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“Design research is about going beneath the surface of the things 
that may appear obvious. Asking more questions, trying out more 
approaches, examining more possibilities, and making this know-
ledge available to everybody,” states the preface to the anthology 
Under ytan: En antologi om design research (Beneath the Sur-
face. An Anthology About Design Research).

Editor Sara Ilstedt Hjelm and Robin Edman from the design 
promotion organisation SVID, Swedish Industrial Design Fou-
ndation, state that the purpose of the anthology is to highlight 
Swedish design research. This has clearly been achieved with con-
tributions from the entire range of design research.

The anthology, which targets the informed, general-interest rea-
der, ranges from contributions revolving around theoretical cla-
rifi cation to contributions based on specifi c cases, which discuss 
design methodology and the application of holistic approaches 
and user perspectives in the design process. There are contribu-
tions about the cultural implications of design, for example in re-
lation to the creation of gender di! erences. Other contributions 
address the interface between design, art and innovation, and se-
veral contributions examine the relationship between design and 
the marketplace and the use of design in companies. They ask the 
essential question whether it pays for companies to use design.
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Underlying the many di! erent perspectives and approaches in 
the anthology is a debate about what it is specifi cally that cha-
racterises design research, and why it is important and relevant 
to maintain a research perspective on a practice fi eld such as de-
sign. Several of the contributions note that design research is a 
relatively young, emerging discipline, which needs to defi ne its 
own terms. Exactly because of its link to the practice fi eld it must 
not be identical with (or incorporated into) a classic, academic 
conceptual framework and methodology.

Architect, Professor Peter Ullmark from the Royal Institute of 
Technology in Stockholm describes his research approach, which 
addresses design as something that “is not about that which is or 
has been, but about how it should be, based on certain conditions”: 
“If one wishes to capture the potential of design research, one 
must accept that it di! ers from other research practices and has 
to discover its own path. Design research must capture the human 
need to grasp and change complex issues by testing a variety of 
solutions based on an intuitive understanding,” he writes (p. 29).

The unique character of design research also a! ects the way in 
which knowledge is disseminated in research contexts. A classic 
medium of dissemination is the scientifi c publication with nu-
merous words and few images. 
In relation to this, Jonas Löwgren, professor of interaction de-
sign at Malmö University, asks whether it might be possible to 
develop new publication forms, for example characterised by of-
fering “semi-abstractions”, i.e. contributions that “would have to 
apply to other situations than the original design situation alt-
hough they do not lay claim to complete generality” (p. 156). Si-
milarly, he also calls for publication forms that refl ect the tem-
poral dimension of interaction design.O � * + ) * * � % ! % 0 # $ � M � * �  � + $ P % ! + � . #
Several of the contributions address Christopher Frayling’s divi-
sion of design research into theoretical-conceptual research into 
(or about) design, methodological-instrumental research for de-
sign and experimental-hypothetical research through design. The 
authors do this in order to establish a framework for their own 
type of research or to place the various research components into 
one overarching context.

In a contribution with far-reaching methodological implications, 
Daniel Fällman, Ph.D. and research director at Umeå Institute of 
Design, Umeå University, discusses how design research can be 
viewed as consisting of three components: design practice, ex-
plorative design and design studies.

Design practice deals with the ‘real’ dimension of design and re-
lates to design practice in companies. Explorative design is about 
considering what might be ‘possible’ in a societal and cultural per-
spective. Design studies have to do with refl ectively understan-
ding what is ‘true’ in the design process one has been involved in.

Fällman makes the clear point that what makes design research 
an independent discipline is its ability to distinguish between the 
dimensions of design research and relating to them. “The specifi c 
quality of design research is the capacity to move between these 
areas in a controlled and deliberate manner,” he writes (p. 263).

This is the closest the anthology comes to an actual defi nition of 
design research coming from the design area itself. It is a defi ni-
tion that is not based on specifying what the discipline ‘is not’. 
Furthermore, the model is operational, David Fällman points 
out, noting that it is applied in the Ph.D. programme at Umeå 
Design Institute, where everyone is obliged to work with all three 
types of research.
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A key issue addressed by several of the contributions is how re-
search is even capable of connecting with the design fi eld. That 
is to say, why bother with research, since design is essentially a 
practice discipline? With his model, Fällman o! ers one sugge-
stion, which is that research makes it possible to cover the full 
range of the design fi eld.

But the anthology also has more specifi c suggestions for using 
research to propose models for working with design for an, as 
yet, unknown future. These suggestions have to do with setting 
up a ‘design programme’ as a framework for one’s work within 
a span of open perspectives and fi xed requirements, or with car-
rying out a ‘systems analysis’ that not only analyses the design is-
sue at hand but also puts it on a manageable scale. 

Johan Redström, Senior Researcher at the Swedish Interactive 
Institute, points out in his contribution that experimental de-
sign research may provide “the concrete images of the possible 
unlike the abstract images of the actual provided by other types 
of research” (p. 170). 
This also implies a critical perspective where, in Sara Ilstedt 
Hjelm’s words, one may use research to “visualise alternative sce-
narios and critically or exploratively examine the meaning and 
usage of products” (p. 121). 

Sara Ilstedt Hjelm, who in addition to being a co-editor of the 
book is also a professor of product and service design at the Ro-
yal Institute of Technology in Stockholm uses the project Static! 
as an illustrative example. This project used experimental ‘re-
search by design’ to examine how energy can be approached and 
understood as a design material. For example, the project develo-
ped the prototype for a “Power Aware Cord”, an electric cable 
that lights up in varying degrees of brightness depending on the 
amount of power surging through it.
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Maria Nyström, an architect and a professor at Chalmers Uni-
versity of Technology in Gothenburg, also addresses the con-
nection between the practice fi eld and research. She points out 
that design is “inter- or trans-disciplinary, proposing a synthe-
sis, a fusion of various knowledge areas within a certain defi ned 
context” (p. 108). 

She believes that the task of design research is to enlighten or look 
behind the “tacit knowledge” that is often refl ected in the holi-
stic design perspective. Here, Maria Nyström sees a major demo-
cratic potential, as it gives design research access to the societal 
debate and gives citizens a voice in the otherwise tacit process.
“All sciences are becoming design sciences,” says Bo Dahlbom, 
professor at the IT University in Göteborg, because all sciences 
are headed toward having to handle the manmade, the artifacts. 
Here lies a tremendous potential and, most importantly, a tre-
mendous challenge for future design research: 
“Thanks to amazing technological developments, humanity has 
acquired such power over nature, our society and our bodies that 
the questions about what we may achieve, what we ought to be pur-
suing, and how we ought to shape the world and our society have 
become more important and more interesting than all the questi-
ons concerning the nature of reality,” says Bo Dahlbom (p. 139).
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