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7Foreword

The advent of design research has ushered in a 
new role for designers.1 In addition to realizing 
projects—designing objects, clothing, interfaces, 
services, stage design—they could now produce 
knowledge as well. This phenomenon is due to 
two developments. The first is the overhaul of 
institutions of higher education in the wake of 
the Bologna Process in the early 2000s, which 
has prompted schools of art and design to deve-
lop research activities of an “academic” cast.2 
Meanwhile, designers and agencies have increa-
singly taken an interest in producing books and re-
ports of all kinds, including academic articles, as 

1 Given the multiple meanings of the term, I will be 
using the definition of the “designer” as a creative prac-
titioner trained in the European tradition of the applied 
arts and working in product design, interface and digital 
interaction design, fashion design, architecture, graphic 
design or even service design. See also Potter, 2011
2 For an overview of the many issues involved in and 
debates on this subject, see e.g. the special issue of the 
journal Hermès (Renucci and Réol, 2015) or the book  
Recherche-création en design (Léchot-Hirt, 2010).
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well as graphic displays of data, films, documents 
and interactive installations. This trend, which 
is much in evidence in the fields of art and archi-
tecture, has engendered a new form of research 
known as “practice-based research,” which in-
volves the production and use of artifacts—from 
posters to interactive devices, furniture and ex-
hibitions—to promote the development or re-
newal of knowledge. The primary object of this 
approach for designers and artists is not to pro-
duce a work of art or design. Practice-based re-
search and, consequently, the creative practices 
of the designers involved in such projects are not 
by any means confined to choosing a form for the 
knowledge thereby produced; they correspond to 
a unique kind of knowledge, one that is distinct 
from other academic disciplines.3

 As a teacher at a school that trains students in 
design and design research, I have long wondered 
what might constitute a form of practice-based 
research in design: in other words, producing 
knowledge through the ways in which designers 
go about doing and understanding things, with a 

3 “Artistic” or “creative research” (recherche-création) 
constitutes an epistemology, i.e. a knowledge production 
mode that has a coherence of its own (Findeli, 2003, 2010; 
Léchot-Hirt, 2010). Nigel Cross talks about “designer-
ly ways of knowing” to refer to these ways of generating 
knowledge through practice (Cross, 2007). My aim in this 
book is to objectify this mode of production by describing 
designerly practice.
4 My description of a design researcher’s approach here 
is based on the social sciences, which is but one of many 
possible bases; see e.g. Samuel Bianchini, 2017.
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modicum of rigor. As a social anthropologist ini-
tially trained in the natural sciences, and in this 
sense accustomed to the exercise of describing 
the world and its actors, I have long felt that in-
vestigation is a point of convergence between all 
these disciplines and design. If designers can be 
researchers, that’s partly owing to their ability to 
observe, analyze, describe and render—in other 
words, to produce a form of investigation. And 
this is the approach I will make a case for here in 
a few brief chapters that will elucidate my views, 
which have evolved over the course of various en-
counters and projects and are, above all, fueled by 
my teaching and research work over the past few 
years at the HEAD – Genève and elsewhere. I will 
begin by tracing the close connections between 
the practices of design and investigation to show 
how designers become investigators by com-
bining established methods and their own modi 
operandi. Based on that exposition and some pro-
jects that serve as cases in point, I will go on to 
outline four aspects of design research that dis-
tinguish designers’ investigations: the construc-
tion of a continually renewed process; an inclu-
sive outlook that inclines them to spontaneously 
incorporate all sorts of different approaches and 
ideas; the importance of materiality in their in-
vestigative practice; and the importance of 
form in the rendering of their works.4 I will then 
conclude with some thoughts about the future of 
design investigations.
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INVESTIGATIVE DESIGNERS
Designers are becoming investigators,  

combining established methods with their  
own ways of doing things.

Designers are commonly viewed as creating ob-
jects characterized by a controlled aesthetic and 
emerging instantaneously from a keen imagina-
tion. But anyone who has spent some time in a 
designer’s studio knows this is a far cry from the 
reality of design in practice, which involves spells 
of tortuous progress, immersion in the context of 
the intervention, the production of a multitude of 
intermediate objects such as diagrams, observa-
tional drawings, photographs and prototypes of 
all kinds,5 in addition to making models and hol-
ding team meetings (with their share of endless 
discussions), alternating between moments of 
enthusiasm, discouragement and surprise—emo-
tions often exponentially amplified by meetings 
with clients, who usually need to be convinced by 
showing them those intermediate objects.
5 An idea proposed by Dominique Vinck, a sociologist 
of science and technology, corresponding to the concep-
tion, production, negotiation and circulation of objects in 
various forms in order to understand collective action and 
the results thereof (Vinck, 2009, p. 53–54).



[Fig. 1] Observational sketch of the move-
ments involved in repairing a smartphone 
during a project investigating the durabi-
lity of digital devices (Anaïs Bloch, 2020)
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Observation is one method increasingly employed 
in the design professions, giving rise to a whole 
terminology that reflects its growing importance 
in the creative process. Terms like “prelimina-
ry research,” “user research,” “user experi ence 
research” and the simplistic generic “design re-
search”6 have caught on over the past thirty years. 
While these terms tend to change regularly, they 
do correspond to the idea of developing a creative 
project through a form of immersion in a social si-
tuation that involves individuals and their prac-
tices.7 These stages of observation may also cor-
respond to the use of such approaches along the 
way, e.g. testing prototypes on prospective users 
in order to identify their needs or the problems 
they encounter, to reorient the project or enrich 
the creative process with unique elements or ins-
piring references.8

6 “Design research” is reductive in the sense that the 
term is used by a whole community of designers as syno-
nymous with what I am discussing here, though it actual-
ly refers more broadly to various forms of research on, 
by and for design, ranging from the history of a specific 
area of design or a specific object to preliminary studies 
to provide a creative framework or knowledge production 
by designers’ creations (see Koskinen et al., 2011).
7 Like architecture and engineering, design is a pro-
ject-based discipline in the sense that this “unit of design 
work” (Vial, 2014, p. 17) “refers both to the sequence of 
actions required to produce a new artefact and the means 
usually used to represent the different stages of develop-
ment of this artefact (sketches, drawings, plans, models, 
prototypes)” (Léchot-Hirt, 2010, p. 29). See also Findeli 
and Bousbaci, 2005.
8 For further details, see Nova, 2015.
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9 An appropriation whose genealogy can be traced in 
the stages by which empirical approaches have spread 
from the humanities and social sciences to design. Ethno-
graphy has been used by designers since the mid-1990s, 
particularly in the field of computer science and hu-
man-machine interfaces, after the positivist approaches 
of psychology and cognitive ergonomics widely used 
from the 1980s on (cf. Nova, 2014, p. 29-45).
10 The statistical survey, which is rarely used by desi-
gners, is catching on in the wake of the growing interest in 
digital traces (Big Data), which are accessible via online  
platforms and can give rise to multiple analyses and vi-
sual representations. The latter are useful in guiding ac-
tion and decision-making, especially in the fields of digi-
tal and service design.
11 For an analysis of the investigative designer’s coun-
terpart in the field of art, the “artist as ethnographer”, see 
e.g. Foster, 1996, and a recent reinterpretation thereof 
(Duperrex, 2019).
12 It is found in certain sub-communities of practice, 
however, like the term “contextual inquiry” in HMI and 
digital design.

Confrontation with reality is deemed so vital that 
it has become a professional specialty among de-
signers at agencies, big companies and research 
and development laboratories. Job descriptions 
like “user researcher,” “design researcher,” and 
even “design ethnographer” each convey a cer-
tain vision of what design, research or observation 
is. They testify to the appropriation of methods 
from the social sciences, such as ethnographical-
ly inspired observation.9 However, especially in 
the field of “interaction design,” they can also be 
quantitative techniques that may involve the use 
of questionnaires or the analysis of digital foot-
prints, for example.10 Depending on the designer’s 
training and background, these investigations 
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are often pieced together from miscellaneous 
concepts, framing elements, methods and tac-
tics drawn from such disciplines as anthropology, 
sociology, experimental psychology and ergono-
mics. This approach is often combined with spon-
taneous personal initiatives and diverse artistic 
practices, given the permeability of the teachings 
and cultures of art and applied arts.
 These various ways of investigating the  
world, by or for designers’ projects, correspond to 
the emergence of a new figure: that of the inves-
tigative designer.11 This approach is catching on, 
for, besides the new professions it has spawned, 
it has also become an end in itself for certain de-
signers who are interested in producing publica-
tions in unique and original formats, from solidly 
textual monographs and coffee-table books to 
fanzines, blog posts, newsletters and exhibitions 
that draw abundantly on material produced and 
analyzed in their investigations.
 While designers themselves seldom use the 
term “investigation”,12 it strikes me as an illumi-
nating way of putting it in order to convey a sense 
of the various phases involved: observation, ana-
lysis of the material produced during investiga-
tion, and presentation or rendering thereof in the 
form of artifacts of various kinds. When interac-
tion designers immerse themselves for weeks at 
a time in, say, the lives of music-streaming plat-
form users in order to document and comprehend 
their practices and then redesign the interface or 
the recommendation mechanisms, how can we 





17Investigative designers

not regard this as a form of investigation? Even 
if their efforts don’t necessarily culminate in the 
publication of an academic article, the designers 
are likely to produce multiple documents that will 
be useful in the creation of interfaces: diagrams 
and displays to present the information gathered 
and their findings, as well as reports on their ex-
periences. And what about a design agency com-
missioned by a museum to study animal move-
ments in urban environments and come up with 
a way to display their findings? Similarly, when 
the members of a graphic design studio engage in 
observation sessions by day and by night as well 
as random interviews of passers-by, immersing 
themselves for years in the uses of street furniture 
and all the elements that compose the texture of 
contemporary cities, and then put out a book pro-
viding systematic documentation of the tensions, 
frictions and disturbances they encountered in 
public spaces, isn’t this an investigation too?

 Admittedly, these investigations 
often take place in a commercial con-
text. Admittedly, they are often based on 
a conceptual and methodological frame-
work that is more spontaneous than sys-
tematic. And admittedly, many of these 
projects never get beyond the stage of 
collecting or compiling observations 
and are not always put into perspective 
by means of a conceptual framework, an 
in-depth analysis or a clear-cut descrip-
tion of what they have to add to previous 
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work carried out by their peers. And yet, these in-
vestigations yield a profusion of more or less an-
alytical documents, maps and portraits reflecting 
important issues in the lives of the individuals en-
countered in the process; issues that are shared 
with the creative investigating team. An investi-
gation may be carried out as a preliminary to the 
creation of a given product, or its goal may be to 
create knowledge and skills, but in either case it is 
indeed an investigation. Without attempting an in-
tellectual genealogy here,13  let us recall that, in the 
academic context of the social sciences, the term 
“investigation” refers to a general approach to un-
derstanding the world based on a framework com-
prising the following four elements (Berthelot, 
2001; Olivier de Sardan, 2008):
•  The clarification of a specific approach, which 

may be linked to the research context (produ-
cing knowledge in general or action-oriented 
knowledge as in the case of applied research).

•  The construction of a topic, a subject to be re-
searched and studied (a social practice, 
a technical object, a specific context), 

13 A genealogy which would show that, 
besides ethnographic investigation in social 
and cultural anthropology, this term inter-
sects with and takes up several intellectual 
traditions, such as pragmatic philosophy 
(John Dewey’s logic and theory of inquiry) 
and the Chicago School’s social investiga-
tion (at the interface between sociology 
and journalism), but also police investiga-
tion and its so-called “indiciary paradigm” 
(Ginzburg, 1979; Boltanski, 2012).
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based on a question, problem or issue to be 
resolved.

•  A rigorous method of apprehension (metho-
dology) that involves researchers working, 
for a more or less extended period of time, 
as closely as possible to the “natural situa-
tions” of the subjects of the investigation, in 
their daily lives, habits, relations to everyday  
objects, and their conversations, in order 
to produce clearly situated, contextualized 
knowledge that takes into account the sub-
jects’ practices, their day-to-day representa-
tions and the meaning they ascribe to the si-
tuations they experience.

•  Presentation of findings, which, in the social 
sciences, generally takes written form.

The three examples of investigative designers gi-
ven above involve a number of conceptual and 
methodological choices with respect to these four 
points. Their position is clear since their aim is 
to produce factual or action-oriented knowledge 
(Point 1); they construct a topic of study oriented 
towards specific questions and towards describing 
situations, practices and sometimes the meaning 
that people ascribe to them, through subject-mat-
ter like the presence of animals in urban envi-
ronments, streaming platforms and urban space 
(Point 2); they establish an investigation proto-
col adapted to their objective, their questions and 
their subject (Point 3); and they produce various 
forms of presentation, generally to be shared more 
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or less publicly, which they may be called upon 
to explain or take as a basis for decision-making 
(Point 4). In other words, the research activities of 
investigative designers can be described as varia-
tions on social science investigations. These four 
components necessitate choices and approaches 
that are at once close to and distinct from those 
taken by sociologists and anthropologists.
 Thus, the designer can be an investigator. 
While this position may well involve a dual ap-
proach to the world, namely seeking to unders-
tand it and intervening in it,14 it is a matter of in-
vestigation all the same. Having established this 
close connection between design and investiga-
tion, we may now turn to the question of what is 
special about the way designers go about it. In 
other words, what are the investigative methods 
and forms peculiar to designers, and do they shed 
any light on the potential for projects at the in-
tersection between the social sciences and prac-

14 As Herbert Simon put it in 1969: “To design is to 
devise courses of action aimed at changing existing si-
tuations into preferred ones” (Simon, 1969, p. 111). Or, in 
Alain Findeli’s phrase, “to improve or at least maintain 
the habitability of the world” (Findeli, 2010, p. 292). Or, as 
Tim Ingold defines it, design, paired with anthropology, 
is a transformative practice: “The observations, descrip-
tions and propositions of design anthropology are not re-
trospective but prospective: their purpose is not to inter-
pret but to transform. Design, in short, is not and cannot 
be a practice of ethnography; it is rather an alternative 
way to ethnography of doing anthropology—a way that 
releases the speculative and experimental possibilities of 
the discipline that the traditional appeal to ethnography 
has suppressed” (Ingold, 2014, p. 6).
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tice-based research? To answer these questions, 
I’m going to describe four components that strike 
me as being unique and remarkable, and illus-
trate them by referring to projects I have come 
across over the past fifteen years of teaching and 
research at the intersection between ethnogra-
phy and design.
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PROCESS
Designers are unique investigators in terms  

of their focus on constructing, assembling and 
reinventing processes.

Like all other designers, investigative designers 
make use of a working process that they transform 
or reinvent for each project. It will be a process or 
approach, but rarely a method, strictly speaking. 
To the outside observer, this may well be one of 
the most surprising aspects of the designer’s mo-
dus operandi. Unlike professions that have laid 
down a specific approach, and unlike the forma-
lized methods of “design thinking”15 that have ap-
peared in the design sciences, the ways in which 
designers trained at applied arts schools go about 
doing things are more than a set of continually 
reformulated tactics and tools. They rely on the 
observation of idiosyncratic behaviors, explora-
tion of the characteristics of various materials, 

15 “Design thinking” could be described as an attempt 
in the mid-2000s to objectify designers' approaches for 
other practitioners of design in engineering or marketing, 
or as a reiteration of the same phenomenon that emerged 
in the 1970s “design method” movement. For an analysis 
of this phenomenon, see, inter alia, Kimbell, 2011 and 2012, 
as well as Vinsel, 2012.
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16 So much so that the approach can even be 
playful, as proposed by the ENIAROF collective.

and the almost random combination of ideas and 
concepts to generate innovative ideas.16 These 
tactics are supported by some general strategies, 
such as considering the problems encountered by 
future users and their lived contexts through par-
ticipant observation, or generating ideas through 
action, e.g. by drawing, creating shapes out of 
materials or programming on a computer.
 These processes, sometimes formalized at 
big studios, though most of the time quite spon-
taneous, emerge from the designers’ training. Af-
ter several years spent working on studio projects 
under the direction of one particular teacher/
practitioner or another, who demonstrates and, 
above all, helps them understand his or her ap-
proach or sensibility through a series of activities, 
each designer constructs their own repertoire of 
tactics based on these experiences, on their own 
ways of doing things and on their exchanges with 
colleagues. One month of a designer’s training 
may involve, for example, a week spent with a 

teacher demonstrating how to combine 
observations of social practices, inter-
views and modeling of design proposals; 
two weeks with a practitioner who seeks 
to repurpose an existing object to create 
new uses by taking it apart and hybridi-
zing it with another; and several days 
of discussions based on a series of exa-
mples (posters, interfaces, products) to 
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be formally analyzed in order to come up with a 
new iteration. All this without any instruction in a 
single, specific, standardized method—on which 
the various instructors would probably have a 
hard time agreeing anyway.17

 Depending on the projects, on their duration 
and the contexts in which they are to be used and 
their imperatives, these ways of doing things are 
combined and adapted in an ad hoc process that 
makes it possible to organize working time ac-
cordingly. This process is used to canvass for bu-
siness or cost a project to be billed to the client—
whether a commercial client or for the execution 
of a research project—but also to reach an agree-
ment with the various parties involved. Beyond 
these pragmatic considerations, process thinking 
also requires designers to make explicit a sequen-
cing of activities that might be regarded as being 
halfway between the concept of “workflow” in 
engineering and procedures in art. While “work-
flow” refers to a sequence of mutually enriching 
phases and loops between different periods of 
observation, discussion, modeling, experimen-

17 A more widespread practice at design schools is to 
host “process talks,” during which designers  recount the 
development of one or several projects, describing their 
initial impulses, process-related choices, and results, but 
also the pitfalls, limitations and pleasant surprises they 
have encountered.
18 Commonly associated with conceptual art, the con-
cept of “protocol” in art refers to a set of rules laid down 
by artists for the realization of their works, as scientists do 
in their research work.
19 For more on these issues, see Cross, 2011.
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ting on materials, and sketching, “procedures” in 
art denotes a freer, more playful combination of 
these stages.18

 This process is also physically situated in the 
studio space. This is a context in which spatial or-
ganization—walls on which to hang things, tables 
on which to draw, write or amass all sorts of 
things, screens of all sizes—and tools—from the  
drawing board to the sewing machine, 3D printer 
(or not) and various software on our computers—
are used to model, write, organize, produce pre-
sentations or renderings, but above all to share. 
Because the situated process set in motion by de-
signers depends on a fundamental collective as-
pect. Contrary to the popular image of the soli-
tary author, being a designer generally involves 
a certain sociability: working together, showing 
one another things (photographs or observatio-
nal sketches, a prototype, a recently enjoyed no-
vel, material samples, an inspiring poster, an 
online video etc.) and discussing them more or 
less in depth. “Design crits” are a case in point: 
these formalized collective sessions, sometimes 
with outside guests, involve confrontations of 
viewpoints and opinions about a project in pro-
gress (whether commercial or not), which will be 
sometimes painstakingly worked in and some-
times ignored, but always discussed in the course 
of putting the project together.
 If the ways of doing design are based on this 
ability to think in terms of processes19 and establi-
sh a given process to suit each project, what are 
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the ramifications for investigative designers? Be-
fore attempting to answer this question in the next 
chapter, we should note that two particular as-
pects make for the originality of a practice-based 
research project: (1) The implementation of an 
original and innovative investigative system and 
process, which is as important as the end results—
products or knowledge. This makes it a creation 
in and of itself. (2) Its temporally and spatially si-
tuated nature brings out a research context and a 
form of sociability that differ from those of solita-
ry researchers or research laboratories.20

20 For an analysis of the situated nature of these pro-
cesses, see Ricci and Allen (2020) and the special issue 
of the journal Diseña to which their article serves as the 
introduction.
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INTEGRATION
Trained in a tradition that is disinclined to  

respect the boundaries and constraints of sepa-
rate disciplines, designers take an all-inclusive 

approach to their investigations.

A second characteristic of the way in which de-
signers—including investigative designers—go 
about things is that they consider all sorts of is-
sues, references and approaches in their projects. 
Whether it is a matter of combining references to 
works (products, prototypes, publications, cultu-
ral works) in a very wide-ranging domain, or me-
thods drawn from various disciplines (ranging 
from artistic processes and engineering to ethno-
graphy and the natural sciences), the processes 
outlined above are based on reappropriation and 
combination. Designers do not dwell on scruples 
about the potential pitfalls of such combinations, 
even though practitioners or researchers in the 
source disciplines, accustomed to more standar-
dized procedures or a tighter focus, will some-
times raise eyebrows at such transpositions.21 So-
metimes for good reasons, but sometimes not, for 
it is precisely the enthusiastic spontaneity of this 
attitude that makes many an investigative desi-
gner’s work relevant.
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21 A good example is ethnography reinterpreted as a 
system for field investigation preliminary to a creative 
project. If ethnography is taken up as a combination of 
observation methods and interviews, which are less com-
monly used than in anthropology, and without the origi-
nal conceptual and methodological framework, it does 
nonetheless allow for various fruitful reinterpretations 
(cf. Nova, 2015).
22 On this question of the influence of science fiction on 
engineering and its pitfalls, see e.g. Bell and Dourish, 2007.

In other words, design involves an integrative 
and inclusive approach. Taking as their point of 
departure a context in which to operate, an ob-
ject to reinvent or a general topic, designers “cast 
their nets wide,” with an openness that seeks to 
take into account technical parameters, aesthe-
tic considerations and the socio-cultural history 
of a given phenomenon, even if that sometimes 
means bringing up works of fiction, scientific dis-
coveries or artistic projects. This is, by the way, an 
interesting distinction between design and ano-
ther project-based discipline: engineering also 
avails itself of equally far-flung references—just 
consider the prominence of science fiction in the 
imaginations of engineers—but without neces-
sarily explicitly presenting them in an ideational 
process, as if they were too far outside the scope 
of the matter at hand.22 It seems to me that desi-
gners, whose thinking is doubtless less positivis-
tic than engineers’ thanks to their exposure to the 
humanities, the arts and critical thinking in their 
training, are less inclined to rein in their interven-
tions in a great many areas that lie outside their 
creative processes. These areas allow them to wi-
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den the scope and ramifications of their creations. 
And this is what makes them unique investigators.
 How does this inclusive and integrative cha-
racter translate into practice? It usually widens the 
focus of an investigation to encompass all manner 
of considerations—sometimes to the detriment of 
the requisite specificity, especially if the project 
concerns a specific context or purpose. I remem-
ber one designer, for instance, who was involved 
in a project to reinvent protective face masks. He 
had amassed hundreds of photographs showing 
the use of face masks in real-life situations, users’ 
gestures, the history of masks in European folk-
lore, examples drawn from science fiction mo-
vies, as well as a whole slew of patents for highly 
sophisticated face masks filed by various indus-
trialists, and the disassembly of a few masks fitted 
out with electronic devices which a friend of his 
had found on a trip to Southeast Asia. His efforts 
culminated in a sort of catalog. This case is an 
example of a wide-ranging enthusiasm that com-
bines an analysis of gestures, fictional produc-
tions, materiality, and past and present technical 
and symbolic references. While his investigation 
was by no means exhaustive, and had no such am-
bition anyway, the very pragmatic inclusion of the 
diverse resources available to this designer strikes 
me as a good example of a practically oriented 
investigation. Whereas researchers in the social 
sciences would focus on a single aspect by formu-
lating a thesis for their investigation, the thinking 
here is all-inclusive insofar as it is guided by a 
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concrete objective, which consists of finding ways 
to shift and broaden perspectives and combine 
different points of view in order, first, to construct 
an observer’s point of view that is sensitive to all 
sorts of different aspects, and then to create an 
innovative object. While fundamental to the way 
investigative designers work, this openness nev-
ertheless has its limitations and drawbacks, to 
which I will return in the conclusion to this book.
 The second characteristic feature of the wide 
scope of the investigative designer’s approach is 
the ad hoc use of diverse methods. These methods 
are borrowed mostly from the social sciences and 
journalism. The widespread use of observation 
(whether participant or not) and interviewing 
techniques in general is combined with a vigo-
rous use of various visual methods of producing 
investigative materials: observational sketches, 
drawings of comic strip frames, diagrams and 
visualizations, photographs and films. All these 
tools, including the designers’ individual prac-

tices—whether inspired or influ-
enced by other training or not—, are 
spontaneously marshaled accord-
ing to the demands of the project at 
hand.23 But these transfers are not 
confined to ethnography: witness 
the recent interest of designers and 
investigative artists in such other 
disciplines as forensics24 and the 
empirical natural sciences.25 If, as 
expounded above, the process is 
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as important as the end results, combining these 
methods drawn from multiple disciplines is one 
concrete way to reinvent one’s own approach.26

23 It is not surprising in this regard that inductive ap-
proaches, such as anchored instruction theory (with 
its absence of any initial theoretical framework) or ac-
tor-network theory (which extends the networks of actors 
to be studied), should appeal to investigative designers, 
since they legitimize forms of investigation commonly 
practiced by designers—especially because they come 
close to spontaneous approaches taught by their practi-
tioners, even though the said frameworks are often pre-
sented in design courses.
24 See e.g. Forensic Architecture’s projects or “Forensic 
Fantasies” by the KairUs duo, who investigate data found 
on hard disks recovered from public dumps.
25 Fueled in particular by anthropologist Anna Lowen-
haupt Tsing’s “arts of noticing”, which combine ethno-
graphic inquiry and natural history (Tsing, 2017).
26 Besides those methods, a related tactic consists of 
mixing investigative materials of various kinds with prima-
ry and secondary sources, sometimes without any appa-
rent awareness of the questions that such a practice raises.
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MATERIALITY
Investigative designers, who are used to— 

and trained in—creating a wide range of different 
artifacts, put together their own investigative 

tools and devices. 

In addition to their integrative, all-round aspect, 
the processes of investigative designers require 
the creation of specific tools to carry out their in-
vestigations, tools that not only tie into a specific 
sensibility, but are often material, rooted in the 
creation of dedicated artifacts or devices.
 The most common example thereof is “cultu-
ral probes” (Gaver et al. 1999), a set of objects with 
which to explore a given population’s customs and 
practices in order to discover creative opportu-
nities. As initially proposed by its creators, who 
were involved in designing interfaces and tech-
nological systems, a cultural probe was a package 
containing postcards, envelopes, maps, a dispo-
sable camera and the kind of notebooks designers 
use, in which the respondents are asked to note 
their “impressions.” The probes served to establi-
sh a connection with the respondents to a survey, 
in addition to or in lieu of the more traditional me-
thods of observation and interviews.
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These cultural probes were left with the respon-
dents to elicit “inspirational responses.” After 
using them, they’d send them back to the de-
signers of the survey in the pre-addressed pos-
tage-paid envelopes provided. Upon receipt of 
the probes, the designers would use them as a 
source of inspiration. But the inventors of this tool 
stressed its broader interest: not only what it says 
about people’s customs and practices, but also the 
meaning they assign to those customs and prac-
tices. Cultural probes can be used specifically to 
challenge or invite criticism of technologies and 
then to create artifacts based on the respondents’ 
assorted views.27 This tool eventually came to be 
exploited as a new means of collecting data, but 
the original intention was to combine the material 
produced with proposals reflecting the tensions, 
ambiguities and issues present in the probes. Over 
the past thirty years or so, this approach has given 
rise to a profusion of kits of all kinds to help inves-

27 “Unlike much research, we don’t emphasize precise 
analyses or carefully controlled methodologies; instead, 
we concentrate on aesthetic control, the cultural impli-
cations of our designs, and ways to open new spaces for 
design. [...] Unlike most design, we don’t focus on com-
mercial products, but on new understandings of tech-
nology. [...] Instead of designing solutions for our users, 
we work to provide opportunities to discover new plea-
sures, new forms of sociability, and new cultural forms. 
We often act as provocateurs through our designs, trying 
to shift current perceptions of technology functionally, 
aesthetically, culturally, and even politically” (Gaver et al., 
1999, p. 24–25).
28 See e.g. http://www.observationalpractices.org/ and 
https://kit.exposingtheinvisible.org/thekit.html
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tigative designers, but also sociologists and an-
thropologists.28 They are used to draw up surveys 
addressing various topics, such as the influence of 
digital devices on everyday life, learning issues in 
collaborative situations and the affective dimen-
sion of interior design.
 Another category illustrating designers’ abi-
lity to create their own means of investigation 
concerns the profusion of data capture and recor-
ding devices that they design and utilize. An Appa-
ratus for Capturing Other Points of View (2009), by 
my colleague Julian Bleecker, is a good example. 
In this project, the author revisits the work of ur-
ban sociologist William H. Whyte, who explored 
the use of urban spaces by filming them from 
above. Bleecker came up with the idea of captu-
ring the movements of passers-by using two digi-
tal cameras mounted on a seven-meter pole. The 
data collected is then processed to produce a se-
ries of images, sometimes static and sometimes 
quite animated, revealing the mobility strate-
gies employed by pedestrians at spots like Times 
Square in New York City. His aim was to find a sui-
table means of observing and describing practical 
aspects of the real world, but one that could also 
provide inspiration for him as a designer. What 
kind of knowledge does such an apparatus yield? 
Building on Whyte’s observations, the author 
notes that, while pedestrian mobility seems at first 
glance by and large predictable, like a computer 
program, the apparatus makes it possible to cap-
ture plenty of exceptions.29 And judging by these 



[Fig. 6 and 7] Creation of a device to pick up 
WiFi waves for the project The Immaterials.  
Light Painting WiFi (Arnall et al., 2011)
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de viations from the norm, Bleecker concludes 
that new metaphors are needed to describe urban 
flows and to allow for their finer details.
 The Immaterials. Light Painting WiFi by Timo 
Arnall and his colleagues is another striking exa-
mple. As part of a research project on the ma-
terial qualities of electromagnetic waves, the 
investigative designers used long-exposure pho-
tography at night to film a moving light rod that 
detects available WiFi networks. The resulting 
video shows how each building they pass is sur-
rounded by a “digital envelope,” thereby revea-
ling the ubiquitous urban infrastructure that is in-
visible to the human eye. The object of this short 
film is to study the “spatial and material qualities 
of wireless networks” and to gain an understan-
ding of how they are “both shaped by the envi-
ronment and influence how urban spaces can be 
used” (Arnall et al., 2013). While the video itself 
remains purely descriptive, the team’s publica-
tions provide an analytical look at the knowledge 
thereby produced. By following the urban pere-
grinations in the film, the viewer becomes aware 
of inequalities in network access, for example, or 
the way in which private space (the WiFi network 
of an institution or apartment) has come to colo-
nize public space.
 But this material creativity is not confined 
to designing systems to yield data for investiga-
tive purposes: it can also serve in analyzing the 
collected material. During a course co-taught 
29 See the accompanying text (Bleecker, 2009).
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30 Another striking example of “designerly thinking” 
in the analysis of investigative material is Shannon  
Mattern’s analogy in her “forensic crazy walls”, i.e. “evi-
dence boards” (or walls) on which contents from various 
sources are pinned or pasted and connected up by a red 
thread for “link analysis” as in Hollywood detective mo-
vies (Mattern, 2017).

by his colleague Andrew van de Moere on new 
digital interfaces and designing urban services 
(Van de Moere and Hill, 2009), Dan Hill photo-
graphed a series of street scenes. The idea was to 
use this visual material, taking these concrete, si-
tuated cases as their point of departure, to analy-
ze constraints on and opportunities for creativity, 
while avoiding simplistic visions of the cities of 
the future that ignore the complexity of contexts 
and geographies. The students analyzed the re-
sulting photographs by affixing a sheet of tracing 
paper to each of them and noting the presence 
of digital data sources of various kinds (mobi-
lity, electricity consumption, meteorological, etc.). 
These graphic traces enabled them to draw up a 
map of this new “material,” which the investiga-
tive designers then used to produce ideas for new 
scenarios and services based on the same hypo-
thetically capturable data.30

 These various examples clearly show that the 
ways that designers proceed, combining the pro-
cess of observation and the creation of material 
tools, can be ways of thinking about and analy-
zing situations. While they can fuel a creative ap-
proach (design), they can also produce knowledge 
about the situation studied (design investigation).  



41Materiality

Moreover, these cases illustrate what my colleague 
Julian Bleecker at the Near Future Laboratory 
calls “observe-make-think-with-material at one 
time,” i.e. a specific mode of reasoning based on 
the creation of an observational system suited to 
producing a description of practical reality and 
stimulating our understanding of a phenomenon.
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FORMS
Lastly, what distinguishes design-investigation  

is the importance attached to the form in  
which its findings are reported.

To conclude this overview of the designers’ mo-
dus operandi, it is also distinguished, as a conse-
quence of their attachment to materiality, by the 
form in which investigative work is reported. 
Whether it’s a study on the perception of elec-
tromagnetic waves (WiFi, RFID or Bluetooth) in 
the form of a visual bestiary of imaginary crea-
tures;31 a concise cartography of our gestures re-
configured by digital tools via a print-on-demand 
booklet;32 or an analysis of controversies about 
shrinking glaciers due to global warming, pre-
sented in an interactive installation that gene-
rates maps,33 the approach is the same: the way 
in which the investigation is reported is an act of 
creation unto itself, which is why it is presented 
in a precise format. In addition to the above exa-
mples, this list includes original forms also used 
in the social sciences, such as photo books, comic 
strips, fanzines, ethnography films, video mon-
tages and data displays.
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These examples testify to a wide variety of for-
mats that document the investigations “different-
ly” and illustrate the wide range of approaches to 
the subjects explored by investigative designers 
based on the intrinsic qualities of certain media. 
They often choose non-textual formats—pho-
tographs, sketches, visual elements arranged 
to allow for comparisons—in order to elucidate 
matters that are difficult to express verbally. Si-
milarly, the experiential dimension is currently 
writ large, e.g. projects in which exhibition-goers 
are invited to handle interactive devices, in or-
der to drive home a given phenomenon through 
hands-on interactive experience. So the investi-
gative designers’ reasoning as embodied in these 

31 Inspired by illustrated books on botany and natural 
history, and based on her research into the characteristics 
of these technologies and the anxieties users may have 
about them, designer Ingeborg Thomas has created a ty-
pology of electromagnetic waves depicted in the form of 
imaginary creatures. Each of these various radio techno-
logies is reinterpreted and described as a perceptible phe-
nomenon, with which various cultural representations  
of users’ anxieties and preconceptions are associated 
(Thomas, 2007).
32 In the project Curious Rituals: Gestural Interaction in 
the Digital Everyday (Nova et al., 2012).
33 As in Italian Limes, a project by the Studio Folder 
in Milan (Ferrari, Pasqual, Bagnato, 2018) that maps the 
shifting border between Austria and Italy due to the im-
pact of global warming on the glacier that delimits that 
border. This interactive installation reproduces the bor-
der displacement by means of sensors located on the Al-
pine massif, which collect data and transmit them to an 
Arduino module. The module, in turn, controls a panto-
graph, which traces the movements of the glacier, and 
consequently of the international border, in real time. 
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objects and devices reveals their modus operan-
di: it is indeed a matter of inventing forms and 
assemblages by playing with materials and their 
intrinsic properties in order to offer rich descrip-
tions of various phenomena, or creating tangible 
forms with the practical aim of enabling users to 
perceive, read, compare and experiment.
 This attention to form corresponds to a fun-
damental aspect of design: every act of design is an 
act of communication. Every design project targets 
a certain audience or addressee, who is rarely an 
expert. Historically speaking, the designer’s target 
audience is the general public, and the designer 
(generally) takes special care to ensure that each 
project—whether for the creation of an object, pos-
ter or interface—is accessible and comprehensible 
to the layperson. This striving towards “audience 
design” translates into a combination of explana-
tory, even pedagogical, efforts and unusual aes-
thetic formats, articulated in a formal rhetoric that 
speaks to a community that is seldom confined to 

the designer’s peers. The dis-
play methods Timo Arnall chose 
for his video representations of 
WiFi waves make a complex 
reality readily perceptible, and 
the installation displaying gla-
cial movements invites exhibi-
tion-goers to discover the effects 
of climate change for themsel-
ves through direct observation.
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Furthermore, it is a matter not only of presenting 
aesthetically crafted “renderings” upon comple-
tion of an investigation—which remains an essen-
tial aspect—but of thinking about the investiga-
tive project in terms of form from the very outset, 
which will condition the entire investigative and 
creative process. Studying how digital devices 
have reconfigured human gestures by cataloging 
those changes in a book, for example, as I did in my 
Curious Rituals project (2012), is not the same thing 
as creating a series of small artifacts transcribing 
the gestures of smartphone use, as the designer 
Gabriele Meldaikyte did (2013). The choice of form 
influences how we produce and analyze our inves-
tigative material as well as specifying the subject 
or subject-matter of the investigation itself.
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INVESTIGATING WITH DESIGN

To sum up, I began by showing the many ways 
in which designers become investigators in the 
course of their creative projects, in order to fuel 
and frame those projects. I also pointed out that 
this “creative investigation” has taken on so much 
importance over time that it has even become an 
end in itself. It leads to an approach that I call “in-
vestigative design.” Investigative designers share 
an array of distinctive characteristics, inherited 
from the way designers go about things, combined 
with approaches drawn from the social sciences 
and other disciplines: namely, the importance of 
a continually reinvented procedural dimension, 
an inclusive approach that embraces a wide range 
of references and methods, and an emphasis 
on creating investigative devices out of physical 
material, and on unusual forms of presentation. 
These four characteristics testify to the originality 
of the designer’s investigative approach.
 They are not necessarily exclusive to desi-
gners. Reasoning in terms of materials, which is 
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key to creating systems and devices for recor-
ding and organizing information, harks back to 
the production of measuring instruments in the 
history of science,34 for example. Nor is this inte-
rest in the creation of forms limited to the natu-
ral sciences, for anthropologists nowadays some-
times fall back on such methods35 or defend the 
underlying principles thereof36—not to mention 
the social sciences’ recent interest in aesthetical-
ly and formally conceived presentation, e.g. using 
film or comics, which corresponds to this conver-
gence as well, or the advent in the late 2000s of 
“sensory ethnography” to promote visual and au-
dio forms beyond the printed text (Pink, 2009).
 The investigative designer is an interesting 
figure for two reasons in particular. First of all, 
because it points up a promising path for prac-

34 For a discussion of this point, see Waquet, 2015.
35 As attested by this passage by anthropologist Claude 
Lévi-Strauss: "I succeeded in representing the very com-
plex transformations I wanted to bring to light only at the 
end of an undertaking that was both manual and intellec-
tual. With cardboard, paper and string, I built three-di-
mensional models, for many of my diagrams are only 
two-dimensional projections. One of these models, near-
ly a meter high, hung from the ceiling of the Laboratory 
for Social Anthropology like a Calder mobile for several 
months until it fell apart." De près et de loin, Conversations 
avec Claude Lévi-Strauss (Eribon, 1991).
36 This is what Tim Ingold proposes: "Could certain 
practices of art, for example, suggest new ways of doing 
anthropology? If there are similarities between the ways 
in which artists and anthropologists study with the wor-
ld, then could we not regard the artwork as a result of so-
mething like an anthropological study, rather than as an 
object of such study?” (Ingold, 2013, p. 9).
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37 As a follow-up to the debate about experimentation 
in ethnographic writing that was sparked by the publica-
tion of Writing Culture (Clifford & Marcus, 1986) or more 
broadly as part of current efforts to decompartmentalize 
"science and the arts" (Becker, 2009; Debaene, 2010;  
Jablonka, 2014).
38 On the figure of the investigative artist, see Foster, 
1996, and a critical rereading thereof in Duperrex, 2019. 
See also Kreplak et al, 2011.
39 For an overview of this subject, see Demanze, 2019.
40 A movement similar to what occurs in collaboration 
between designers and humanities researchers in the field 
of digital humanities (Burdick et al., 2012; Masure, 2017).

tice-based research in design, following on from 
the conduct of surveys—a means of producing 
knowledge which I think designers in search of 
academic legitimacy ought to be acquainted with 
or reminded of. But also because this approach 
is part of a broader context that goes beyond de-
sign: namely the debate between the “creative 
social sciences,” which seek to invent novel and 
unique modes of representation of social pheno-
mena,37 and the growing interest in investigation 
in artistic fields like contemporary art38 and litera-
ture.39 In the wake of film, photography and lite-
rature, design is thus positioning itself as another 
key agent of renewal for the scientific world. The 
growing importance of field research also attests 
to the emergence of new avenues for research and 
the budding prospects for a type of design that mo-
ves away from creating everyday objects.40 It also 
brings us back to the question of the knowledge 
produced by these creative investigations, what 
Francesca Cozzolino calls “sensitive knowledge,” 
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in order to materialize the processes and practices 
that turn art and design into sensitive knowledge 
of a new kind (Cozzolino, 2017).
 While the applied arts are renewing field in-
vestigations, its practices and objectives, a major 
challenge remains: How do we conduct rigorous 
investigations? How are we to assess the quality 
of an investigation? Let us reiterate here that the 
processes underlying these investigations, like 
the methodology of research endeavors in the na-
tural and social sciences, are just as important as 
reporting on the findings. The investigative desi-
gner’s processes depend on the choice of a set of 
hypotheses or constraints—including specified 
observation procedures and forms of rendering 
and presentation—that can be made explicit, e.g. 
by specifying the sources of theoretical, metho-
dological or artistic inspiration on which they are 
based. The examples described above are cases in 
point: Julian Bleecker’s project is not the upshot of 
a sudden, spontaneous choice, for it is about rein-
terpreting a sociological study and capitalizing 
on cutting-edge technology to reformulate that 
study in a revealing way. The above-mentioned 
bestiary of imaginary creatures as an allegorical 
portrayal of the invasive omnipresence of electro-
magnetic waves is based on the history of the bes-
tiary as a situated form of knowledge and on its 
choice of forms as a means of elucidating moral 
issues, much the way fantastical creatures were 
employed for moralizing purposes in the Middle 
Ages. These two investigations by designers draw 
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their epistemic validity in large measure from the 
fact that they form part of a specific intellectual 
trajectory and offer well-reasoned arguments for 
their creative choices. However, this is not always 
the case. The methodological, scientific and ar-
tistic references and analogies underlying many 
of these projects remain tacit or are described, if 
at all, only within the investigating team. Investi-
gative designers would be well advised to make 
them explicit if they wish to underscore the epis-
temic quality of their work. The analogical reaso-
ning underlying their work is a key element of its 
rigor—always provided that it is made plain.
 Lastly, it should be stressed that the existence 
and growing appeal of these projects does not 
mean they can do without any accompanying text: 
the means of production, analysis and presenta-
tion of investigation materials are, as a rule, com-
plementary. Design creations as “intermediate 
objects” are enriched by a written exposition of the 
designer’s choices with regard to the four aspects 
discussed above. Absent such a text, we are liable 
to find ourselves faced with a spontaneous inves-
tigation that may well be interesting and unusual, 
but insufficiently elucidated for a peer assessment 
of its conceptual and analytical rigor.
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THE FUTURE OF  
CREATIVE INVESTIGATION

The advent of investigative design41 comes at an 
opportune time, for its approach corresponds to 
new questions, debates and currents in research 
in the humanities and social sciences. Without at-
tempting an exhaustive treatment that would go 
beyond the scope of these concluding remarks, it 
would seem relevant to point out two promising 
paths for practice-based research.
 Creative-investigative approaches are parti-
cularly relevant to fields of study that are related 
to digital technologies and cultures. In the first 
instance, because information and communica-
tion technologies are one means of revitalizing 
historical, sociological, literary and geographic 
investigation. But also because several current 
fields of research make use of them: in particu-
lar, the “digital humanities,” which draw on di-
gital resources and analytical and display tech-

41 One recent development involves new education 
pro grams like the Design Investigation Studio at Die An-
gewandte in Vienna: https://designinvestigations.at/
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nologies, among other things, to revolutionize 
approaches to history, linguistics, archaeology 
and art history.42 Likewise, computational social 
science is enriching the methods of sociological 
inquiry with tools for collecting, processing and 
displaying digital data in order to understand, 
analyze and model social phenomena. Also wor-
th mentioning in this regard is media archaeolo-
gy, which studies new and emerging media, such 
as smartphones and smart speakers, by exami-
ning precursors, however curious or strange they 
may be, to nuance the received view of history as 
one of linear evolutionary continuity.
 These three fields, although distinct in terms 
of their hypotheses and theoretical frameworks, 
constitute suitable testing grounds for the forms 
of creative investigation discussed in this book. 
One important aspect of their approaches is in-
deed combining investigation techniques, the ex-
ploration of materials, and forms of presentation 
that are accessible and shareable even outside re-
search communities, e.g. by using data displays, 
unusual formalizations and interactive devices. 
For, although researchers in the humanities and 
social sciences are equipped with conceptual, his-
torical, reflective and methodological tools, their 

42 Among the myriad projects of this kind, see e.g. Terra 
Forma: Manuel de cartographies potentielles (Aït-Touati et 
al., 2019), the Critical Zones exhibition at the ZKM (Latour 
and Weibel, 2020) and Feral Atlas (Tsing et al., 2020).
43 Following on in particular from the work and proposi-
tions of researchers like Donna Haraway (2020) and Anna 
Tsing (2017).
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relation to the creation of processes or forms of 
presentation, and more broadly to the construc-
tion of a point of view rooted in a material prac-
tice, doesn’t always live up to the ambitions of the 
three fields in question. This is where the inves-
tigative designer’s expertise and know-how can 
enrich their approaches.
 A second promising domain for the forms of 
creative investigation presented here is “Anthro-
pocene studies,” an interdisciplinary field looking 
into human influence past and present on the geo-
logy and biology of planet Earth. Recent years 
have seen the emergence of a great many works at 
the confluence of the social and natural sciences 
that bear directly on the environment, from an-
thropology to ecology and geography, on the one 
hand, and design or art, on the other. So these two 
creative fields of endeavor are often called in to 
revamp or redesign scientific approaches in these 
academic disciplines—and to heighten our awar-
eness of the world, our attention and sensitivity 
to it, to broaden our perspectives and reinvigo-
rate our understanding of it.43 But these fields also 
seek to understand the world through sensitive, 
unusual and purpose-built forms.
 Depending on the project, this may go in 
three different directions. First, it may involve new 
ways of documenting the world and its upheavals, 
as in the aforementioned Italian Lime project (cf. 
Fig. 8) or the many “citizen science projects” and 
other participant inquiries that seek to enable lay 
volunteers to describe and understand environ-
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mental changes (global warming, loss of biodiver-
sity, pollution).
 A second axis concerns the materialization 
of scenarios and possible trajectories, presented 
in the form of speculative design or “design fic-
tion” projects. A case in point is the projects of de-
sign students at Die Angewandte (University of 
Applied Arts Vienna) addressing future lifestyles 
and human-environmental relations in the Aus-
trian Alps in the medium term, based on inquiries 
into the past and present practices of mountain 
populations.44 The aim of this speculative work is 
to go beyond mere description or prediction in or-
der to mull over imaginary scenarios and rethink 
our relationship to the environment.
 The third axis more specifically concerns in-
vestigations carried out by designers in contact 
with other disciplines and oriented towards in-
terventions, i.e. designing services, architecture, 
products, interfaces or town and country plan-
ning with a view to addressing and, ideally, miti-
gating environmental issues.
 In these three areas, as in research currents 
related to digital technologies and cultures, inves-
tigative design is all the more relevant since some 
of these endeavors seek to broaden views that 
have historically been too reductionist and take a 
constructive and participatory approach to the is-
sues involved, which are all too often left to spe-

44 Discussed in the book After Abundance: A Speculation 
on Climate Change in the Alps, by Anab Jain and Thomas 
Geisler (2018).
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cialists. Investigative designers’ know-how and 
broad, inclusive points of view make for presen-
tations of investigative findings that say more to a 
lay public, so they can provide invaluable tools for 
a necessary—and duly nuanced—reflection on en-
vironmental issues. They can produce knowledge 
or take action through concrete projects.
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