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Abstract: This paper examines the aims, approaches, and impact of a selection of 62 
contemporary design research projects in the UK. Whilst there is general acknowledge-
ment that design research can contribute to the social, cultural, environmental and 
economic fabric of a nation, there is little evidence (to date) that articulates clearly the 
specific impact(s) of design research. This work, conducted over a four-year period 
(2017 to 2021), involved working with over 2,000 design researchers. Building, main-
taining, and articulating impact is vitally important in the current research funding cli-
mate in the UK where there are significant pressures for governments and organisa-
tions to prioritise what are deemed to be essential components of a functioning soci-
ety. As such, this paper aims to highlight the power and impact of UK-based design 
research across social, economic, cultural, and environmental contexts that contribute 
to a diverse and rich national landscape. 

Keywords: design research; impact; funding 

1. Introduction 

Recent discussions around funding research in the UK have focused largely on issues such as 

whether the public receives “value for money” and if the research conducted has any “public 

benefit” Bate (2011). Impact resulting from design research (like many other disciplines) can 

sometimes be difficult to demonstrate, however, and often takes years to become fully real-

ised. Generally speaking, it appears easier for the public to grasp the value of scientific re-

search (in sectors such as medicine and biochemistry) whose aim may be to find vaccines for 

certain viruses or develop new materials and processes for addressing environmental issues.  

Furthermore, the design processes undertaken to develop innovative products and services 

typically involves a multitude of disciplines and actors, which makes it difficult to isolate de-

sign as a function and clearly define all the contributors and beneficiaries from this type of 

work. Quantitative measures of impact, usually in solely economic terms, is inadequate and 

often inappropriate to capture the “…messy, debatable and unquantifiable but essentially 

human dimensions of life, such as history, beauty, imagination, faith, truth, goodness, justice 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
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and freedom” (Bate, 2011: 6). As such, there is a clear need to identify and adopt alternative 

ways of assessing and articulating the value of design research.  

To address the challenge of identifying appropriate methodologies and evidence methods 

for assessing the value of design research in particular and arts and culture more widely to 

individuals and society, Crossick and Kaszynska (2016) have articulated the need for using a 

wide range of both qualitative and quantitative methods, drawn from social sciences, eco-

nomics, as well as medicine, and adopting multi-criteria analyses that span the depth and 

breadth of multi-faceted areas of research, such as design. 

Design researchers, it has been claimed (Nesta, 2017), are well equipped to tackle the com-

plex social, environmental, economic, and cultural challenges the world faces (Nesta, 2017). 

This is due in no short measure to their varied skillsets in creative thinking, critical awareness 

and analysis, synthesis, and visualisation. It is also widely acknowledged that design research 

plays a key role in the manifestation of new products, services, systems, and environments, 

which go on to make a significant contribution to a nation’s economy (Design Council, 2018). 

Furthermore, design research contributes to other disciplines in and beyond the creative in-

dustries and supports industrial competitiveness, innovation, knowledge, skills, and social 

policy (Press, 2011). Many forms of contemporary design research in the UK focus on acti-

vating change in social, cultural, economic, and environmental contexts. Design research 

projects contribute new and useful knowledge and understanding in a range of contexts. For 

example, the contribution that design research projects make in improving health and well-

being has been extensively studied and includes the design of better healthcare environ-

ments and designed interventions to enhance social inclusion. All of this knowledge and un-

derstanding benefits design researchers and others through the development of more effec-

tive research methodologies and tools that enrich peoples’ lives and ways of working both in 

the UK and further afield (Crossick and Kaszynska, 2016; Author, 2018).  

Furthermore, new frameworks for collaboration are encouraging designers to work as cul-

tural intermediaries between researchers and practitioners in different fields, cutting across 

disciplinary and methodological boundaries (Sanders, 2006). Whilst interdisciplinarity is 

highly valued and common amongst design practice and research as is the innovative way in 

which designers work with other researchers in different disciplines – such as scientists, er-

gonomists, psychologists, sociologists, to name but a few – the question of how design re-

search draws value from other subject areas whilst also generating value of its own remains 

a critical issue of debate for the academic design community (Borja de Mozota et al., 2016). 

Given the rapidly changing context in which design operates, it has become increasingly diffi-

cult to clearly assess and articulate the multi-faceted value that design research can gener-

ate. Furthermore, although the value of design has been object of several studies (Danish 

Design Centre, 2001; Rae, 2013; Westcott et al., 2013; Cooper et al., 2016; Design Council, 

2007; 2018), such research mostly focuses on the strategic role of design in managing busi-

nesses and organisations, and in this context the term ‘value’ is used mostly in quantitative 

terms in relation to economic competitiveness. Rather than focusing solely on economic as-
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pects of design, this paper adopts a more holistic approach and aims at interrogating the dif-

ferent types (i.e., social, cultural, economic, and environmental) of value that design re-

search can create towards enacting positive change.  

2. What is design research? 

One of the founding fathers of design research in the UK, L. Bruce Archer, described design 

research as the systematic inquiry into a particular subject, issue or problem area with the 

primary goal of finding or generating new knowledge and/ or understanding of, or in, the 

composition, structure, purpose, value, and meaning in manufactured things and systems 

(Archer, 1981). In this paper, design research is widened to include the following concerns: 

• Design research is concerned with the physical embodiment of man-made 

things, how these things perform their jobs, and how they work.  

• Design research is concerned with construction as a human activity, how design-

ers work, how they think, and how they carry out design activity.  

• Design research is concerned with what is achieved at the end of a purposeful 

design activity, how an artificial thing appears, and what it means.  

• Design research is concerned with the embodiment of configurations.  

• Design research is a systematic search and acquisition of knowledge related to 

design and design activity (Bayazit, 2004). 

More recently, design research has been viewed as a creative and transformative force that 

can help to shape our lives in more responsible, sustainable, meaningful and valuable ways 

(Author, 2023). It has also been said that design (research/ practice) is the best tool we have 

available to us in making sense of the increasingly complex and challenging world we live in 

(Sudjic, 2009). Similarly, it is clear that design research occupies an increasing number of do-

mains and this plurality is evident given the wide range of conceptual, methodological, tech-

nological and theoretical approaches in contemporary design research. Looking to the fu-

ture, however, it might be argued that this plurality brings a number of issues for design re-

search including: 

• How will we ensure that design research is useful and enacted in order to be 

useful? 

• How will we ensure that design research comprises not only an understanding 

of historical, cultural and social perspectives, but also be critical and challenging 

of these perspectives? 

• How will we ensure that design research is enduring and that it avoids the trap 

of only focussing on current “hot” topics? 

• How will we ensure that design research is well-structured and that is reflects a 

profound evolution in our vision(s) of the world and our way of inhabiting it? 
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• How will we ensure that design research is thoughtful and serious about what it 

is doing? 

• How will we ensure that design research is clear and ensure it brings clarity to 

its myriad of processes, methods, activities, roles and values?  

At its best, design research is self-explanatory and it is viewed as a highly desirable asset in 

various forms of professional practice. For example, the rapid and widespread expansion of 

user-centred and participatory design research approaches in service design, design for so-

cial innovation and co-design has seen a trend to use design as a transformational tool that 

has brought greater focus on design, requiring design researchers to be more open and co-

operative in how they work, demonstrate their talents with both quantitative and qualitative 

research methods, and to highlight their ability to analyse and synthesise data and com-

municate findings in objective and compelling ways. 

For Binder and Redström (2006), design research is similarly a venue for knowledge produc-

tion that is directed by the professional interests of design communities (e.g., product de-

sign, service design, fashion design, etc.). To them, such research may be conducted by de-

signers as part of their work, or it may be led by academic institutions that aim at expanding 

knowledge of ‘what’ can be designed and ‘how’ designing can be done. Binder and Redström 

(2006) raise a number of supplementary questions relating to design research including:  

• How will design research ensure it is relevant and ensure credibility of its re-

sults?  

• How does the knowledge produced relate to design itself?  

3. Design research in the UK 

The foundation of the Design Research Society in the 1960s marked the beginning of formal 

research pursuits in the UK by the likes of Bruce Archer, John Chris Jones and others. It is 

only in the last decade and a half, however, that significant opportunities to fund and de-

velop design research have become more widespread. The establishment of the Research 

Assessment Exercise – RAE (later replaced by the Research Excellence Framework – REF) in 

1986 and the creation of the Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) in 2005 has 

opened up considerable funding opportunities for design research.  

On the other hand, in the current climate where governments are applying strict austerity 

measures in relation to public funding, it is becoming increasingly relevant for them to re-

consider what sectors are ‘worth’ investing public money in. In the UK, the ‘Report of the 

Machinery of Government Committee’ – also known as the ‘Haldane Report’ published by 

the Ministry of Reconstruction (1918) in the aftermath of the Great War – set out a series of 

principles for evidence-based policy making. Just over a century later, the Haldane Report 

offers us an excellent opportunity to reflect and make comparisons with how research fund-

ing has been utilised over the last century. The Haldane Report set out a number of princi-

ples to ensure that excellence is the main criterion for investing in research conducted in the 



 

What does design research do? 

 

5 

 

best interests of the country with decisions on which research projects to fund made by ex-

perts. Over 100 years later, the Haldane Report is still relevant today due to the complex 

economic, social, and political challenges we currently face, and given that such funding bod-

ies are increasingly concerned with measuring the impact and value of research. For in-

stance, the results of the REF are used every year to allocate around £1.6 billion to higher 

education research institutes in the UK (Higher Education Funding Council for England, 

2015). Given that 20% of this funding is allocated on the basis of impact, there is a need for 

robust, fair and transparent assessment processes (Policy Institute at King’s, 2016). 

In the current climate of austerity, there are pressures for governments to prioritise what 

are deemed to be essential components of a functioning society, such as the national health 

service, national defence against terrorism attacks, advanced research into non-carbon re-

sources, infrastructures for public transport, affordable housing, and general education. 

Given these priority areas, Bate (2011) shows that governments’ funding for research in art 

and design is decreasing, since the ‘value for money’ or ‘public benefit’ of such research has 

been difficult to demonstrate. It is generally easier for the public to grasp the value of scien-

tific research (in sectors such as medicine, biochemistry, and others) whose aim may be to 

find treatments for certain diseases or develop new materials and techniques for solving en-

vironmental issues. On the other hand, the value of design research can be difficult to articu-

late because it often entails intangible outcomes which are difficult to measure in quantita-

tive terms, and whose impacts often take a long time to become manifest. Furthermore, the 

design processes undertaken to develop innovative products and services often involve a 

multitude of actors and hence it becomes difficult to isolate design as a function and clearly 

define all the contributors and beneficiaries from this type of work. With this in mind, while 

governments are obviously accountable for how taxpayers’ money is spent, Bate (2011, p. 6) 

argues for the need to adopt alternative ways of assessing the value of research in the arts 

and humanities. Indeed, quantitative measures in economic terms are often inappropriate 

to capture the “…messy, debatable and unquantifiable but essentially human dimensions of 

life, such as history, beauty, imagination, faith, truth, goodness, justice and freedom”. To ad-

dress the challenge of identifying appropriate methodologies and evidence methods for as-

sessing the value of arts and culture to individuals and society, Crossick and Kaszynska 

(2016) have clearly articulated the need for using a wide range of both qualitative and quan-

titative methods, drawn from social sciences, economics, as well as medicine, and adopting 

multi-criteria analyses that span the depth and breadth of multi-faceted areas of research, 

such as design.  

4. Methods/Approach  

This research was part of the author’s four-year Design Leadership Fellowship funded by the 

Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) that aimed to champion design research 

across all sectors of UK society. In so doing, the author developed and organised multiple ac-

tivities that facilitated meaningful and impactful engagement with a wide range of research-

ers in design and other disciplines across the length and breadth of the UK. This included a 
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series of Next Generation Design Research workshops, Does Design Care…? workshops that 

explored notions of care, and two Design Research for Change showcase exhibitions at the 

London Design Festival in 2018 and 2019.  

During this time, the author met and worked with over 2,000 design researchers and re-

searchers from other disciplines working on a range of design-led projects that aimed to help 

drive industrial competitiveness, innovation, knowledge, skills, and shape new social policy 

across the UK in sectors such as healthcare, urban planning, engineering, computing, busi-

ness and so on. From these interactions with design researchers all over the UK, it was clear 

that design research plays a key role in the social, economic, environmental, and cultural 

fabric of the UK. 

In an effort to examine and understand better the significance of design research in the UK, 

this research asked the principal investigators of 62 self-identified design research projects a 

series of questions about what their design research does. The 62 self-identified design re-

searchers were asked to tell us more about their design research project by completing an 

online form (questions below). The intention was to conduct this research via a series of 

face-to-face interactive workshops across the UK, but the covid lockdown restrictions at this 

time made this impossible. All design researchers were informed at the outset that the cases 

of What Design Research Does… we collected would be transformed into a set of cards that 

would, in turn, be distributed across the UK and overseas for others to learn from. Respond-

ents were asked to try and keep their responses fairly concise (less than 150 words in re-

sponse to each question) as there is limited space on each card. The researchers were asked 

the following questions: 

1. Project title. 

2. Who leads (or led) the project (Principal Investigator PI Name)? 

3. Please provide us with one sentence that explains the project. 

4. Does your project have a website?  If yes, please provide the URL. 

5. What were the key issue(s)/ challenge(s) that your design research project set 

out to address? 

6. What design research methods/ approach(es) did the project use? 

7. What did you make, design or deliver (e.g., outputs - products, tools, films, etc)? 

8. What were your key results/ findings? 

9. What impact has your design research had? 

An example of one of the double-sided What Design Research Does… cards is shown in Fig-

ure 1. Here, it can be seen that each card comprises a project title, the lead investigator’s 

name, project website, one succinct sentence that explains the project, the key issues ad-

dressed, the research methods and/or approach taken, the outcomes, key findings and/ or 

results, and the impact of the project – i.e., economic, social, environmental and/ or cultural. 
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Figure 1 What Design Research Does… Cards Example  

An Excel spreadsheet was created (Figure 2) that listed each of the 62 responses. Each of the 

62 What Design Research Does… projects were then analysed taking a content analysis ap-

proach (Crowley and Delfico, 1996), which was chosen because of its ability to process large 

amounts of data with relative ease in a systematic manner. Content analysis is a useful re-

search tool used to determine the presence of certain words, themes, or concepts within 

qualitative data (i.e., text). Content analysis allows researchers to quantify and analyse the 

presence, meanings, and relationships of words, themes, or concepts.  
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Figure 2 What Design Research Does… Impact Analysis (Selection) 

Adopting a content analysis approach, figures 2 and 3 show that the greatest number of the 

62 design-led research projects have a social impact focus, followed by cultural impact and 

economic impact. Conversely, projects with a primary focus on environmental impact num-

ber less than one in five (20%). Social impact cases, here, includes a project that aims to 

transform urban streets for greater levels of wildlife and a project that aims to support indi-

viduals with recovery and rehabilitation after a stroke. In recent years, design has taken a so-

cial turn (Fuad-Luke, 2014; Shen and Sanders, 2022) that has seen design research and prac-

tice expand from being solely focused on forms of creative designer/ maker activities. This 

social turn has been towards greater roles in co-designing complex issues where design re-

searchers and practitioners adopt multiple identities such as facilitators, activists and ob-

servers.  
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Figure 3 What Design Research Does… Impact Spread (Total = 134), Number of Projects = 62  

Cultural impact includes projects that support innovative visitor experiences in museums 

and the creation of places of worship as catalysts for connecting communities. Economic im-

pact projects include ones that have developed asset-based approaches to support young 

people to self-organise and ones that aim to build community care assets and agencies. Pro-

jects with an environmental impact focus include the creation of decorative alternatives to 

fur and exotic animal materials and the design and development of environmentally-friendly 

architectural products.  

Figure 4 breaks down this impact further into more detailed categories highlighting the com-

binations between one kind of impact and another. For example, in Figure 4 it can be seen 

that there are more projects with a combined socio-cultural focus such as designing creative 

material culture in suburban faith communities to support enhanced community belonging 

than any other combination followed by projects with a socio-economic focus such as re-

thinking office design to enable growing numbers of older people to participate in the 21st 

century knowledge economy and projects with an econo-environmental focus such as “Liv-

ing Design” that explores the effective use of design for sustainability in maker enterprises.  
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Figure 4 What Design Research Does… Combined Impact Spread 

The combined impact of the 62 design-led research projects can be further broken down 

into more specific themes across the four major forms of impact namely social, economic, 

cultural, and environmental. This provides greater details into the context, specific aims, ap-

proaches, and methods and tools utilised in the 62 projects. For example, social impact can 

be broken down into a further 37 themes shown in Figure 5. Here, we can see that the spe-

cific themes relating to policy-making, dementia, and anti-microbial resistance are the most 

prominent in terms of social impact. This includes design-led projects that aim to impact and 

enhance policy-making through greater citizen involvement, designing and developing dis-

ruptive interventions for informal dementia health and social care, and raising awareness of 

the risk of infection-related (Anti-Microbial Resistance) in veterinary medicine.  
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Figure 5 Social Impact Themes 

In terms of economic impact, 20 specific themes are found in the 62 design-led projects (Fig-

ure 6). These themes predominately relate to issues such as the creative economy, entrepre-

neurship, employment and skills, the informal economy, and knowledge work. An interesting 

dimension here is the turn towards reuse and repair and maker enterprise cultures.  
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Figure 6 Economic Impact Themes 

Cultural impact can be decomposed into 24 themes (Figure 7), which includes three predom-

inant themes – archives, heritage experience, and traditional ecological knowledge. These 

three dominant themes include archival projects that cover research that examines British 

Design in an effort to reveal research competencies by connecting archive content and ar-

chival research focusing on a specific Victorian architectural practice (Culshaw & Sumners) 

and its impact on Liverpool’s built environment. Other predominant cultural impact themes 

include heritage projects such as the Virtual Reality of medieval culture of Cairo (virtual her-

itage), community-led heritage regeneration in India (heritage regeneration), enhancing the 

authenticity and sustainability of visitor heritage experiences and toolkits to support novel 

visiting experiences (heritage experience), and preserving and protecting cultural heritage 

from climate change impact (heritage protection).  

Environmental impact across the 62 design-led projects covers themes such as sustainability, 

product longevity, and urban ecology. Figure 8 highlights the 12 themes in this type of im-

pact with issues such as sustainability (general), sustainable fashion, and beekeeping being 

the most prominent themes. This includes projects that seek to achieve economic as well as 

environmental sustainability in designer/ maker enterprises and developing future sensibili-

ties for sustainable clothing.  
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Figure 7 Cultural Impact Themes 

5. Conclusions 

Design has always been deeply concerned with all parts of contemporary life – with the eco-

nomic situation as well as the ecological; with traffic and communication; with products and 

services; with technology and innovation; with culture and civilisation; with sociological, psy-

chological, medical, physical, environmental and political issues and with all forms of social 

organisation (Rams et al., 1991). Given its complexity, design has thus meant working on his-

tory, on the present, and on the future and balancing technological and humanistic aspects 

of culture (Author, 2024). In short, design sets out to try and make the world a “better” 

place for human life – and increasingly more-than-human life (Coulton and Lindley, 2023) - 

and habitable, as well as to generate a better quality of life within natural and artificial envi-

ronments.  

The capability of design research to engage with a wide variety of different forms of 

knowledge across the social and physical sciences, the arts and humanities and transform 

this into new visions of the future through new products, processes, systems, services and 

policies means design acts as a facilitator of knowledge, an implementer of actions and is a 

key agent in shaping our futures.  

The 62 design-led projects featured in this work show clearly that design research can solve 

problems – from the molecular to the multinational and that design is an inherent part of 

human activity and creativity. Design research can also be disruptive; it doesn’t simply build 
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on what has gone before; it overhauls, starts again, rethinks and remoulds; it returns to first 

principles to avoid assumptions (both good and bad) of earlier iterations, and in so doing, it 

finds answers to questions that perhaps have not even been asked. 

This is why design research is so important, and why it is such a force for change. Design re-

search, in a variety of guises, supports industrial competitiveness, innovation, new 

knowledge, skills and social policy. Through collaboration with researchers and practitioners 

across disciplinary fields, design researchers generate knowledge which is applied in other 

sectors such as healthcare, urban planning, engineering, computing, business and many oth-

ers. Design research is a creative and transformative force that can help to shape our lives in 

more responsible, sustainable, meaningful and valuable ways. It has been said that it is the 

best tool we have available to us in making sense of the increasingly complex and challeng-

ing world (Sudjic, 2009).  

In conclusion, this paper provides a rigorous examination of 62 contemporary design-led re-

search projects in the UK and clearly maps out the social, economic, cultural, and/ or envi-

ronmental impact in each one. This is important in the current research funding climate in 

the UK where there are pressures for governments to prioritize what are deemed to be es-

sential components of a functioning society, such as the national health service, national de-

fence, research into non-carbon resources, infrastructures for public transport, affordable 

housing, and general education. 

Design researchers, it has been claimed (Nesta, 2017), are well equipped to tackle the com-

plex social, environmental, economic, and cultural challenges the world faces (Nesta, 2017). 

This is due in no short measure to their varied skillsets in creative thinking, critical awareness 

and analysis, synthesis, and visualisation. It is also widely acknowledged that design research 

plays a key role in the manifestation of new products, services, systems, and environments, 

which go on to make a significant contribution to a nation’s economy (Design Council, 2018). 

Furthermore, design research contributes to other disciplines in and beyond the creative in-

dustries and supports industrial competitiveness, innovation, knowledge, skills, and social 

policy (Press, 2011). Many forms of contemporary design research in the UK focus on acti-

vating change in social, cultural, economic, and environmental contexts. Design research 

projects contribute new and useful knowledge and understanding in a range of contexts. For 

example, the contribution that design research projects make in improving health and well-

being has been extensively studied and includes the design of better healthcare environ-

ments and designed interventions to enhance social inclusion. All of this knowledge and un-

derstanding benefits design researchers and others through the development of more effec-

tive research methodologies and tools that enrich peoples’ lives and ways of working both in 

the UK and further afield (Crossick and Kaszynska, 2016; Author, 2018). 
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