
BIoGRAPHy

HM ‘Ria’ van Zyl (MA (ID) University of Pretoria) is a part-time Lecturer 

and researcher at the University of Pretoria. Her interests are: interdisci-

plinary collaboration, designer-client relationship, strategic design and 

brand management, design theory and research and the development 

of the design discipline. She is also the owner of a small communication 

design consultancy in Pretoria.

Academic rigour and  
practice-led research:  
A theoretical exploration
ria van ZyL

→ A number of authors in current design research literature have 

explored the nature of practice-led design research. One of the 

recurring themes in this discourse is the need for quality and academic 

rigour. Questions are asked about the nature of high-quality practice-

led design research and ways of measuring or ensuring quality, 

reliability and validity. These issues are relevant for the education of 

design researchers, the evaluation of practice-led research outcomes, 

as well as communication with funding bodies and research reviewers 

from other disciplines. In this paper I explore the concept of academic 

rigour in practice-led research by investigating a selection of current 

opinions and debates.

Introduction

This paper was initially presented at the colloquium, 
On making: Integrating approaches to practice-led 
research in art and design, held at the University of 
Johannesburg, 15-16 October 2009. This multidiscipli-
nary colloquium aimed at exploring the relationship 
between creative practice and research and included 
the creative disciplines of the arts, including design. It 
was the second colloquium of this nature held in South 
Africa – the first being the Creative outputs workshop, 
held by Stellenbosch University, 17-19 August 2007 – 
and the attendance and enthusiastic support that it 
generated clearly attest to the need for investigating 
the field of practice-led research in South Africa.

Practice-led research can be defined as “[r]esearch 
in which the professional and/or creative practices 
of art, design or architecture play an instrumental 
part in an inquiry” (Rust, Mottram & Till 2007:11). In 
this paper, I theoretically explore academic rigour in 
practice-led research, specifically in the discipline of 
design.i Design is an integrative discipline that is a 
field of thinking as well as a field of applied practice 
(Friedman 2003:508). According to Ken Friedman  
(2003:507-508) most definitions of design share the 

following three characteristics: the word design refers 
to a process, the process is goal-oriented and the 
goal of design is “solving problems, meeting needs, 
improving situations, or creating something new or 
useful”.ii Design research therefore needs to cover 
a wide spectrum of design knowledge needs, from 
theoretical to practical and from process to outcome. 

I begin by considering practice-led research as a 
methodological research paradigm, using Johann 
Mouton’s Understanding social research (1996) as a 
foundation. The nature of academic design research 
and the differences between academic research and 
research done as part of studio practice are described 
briefly, drawing on theories of seminal authors such 
as Richard Buchanan (2001) and Ken Friedman 
(2003). This is followed by a discussion of some of the 
challenges that the practice-led design researcher 
faces, namely reliability, validity and legitimacy of 
output. Of special interest here are case studies and 
practical examples that describe the research process 
and outcomes of practice-led Ph.D projects (Pedgley & 
Wormald 2007; Seago & Dunne 1999). 
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Practice-led research: A methodological paradigm

Academic rigour is part of scholarly academic 
research. Johann Moutoniii (1996:13-14) points out 
the importance of what he calls ‘rules of evidence 
and validation’ in ‘scientific’ or scholarly research. 
These rules are known as ‘academic rigour’ in scholarly 
research and, for Mouton, the nature of the ‘rules’ are 
determined by the nature of the research methodol-
ogy, which is embedded with certain assumptions 
and values. Examples of research methodological 
paradigms are quantitative, qualitative, participatory, 
or, according to Ken Friedman’s (2007) expanded list, 
(presented at the design writing research workshop 
as part of the 5th DEFSA international design 
education conference 2007), theoretical, empirical, 
conceptual, descriptive, interpretive, mathematical, 
logical, philosophical, historical, textual, exegetical, 
hermeneutic, positive, normative, phenomenological,  
practice-led and expressive. Each of these research 
paradigms embodies various generic research 

methods and concrete tools, or techniques. Research 
methods are the means to execute certain stages in 
the design process, such as sampling, data collection 
and data analysis (Mouton 1996:35-37). Research tools 
are the specific techniques that are used as part of 
executing the research. Examples of research tools 
are sampling (for example, simple random sampling 
or purposive sampling) or the use of the grounded 
theory method to analyse data and build models. 
Mouton (1996:37-39) goes on to explain the relation-
ship between methodological paradigm, method 
and tools as determined by the context and aim, 
and that, although mix-and-match may take place 
within methods and tools, paradigms are virtually 
impossible to mix and match due to fundamental 
differences (see Table 1).One goal of research is to 
increase knowledge about a specific field. Mouton 
(1996:8-9) differentiates between three different types 

of knowledge: lay knowledge, the world of science 
and the world of meta-science. Lay knowledge is the 
knowledge that enables people to function in everyday 
life. This is called World 1. World 2 is the systematic 
and rigorous inquiry into World 1 phenomena with the 
aim of providing models and theories. World 3 reflects 
on World 2 as an object of critical inquiry in search of 
conceptual clarity to provide historical perspective, 
moral/ethical behaviour and the underlying logic of 
research activity. 

Mouton’s (1996:8-9) three world model offers a useful 
framework for aligning the wide range of design 
research, with World 1 corresponding with what is 
termed clinical research – research as part of the 
day-to-day work in a design studio (Friedman 2003:510; 
Buchanan 1999:18). Applied design research (World 2) 
aims to understand and solve practical problems and 
uses, for example, several cases to build a hypothesis 

(or several hypotheses), and apply systematic and 
rigorous research procedures (Buchanan 1999:18). 
Pure or basic design research (World 3) is high-level 
research that explores fundamental issues, searches 
for general principles and theoretical relationships, 
often for the first time and often cutting across 
disciplines (Friedman 2003:510; Buchanan 1999:18). 
It is important to recognise that design knowledge as 
foundation for the discipline of design is developed 
by both research and practice. There are therefore 
different types of design research, moving from World 
1 to 3 (see Table 2), and design knowledge comes from 
all three worlds. 

World 1 Clinical research
Research done by designer in practice as part of day-to-day 
design work. Research just what is necessary to proceed with 
project. Knowledge remains with the designer.

World 2 Applied research Search for rules of thumb, best practice guidelines, models 
and theories. 

World 3 Pure research/basic research
Search for fundamental issues, general principles and 
theoretical relationships, (often) for the first time and cutting 
across disciplines.

table 2: Mouton’s worlds of knowledge applied to a design research context. Diagram adapted by author, based on 
Mouton (1996:8-9).

Practice-led research versus research-for-design

Friedman (2003:510-513) explains the overlapping 
relationship between design practice and design 
research. He points out that a designer is sometimes 
an analyst, discovering or working with problems, in 
other situations a synthesist, solving problems, and at 
times, a generalist with a range of talents. Designers 
in practice operate daily in what is called a ‘clinical 
research situation’, where design research is limited 
to what is necessary to solve a particular design brief 
or problem as part of the design process (Buchanan 
2001:17). Designers use tacit knowledge as part of 
the exploration and development of solutions, and 
in this process of search-and-find further expand 
on this knowledge. Friedman (2003:512) calls this 
process the shaping of research at the ‘clinical edge of 
practice’. Design education provides the foundation of 
necessary skills to craft design solutions, as well as the 
knowledge and understanding to do so with insight. 

Before proceeding, it must be pointed out that the 
terms ‘practice-led research’ and ‘practice-based 
research’ are both used, sometimes interchangeably 
and sometimes not.4 The United Kingdom (UK)-based 
Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC)/Council 
for Higher Education in Art and Design (CHEAD)’s 
Summary of the ‘state of play’ in practice-led research 
in Art, Design and Architecture (2008:3) points out 
that terminological uncertainty still exists, but that 
most commentators “are pleased to be moving on from 
quibbles over definition”. 

The terms ‘practice and research’, ‘practice-based’ 
and ‘practice-led’ research are used in South Africa 
and the output of practice-based research is described 
as ‘creative output’ – again a term which has differ-
ent meanings in various disciplines. The National 
Research Foundation (NRF) (2009:29-30) describes 
the outcomes and requirements of ‘creative output’ 
as follows:

Practice, as research outcomes and recognised research 
outputs, could include any of the following as long as the 
work in each case is taken to imply substantive research, 
explicitly bringing new knowledge or insights to the 
public domain:

•	 In the Creative Arts and Design: art/artefacts, exhibited 
or otherwise presented within the public domain; 
design of exhibitions or events; public commissions; 
media presentations including performance, instal-
lations and catwalk presentations; mass production; 
patents and registered designs; new processes and 
materials; new devices including software; reports; 
other non-contextual research output.

Practice-led academic design research differs from 
routine studio research in that the knowledge associ-
ated with the outcomes or project is more significant 
than the actual design outcome, and has to adhere to 
academic scholarship and rigour through a process 
of documentation, reflection and communication of 
results before it can be regarded as research. Good 
practice in research, and how research questions are 
answered, determine quality – and not good practice 

Methodological paradigm
(epistemological and ontological 
assumptions)

Research methods Research tools and techniques

Re
se

ar
ch

 g
oa

l

Quantitative (assumptions) e.g., sampling, data collection, data 
analysis, etc.

e.g., questionnaire, Delphi 
technique, etc.

Qualitative (assumptions) e.g., sampling, data collection, data 
analysis, etc.

e.g., interview, grounded theory 
technique, etc.

Practice-led (assumptions) ?? ??

table 1: Mouton’s methodological research paradigms. Diagram adapted by author, based on Mouton (1996:37).



academic rigour and practice-led research: a theoretical exploration academic rigour and practice-led research: a theoretical exploration

121 122on making on making

At any given time, any discipline contains a specific 
body of accepted knowledge that has certain features 
such as validity, internal consistency, explanatory 
potential and usefulness (Mouton 1996:13). This body 
of knowledge is the result of research where a variety 
of standardised methods and techniques are used 
in the pursuit of valid knowledge (Mouton 1996:35). 
Standardised criteria, for example, exist for the use 
of specific research methods and techniques in terms 
of validity and reliability.v 

Mouton (1996:31-45) explains the mechanisms of 
control in research. Researchers belong to a specific 
scientific or scholarly community, a type of social 
control that becomes institutionalised and governed 
by an accepted review system, as well as by rules of 
dissemination, promotion and membership. These 
rules of engagement are embodied in and often (not 
always) regulated by a ‘policy’. South African academ-
ics and funders are therefore challenged to take part 
in the process of writing and revising such policies, 
and the large interest in the On making: Integrating 
approaches to practice-led research in art and design 
colloquium is a clear indication of the significance 
of this topic. Some of the creative disciplines, for 
example, the performing arts,vi are further advanced 
in the development of criteria for scholarly research. 
Communication design research is trailing this 
process with little published research and modest 
mention in NRF documentation. 

The opinions of a selection of international design 
research scholars are used in the following section 
in my pursuit of approaches to academic rigour in 
practice-led design research. Of particular relevance 
are a number of reported first-hand accounts by 
recently qualified students who undertook practice-
based research as part of postgraduate degrees (see 
Pedgley & Wormald 2007; Seago & Dunne 1999:12). 

the nature of academic rigour in practice-
led research

Not all authors in design literature subscribe to the 
idea of academic rigour. For example, John Woods 
(2002:1-14) asks whether design research really 
needs academic rigour? He traces the problem back 
to the difference between monastic truth-oriented 
knowledge (text-based knowledge that serves to 
validate and fortify belief) and the crafts guilds’ result-
oriented knowledge (task-based knowledge that facili-
tates situated actions and judgements). Rigour, accord-
ing to Woods (2002:1), coincides with the popular 

idea of rigidity (or rigor mortis) as paradigm. Woods’ 
critique mostly stems from the inappropriateness of 
scholarly criteria for design research and he quotes 
Edward de Bono (cited by Woods 2002:8), who says 
that “academic writing ... is a triumph of form over 
content”. Woods (2002:1) nevertheless believes that 
some writing protocol should be “re-designed for 
design education”. 

Consensus among other sources consulted is that 
practice-led research should adhere to general princi-
ples of research. The AHRC/CHEAD report (Summary 
of the ‘state of play’ … 2008:3) states that research 
should be communicable development in knowledge 
which is systematic, rigorous and critical, and open to 
scrutiny. Michael Biggs and Daniela Büchler (2007:69) 
point out that rigour in research is the strength of the 
chain of reasoning and that the contexts of question 
and answer determine whether it is judged as practice-
based or another kind of research. They proceed by 
explaining that research method constitutes the links 
in the research chain, while method determines the 
validity – just as in any other research. One might 
question this chain of reasoning as presented by Biggs 
and Büchler, since design may be the result of an 
intuitive and exploratory process, with the designer’s 
tacit knowledge contributing towards solutions.

The AHRC/CHEAD report (Summary of the ‘state of 
play’ … 2008:3) refers to tensions that exist within 
the assessment of practice-led research. Viewpoints 
by contributors to the AHRC/CHEAD report are that 
it is difficult to conform to “paradigms established 
for other fields and modes of intellectual enquiry” 
(Summary of the ‘state of play’ … 2008:3). The 
variety, multi-disciplinary nature, context, identity 
and ongoing evolution of practice-led research are 
mentioned as factors that need to be considered. 
Alex Seago and Tony Dunne (1999:11) list some of 
the practical problems encountered by a practice-led 
design scholar, such as the difficulty of finding suitably 
qualified and sympathetic research supervisors and 
the discrepancies between the research cultures of 
universities and colleges of art and design. Similar 
tensions still exist between South African universities 
and South African universities of technology, with 
the ‘suitability’ and ‘acceptability’ of the handful of 
possible supervisors often questioned by research 
committees.

It is clear that the general principles of good research 
are just as valid for practice-led research as for other 
types of academic research, but that the nature of 

or creative contribution in design (Rust, Mottram & 
Till 2007:11-13; Pedgley & Wormald 2007:71). 

The notion of academic rigour becomes useful when 
differentiating practice-led research from practice. 
The AHRC/CHEAD report (Summary of the ‘state of 
play’ … 2008:3) states that: 

The most acceptable definitions cover issues of rigour 
and the contribution to an established system and field 
of knowledge. It is also argued that research through 
practice, similar to other research, should be systematic, 
rigorous and critical, offering a communicable develop-
ment in knowledge that is open to scrutiny. The need for 
such definitions stems from assessment criteria, largely 
an issue for funding and examination.

Bruce Archer (cited by Pedgley & Wormwald 2007:71) 
warns that design and research can sit “uncomfortably 

together”, which implies that in design one has to 
obtain a result to be successful, but in research one may 
come to a (successful) nil result. Another complication 
is that the designer as researcher is actively involved 
in the process of research. This brings by default the 
designer’s tacit knowledge to the research framework, 
but requires critical involvement and interpretation of 
design processes and/or outcomes, rather than skilled 
technical production or fulfilling of commercial needs 
and restraints (Seago & Dunne 1999:16).

Owain Pedgley and Paul Wormald (2007) present 
a set of consolidated criteria that can be used to 
assess design research (see Table 3). These criteria 
demonstrate how different the world of design can be 
from the world of research. 

Criterion Explanation

Analytical Building of explanation, theory or model through reasoned argument

Clear Communicated unambiguously and readily comprehended by peers

Disseminated Appropriately communicated to target audiences

Effective Data, methods and end results are useful and suited to meeting aims and objectives

Evidence-based Involves something demonstrated or found out in contrast to speculation or opinion

Focused Each element combines to form a coherent whole related to a common theme

Generalisable Tackles the applicability of results, from a single point in time, to a fundamental principle

Informed Purposefully seeking to generate new knowledge

Original Delivery of new outcomes relating to a subject area or methods

Questioning Driven by an aim and set of objectives

Reliable If repeated, the research would yield the same results

Risky Involves a level of uncertainty, trepidation and operation outside of routine

Systematic Planned and carried out in a disciplined manner

Transparent Research methods are sufficiently documented to be capable of replication

Truthful Honest and complete accounts of work done

Valid Sources and data are authentic, trustable and can be corroborated

Worthwhile Carried out in response to an identified need capable of investigation

table 3: A-Z criteria for design research (Pedgley & Wormald 2007:75).
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practice-led research results in a number of unique 
challenges. Three specific challenges are next 
discussed in greater detail, namely reliability, validity 
and research output.

Reliability in practice-led research

Pedgley completed his practice-led Ph.D in Industrial 
Design at Loughborough University, Leicestershire 
in 1999. His subsequent journal articles provide a 
thoughtful overview of the research process and 
method followed (Pedgley 2005; Pedgley & Wormald 
2007; Pedgley 2007). Pedgley (2007:466-467) regards 
the act of design as an “intensely personal pursuit” 
without any assurance that design activities can be 
repeated in the same manner. The act of design is 
influenced by judgement, opinions and perception and 
is in essence heterogeneous is nature. This is in contrast 
with the scientific requirements of reliabilityvii in 
research, where measurements are far more controlled 
than in the humanities and social sciences. Reliability 
is embedded in the various research methods, tools 
and techniques used. Social researchers for example, 
may use techniques such as test-retest, established 
measures and reliable research workers to ensure 
reliability (Babbie & Mouton 2001:121-122). 

One factor that can be replicated in design, adhering 
to some form of scholarly reliability, is the design 
process. Pedgley (2007:464) points out the need for 
using systematic and objective tools when working 
on research projects so as to allow for capturing and 
analysing design activity. Seago and Dunne (1999:16-17) 
suggest that a record exists that renders the process 
‘transparent’ and therefore replicable. However, 
capturing design activity is not a simple process, and, 
according to Pedgley (2007:466), requires complex 
tools. He suggests the use of design diaries as a data 
collection method in the design process, including a 
system of structured writing and sketching. The other 
two potential methods, namely ‘action research’ and 
‘participant observation’ both require a social context 
that is probably not possible for an individual designer. 
Keeping a design diary is a form of ethnographic 
research, and is often used to capture other designers 
in action (Pedgley 2007:471). Pedgley could find only 
one documented example where a longitudinal project 
was captured by a design researcher, and this was a 
study done by Charles Hale (Pedgley 2007:471). 

Part of Pedgley’s study is aimed at developing the design 
diary as data collection research tool. Afterwards, a 
content analysis is used to structure data contained 

in the diary, taking the researcher’s own knowledge 
into account and his/her use of a seven-step coding 
process. What is significant in this process is that the 
diary was kept consistently, and further components, 
such as developmental sketches, were part of the diary. 
The diary was therefore a current record, and not 
produced retrospectively. The importance of Pedgley’s 
study lies in his consideration of a method where design 
activity is actively recorded and analysed. The method 
followed is transparent and adds credibility to an 
autobiographical and reflective process that allows for 
self-accounting and self-analysis (Pedgley 2007:480). 
However, more research needs to be conducted before 
such a method or research tool can claim to be reliable, 
and, as Pedgley (2007:481) points out, future research 
needs will determine the suitability of the use of design 
diaries in other design specialties and contexts. 

The variety of research methods used for practice-
led research becomes clear when considering other 
projects reported in Pedgley and Wormald (2007) and 
Seago and Dunne (1999). Jonathon Allen developed new 
approaches to aid the lives of people with communica-
tion and physical disabilities. Personal design activity 
forms the core of his thesis, with user-centred design 
and prototyping providing the evidence of the value of 
industrial design. His method is described by Pedgley 
and Wormald (2007:79) as “learning by doing” and 
a “designerly mode of enquiry”. Reliability can be 
found in the approach to the design of new devices 
to aid people with disabilities (and not in the actual 
design itself). Bahar Sener used her experience as a 
practising designer to explore 3D-modelling tools 
with the aim of developing new modelling tools for 
industrial design (Pedgley & Wormald 2007:80). Part of 
her research includes the experience of other designers 
who use modelling tools. Of relevance and signifi-
cance to Sener’s study is the fact that she used these 
experiences from practice and translated them into 
Ph.D-level research. 

Seago and Dunne (1999) describe three older, but 
equally innovative Ph.D studies that fit the term 
practice-led research (Ph.D by Project, Royal College 
of Art, UK). These studies are varied in nature and 
range from metalsmith Ian Ferguson’s use of material 
to graphic designer Les Johnson’s development of a 
website to explore popular culture. The third case 
study involves Anthony Dunne’s report on the relation-
ship between electronics and aesthetic experience on 
an abstract and conceptual level, instead of a more 
conventional focus on issues such as production and 
performance (Seago & Dunne 1999:14).

All six examples are some form of action research. 
Action research is a cyclical research process of 
planning, implementing and reflecting, where the 
researcher actively participates in the development 
of solutions to practical problems (Ebersöhn, Eloff & 
Ferreira 2010:124-125). The strategies that can be used 
to determine rigour in action research methodologies 
are credibility, transferability, dependability, confirm-
ability and authenticity (Ebersöhn et al 2010:124-125). 
These criteria have to be adjusted before they can be 
useful to and relevant for practice-led design research-
ers. Hence, much more research is necessary to 
provide some rules of thumb to the practice-led design 
researcher in terms of methodological reliability. 

Validity in practice-led research

One cannot look at reliability without also considering 
validity in practice-based research. Validity is, accord-
ing to Paul Leedy and Jeanne Ormrod (2010:28), the 
extent to “which the instrument measures what it is 
intended to measure”. The proof of validity in practice-
led research would be when the specific method 
followed in fact answers the research question. Validity 
therefore reflects on the nature of the research tool 
and method, in contrast to reliability, which describes 
the predictability of the method from one research 
occasion to the next. In Pedgley’s (2009:479) opinion, 
his process of keeping a design diary is valid in the 
sense that it documents what is intended and does not 
amount to post-event rationalisation, which can be 
ineffective for revealing trains of thought.

the question of legitimate output

The communicability of research is a fundamental 
requirement of academic rigour. This is also one of 
the requirements that sets scholarly research apart 
from research done as studio practice, where research 
is often the proprietary property of design clients 
and seldom gets published. Also, whilst most design 
projects need to be innovative, studio practice seldom 
requires documentation and reflection. This leads 
to what Pedgley and Wormald (2007:82) describe as 
the heart of the matter: the dilemma whether design 
outcomes can convey research results and the position 
that words cannot replace the understanding of a 
design outcome. The output of practice-based research 
is therefore usually some combination of design 
outcome and scholarly writing. According to Pedgley 
and Wormald (2007:83) the relationship between 
scholarly writing and design outcome is still in flux. 

Pedgley and Wormald (2007:80) conclude with what 
they see as two specific indicators of excellence, specifi-
cally for doctoral students wanting to incorporate 
projects into research. For them, these two indicators 
are “completeness” and “esteem”. Completeness is 
the delivery of high-quality design outcomes (such 
as preproduction artefacts, working prototypes or 
appearance models), while esteem entails the signifi-
cance of the design outcome and reception outside 
the academic institution. They list examples such as 
the granting of patents, availability of products for 
purchase, publicity of media attention, and the standing 
and reputation of the funding organisation. However, 
these remarks overlook the requirement that practice-
led research should involve research quality and not 
design quality. In research, even a nil or negative result 
is considered a successful outcome, and therefore one 
could fail to produce a complete outcome or working 
prototype and yet conduct successful research. Design 
educators who teach studio practice are schooled and 
experienced in judging design outcomes, and therefore 
the shift towards judging research outcomes according 
to research criteria poses new challenges for examin-
ers and study leaders. 

Final comments and future possibilities for 
research

Academic rigour is a requirement for practice-led 
design research just as any other form of quality 
academic research. I have explored rigour in terms 
of reliability, validity and communicability (output) 
as part of the practice-led research paradigm. The 
literature consulted for this paper provides useful 
general ideas, but the research revealed a distinct lack 
of a larger body of specialised examples or critical 
case studies. Pedgley and Wormald (2007:70) call 
this a lack of practical advice. The lack of practical 
examples is especially apparent when searching 
for detailed examples and descriptions of research 
methods especially for practice-led communication 
design research. The absence of South African case 
studies is also a challenge. Most other disciplines at 
a university have well-accepted standard textbooks 
dealing with research that students and supervisors 
can consult, but very little is available for scholars 
in design research. The danger of not grappling with 
this lack of suitable methodologies might, according 
to Seago and Dunne (1999:12), lead to choices of safe, 
tried and tested research methods culled from other 
disciplines, which may beget “dull and pedestrian” 
results. Seago and Dunne (1999:12) term this 
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“methodological intimidation” and see the standard 
academic blueprint as an “obstacle”.

In 2010 a call went out to the Design Research Society’s 
Ph.D group for chapters for inclusion in a design 
research handbook, to be published by Berg in the 
UK. The editors are Professor David Durling, Associate 
Dean (Research) in the Birmingham Institute for 
Art and Design Birmingham City University, UK, 
Professor Lin-Lin Chen, Dean of the College of Design 
and Professor in the Department of Industrial and 
Commercial Design at National Taiwan University 
of Science and Technology (Taipei, Taiwan) and 
Professor Keiichi Sato, Professor and co-coordinator 
of the Ph.D. program at the Institute of Design, Illinois 
Institute of Technology. The chapters in this new 
book are required to cover established or new, robust 
and valid design research methods.viii The target 
audiences of this book are both academic and commer-
cial, and its success as a practical research guide for 
design research – a need that the only other book of 
its nature, Brenda Laurel’s Design research. Methods 

and perspectives (2003) could not fully satisfy - is yet 
to be determined. 

There are many possibilities for the future develop-
ment and application of practice-led design research in 
South Africa. Practice-led research offers for example, 
the possibility of better research cooperation between 
industry and academia, since the practice-led research 
paradigm seems closer to industry than some of the 
other more theoretical research paradigms. Research 
undertaken as part of a studio project also has to be 
valid and reliable, although it does not need to adhere 
to the full set of scholarly requirements. Many design 
mistakes can be ascribed to either the absence of any 
form of research or to invalid research. Hence, part 
of academia’s role and responsibility is not only to 
deliver well-trained and educated graduate designers 
suitable for practice, but also to develop students and 
scholars at postgraduate level who can work across the 
three frames of research: clinical, applied and pure 
research, with a thorough understanding of method 
and the requirements of rigour. 

endnotes

i. Although this paper is written from the perspective of visual communication design as a sub-discipline, the concepts are 
relevant to all design disciplines with a shared epistemology (such as Architecture and Industrial Design). 

ii. The word design is both verb and noun; design as verb means “to create, fashion, execute, or construct according to plan” 
(design [sa]). Design as noun refers to the outcome of the process:  “a preliminary sketch or outline showing the main 
features of something to be executed”, the “underlying scheme that governs functioning, developing, or unfolding” and 

“the arrangement of elements or details in a product or work of art” (design [sa]).

iii. Professor of Sociology, University of Stellenbosch and author of several seminal research books.

iv. Various definitions and descriptions can be found in the literature. The University of Technology, Sydney, differentiates 
between the two terms ‘practice-based’ and ‘practice-led’ research as follows: practice-led research is concerned with the 
nature of practice and results in new knowledge that has operational significance for that practice (strongly associated 
with action research and process), whereas practice-based research focuses on the creation of an artefact as part of 
research (see Definitions and Terms [sa]).

v. Validity is “[a] term describing a measure that accurately reflects the concept it is intended to measure” (Babbie 2004:141). 
Reliability is “[t]hat quality of measurement method that suggests that the same data will be collected each time in 
repeated observation of the same phenomena” (Babbie 2004:141).

vi. In a study funded by the NRF, researchers Veronica Baxter, Mark Fleishman, Temple Hauptfleisch and Alexandra 
Sutherland (2008) provide an overview of criteria for recognising practice as research in the performing arts in South 
Africa. 

vii. Reliability is the “quality of the measurement method that suggests that the same data would have been collected each 
time in repeated observations of the same phenomena” (Babbie & Mouton 2001:G9).

viii. See design research: methods [sa].
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