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Research by Design – a research strategy

The idea of an expressive component in research is important to the architectural industry. The expressive element - the possibility of expressing the qualitative aspects of the world and adding something new to the existing through experiments and proposals - is characteristic for the field.
All research environments, in the science tradition and in the humanities, have their characteristics. On the one hand, they live up to certain common scientific and methodological criteria, originality and transparency, on the other hand they have different practices, using different methods. Research is ‘coloured’ by traditions and professions, and research in architecture should be coloured too, taking in consideration that the practise of architects stretch from natural science and sociology to art, and because the most important way in which the architect achieves new cognition is through the work with form and space – drawings, models and completed works.

Design processes

Design is the means by which the architect poses a question and develops complex solutions. It is a reflective practise in which critical assessment, comparability and evaluation takes place through sketching, through the continual weaving between problem and solution in an iterative movement between inquiry and proposal. (M. Ramsgaard Thomsen, Martin Tamke)
In the design process, or the sketching, the architect tests, selects and rejects solutions assessed on the basis of a program, professional knowledge and related to a certain context. In many ways the design process is similar to a research process, searching for new products or knowledge, but working in the designer’s language, drawings and models, more than the written words. The sketching involves art, beauty and intuition, parallel to objective and material requirements. In that way the design process never becomes strictly methodical, systematic, repeatable or objective. And in that way, the intention should not be to turn the design process into research, but to investigate how new knowledge can arise and being generalised from designing. Probably all good design is informed by some kind of research – research based design. But can research arise from design? 

According to Christopher Frayling we can use three categories: 

Research into art and design is the most straightforward research practice in art, design and architecture. This is historical, social, technical, material research, with countless models from which it derive its rules and procedures.

Research through art and design is a material based research, development work and action research, practical experiments in laboratories resulting in reports and step by step diary, clear about what is being achieved and communicated through the activity of design process.

Research for art and design is development work, which end product is an artefact, where the thinking is embodied in the artefact and the goal is not primarily communicable knowledge in the sense of verbal communication. 

Research by design
Research by design is research through design using the expression especially developed from the Dutch practice at The Faculty of Architecture in Delft. Often the research practise goes from a research question, through a methodological reasoning to a new, true or possible answer or solution. 
Research by design suggests a practise some way in the opposite direction, where research may arise from design - from the proposal, model or experiment, to the generalisation and rationalisation by consciously extracting rules about the object of the research process – nomothetic research.
Research by design intends to bring in expressive and systematic tools in the research process, and concerns the direct relationship between analysing and the proposing. It endeavours to incorporate and develop the working method of architects – the searching spatial sketching in a specific material - in the environment of academic research and development. Through research by design, concordance is sought between the methods of research and a form-giving, experimental design practice. 
Research by design is research that produces knowledge through the architect’s tools and working methods. It investigates the research inquiry from the practitioner’s methods and acknowledges practise as a mean of gaining new knowledge. 

Research by design suggests an agreement between architectural practice and research process and methodology, as both fundamentally can be said to consist of the following elements:

1.  Basic perceptions: philosophical, ethical and theoretical perceptions, norms and values regarding the surrounding world, the role of architecture and the object itself (architecture). These are a prerequisite (paradigm) for the research process, which can be discussed and in part advocated, possibly as basic research.
2.  Investigations: analysis, criticism, selection, problem formulation... i.e. the process in everyday life.

3.  Programme: the actual problem, the definition of partial assignments and goals in an overall programme (rules and norms). This can take the form of strategic research.
4.  Proposals: (product) development work: a concrete, spatial proposal as a possible reply to the programme; the experimental and partially independent aspect of the analysis.
5.  Subsequent rationalisation: argumentation, theoretical explanation of the proposal and subsequent testing in practice, if applicable.

6.  Communication: presenting the material in the form of a text, drawing, model or example that explains the correlation between the components of the methodology in a manner that is consistent, reasoned, made probable and cannot be contradicted.

Quality assessment

A current example of artistic research is the Danish doctoral thesis from The School of Architecture.
The criteria set up by the assessment committee might be useful discussing research by design.

 “The committee has discussed a number of criteria that it thinks must be met before work can be classified as artistic research work:

1. It must be substantiated that the experimental work with the material has been an unavoidable necessity for the formulation of new insight or cognition, not just a supplement to or an illustration or subsequent rationalisation of theoretical work.

2. Artistic research or basic architectural research must differ from the normal production of work by being subject to a specific methodology and systematic procedure.

3. The tacit cognition must be expressed so that it can be communicated, discussed, queried and made useful to others. The work must include an accessible contemplation of the experience and new cognition achieved that result from the work with the subject matter.

4. The formulated contemplation cannot consist entirely of the architect’s own philosophical interpretation of own work but must be of a systematic and general nature that makes it useful to the profession.

Background texts:

Archer, Bruce, The Nature of Research, Codesign January 1995

Frayling, Christopher, Research in art and design, Research in art and design vol. 1 nu. 1 1993/94

Thomsen, Mette Ramsgard og Tamke, Martin, Narratives of Making: thinking practice led

research in architecture, CITA Centre for IT and Architecture, The Royal Danish Academy of Fine

Arts, School of Architecture, Denmark
Doctoral dissertation by Peter Bjerrum: 3 Stories About the Foundation of Architecture, 2007.
Research by Design. International Conference Faculty of Architecture delft University of Technology, in cooperation with the EAAE/AEEA, November 1-3-2000, conference book.

Richard Foqué: New priorties New Competences, EAAE meeting in Chania 04.09-07.09.2010
