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Abstract 

This paper aims to showcase the positive implications of action research as a methodology 
when investigating design areas of interest. The practice of design, as well as design thinking, 
is compared to action Research, and in particularly participatory action research (PAR), to 
highlight the similarities in processes and knowledge generation.  Participatory action 
research compliments the practical nature of design, which is often solution or goal 
orientated.  This paper also explores the social nature of both design and action research as a 
critical link. The benefit of action research is two-fold: firstly, it allows the researcher to gain 
general knowledge about the area of study while, secondly, generating specific information 
which can be used to change the situation (Small, 1995: 942). The paper draws on findings 
from an MTech Degree study entitled Networks For Design, Through Design which used 
participatory action research as the main methodology of the project. The study focused on 
Industrial Design students and their, often negative, views on group work and collaboration. 
The paper discusses the various phases of the study in relation to participatory action 
research and describes how this methodology supported and guided the project outcomes. 
The aim of this paper is not to establish a single methodology suited to design research, but 
rather to offer suggestions and identify action research as a methodology which supports 
design research.  
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 Introduction 
The aim of this paper is to explore action research as an appropriate methodology for design research. 
The  foundational  study  for  this  paper  is  a  master’s  dissertation  entitled  Networks for Design, through 
Design. The study focused on investigating problems experienced by design students in collaborative 
situations and proposing possible interventions34.  The selection of an action research paradigm was 
influenced by four main criteria of the study; which were all supported by action research, including 
that the methodology35: 

i.  consider the role of participants in the research and be able to highlight differences between the 
participants - including social, cultural, and communicative and gender differences (Small and 
Uttal, 2005:938).  

ii.  acknowledge and allow investigation of all aspects of the learning cycle, including active 
participation and reflection (Avison, Lau, Myers and Nielsen, 1999:94). Collaborative projects 
in a design environment can span over many different phases including conceptualising, 

                                                           
34 The intervention designed as part of the Networks for Design, through Design study took the form of a 
Collaborative Project Logbook, which supports and directs group projects. 
35 The description of project criteria is stated by Du Preez ( 2010:34) 
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realising and reflection. It is therefore important to consider all aspects of the design process and 
therefore all aspects of the design education process. 

iii.  focus on the relationships between the participants and what affects these relationships (Dick, 
1993). To understand collaborative interaction it is imperative to investigate not only what each 
participant brings to the group but also how group members interact with one another and the 
role of the lecturer in a collaborative setting.  

iv.  allow for active interpretation of research to develop existing practices into more desired and 
beneficial practices. The project aims to use gathered information to develop a framework for 
collaborative projects. Action research was selected as a research paradigm because the 
approach  acknowledges  the  importance  of  both  research  and  ‘action’  as  stated by Bradbury and 
Reason  (2001:2):  “…action  research  is  about  working  toward  practical  outcomes,  and  also  about  
creating new forms of understanding, since action without reflection and understanding is blind, 
just as theory without action is meaningless”. 

 

The criteria detailed above are based on the requirements of design education and research activities 
within this field. Design is a human activity which is learnt and practiced in a collaborative studio 
setting. The designer, colleagues and clients are all central, active participants in the design process and 
they must be considered within any design research project. Action research as a methodology for 
educational review, and especially studio based design education, is supported by Argyris, Putnam and 
McLain-Smith   (1985:237)   when   they   state   that:   “researchers   engage   with   the   participants   in   a  
collaborative  process  of  critical  inquiry  into  problems  of  a  social  practice  in  a  learning  context”.   

This paper will review action research as a general social science methodology and investigate the 
suitability of action research for general and educational design research. The nature of the foundational 
study, Networks for Design, through Design will further be explored to demonstrate the suitability of 
Action Research in a design context. Four main concepts will be discussed to highlight the suitability, 
including the cycles of learning and research in design and how these compare to constructivism and 
action research; the importance and contribution of stakeholders; the translation of research findings 
into actions; and the encouragement of reflection on the research and creation process with design.   

 
An Overview of Action Research and Participatory Action Research 
Action research, as a research approach and  methodology,  can  be  identified  from  the  1920’s  and  has  it’s  
origins in the writings of Kurt Lewin. Lewin maintained that action research was critical as it allowed 
established and emerging ideas to be tested in practical application (Lewin, 1952: 564). Carr (2006:423) 
views  the  development  of  Lewin’s  theories  and  action  research  as  a  social  methodology  that  forms  part  
of  the  initial  phase  of  action  research  development  which  continued  in  America  until  the  1950’s.  During  
this period the basic model of an action research cycle was established: planning, followed by action, 
followed by reviewing the results of the action36 (Lewin, 1946:205). The action research model, and its 
cyclic nature, is still applicable today and is described as an intend | act | review spiral (Figure 1). 

                                                           
36 The reviewing phase of the action research cycle could be divided into separate observation and reflection 
phases. This implies that the model of an action research  cycle  consists  of  four  main  phases:  the  „planning‟ phase, 
which  develops   from  reflecting  on  and   investigating  an  undesired  situation,   the   „action‟ phase, where one takes 
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Figure 1: The Intend | Act | Review Action Research Cycle 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Author, 2011 

Adapted From: Dick, B. 1993. You want to do an action research thesis? Action Research Thesis. 
[Online]. Available: http://www.scu.edu.au/schools/gcm/ar/art/arthesis.html  [5 April 2011] 
 

During the first phase of development the goal of action research was to investigate social situations to 
inform practical change. The practical application of knowledge generated from action research 
findings is a key characteristic of the approach: 

Action-oriented research is a methodological approach for doing collaborative research with 
practitioners and community partners that can inform practice, programs, community 
development, and policy while contributing to the scientific knowledge base. (Small and 
Uttal, 2005: 936) 

The   practical   implications   were   highly   beneficial   yet,   from   the   1950’s,   action   research   became  
increasingly criticised and was finally disregarded by the social science community. Carr (2006: 423) 
states that the downfall of action research was not the result of something inherent to the practice itself 
but, instead, the lack of action research compliance to general positivist epistemology favoured at the 
time. Positivist thought maintained a belief in empiricism – the focus on measurement and testing 
(experimentation), along with observation, as the framework of the scientific method (Trochim, 2006). 
The positivist approach was limiting in that it viewed knowledge generation in quite a mechanical way: 

                                                                                                                                                                                       
appropriate   action   to   address   concerns   raised   and   finally   the   „observe‟ and   „reflect‟ phases where the taken 
action is evaluated and the situation is explored anew. 

Intention Action Review 

What are you hoping to 
achieve?   

Who are your 
stakeholders?  
What actions are 
necessary to find the 
information you need 
and reach your goal?  

 

ACTIO
N 

Did you achieve your goal? 
Did you find the 
information which enabled 
the change needed? 
Were the changes 
appropriate? Did the 
planned actions lead to 
appropriate outcomes? 

Ye
s 

No 

No 
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Paradigm selection 
influenced by: 

 Research based on 
human actions and 
practice  

 Collaborative nature of 
research environment 

 Researcher is active 
participant 

 Practical 
implementation of 
research findings  

observe a situation, draw on observation to formulate a hypothesis, and then test the hypothesis using 
appropriate theories and methodologies.  

During  the  1970’s,  initially  in  the  United  Kingdom, action research was reviewed as a research process 
in the social sciences. The clearly defined positivist manner of knowledge generation was beginning to 
lose ground to alternative research methods that produced practical findings which could be 
implemented to affect social change. The impetus towards this view was the numerous challenges faced 
by educational institutions in Britain during this period (Carr, 2006: 423). As a result, qualitative37 
emergent action research, which does not require a clearly defined hypothesis at the start of the process, 
extracts research questions directly from interaction and observation of stakeholders in a fluid and 
variable manner, and thus became a prominent research approach in educational disciplines (Dick, 
2005). Action research remains prominent in educational research as noted by Greenwood and Lewin 
(2001)   when   they   proposed   that   action   research:   “both   as   a   form   of   multidisciplinary   knowledge  
generation and as a form of stakeholder-centred organizational change, is the best hope for successful 
university  reform”  (quoted  in,  Small  and  Uttal,  2005:  937). 

Action research has been successfully conducted in a number of disciplines outside the realm of 
education. Feminist action researchers in both the fields of sociology and psychology, have used action 
research to investigate and improve the social and professional position of women (Reid, 2004). 
Empowerment research approaches have also enabled individuals and organisations to encourage social 
change. Other action research approaches include action-science, community-based research and 
participatory action research. Dick (2005) views participatory action research as perhaps a more generic 
methodology but the focus that is placed on stakeholders, and their relationships, is essential when 
conducting research which relates to social interaction. In South Africa the methodology has been used, 
with great success, in various studies38 as it empowers all stakeholders (including those being 
researched) in an effort to encourage positive change (Penzhorn, 2002: 241). Participatory action 
research was used as the research approach for the dissertation Networks for Design, through Design as 
the  project  required  an  approach  that  would  allow  stakeholder’s  observations  and  opinions  to guide the 
process and clearly reflect in the project findings (Figure 3).  

Figure 2: Networks for Design, through Design: Paradigm, Methodology and Methods  

 

   

 

 

 

 
                                                           
37 The focus on qualitative methods in action research differs from the more prominent quantitative methods 
championed by positivist views. 
38 From most recent: Sahay, S & Byrne, E. (2007)  Harrington, M, Kotze, D.J. & Kotze, E. (2002), Nieuwmeyer, 
S.M.  (2002), Mokuku, T.T. (2000),  Jagananan, P (1999), Preston-Whyte, E., Dalrymple, L. (1996), Van Rooyen, 
C.A.J., Gray, M.M.A (1995), Botha, J. (1994), Ayee, E.S.A. (1993), Van Vlaenderen, H., Nkwinti, G. (1993), 
Ramphele, M. (1990), Kellerman, G.E.J. (1988) 
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 Require an understanding of 
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 The personal experience 
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the design studio – actual 
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participants collaborate 
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Adapted From: Author. 2010. Networks for Design, Through Design. [Unpublished MTech]. Cape 
Town: Cape Peninsula University of Technology 

 
 Networks for Design, through Design 
As stated in the introduction, the findings and reflections, noted in this paper, are grounded in the 
research  completed  for  a  master’s  dissertation  entitled Networks for Design, through Design (Author, 
2010). The dissertation established an understanding of the group work dynamics that design students 
experience in collaborative environments and the often-encountered negative attitude of design students 
with regard to group work (Payne & Monk-Turner, 2006: 132). Group work encourages students to 
look beyond their own experience and understanding because collaboration:  

…allows people to gain knowledge, experience alternative views and beliefs. People interact, 
argue and interrupt differently, and the time spent in groups helps members to confront, 
appreciate and accommodate such differences. Becoming aware and working with different 
behaviors helps develop interpersonal skills. (Gorse and Sanderson, 2007:298) 

Designers work with many different clients and thus require well developed communication and 
interpersonal skills. The ability to work with others also influences the practical design process as 
alternative viewpoints can help refine and improve concepts and design solutions. It is thus imperative 
to actively develop communication, interpersonal and collaborative work skills as part of a design 
curriculum.  

Modern design curricula are based on the original ideas and concepts developed by Walter Gropius at 
the Bauhaus school during the early part of the twentieth century (Kolko, 2005). The Bauhaus 
curriculum was grounded in collaborative experiences and is reflected in many of the projects 
undertaken by the school39. Many education theories, including early theories, such as those explored at 
the Bauhaus revolve around the importance of peer engagement and collaboration. Educational theories 
and practices, including social constructivism, situated learning theory, engagement theory and studio 
based learning all highlight collaboration as a key component to learning. This viewpoint is shared by 
the South African Council for Higher Education, which has integrated both situated learning and social 
constructivist in aligned curriculum practices (CHE, iv: 2005). 

The importance of developing group work skills and the proliferation of educational theories relating to 
collaborative learning is clearly defined in the dissertation40, which goes on to investigate stakeholder 

                                                           
39 Projects such as Sommerfeld House, commissioned for Adolf Sommerfeld and Haus am Horn designed by 
George Muche, were completed by groups of students focussing on specific elements of the project such as 
furniture, interiors, external finished etc.  
40 Chapter 1: Collaborative Education Overview: Design and Education (Du Preez, 2010) 

Action Research Participatory Action 
Research & 

Grounded Theory 

Qualitative Methods 



Taking it further: the practicl implications of action research in the field of design  -  V. 
du Preez   

 

Design, development & research, 26-27 September, 2011; Cape Town Page 363 

 

perceptions and the practical problems relating to collaborative learning. As the subject matter was 
imbedded in personal perceptions of stakeholders and social interactions, the research methodology had 
to focus on participation between researcher and participants and support qualitative research activities. 
As a result, participatory action research was selected as the main methodology of the dissertation.   

Participatory action research proved to be a successful research methodology. The main reasons for this 
success include: firstly, that a cycle of research and learning was established; secondly, continuous 
stakeholder involvement was ensured; thirdly, research findings could be converted into responsive 
actions, and finally, reflection was encouraged. These concepts will be further explored to highlight the 
suitability of action research, and in particular participatory action research, as a design research 
methodology.  

 Cycles of Research and Learning in Design Compared to Constructivism and Participatory 
Action Research 
Design education is characterised by interactive teaching and leaning practices as it is taught within a 
studio and not in traditional large group styles. The design studio is a creative space where students 
explore unimagined possibilities, struggle, learn, reflect and share. The studio as a learning environment 
represents the real world professional scenario in that it mirrors the practice and work style of 
professional  designers  and  agencies:  “Like  other  types  of  pedagogies,  design  studio  pedagogy  conveys,  
conserves, and transmits the  values  of  design  professions  and  society  at  large”  (Salama  &  Wilkinson,  
2007:3). In the same way that the educational design studio mirrors professional practice, so too does 
the process of teaching design.  

The interactive and real-world qualities of design education reflect an underlying constructivist 
influence. Jerome Bruner, as a constructivist, indicated that the learning process is characterised by a 
sequence of acquiring new information, evaluating the new information based on past experiences and 
understanding, and adjusting personal knowledge systems in line with resulting conclusions. Brunner 
states in his book, In Search of Mind:  

Learning is most often, figuring out how to use what you already know in order to go beyond 
what you currently think. There are many ways of doing that. Some are more intuitive; others 
are  formally  derivational.  But  they  all  depend  on  knowing  something  “structural”  about  what  
you are contemplating – how to put it together. Knowing how something is put together is 
worth a thousand facts about it. It permits you to go beyond it. (quoted in Clabaugh, 2009) 

Even though the process of constructivist learning can be quite personal, with knowledge construction 
based on individual past experiences, constructivist learning acknowledges the importance of 
collaborative experiences. The duality of constructivist learning, which can be seen as either 
collaborative or based on a personal construction of knowledge rooted in past experience, can be linked 
to the studio based design education. In the design studio, knowledge is shared between peers as well as 
between students and lecturers. This exchange is based on collaboration but requires the student to 
internalise information and construct new knowledge through personal reflection and development.   

The practice of reflecting on a design project after completion, as well as throughout the design process 
is integral to design education and constructivist learning and is referred to, by Schön (1987), as 
reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action. In this way a design cycle is created which incorporates 
constructivism and reflection: the designer completes the project based on a prescriptive brief, reflects 
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on what has been achieved and adapts future design decisions based on what has been learnt from the 
previous experiences (Figure 3).  

Figure 3: Design Process and Constructivist Learning Style Comparison 
 

 

Author, 2010. 

Design Process and Constructivist Learning Style Comparison. 

In Figure 3, the Design Process and Constructivist Learning Style Comparison, the design process is 
separated into three main phases, namely Context, Calculation & Creative Exploration, Selection & 
Production and Reflection, Adaption and Reflection. The three phases are characterised by the 
following actions: 

a) Context, Calculation & Creative Exploration 
This phase begins with the identification of a design problem41 or need and a thorough investigation 
of the situation. Following this investigation, a design brief is created which details the situation, the 

                                                           
41 The  design  ‘problem’  does  not  necessarily  represent  a  problem  in  the  traditional  sense,  but  rather  a  situation  or  
product which can be improved, or issue which may be resolved through design intervention. 
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design activities which are planned, and all other details relating to the project42. Once the design 
brief is formulated, and agreed upon by the client and designer, the designer will explore a number 
of creative solutions, constantly drawing on previous experiences and existing knowledge systems.   

b) Selection and Production 
The second phase relates to the final selection of an appropriate design solution and the production 
or prototyping of the design.  

c) Reflection, Adaption and Reflection. 
Reflection is an important part of the learning and design process. Reflection as part of the design 
process is a natural process, during which designers continuously review what they are doing and 
how it could be improved. Once a design in finalised, Schön (1987) encourages reflection-on-action, 
during which the process is evaluated as a whole and information on how to improve future projects 
is collected. The information gathered from this reflective process informs design decisions made in 
future projects and completes the cycle  of   reflection.  This  can  also  be   linked   to  “feedback   loops”, 
often used in economics, management and systems theory, where, upon reflection on the process 
and final result, adjustments are made to achieve a more effective result (Golec, 2004). 

The design process, constructivist learning and participatory action research share a focus in that all are 
cyclic in nature. The traditional four-phase43 action research model by Kolb (1984) consists of the 
planning phase, the action phase, the observing phase and finally the reflection phase which: 
 

…offer  a  conception  of  the  action  research  cycle  as  a  learning  process,  whereby  people  learn  
and create knowledge by critically reflecting upon their own actions and experiences, forming 
abstract concepts, and testing the implications of these concepts in new situations. 
Practitioners can create their own knowledge and understanding of a situation and act upon it, 
thereby improving practice and advancing knowledge in the field. (Riding, Fowell and Levy, 
1995) 

 
These action research phases clearly link to the design and constructivist phases described above 
(Figure 4).    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                           
42 The design brief is a detailed outline of the project and may also include additional information such as material 
restrictions, technology specification, intermediary deadlines, budgetary information etc. 
43 As mentioned before, action research models are also presented as three-phase processes: planning, action 
and reflection.  
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Figure 4: Action Research, Design Process and Constructivist Learning Comparison 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Author, 2010. 

Design Process and Constructivist Learning Style Comparison. 

1.  The Importance of Stakeholders 
A major consideration when selecting the action research paradigm was that it encouraged a focus on 
interaction - between all participants (Small and Uttal, 2005: 936). In design research the importance of 
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stakeholders is undeniable. Design is a collaborative practice; the designer may work directly with a 
client or the designer may collaborate with other colleagues on a specific project. To understand design 
as a practice, profession and research field, one must acknowledge the role of individuals and the 
influence that they have in the design process.  To investigate design, as a product and process, the 
research methodology must allow for participation of stakeholders and, must acknowledge the 
importance of their contribution to the research findings. This view is echoed by Swantz:   “I do not 
separate my scientific inquiry from my life. For me it is really a quest for life, to understand life and to 
create what I call living knowledge—knowledge which is valid for the people with whom I work and 
for  myself”  (quoted  in  Bradbury and Reason, 2001:2). 
  
Action research may be a more generic research methodology but it allows the focus of research 
processes and findings to be on the participants and the fluid networks between them (Dick, 2003).  A 
defining aspect of participatory action research is the focus on participation – all connections and 
interaction between the researcher and participants form part of the research experience. Wandsworth 
(1998)  identified  four  main  ‘participants’  in  a  participatory  action  research  methodology: 
 
a) The researcher | The individual or group who conducts the research.    

b) The researched | The person or group who forms the focus of the research project and actively 
contribute to the process. 

c) Those who will benefit directly | The individual, group or organisation who commissioned the 
project and who will implement findings to the betterment of the community or researched parties.  

d) Those who will benefit indirectly from the study | Any other individual, group or organisation 
implementing the findings of the original study to address similar problems or needs. 

The level of participation between the various parties is not static and may increase and decrease during 
the duration of the research project. In the Networks for Design, through Design dissertation the action 
research participants can be indentified as:  
a) The researcher | The author of the dissertation.    
b) The researched | Industrial Design Students at the CPUT. 
c) Those who will benefit directly | Current and future Industrial Design students at CPUT who will 

benefit directly from the research. 
d) Those who will benefit indirectly from the study | Design lecturers and students at CPUT or other 
design institutions who may benefit from implementing the research findings.  

 

The purpose of action-oriented research is to generate knowledge that can be used to address 
practical concerns of local communities, organisations, and groups and incorporates local 
understandings of specific practices and issues. (Small and Uttal: 2005:938)  

 
This statement by Small and Uttal reinforces the practical nature of action research; a focus which is 
shared by design research. Small and Uttal (2005: 947) go on to reflect on the practical nature of action 
research  and  state  that  the  use  of  action  research  methods  to  make:  “…the  activities  of  academics  more  
meaningful  and  useful..”  through  the  application  of  newly  generated  knowledge. 
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Findings into Actions 
The  defining  characteristic  of   ‘action’  research,  as  the   title  aptly  states,   is   the  practical  application  of  
findings and knowledge generated as a result of research activities. It was the generation of practically 
implementable data that sparked the approach’s  renaissance  during  the  1970’s.  In  an  American  study  by  
Gaventa,   focussed   on   minority   groups,   the   ‘action’   component   of   participatory   action   research   is  
defined as:  

..to break down the distinction between the researchers and the researched, the subjects and the 
objects of knowledge production by the participation of the people-for-themselves in the 
process of gaining and creating knowledge. In the process, research is seen not only as a 
process of creating knowledge, but simultaneously, as education and development of 
consciousness, and of mobilization for action. (Gaventa, 1988:19) 

 
The   concept   of   research   creating   a   ‘mobilisation’   for   action   is   a   concept   clearly   linked   to   design  
practices. The design process requires the designer to act on the research and reflective processes 
undertaken   during   the  design   cycle   (Figure   4).  The   designer’s   action   could  be   a   physical   product   or  
representation, a digital element or a non-physical design solution. An important factor in the creation 
of a suitable design solution is to achieve a deep understanding of the design project. Often this 
understanding is only achieved after many cycles of action and reflection. Action research shares with 
design this focus on cyclic investigation which can lead to deeper understanding.  

There are in fact action research methods whose main emphasis is on action, with research as a 
fringe benefit.  At the extreme, the "research" may take the form of increased understanding on 
the part of those most directly involved.  For this form of action research the outcomes are 
change,  and  learning  for  those  who  take  part…In  other  forms,   research  is   the  primary  focus.  
The action is then often a by-product…In  both  approaches   it   is  possible  for  action   to   inform  
understanding, and understanding to assist action. (Dick, 1993) 

Design is a practice which is concerned with the human experience and a deeper understanding of 
human interaction, with one another and with the world, and as such can not be explained by scientific 
positivist ideologies alone. To create design knowledge which is valid in a world characterised by 
overpopulation, starvation, environmental decline etc, it is imperative that the knowledge generated is 
applied, and that action is taken to improve social and environmental conditions. 
 
Conclusion 
The findings of the paper are based on a masters study entitled Networks for Design, through Design. In 
this the often negative attitudes of design students are explored using a participatory action research 
model. The selection of a participatory action research methodology was guided by the main 
requirements of the qualitative study that included a focus on the relationships between stakeholders 
and their role in the research and learning process, as well as allowing for practical application of 
research findings. The use of an action research methodology proved to be successful, and illustrated 
that the application of action research processes, to design research projects, creates a symbiotic system 
of exploration, action and reflection.  
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The design process and action research practices focus on a cyclic progression from observation to 
action, and acknowledge the importance of stakeholders in the process. As design is influenced by 
multiple human stakeholders (the client, the designer, the manufacturer, various consultants etc.), 
research practice applied to design projects must allow for the clear communication of stakeholder 
views as well as the inclusion of stakeholder perspectives on final design decisions. Action research, 
and in particular participatory action research, allows all stakeholders to comment, participate and 
affect the research process. After the research process, the design process requires the practitioner to 
use the new knowledge gained to create new artefacts (or communication) and systems, or to develop or 
improve existing elements. The practical application of findings is also indicative of an action research 
model.  
 
One of the ways in which the diversity of human beings can be explored, is to investigate the objects, 
garments   and   spaces   that   they   select.   As   Heskett   (2002:2)   states:   “Design   is   one   of   the   basic  
characteristics  of  what  it  is  to  be  human,  and  an  essential  determinant  of  the  quality  of  human  life.”  The  
views and perceptions of humans, as key stakeholders in the design process, can thus not be ignored in 
the design research process. Action research offers design practitioners, enthusiasts and researchers a 
methodology which not only acknowledges the importance of stakeholders, but considers stakeholder 
involvement as key to the success of the project, a principle reflected in design.      
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