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→ The argument presented in this paper centres on the role of 

research, the specifi c benefi ts of practice-led research (PLR) in the 

development of a discipline for user experience design (UXD) and the 

manner in which PLR could work to address concerns that currently 

exist in the community of practice.

In response to the call for participation in the colloquium On 

making: Integrating approaches to practice-led research in art and 

design hosted by the University of Johannesburg’s Research Centre, 

Visual Identities in Art and Design in October 2009, I proposed a 

breakaway session at the American Society for Information Science 

and Technology (ASIS&T) 5th European Information Architecture 

Summit (EuroIA 2009) in Copenhagen, Denmark, to discuss how 

practice-led research could play a role in developing the work of 

practitioners and the fi eld of user experience design (UXD). This 

paper is the output of that session and is informed by the subsequent 

thinking that has developed around the topic, as well as discussions 

that informed an earlier paper, ‘Maturing a practice’ by Terence Fenn, 

Jason Hobbs and Andrea Resmini (2010).
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Introduction

User experience design (UXD) is an umbrella term for 
the practices of information architecture, interac-
tion design, information design, interface design and 
other related practices (such as applied user-centered 
research) as well as iterative design methods collec-
tively employed for the design of digital experiences 
and products. 

At present the field of UXD is practice-led and organised 
as a casual practice; although professionally successful 
and widespread, it has not yet been formulated into 
a common or coherent discipline. UXD discussions, 
definitions and opinions are mostly expressed via 
organic internet-based media such as email, mailing 
lists, personal blogs, personal or company websites 
and a handful of public conferences. UXD does not 
exist in any academic contexts, where other discourses 
relating to the field exist with the kinds of rigour 
required of discipline-based practice for publica-
tion and use by the community. UXD constitutes a 

‘community of practice’. Etienne Wenger (1998:6) notes 
that communities of practice, 

are powerful tools for the creation and validation of 
practice-based knowledge. However, much like many 
other discursive practices, situated outside of an institu-
tional formation, they are informal structures. They 
have little capacity for storing generated knowledge, and 
their ability to disseminate knowledge is often limited to 
oral communication, with all its limits, or to obscure or 
difficult to find web postings. Even though [communities 
of practice] … validate knowledge through practice, they 
seldom have a rigorous validation system. The intrinsic 
danger of this lies in the fact that knowledge that makes 
sense to a community of practice can be circumstantial 
in application as opposed to generally accurate. 

A variety of limitations and threats to this field of 
design exist: the informal structures of a community 
of practice are limited in their ability to store and 
disseminate knowledge; the validation of knowledge 
is not rigorous; opinion and knowledge are often 
confused; communities of practice tend to be 
impermanent; there is a lack of progress made in 
ongoing discourses (in other words, discussions tend 
to be circuitous); and, for the practitioner, there is no 
larger coherent body of validated, scientific knowledge 
to appeal to or apply when designing in commercial or 
other contexts where the designer is held accountable 
by their client to fulfill the brief. 

The argument presented in this paper centres on the 
role of research and the specific benefits of practice-led 

research (PLR) in the development of a discipline for 
UXD and the manner in which PLR could directly 
work to address the above concerns. Furthermore, 
the present community of practice is characterised 
by an abundance of so-called ‘know-how’ and opinion; 
countless websites that explain how to conduct the 
techniques of UXD are in existence. In this paper 
I argue that this ‘know-how’ is a threat to the UX 
community of practice and does a disservice to the 
broader benefits which could be derived from the 
application of UXD because of the lack of validated 
research within a UXD discipline that would help 
regulate the knowledge (and know-how) of and for 
the community. I maintain that the approach of PLR 
could greatly assist the larger UXD community due to 
the proliferation of artefacts produced by the design-
ers and the central role that the artefact plays in PLR 
methods. In the research mode of PLR, the role of the 
practitioners and those of the researchers are often 
coupled and interwoven. 

Although more is required than the knowledge to be 
generated by practitioners working within the PLR 
mode of research alone for the robust formation of a 
formalised discipline, I suggest that headway could 
be made through the validation of the knowledge 
gained by practitioners in the process of design using 
PLR methods. A broad uptake of PLR by practitioners 
and the subsequent production of knowledge could be 
the basis for a ‘knowledge economy’ upon which the 
framework for a UXD discipline could emerge.

the current landscape

In UXD, a move from casual practice towards institu-
tionalisation has emerged in recent years. Examples of 
this shift include the establishment of the Information 
Architecture Institute (IAI) and the Interaction Design 
Association (IxDA). Thought leaders exist, although, 
remarkably, a number do not identify themselves 
as either information architects or user experience 
designers. Specialist publishers such as O’Reilly and 
Rosenfeld Media are publishing for the practice, but 
their contribution does not qualify as either academic 
or scientific material. Similarly, a vast body of content, 
largely available on the internet, provides the practi-
tioner with a - literally - endless body of ‘know-how’ for 
use in design practice, but little of this is of scientific 
interest, and is often randomly dispersed. Perhaps 
the most noteworthy development of late has been 
the creation in 2009 of the peer-reviewed Journal of 
Information Architecture (2010). 

In the absence of a functional network of academic 
institutions and scholarly, research-based publica-
tions supporting the growth of the field, perhaps 
the key challenge in evolving the UXD community 
of practice into a discipline is a lack of real progress 
made in the conversations and arguments of the 
practice. The recurring pattern shows opinion leaders, 
usually practitioners themselves and not critics, 
leading discussions where the same content surfaces, 
trickles off on discussion forums only to reemerge in 
almost exactly the same form a few years later without 
any discernible growth or evolution of the content 
or arguments (Resmini, Byström & Madsen 2009:1). 
Notably, these opinions are not written, presented 
or published as a verifiable process that would add 
credibility (through scientific methods) to the points 
of view and arguments presented.

At present the field lacks the language, theories and 
scholarly research ultimately required to create a 
discipline that underpins the education, methods, 
making and artefacts for the practicing community; 
a discipline within which research, discourse and 
argument can exist, gain validation and be disproved 
and from which a ‘fringe’ could develop to further 
challenge and mature the discipline. 

The underlying design principles, which have been 
co-opted as part of UXD core design methodology, 
have emerged from a multi-disciplinary background 
that includes the visual arts, graphic design, user 
centered design, library science, information science, 
architecture, anthropology, psychology and ethnog-
raphy. A specific threat exists for both the community 
and the individual practitioners because of the multi-
disciplinary background of UXD. 

An example of this threat was the reaction of the 
Information Architecture design community to the 
rise of web-based social media at the 7th ASIS&T IA 
Summit in Vancouver, Canada, in 2006. Online social 
networks developed or perfected leading new IA design 
paradigms, such as tagging and folksonomies, which 
literally saw information architects at a loss to justify 
their presence in design circles and in the market place. 
The immediate response of the community was to 
return to the circuitous discussion on the definition 
of information architecture, interaction design and 
UXD taking the fields back a year. 

A critical occurrence at the time was the emergence of 
the IxDA, an event that in many ways found credibil-
ity in the IA community’s temporary inability to 

effectively respond to new technological and design 
developments. This created a large degree of splinter-
ing within and between design communities that 
fundamentally require one another’s support for the 
development of the greater UXD agenda.

However, in the face of professional threats and ethical 
concerns (Greenfield 2006: 1), the lack of a structured 
disciplinary counterpart for the field means that these 
threats have a large impact on the growth of the field 
and the practitioners themselves, to the point that 
an information architect or user experience designer 
required to justify their role within a company, or to 
convince clients of the validity of a solution, has no 
coherent body of validated, scientific knowledge to 
appeal to.

For some time the notion of the UXD practitioner as a 
‘lone wolf’ has been discussed (Surla 2006:1) and efforts 
have been made within some institutions to address 
the problem. One example of this is the IAI’s Local 
Groups Initiative. The Local Groups agenda is one of 
growing, or broadening, the community of practice. 
However the ‘lone wolf’ condition is the function of 
more than mere social exclusion, in the sense that the 
practitioner also lacks access to validated knowledge. 

The professional growth of the individual as a designer 
is also hampered by this lack of discipline, as he/she 
is forced to ask: how do I judge my own work? Beyond 
answering a client brief, how have I taken my own 
understandings and practice forward? Is my work 
good or bad? What is my next step as a designer and 
not just as an employee or provider of services?

A growing consciousness

Recently, discussions have begun to emerge in the 
UXD communities suggesting a growing conscious-
ness around these concerns. Practitioners and some 
leaders within the community are attempting to make 
the practice both deeper and broader.

In April 2009, at the 10th ASIS&T IA Summit in 
Memphis, Tennessee, Jesse James Garrett, in his 
closing plenary address, called for a language of 
critique and put forward a framework for approach-
ing ‘experience’. This appeal came in response to 
a growing feeling that there is a lack of reference 
to the work of so-called leaders in the UXD fields; 
that the context, content and research surrounding 
their work is missing; and, fundamentally, that the 
dilemma of who UX designers are being led by and 
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what is good or bad user experience design has not 
been thoroughly addressed. In partial response to 
that talk, and shortly after the conference, Richard 
Dalton (2009:1) made his work, The characteristics 
and principles of UX, available on-line, even though 
these grounding questions have appeared more than 
once in the various dedicated mailing lists and forums. 

Subsequent to the presentation of ‘Maturing a practice’ 
(the presentation upon which this paper is based) at 
the colloquium On making: Integrating approaches 
to practice-led research in art and design, and at 
the 11th ASIS&T IA Summit in Phoenix, Arizona, a 
number of talks, including those by Nathaniel Davis 
(2010:1), Nick Finck (2010:1), Keith Instone (2010:1) 
and Andrea Resmini (2010:1), amongst others, identi-
fied the need to take cognisance of the temporary 
formation of knowledge within the UXD practice and 
the benefits of developing more formal structures. On 
the Information Architecture Institute member lists, 
Peter Morville (2009:1) recently posted the following 
observation: “I like this question from an architect: 

‘Does IA push any bounds beyond client concerns? Is 
there any artful or conceptual pursuit in the discipline 
that’s not based on solving the immediate problem?’”. 

Within newer fields of design practice such as UXD, 
a high proportion of the knowledge is embedded in 
the artefacts that are the result of the design process. 
This differs from established fields of practice that 
contain a strong sense of disciplinary identity such as 
law, where a large quantity of the knowledge resides 
in textual accounts. The codification of the knowledge 
contained in a field guides practitioners in terms of the 
expectations and limits of the field (Fenn et al 2010:48).

Often newer fields of practice have not established 
institutional rules and practices and thus have no 
formal codification of the knowledge that regulates 
them. Due to the traditional focus of design on 
outcomes as opposed to process (Brown 2000:8), 
descriptions of the reality of design practice are 
normally absent. When they are available, they are 
usually coloured by the designer’s own expecta-
tions and biases (Lawson 1997:162). This problem is 
further compounded in commercial practice where 
approaches developed are often purposefully kept 
within an organisation for reasons of competitive 
advantage. Very often the only factual evidence of any 
knowledge or discourse informing practice is found 
in the outcome of the practice: the artefact. 

In PLR, the artefact has a central position in the 
academic research process. In PLR, “articulation 
and dissemination of the research findings take place 
both through the product of making [the artefact] 
and established means: these are seen as dialogical, 
interrelated and iterative” (Farber 2009:6). Practice 
informs knowledge which reciprocally informs 
practice. 

This reconfiguring of the artefact as central to the 
academic study process is particularly useful to newer 
fields of design as they predominantly only have, in 
their immature state, a heritage of artefacts. By 
accounting for the artefact in reference to the interre-
lated system of discursive practice that includes cause, 
intentions, methodologies, practices and background 
knowledge as regulated by and subjected to discur-
sive, disciplinary and social rules, conventions 
and established practices, the researcher begins to 
interpret previously hidden rules and conventions 
(Fenn et al 2010:49).

This is where a potentially meaningful use of PLR 
research exists to address some of the issues faced by 
casual practices. Could PLR, as a widespread method 
in the production and making of UXD, either running 
parallel to or embodying established UXD methodolo-
gies, assist to:

•	 create scientifically driven, research-based 
knowledge 

•	 mature the fields of UXD from practice-led to 
discipline-led 

•	 mature designers in their practice, and 

•	 provide the practitioners (the consumers of this 
knowledge) with an established approach to 
research that could provide both a supply and 
demand for a structure to emerge upon, and 
allow this structure in turn to form the basis for a 
discipline-led field.

Applying PLR in UXD practice 

Much of the knowledge in the field of UXD originates 
in a number of related disciplines such as graphic 
design, architecture, anthropology, industrial design, 
library science, ergonomics, and marketing. Arguably, 
while there is nothing original about the individual 
components of UXD, the organisation of the elements 
into a whole is particular to UXD and thus requires 

its own framework for practice and regulation. PLR 
methodologies could facilitate analysis that helps 
to identify and explicate knowledge, theories and 
practices from these related disciplines and reconsti-
tute them under a new disciplinary framework with the 
originality of the arrangement and context being the 
key binder. The uptake of PLR, the primary suggestion 
outlined in this paper, could influence the manner in 
which practitioners design and conduct their design-
related activities (Fenn et al 2010:50).

The applied research (research-for-design) methods 
of UXD, such as contextual inquiry, user research, 
ethnography, and other forms of qualitative research 
often merged with quantitative research and analyti-
cal inquiry, are part and parcel of the UXD process. A 
richness of knowledge, often in the form of primary 
and secondary research, exists; however, the majority 
of UXD practitioners are not writing for scholarly 
research, scientific or academic discussion or 
consumption.

The parameters of design research, usually conducted 
early in the design process, need to be broadened in 
order for practitioners to start addressing the hidden 
or yet-to-be-discovered discourses of the field. The 
boundaries of UXD research in most commercial 
projects (and public sector, arts and culture, and 
non-profit projects) are created by constraints inherent 
in ‘the brief’, or the framed design problem. This 
framing is exactly what is required by the designer 
to create effective, appropriate, outcomes-based 
solutions. However, the manner in which this framed 
problem exists in the context of broader issues, be 
these teleological, methodological, historical, cultural, 
economic, geographic, or ethical, is often neither 
explored nor explicitly articulated. 

The research conducted by user experience designers 
by its very nature begins to examine and explore 
these broader issues but the current practice places no 
emphasis on these relationships. A wealth of potential 
knowledge could be unearthed, documented and 
made visible. A similar point could be made regarding 
decisions to adhere to a particular version or variety 
of the user experience method. Broadly speaking, the 
method includes framing the problem (usually, in the 
case of businesses, in economic terms for example, 
increased revenue through optimising acquisition and 
cross-sell in sales); researching users and their context 
of use; conceptualising a solution (often informed by 
a user experience strategy); prototyping (at varying 

degrees of fidelity), testing and iterating the design 
the resultant artefact with users.

In some cases, companies or individuals have 
well-established design methods and processes that 
they follow; in others, companies and people experi-
ment with methodologies and processes. More often 
than not, when there are time, resource and budget-
ary constraints, methodologies and processes are 
amended or written uniquely for the needs of a project. 
However, the extent to which the methods and process 
are documented and validated may not go further 
than project plans such as project budgets and other 
project management tools. The kind of self-reflective 
documenting of process as recommended by PLR may 
not extend beyond a project post mortem or case study, 
if they are created at all, and often these kinds of 
documents are not part of the act of making but rather 
after-thoughts queued onto the end of a project.

The space of documenting-while-designing, record-
ing, learning, feelings, meanings, decisions, measur-
ing effectiveness and documenting contextual 
factors while on a project could provide a wealth of 
knowledge for the practicing community and could 
provide greater validation for the methods, tools and 
techniques of the field. 

The dissemination of findings and outcomes is a 
space of some controversy, both because there have 
been numerous calls from within the various UXD 
communities for opinion leaders and community 
leaders to validate their opinions in reference to their 
own work, more particularly because of the lack of 
information resulting from the inherent intellec-
tual and confidentiality issues found in commercial 
projects. On numerous occasions there have been 
public calls for more papers and presentations that 
deal with specific project-based case studies, with 
examples drawn from the public realm. It seems that 
the obstacle, at least on the surface, remains the issue 
of confidentiality and intellectual property.

From an academic perspective, though, the UXD 
community is interested in theoretical research 
(research for knowledge) not the applied research 
(research for design) conducted on a project. The latter 
is the area of concern for confidentiality and intellec-
tual property. The dissemination of theoretical design 
research emerges from the broader perspective of the 
body of knowledge developed by working within the 
mode of PLR and the sharing of knowledge related to 
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the broader aspects of a discourse (the larger research 
agenda posited at the outset of a project). 

Regarding intellectual property, the breadth of 
research output needs to extend beyond the specifics 
of ‘the practical design project’ and the knowledge 
generated should speak with greater depth to the act 
of design and design practice, shifting the focus away 
from the boundaries of the practical design brief – that 
space which is most concerned with the intellectual 
property restrictions.

Conclusion

The creation of a viable discipline of user experience 
design requires more than the active uptake of PLR 
research methods. A discipline requires a framework 
that considers the drivers for the production of 
knowledge; a community of scholars; methods of 
communication; methods and terms for the codifica-
tion of knowledge; modes of inquiry and validation; 

validation of current knowledge; and the identification 
of current and required discourses (Fenn et al 2010:51).

In terms of these activities, I have suggested that the 
broad uptake of PLR could be a meaningful mode of 
inquiry and validation for the production and accept-
ance of knowledge. Envisaged by-products include 
contributing to methods and terms for the codification 
of knowledge and the organic identification of some 
of the current discourses in the practice. 

The uptake of PLR methods by practitioners could 
facilitate a supply and demand for a structure to 
emerge, helping progress UXD from communities of 
practice to disciplines, but it may also hold enormous 
potential for the individual designer to grow in their 
personal development through their own creation 
of knowledge and participation in discourse, and 
broaden their views: practice that informs knowledge 
that informs practice. 
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