, preferences and 
dreams through probes, workshops, make tools or other methods

• Environmental scanning and monitoring – observation, web searches etc. to detect 
weak signals, typically used in fashion trend forecasting

• Design-driven innovation (Verganti 2009) – looking into “interpreters” (scientists, 
designers, artist) who deeply understand and shape the markets they work in 

• Case analysis, benchmarking – systematic collection and analysis of international best 
examples and design precedents to gather ideas and inspire new designs

• Future studies methods – e.g. PESTE analysis for identifying the key political, economic, 
social, technological and ecological factors impacting the design problem; Delphi 
method for collecting future insight from a panel of experts through surveys

• Scenario building – constructing plausible stories of alternative futures based on the 
identification of megatrends and key uncertainties impacting the design problem

• Design fiction (Sterling 2005) – form of critical design; uses narrative elements such as 
film or provocative prototypes to envision and explain possible futures for design

CONTINUUM OF METHODS



APPROACHES IN 
HUMAN-CENTRED 

DESIGN (Steen 2011)

Steen, Marc (2011). Tensions in human-centred design. CoDesign, 7(1), 45-60.



ANALYSIS AND 
COMPARISON 
OF DESIGNS

Architect Pia Ilonen, Tila housing, Arabianranta, Helsinki. Plan of the 3rd floor mezzanine as built by the residents.
tila_kalustettu pohja 3.krs yläosa_1-200



SURVEYS,
INTERVIEWS

• Mobile survey and physical ”dream wall” for collecting user insights in a library
space, student project in 2019 (Ada Ala-Härkönen, Luiza Sevele & Haibo Qu)



DESIGN 
ETHNOGRAPHY, 
OBSERVATION

• Immersing to the studied setting, community, culture
• Revealing underlying logics, practices and cultures related to the design problem
• Fieldwork with participant observation and contextual interviews
• Sensory and visual ethnography as interesting approaches to designers
• Sketches, field notes, images, thick descriptions, rich narratives as outcomes

Source: Jack Whalen



METHODS FOR DATA 
VISUALISATION, 
SYNTHESIS AND 

ANALYSIS

• Organisation, categorisation and interpretation of the research material
• Research wall – rich visual overview of the material (physical or virtual)
• Resulting in design themes, key principles, lists of requirements…



SYSTEMS MAPPING, 
JOURNEY MAPPING

Creating an understanding of the target system or users’ journey

Systems map for development of Evo hiking area by 
Mengxiao Li, Aalto Design for Government course, 2018



ENGAGING THE 
USERS OR OTHER 
STAKEHOLDERS

MY HOME PROJECT 2014, WORKING WITH YOUNG PERSONS WITH INTELLECTUAL DISABILITIES
Pirinen, A. & Verma, I. Levels of Inclusion: Design Concepts for Supporting the Everyday Living of Young Persons with Intellectual 

Disabilities. Sotamaa, Y. (Ed.), Design for All Institute of India Newsletter. New Delhi, India.

Photo: Eloise Smith-Foster



CO-DESIGN 
METHODS



• Design game for eliciting user perceptions and developing the shared spaces in housing, Anne Tervo & Antti Pirinen 2017
• Atlas Game for planning co-design projects, ATLAS Project, photo Jung-Joo Lee

DESIGN GAMES 
Sanoff, Brandt, Vaajakallio



CRITICAL DESIGN & 
DESIGN FICTION

SlaveCity, Atelier Van Lieshout, Rotterdam 2005–
Imaginary, dystopian model of a “new city and concentration camp” based on closed energy cycles



Koskinen, Zimmerman, Binder, Redström & Wensveen (2011). Design Research 
Through Practice: From the Lab, Field, and Showroom. Morgan Kaufmann.

LAB
• Decontextualizing design 

into a “laboratory”
• Controlled experiments, 

testing, data analysis
• Premises in science, e.g.  

material science, HCI, 
cognitive psychology

FIELD
• Contextualizing design 

into the “field”
• Understanding users, 

communities, local 
needs, meanings

• Premises in social 
sciences, e.g. 
ethnography

SHOWROOM
• Design on display and 

under debate
• Critical design, 

exhibitions, art 
interventions

• Premises outside of 
science: art, design, 
philosophy

THREE MODES OF DESIGN RESEARCH



Seliger & Hahn 2015. Thesis Design.

THREE TYPES OF DESIGN THESES



TYPES OF RESULTS AND 
OUTCOMES IN A THESIS

• A new design?
• Design principles, guidelines?
• Design concepts, scenarios, visions?
• A new/improved process or method?
• Evaluation of existing designs, processes or methods?
• In-depth knowledge about a phenomenon?
• Scientific knowledge, contribution to academic discussion?



SOME METHOD GUIDES
Anttila, Pirkko (1998), Tutkimisen taito ja tiedonhankinta. Helsinki: Akatiimi.
Creswell, John W. (2003), Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and 
Mixed Methods Approaches. Second Edition. SAGE Publications.
Gray, Carole and Malins, Julian (2004), Visualizing Research: A Guide to the 
Research Process in Art and Design. Aldershot: Ashgate.
IDEO (2015), The Field Guide to Human-Centered Design. www.ideo.com
Koskinen, Ilpo; Alasuutari, Pentti and Peltonen, Tuomo (2005), Laadulliset
menetelmät kauppatieteissä. Tampere: Vastapaino.
Miles, M.B. and Huberman, A.M. (1994), Qualitative Data Analysis: An 
Expanded Sourcebook. SAGE Publications.
Milton, Alex and Rodgers, Paul (2013), Research Methods for Product 
Design. London: Laurence King Publishing.
Silverman, David (2005), Doing Qualitative Research. Second Edition. SAGE 
Publications.
Yin, Robert K. (2003), Case Study Research: Design and Methods. Third 
Edition. SAGE Publications.
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