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Sometimes research creates breakthroughs that shatter paradigms. Some-
times research supports and affirms what'’s already known. Every journal
hopes to publish a constant stream of breakthrough articles perhaps to the
neglect of the necessary but less hair-raising articles that confirm, affirm,
and probe what'’s thought to be known.

This issue presents three important articles that are closer to the

latter than the former. Brian Switzer’s nice study confirms the ways and

means that design research contributes to complex problems in the mun-
dane context of caring for the aging and dying. Hospice care called for help
and Brian's designers brought their naive eyes and design research methods
to bear and identified numerous possible interventions.

Rodrigo Ramirez’s work affirms the usefulness of established

comprehension testing protocols in the development of open-source icons

for use in emergency situations. The nature of a crisis reinforces the need for
designers to employ performance measures for supposedly “universal”icons.
Emma Fisher, Nicolette Lee, and Scott Thompson-Whiteside’s study

tests the assumption that design practitioners and design academics see

research differently. Their conclusions confirm the original assumption in

many ways while adding important nuance leading to proposals to advance

collaborations between practicing designers and academic researchers.
Pino Torgu'’s challenge to conventional wisdom, that represen-

tational pictures of data enhance comprehension, probes Otto Neurath's

Isotype and concludes that counting rows of pictograms is not as effective
for reaching a total as reading an arabic number.
These studies confirm the usefulness of design research to practice

and support their integration. The articles are another step away from glory

in beautiful graphics alone to pleasure in the demonstrable integration of
beautiful and useful work Paul Rand envisioned in his 1970 breakthrough
Thoughts on Design.

One step, one study at a time, Design is passing from adolescence

to adulthood.

Mike Zender
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Same But Different:

A framework for understanding
conceplions of research in
communication design praclice
and academia

Emma Fisher

— Nicolette Lee

Scott Thompson-Whiteside

Situation: There has been a growing emphasis on the importance of collabo-
ration between the design academy and design practice, as well as research
engagement by design practitioners in recent years. However, there is a lack
of consensus about what constitutes research to support and inform these
activities, particularly within communication design contexts.
Aim: This paper explores conceptions of research held within academia
and practice in the communication design field in Australia, and aims to
propose a speculative framework for understanding different conceptions
of research that can be applied to enhance collaboration between the two
sectors and engagement by practitioners.

Background: First, the background of this issue is summarized with

a description of the growing value of research engagement and research

collaboration, both in broad terms and specifically within the Australian
communication design field.
Literature review: Second, the literature review discusses how

research has been defined in the past including in general academic

publications, literature from the design discipline, and mass-market media.
An overview of past relevant studies that have explored conceptions of
research by design practitioners is also presented.

The Australian Study: Following the literature review, key findings

are presented from a study of how research is characterized in the Australian

communication design field. Data collected via questionnaires and focus
groups are reported, and differences and similarities between practitioners
and academics’ characterizations of research are discussed and compared
with criteria for research found within the literature. Notable findings
include that academics and practitioners characterized research similarly in
some ways, yet differently in relation to underlying purpose and expecta-
tions for systematicity and empirical evidence.

Discussion: Finally, a speculative framework for understanding the

differences between design practitioner and academics’ conceptualizations
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is presented including a proposal for how these conceptualizations may be
managed during collaboration. Implications and recommendations for de-
sign academics and practitioners are outlined. Barriers and opportunities for
collaboration are discussed in the interests of fostering long-term benefits
and impact.

Conclusion: Recognizing that design practitioners and academics

are likely to hold differing conceptions of research, particularly with re-

spect to systematicity, appropriate types of data and expected outcomes,
equips designers and researchers to enter collaborations with a greater
awareness of aspects of the project that may require clarification, negotia-
tion, and confirmation.

Keywords

58

design research
practice

Background:

__The broader

context for research

collaboration and engagement

Collaboration between publicly funded research and private industry has
been recognized as being of key importance to translating research into
commercial outcomes (Australian Department of Education & Australian De-
partment of Industry, 2014) and fostering innovation that supports national,
international and global prosperity (OECD, 2013).

However, reports on the levels of co-operation between the public

research sector and private industry in Australia vary significantly. While re-

ported as particularly low by some OECD measures (Australian Department
of Education & Australian Department of Industry, 2014; Department of
Industry Innovation and Science, 2015)', a recent report concluded that re-
search collaboration between Australian universities and industry is strong
(IP Australia, 2017), and Australia has been found to perform well on other
measures such as research productivity and research excellence (Australian
Department of Education & Australian Department of Industry, 2014).

In an effort to increase translation of research into commercial

outcomes in Australia, a range of government initiatives have been put

into place. Research funding has been strategically adjusted to incentiv-
ize cooperation between academia and industry (Australian Department
of Education & Australian Department of Industry, 2014), and the 2017/18
Excellence in Research for Australia (ERA) ratings will include an assessment
of impact and external engagement via assessment methodologies that
are currently being pilot tested (Howard, 2017). While there is variation in
emphasis between collaboration and impact, these financial and academic
incentives consistently aim to foster translation of research findings into
commercial outcomes and thereby facilitate greater impact on economic,
social and cultural domains.

Encouragement to publish impactful research across all sectors is

also evident outside Australia. In the British Research Assessment Framework

59

20174 (REF2014), 20 percent of the assessment was dedicated to research
impact - research that benefits industries, policies and society, outside of
higher education (Higher Education Funding Council for England, Scottish
Funding Council, Higher Education Funding Council for Wales, & Depart-
ment for Employment and Learning, 2014a). Many of the submitted impact
statements involved collaboration with external stakeholders such as indus-
try, government, and communities.

1. in 2013 the OECD ranked Australia 29th out of 32 countries in terms of the percentage of firms that engage in
collaboration on innovation (OECD, 2013), and ranked Australia last of 33 counties in terms of the percentage of

firms collaborating on innovation with higher education or public research institutions (OECD, 2013).
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It is worth noting, however, of 6,975 case studies submitted by
UK universities to the REF2014, only 44 were related to Design Practice and
Management (Higher Education Funding Council for England, Scottish Fund-
ing Council, Higher Education Funding Council for Wales, & Department for
Employment and Learning, 2014b). This suggests that despite academic and
financial incentives, current levels of research collaboration within design
fields are low.

Research collaboration and engagement in
communication design

While the boundaries of the field are contested, communication design is
generally held to have evolved from and to include, commercial art, graphic
art, visual communication design, and graphic design. Increasingly strategy,
branding, experience design and consultancy service have also become the
domain of the communication designer (Buchanan, 2001; Frascara, 2004).

The perspective of design academics

As practical, industry-related research collaboration is being encouraged in
both international and Australian universities, design faculty find them-
selves under increasing pressure to produce research that is relevant to
two cohorts: industry (being commercial clients) and design practitioners
(Robertson, 2011, 2014).

The expectation for academics to produce impactful research
that is relevant to clients from industry as well as design practitioners is
particularly challenging in Australia for two reasons. First, the population of
Australia is relatively small (around 25 million people (Australian Bureau of
Statistics, 2017)) and consequently the potential audience of commercial cli-
ents and design practitioners? is also small. Second, communication design
has only entered higher education in Australia relatively recently, in the early
1990’s when technical colleges and institutions that trained designers first
moved to university status (Young, 2005) as part of major national educa-
tion reforms (Croucher, Marginson, Norton, & Wells, 2013). Varying levels of
research literacy exist within the academy and design profession, presenting
additional challenges to research collaboration and dissemination (Barron,
Zeegers, Jackson, Barnes, & Taffe, 2010).

The perspective of design practitioners

While there are many financial and professional incentives for academics to
initiate and participate in collaborative projects with industry, there are also

2. The Australian communication design industry is relatively small compared with other countries, generating

60 less than 2.5 per cent of global revenue for the communication design sector (IBISWorld, 2011) 61

some emerging arguments for practitioners to collaborate with researchers,
and to engage with research more broadly.
Two forms of research engagement are typically discussed in the

literature as important for designers: conducting research and reading

research. Collaborating with academic researchers could possibly involve
either form of engagement. It is also possible for a designer to conduct or
read research independently - that is, without collaborating with academic
researchers — although this is arguably less likely due to limited historical
research training and literacy in design education (Barron et al., 2010).
Many authors have also discussed the importance of designers

working with research experts or personally conducting their own investiga-

tions to inform their design decisions (Bennett, 2006; Boulton, 2014; Frascara,
1995; Hanington, 2003; Heller, 2006; Nini, 2006; Sanders, 2006; Throop, 2006).
Some authors have argued that it is important for designers to use research
without specifying exactly how (Davis, 2010; Lunenfeld, 2003). Others
have argued for the importance of design practitioners reading published
research findings to draw on knowledge beyond their own experience
(Friedman, 2000; Robertson, 2014).

Supporters of research engagement by designers argue that

reading research, conducting research, or collaborating with researchers

offers many benefits, including increasing the efficiency of processes (Wong,
Lam, & Chan, 2009); gaining a deep understanding of the end user, client, or
problem (Hanington, 2010; Jonsson et al., 2004; Nini, 2006); improving the
effectiveness of design outcomes (Chu, Paul, & Ruel, 2009; Cooke, 2006); pro-
viding a base of knowledge not possible for an individual to gain through
personal experience alone (Friedman, 2003); fostering creativity (Storkerson,
2006); meeting the complex challenges of the knowledge economy (Fried-
man, 2003); and raising the professional standing of the communication
design specialism (Bennett, 2006). Some authors have been particularly
critical of design practitioners’ engagement in research as they perceive it.
For example, Poggenpohl has maintained that

Looking through trade magazines for inspiration is not research.

Asking one or two people for their opinion about what you are de-

signing is not research. Fooling around with some design element

in order to get a better idea or result is not research.

(Poggenpohl, 2010, 3:30).
Nonetheless, consensus on the importance of research for design practi-
tioners is far from evident. Several authors have argued that using research
findings (derived from literature or developed from original inquiry) to
inform design practice can be ineffective (Zaccai, 2013), restrictive (Heller,
2006; Raisanen, 2012a, 2012b; Throop, 2006), impractical or unnecessary
(Norman, 2011).

Despite these arguments about research collaboration and en-

gagement in design, the nature of research activity in the communication
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design field is largely assumed and what distinguishes research from other
investigative activities remains unclear. As a result, arguments for increased
research activity in either the academy or design profession are stalled, and
research conducted by both design academics and practitioners remain
vulnerable to claims of superficiality. When we examined the arguments for
and against research engagement, we found that nearly all were based on
opinion, practitioners’ personal experiences, or individual case studies of
design projects (Fisher, 2015). This pointed to a lack of substantial evidence
(scientific empirical or otherwise) to support either side of the debate of
the efficacy of research for improving design practice and aligns with other
authors'findings (for example, So and Joo (2017)).

Common criteria for research in the literature

62

To seek a clearer understanding of which criteria are used to recognize dif-
ferent types of research, we conducted a systematic literature review based
on the approach employed by Hemsley-Brown and Sharp (Hemsley-Brown
& Sharp, 2003). Scholarly literature, reference dictionaries, qualitative and
quantitative research design texts, and design research publications were
searched (Fisher, 2015). A range of definitions, discussions, and criteria for
research were collected and reviewed. The most common criteria in the
general literature on research methods were also reviewed (for example
those discussed by Patton (2002), Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Denzin and
Lincoln (2011)). These criteria were then compared with criteria discussed in
design contexts specifically.

Most definitions state that research is systematic in nature, from

the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) (Research, 2011) to Archer’s famous

worthy. In Krippendorff’s terms; “In short, validity concerns truth; reliability
concerns trust” (Krippendorff, 2009, p. 356). This requirement is also logical
considering it’s difficult to think of a situation in which untrustworthy knowl-
edge would be useful.

The requirement for findings to be transferable (that is, generaliz-

able in quantitative inquiry or suitable for informing other situations in qual-

itative inquiry (Guba & Lincoln, 1989)) is a common criterion for research in
academic contexts yet is required far less in design practice.
To be confirmable, knowledge produced by an inquiry must be

clearly grounded in evidence outside the researcher as opposed to being

based purely on the researcher’s own opinion (Guba & Lincoln, 1989) or
individual experience (Poggenpohl, 2010). This requirement has been attrib-
uted to the Enlightenment model of positivism (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011) that
aspired to unbiased knowledge in the interests of achieving validity
and reliability.

Some definitions of research found within the literature imply or

specify that research requires a search for fundamental new knowledge, as

distinct from knowledge that is related to one specific case. For example,
the OECD’s Frascati Manual explicitly disqualifies activities of investigation
that test for diagnostic purposes within routine professional practice from
qualifying as research, stating that “general purpose data collection... [in-
cluding] market surveys” (OECD, 2002, p. 31), and “feasibility studies” (OECD,
2002, p. 31) should be excluded from qualifying as R&D. The requirement
for research to generate original, novel or new knowledge (as distinct from
identifying or discovering existing knowledge) is a common prerequisite for
academic research.

declaration that “research is systematic enquiry whose goal is communi-
cable knowledge” (Archer, 2012, p. 6). To be systematic, research must be
conducted following a methodical, thorough and careful process in the
interests of ensuring the validity and reliability of findings. Systematicity is
a key distinction that is commonly drawn between research and less formal
or rigorous forms of investigation. In academic contexts, this expectation

is clearly universal. In design practice, however, systematicity may not be
essential. For example, Gaver, Boucher, Pennington, and Walker (2004) have
argued that conducting research methods in an intentionally unsystematic
way can generate new ideas and foster empathy.

To qualify as research, it is widely accepted that investigations
must also produce knowledge that is valid, meaning “well founded and fully
applicable to the particular matter or circumstances; ... against which no
objection can fairly be brought” (Valid, 2013). Or, in Krippendorff’s words, “in
short, validity concerns truth” (Krippendorff, 2009, p. 356).

Research is also widely expected to produce knowledge that is

reliable. That is, the data and findings are stable over time and are thus trust-

63

Types of research discussed in design contexts

A variety of different types of, and criteria for, research have been discussed
since the emergence of research within the design field around the 1960s
(Cross, 2001). The diversity of understandings of what constitutes research in
design practice was acknowledged by Fulton Suri when she wrote that “for
some people it connotes ‘data collection’ - looking to the past and present
but not to the future; for others it's simply a required step before coming
up with ideas; for yet others it’s a filter that rejects promising ideas before
they've had a chance to evolve” (Fulton Suri, 2008).

In the context of design fields, Buchanan and Friedman discuss the

appropriate contexts and applications of three types of research: basic, ap-

plied, and clinical research (Buchanan, 2001; Friedman, 2000, 2003) .
Both authors describe basic research as an activity conducted by

academics or other researchers to seek new fundamental knowledge and

develop theory and first principles without necessarily having any par-
ticular application in mind (Buchanan, 2001; Friedman, 2003; OECD, 2002).
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Communication design field

Communication design
discipline / academia
Researchers

clinical
research

FIGURE 1

Types of research in the
communication design field

Buchanan and Friedman discuss applied research as being most relevant
to academics and researchers and somewhat relevant to practitioners, as it
deals with broad categories or classes of problems to also seek fundamental
new knowledge, yet with a specific purpose or application in mind (Bu-
chanan, 2001; Friedman, 2003). And finally, clinical research is described as
typically an investigation conducted by practitioners about or for individual
projects. (Buchanan, 2001; Friedman, 2003)3.

Buchanan and Friedman’s descriptions of how basic, applied and
clinical types of research relate to different cohorts within design fields can
be mapped onto a diagram to illustrate the types of research that are typi-
cally expected to be conducted by design practitioners and researchers
(see figure 1).

While academics may need to engage with any of the three
types of research described by Buchanan and Friedman, only clinical, and
sometimes also applied research are considered relevant to design practitio-
ners and useful for supporting design practice (Buchanan, 2001; Friedman,
2003). Aside from basic, applied and clinical types of research, a number of
other useful categorizations have been discussed in relation to research in
design fields.

Two of the most widely cited categorizations in design are Fray-
ling's 1993 distinction between research into design, through design, and for
design (Frayling, 2012), and Archer’s very similar 1995 discussion of research
about practice, through practice, and for the purposes of practice (Archer,
2012). While these categories come from a particularly arts-oriented per-
spective and have been interpreted in very diverse ways in the absence of
clarification by the original authors, they remain popular in design literature.
These categories distinguish types of research on the basis of their method
or purpose, with research for design and research for the purposes of practice
being discussed as most relevant for design practitioners to conduct, while
the other four types are typically discussed as most relevant to academic
researchers’ work.

3. Both authors are credited with development of this concept within this paper because it is unclear from the

publication dates and citations within these pieces of literature, whether Buchanan or Friedman was first to
64

publish the distinction between basic, applied and clinical research within design.

Other types of research discussed within the design literature
include Hanington’s categorization of research methods as traditional (such as
focus groups, surveys, market research and archival searches), adapted (such
as variations on ethnographic and observational research), and innovative
(such as design workshops, visual diaries, and card sorting) (Hanington, 2003).

The recognition of more unconventional methods included within
Hanington’s innovative category aligns with the emergence of practice-led
approaches to academic research within design as well as other disciplines
(Barrett & Bolt, 2007; Grocott, 2012; Smith & Dean, 2009). Conversely, there
is growing evidence of research-led practice, which typically involves
collaboration between academics and industry (Kuys, Thong, Kotlarewski,

& Thompson-Whiteside, 2014). The growing credibility of these creative
research methods is reflected in the Australian Research Council’s recogni-
tion of creative outputs as Non-Traditional Research Outputs since 2009
(Australian Research Council, 2017).

The lack of evidence of designers and design

academics’ opinions

Despite extensive discussions by individual authors about what research is
in design, very little empirical evidence has been collected about what de-
sign practitioners and the broader population of design academics believe
research is, particularly in communication design.

We identified only one study that sought to understand concep-
tions of design research by those involved. The investigation was conducted
by Metropolis Magazine in the United States of America and surveyed 1,051
designers, educators, and academics from six design disciplines (Manfra,
2005). Within a range of questions about research activities, the survey
asked respondents to give a definition of design research via an open
response space. While only limited details of the methods and results were
published, the authors concluded that understanding varies substantially
within the design field of what constitutes research; ranging from highly for-
mal, rigorous methods to everyday activities that are clearly contentious to
claim as any type of investigation, such as travel or “selecting color swatches”
(Davis, 2008, p. 74).

Overview of the Australian study

In light of the unclear nature of what research is understood to be in design

contexts, in 2012, we carried out a study of the research engagement activi-

ties and attitudes of Australian Communication designers and academics
65 (Fisher, 2015).
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A mixed methods approach was adopted, using an explanatory

sequential research design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). This approach was

chosen for its recognized ability to identify common behaviors and attitudes,
then investigatingthe reasons behind them in more depth (Creswell & Pla-
no Clark, 2011). In accordance with Creswell and Plano Clark’s approach, first
quantitative data were collected via online surveys with Australian commu-
nication design practitioners and academics to gain a broad understanding
of common conceptions of research. Then, qualitative data were collected
from members of the same cohorts via focus groups to explore the reasons
behind their beliefs. The findings from the quantitative and qualitative data
analyses were then compared to arrive at final conclusions.

Online surveys

Survey data collection methods and samples

66

We conducted two online surveys: one to collect responses from profession-
al communication designers and another to collect responses from commu-
nication design academics in Australia. The surveys were open for 112 days
and collected full responses from 218 communication design practitioners
and 56 design academics.

While the number of responses was insufficient for broad gener-

alization according to Krejcie and Morgan’s guide (Krejcie & Morgan, 1970),

the sample size compared favorably with other past surveys of research en-
gagement attitudes in other disciplines such as those by Borg (2007, 2012).
Responses were received from nearly half of the estimated population of
communication design academics in Australia (Fisher, 2015) and overall, in-
cluded a broad enough range of members from the Australian communica-
tion design profession and discipline to support useful insights. The sample
of respondents included: a reasonable representation of gender (males:

34 percent, N = 116; females: 66 percent, N = 222); a range of age groups,
(approximately normal distribution of data, ranging from participants

in their twenties up to participants over 60 from both cohorts); a range

of experience levels from less than five years of experience, up to those
holding more than 26 years' experience in their field; participants holding
qualifications from all levels of Australian tertiary education, including no
formal qualifications, associate levels (diplomas, certificates, etc.), bachelor,
masters and doctorate qualifications, and; design practitioners from varying
sizes of organization ranging from individual self-employed designers (26
percent, N = 55), up to designers working in studios of more than 20 people
(24 percent, N=51).

Survey data analysis and key findings

Within the online surveys, communication design practitioners and
academics were asked to respond to the question, “In your opinion, what
is research?” via an open response space. The responses were thematically
coded and tabulated to identify the most common qualities. The responses
of practitioners and academics were then compared to identify similarities
and differences.

The results of the data analysis suggest that conceptions of re-

search are diverse in both cohorts, with practitioner and academic respon-

dents referring to many different themes in their responses of (47 and 35
different themes respectively).
Within the themes mentioned, some key similarities and differ-

ences are evident between practitioners and academics.

In terms of similarities, most respondents from both cohorts

referred to research as an activity; that is a verb (83 percent of practitioners,

Research purposes

FIGURE 2

Comparison of academics
and practitioners' references
to purposes when defining
research in online survey

Percentage of respondents

from each cohort
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N =176, and 94.6 percent of academics, N = 53), rather than a noun such as
a product or output.

Differences were evident between the purposes of research that academics
and practitioners mentioned, with practitioners most frequently describing
project-oriented outcomes, while academics referred to general knowledge-
building or problem-solving. As shown in Figure 2, gaining deeper and more
accurate understanding was the most common purpose of research referred
to by both cohorts (27.8 percent of practitioners, N =59, and 37.5 percent of
academics, N = 21).
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Research activities and criteria

FIGURE 3

Comparison of academics
and practitioners' references
to types of activity when
defining research
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Similar percentages of both cohorts described research as involving collect-
ing information, investigating or analyzing. However, as shown in Figure

3, there was a much stronger emphasis on understanding and production
of knowledge within the academics’ responses. The biggest difference be-
tween the characterizations of research by the two cohorts was in relation
to defining research as systematic, methodical or thorough. While very few
practitioners mentioned being systematic (1.9 percent, N = 4), around a fifth
of academics did (21.4 percent, N = 12), suggesting academics had a greater
expectation for research to be systematically conducted.
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Focus groups

Following the online surveys, five focus groups were conducted to explore
and explain the survey findings further and gain a more in-depth under-
standing of the conceptions of research held by academics and practitioners.

Focus group data collection methods and samples

68

Two focus groups were conducted in Sydney and three in Melbourne,
reflecting the largest populations of communication design businesses in
Australia (Allday, 2016). These two cities also have the most concentrated
university populations in the country, with ten institutions primarily located
in New South Wales and eight in Victoria (Universities Australia, 2016). The
focus groups involved a total of 11 communication design academics and
18 communication design practitioners.

Among a number of topics covered in the sessions, what consti-

tutes research was discussed to explore the diverse range of conceptions
collected during the online survey. An activity was developed inspired by
Borg's use of scenario ranking (Borg, 2007, 2009, 2012) to help participants
reflect upon and articulate their opinions about what is and is not research.
During the activity, each participant was given ten hypothetical scenarios
that may or may not be regarded as constituting research, and was asked
to decide whether each was: definitely not research; probably not research;
probably research; or definitely research (see Appendix A). The scenarios
were intentionally written to include or exclude the various criteria for re-
search found within the literature (as discussed earlier in this paper) so that
inferences could be drawn from the participants’ rankings to deduce what
they believed research to be.

Participants’ responses were collated during the session and

discussed as a group to further explore conceptions of research and reasons

behind rankings. Data were collected via transcribed audio recordings of
discussions as well as posters of the participants’ collated scenario, and were
analyzed quantitatively and qualitatively.

~ Focus group data analysis and key findings

Research criteria
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The 29 individual participants’scenario rankings and the rankings of the two
cohorts were compared in multiple ways. This included analysis on a two-
category (positive and negative rankings) and a three-category (definitely
positive, uncertain — consisting of both probably categories — and definitely
negative) basis.

To complement this quantitative analysis, transcriptions of the con-

versations that took place were analyzed using Krueger and Casey's classic

analysis strategy for qualitative data (Krueger & Casey, 2009). This identified
important responses by the: frequency, extensiveness, specificity, and the
level of emotion with which they were offered. The responses identified as
important via this method were collated into a spreadsheet, themes were
identified and the data sorted to seek patterns that revealed how partici-
pants within the sessions characterized research and how the perceptions of
the two cohorts compared with each other.

As was the case in the online survey findings, a very diverse range

of opinion about what qualifies as research was revealed. Seven out of the

ten scenarios were rated across all four categories of research legitimacy
within one or more of the sessions.

With regard to what research is, the question of how important it is for
research to be systematic within design practice was discussed at length by
a number of practitioners. Overall it was evident that practitioners did not
consider being explicitly systematic or formal to be a high priority for their
own research, which aligned with the survey findings. A range of reasons
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for this were raised during the focus groups, including: it is not necessary
for designers' research to be systematic to be valid; designers are sufficiently
systematic at an intuitive level already; and reading or conducting system-
atic research is only appropriate during a few stages of the design process
such as strategy or pre-design market analysis.

Within academic groups, several participants voiced concerns that

design practitioners. This type of research was described as usually less sci-
entific, explicit or systematic, yet still valid and appropriate for the purposes
of professional design practice.

unsystematic investigations lacked the necessary rigor and depth of process

to be reliable and useful, which also aligned with the survey analysis find-
ings. While the academic groups clearly favored research as being system-
atic, there was also some acknowledgement that systematic investigations
may not necessarily be useful for designers, with one academic arguing,
“I'm yet to meet someone who works as a designer who can charge more
because they do codified research than if they just did what they did."
Overall, reflection alone (conceived as thinking based on internal

processes exclusively rather than thinking based on external evidence or

testing) was not considered to constitute research by either academics
or practitioners, with nearly three times as many comments arguing that
research must go beyond personal reflection and include external data,
compared with those that asserted opinion alone was sufficient. Surpris-
ingly, though, quantitative and qualitative analyses led to the conclusion that
practitioners often held a stronger belief that research requires external data,
and cannot be based on internal data (such as pure reflection) alone. One
practitioner participant explained, “anything outside of your brain is research”.
In contrast with practitioners’ high expectation for external data,

a number of academics noted that if reflection were combined with other

things such as “severe testing’, an explicit investigation, articulation, or
triangulation to improve rigor, analysis of internal data such as personal
reflection could constitute research.

These comments appeared to suggest that the academics typically

held more unconventional conceptions of research that are more inclusive

of approaches that involved purely internal data, such as auto—-ethnography
(Patton, 2002) that are emerging in academia. Practitioners, in contrast, typi-
cally expressed a greater expectation for research to involve the collection of
external data for confirmability, suggesting they held relatively conventional
conceptions of research.

With regard to what research is for, focus group participants rarely—if ever—
explicitly discussed the kinds of activities referred to by survey respondents
(see figure 3). Instead, practitioners and academics frequently referred to
three distinct types of research: academic, market and informal creative
research, and thereby implied that research is for academic, marketing and
creative purposes. Of the three types of research discussed, informal creative
research was clearly regarded to be the most common kind conducted by
71

Discussion

The conclusions from the Australian study identified that communication
design practitioners and academics held some similar conceptions in terms
of research:

- Being predominantly an activity (rather than an output

or product);

« Mainly involving collecting, investigating and analyzing;

« Having the purpose of gaining deeper understanding; and

« That the context or purpose of an inquiry determines which

kinds of investigation and criteria are appropriate to employ.
The consensus that context or purpose informs what constitutes research in
different circumstances aligned with Buchanan and Friedman’s discussion
in the literature that certain types of inquiry (namely clinical and applied
research) are most appropriate for design practitioners to conduct, while
basic forms of research were relevant to academics alone.

The study findings also suggested several key aspects of research

about which communication design academics and practitioners held differ-

ent opinions. In particular:
- Expectations for systematicity differed, with academics
having a higher expectation for research to be systematically
conducted;
« Requirement for external data differed, with practitioners
having a higher expectation for research to involve the collec-
tion of external data as opposed to academics who regarded
internal data from personal reflection to be sufficient in some
situations; and
- Aside from gaining a deeper understanding, the other pur-
poses or outcomes of research referred to by the two cohorts
differed, with practitioners commonly referring to project-
based outcomes, and academics referring to knowledge build-
ing and general problem-solving.

The key differences found between academics and practitioners’
conceptions of research further suggest that the context of an investigation
is important for determining what criteria are most appropriate for achiev-
ing the desired outcomes of the investigation.

These differences can be diagrammatically mapped as a frame-

work, with the type of data (external or internal) on the y-axis, systematicity
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 CURE 2 on the x-axis, and the practitioners and academics’ conceptions of research

and outcomes or purposes overlaid (see figure 4).
speculative framework The analysis indicates that the areas most likely to require clarifica-
for understanding the
differences between
communication design
practitioners and academics’

concepts of research

tion and deepening shared understanding prior to and during a collabo-
ration are those of systematicity, location of data and expected scope of
outcomes. While both groups are concerned with deeper understandings,
practitioners are likely to have more direct concerns in relation to immedi-
ate sourcing of external data and particular project outcomes. These may
well also be subject to the pressures of delivery in a commercial context.
Exploratory and reflective research approaches intended to gather new but
abstract knowledge are less likely to resonate, and more likely to lead to
frustration.

Similarly, differing conceptions of the need for systematic methods
are likely to be a cause for concern. Systematic research employing all the
tools of validation do not clearly align with practitioner understandings. This
difference in perspective suggests that the depth and length of preparation
and formal management of research is likely to require negotiation. As the
purpose or context informs what types of research are appropriate for a
given situation, identifying the different research outcomes that academics
and practitioners wish to achieve at the commencement of any collabora-
tive project offers a logical starting point for establishing dialogue and plan-
ning investigations that can serve the purposes of all stakeholders. Once the
desired research outcomes of all parties are clearly articulated, appropriate
criteria, type of data, and level of systematicity can be more easily discussed
and decided.

Conclusion

If, as discussed in the background section of this paper, collaboration be-
tween those undertaking research in academic and design practice contexts
is to increase, and if design practitioners are to engage more with research
to improve design outcomes, a shared language of research will be increas-
ingly needed within the communication design field.

The nature of what research is in design contexts is unclear at pres-
ent, as evidenced by the diversity of definitions of research identified during

. the literature review. Many common criteria for research have debatable

relevance to design contexts, indicating a limited and unstable foundation
for research engagement and collaboration between design practitioners
and academics.

As found in this study, concepts of research held by design

practitioners and academics are similar in some ways (such as the activities

involved, main purpose of research and that context determines what is
appropriate), but significantly different in others. In particular, academics
expected research to be more systematic than practitioners did and, surpris-
ingly, practitioners had a greater expectation than academics for research to
involve external empirical data, suggesting that practitioners held a gener-
ally more conservative view of research than academics.

Mapping the key differences between academics and practitioners’
conceptions of research as a framework highlights the areas that could
be useful to recognize, negotiate and accommodate for effective research
engagement and collaborations to unfold. Designing an inquiry around
achieving what may be disparate desired outcomes could avoid valuing
any particular kind of research over another. Rather, it allows participants to
respect the diverse concepts of research that exist within the communica-
tion design field, acknowledge the valid distinction between the academic
and professional sectors in terms of their internal needs, recognize that
different types of research are appropriate for different purposes, and capi-
talize on the variety of methodologies as a resource that can support more
effective collaborations.

Armed with knowledge from the speculative framework presented

in this paper, academics and design practitioners could initiate research

collaborations with a clearer understanding of how their own conception
of research may differ from other stakeholders, that is: most likely in terms
of expected systematicity, requirement for external data and envisaged
purposes or outcomes.

Further, by starting with clear identification of desired outcomes

from the proposed inquiry, collaborators can plan investigations that effec-

tively meet all stakeholders’ needs. Individual design project objectives can
be met while the wider impact of research can also be achieved to support
the broader goals of national, international and global benefit.
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APPENDIX A

This is: O definitely not research
O probably not research
O probably research
O definitely research

Adesigner noticed that a presentation method she used in a pitch
meeting did not work well. She thought about this after the meeting and
wrote down some thoughts. She tried something different in her next
meeting. This time the pitch was more successful.

This is: O definitely not research
O probably not research
O probably research
O definitely research

A designer was studying a Masters of Design course. She read several
books and articles about user-centered design methods then wrote an
essay of 6000 words in which she discussed the main points in those
readings.

This is: O definitely not research
O probably not research
O probably research
O definitely research

To come up with concepts for a new online shop for sustainable produce
from her local area, a designer spent a day searching the internet for
examples of competitor sites, as well as imagery of fruit, vegetables and
local landmarks. She used the collection of images for reference while
developing concepts.

Thisis: O definitely not research
O probably not research
O probably research
O definitely research

To learn about who purchased a brand of clothing, a designer sat outside
a store of the brand and watched who went in and out for three hours
one moming. She then returned to her studio and developed several
concepts she thought would appeal to the people she saw.

Thisis: O definitely not research
O probably not research
O probably research
O definitely research

| Adesigner asked every work experience student she supervised in one
ort essay about ways to engage teenagers via social
essays the designer summarised the main points
client to support a proposed design solution.

This is: O definitely not research
O probably not research
O probably research
O definitely research

To develop concepts for a new packaging design, a designer
experimented with a range of papers and polypropylene. He constructed
13 different options, from which he chose three that he refined and
presented to the client

This is: O definitely not research
O probably not research
O probably research
O definitely research

A senior designer gave a questionnaire about how designers find
inspiration to 500 desi istics were used to analyse the
questionnaires. The designer wrote an article about how to get the best
ideas in AGDA's journal, visual:design:scholarship.

Thisis: O definitely not research
O probably not research
O probably research
O definitely research

To find out if a new design for an online school newsletter was more
effective, a designer first found out the online traffic figures for the
school's existing e-newsletter. Then for four weeks she sent a new
newsletter design home to families. She then collected the download
and online traffic figures for the new design and p
them with the original figures. She presented the figures to the school
to show that the new design was an improvement.

This is: O definitely not research
O probably not research
O probably research
O definitely research

Mid-way through a project a designer emailed a prototype signage
design to 30 of their friends who they considered likely to be end users
and asked them to complete a feedback form. Five people returned their
completed forms. The designer read these and used the feedback to
decide what to do in the second part of the project.

Thisis: O definitely not research
O probably not research
O probably research
O definitely research

Adesigner gave di to 20 staff at an organisation
and asked them to photograph their day and return the camera.
Once the images were ied back, the desigi iewed them to
seek inspiration for the new brandij
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