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This essay’s main aim is to answer the question “What are the aims and principles of design 
research?”. Going in depth about the difference of design research with other studies, the role 
of prototypes in design research and the role of theory in design research, to eventually 
articulate the aims and principles of design research. 

The original notion of designing is to design a thing, product or service to solve a problem. 
Whether that makes the market or not is a second. However, what remains is that the 
knowledge to solve that problem is usually too specific to be used by other designers​ [5]. 

Research through design​ is indicating design activities that play a formative role in the 
generation of knowledge [5]. For example, for design activities. Such as gaining 
understanding of a complex situation, framing and reframing it and eventually designing 
prototypes to address this situation [5]. With the goal of building a bridge between the 
product and the user. This involves an interaction between the prototype and the user during a 
user test [4]. Qualitative data can be conducted during a user test which can be analysed for 
the results of a report. This analysis of data brings us to ​research for design​. Research for 
design is paying attention to gathering and applying scientific and technological information 
and conducting studies to learn specific information about the complex situation for which 
the design is made [5]. Observation, measurement, interview, literature review, analysis and 
validation are the ‘research’ part of the design. 

Theory in design research​. In quantitative research, the theory is an interrelated set of 
variables formed into propositions that specify the relationship among variables [2]. It can be 
seen in a research study as an argument, discussion, figure or rationale. In qualitative studies, 
theory occurs in the opening of the study and can be modified or adjusted based on 
participant views [2]. Theory in mixed methods studies may use theory deductively, in 
quantitative theory testing and validity, or in using it inductively as in qualitative theory [2]. 
Where researchers collect, analyse, and integrate quantitative and qualitative data into mixed 
methods design. 

Design research focuses during the exploration on the method that is used. The method can 
be quantitative, qualitative or mixed methods. Where ​quantitative research​ ​invokes the 
postpositivist worldview, including true experiments and less rigorous experiments [2, 8, 9]. 
Quantitative data includes closed-ended responses, such as questionnaires. ​Qualitative 
research​ existing out of narrative research, phenomenological research, grounded theory, 
ethnography and case studies [2, 7, 10]. Qualitative data tends to be open-ended without 
predetermined responses [2]. ​Mixed methods​ combine or integrate both qualitative as 
quantitative research and data [1, 2]. ​In reports, qualitative methods use fewer pictures for 



data analysis [3], where quantitative methods use a lot of pictures to visualize the numeric 
data [6], “‘eyeball’ your data” (Daisy Yoo, 2020). 
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This essay is defided in a main question and three subquestions summarizing everything in 
a last paragraph. The main question; What are the aims and principles of design research?. 
With the belonging subquestions; How is design research different from other studies?, What 
is the role oprototypes in design research?, and What is the role of theory in design 
research?. 
 

Design research focusses during the exploration on the method that is used, this way the 
report is written as well. The method can be quantitative, qualitative or mixed methods. 
Where quantitiative means the data is gathered is obtained in a large scale to get more 
reliable answers and the answers are written down in words with numbers [7, 5, 6], 
qualitative means that the data is gathered is based on a test that is done by the researchers 
and is shown without using numbers [7, 8, 9] and mixed methods uses both quantitative data 
aswell as qualitative data [4]. In reports qualitative methods use less pictures for data 
analysis [2], where quantitative methods uses a lott of pictures to visualize it the numeric 
data [3], “‘eyeball’ your data” (Daisy Yoo, 2020). 

Both methods, design research and studies, try to higlight something new, doing this by 
activities written down. The way the activites are organized in those two methods can be 
different as well as the way the data has been analyzed [1]. 

Design Research exists out of two words, design and research. Two words that on their own 
have different definitions. When people design they make for example a product but doesn’t 
bring it to the market, although they might almost have finished the product and process. 
People doing research conducting a study focused on a problem, trying to solve that by 



doing user tests for example, but at the end didn’t find a solution to bring to the market as 
well [1]. 

 

By making prototypes with for example cardboard it makes it easier to conduct a user test. A 
user test where the participant is able to interact with the prototype and explore the 
possibilities of it [10]. The interaction is the core of the user test with a prototype. After the 
user test with a prototype a qualitative data analysis can be written down. Writting about the 
interaction the observer saw during the interaction.  

 

role of theory in design research 

With theory in design research researches try to define things abstract or concrete. Giving 
during user tests people a small amount of numbers to keep it simple or to use easy objects 
as examples [1]. The only harder thing of using other example objects to keep it simple is 
that the translation to the real object or product can go wrong. Researchers can use existing 
theories or generate [7]. 

 

Design research uses qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods. Making use of prototypes 
and theories for the best end result, a ‘good’ report with reliable results. 
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