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There was a strange mix of pride and loss when my daughter started colouring in 

pictures. It marked a turning point from her process-centred delight in watching 

coloured traces appear behind her hand movements – magic! – to colouring within the 

lines, a subordination of process to the goal of creating a picture. Granted, the result 

was to produce recognisable images rather than scribbles, but something joyful was 

lost in the process. And as she has progressed in her skills, adding new tricks like the 

ability to draw different clothes, or to sketch braids, or draw people in profile, that 

mixed sense of achievement and entrapment has continued. For as she builds her 

palette of techniques the possibilities multiply, but the sense of freedom, of being able 

to explore outside her rehearsed procedures, seems difficult to recapture. It seems 

that the lines she colours within are no longer on the page, they’re in her mind. 

 

Just as learning the discipline of colouring in the lines helped my daughter achieve 

artistic representations, so learning some of the basic methods of Design can help 

designers achieve good results.1  But equally, just as learning drawing techniques has 

constrained or at least altered the joy, spontaneity, and range of results of my 

daughter’s drawing, so relying too much on known design techniques can dampen the 

freedom and innovation of designers. I believe we need to balance inclinations towards 

advocating expertise and standards in Design, which often seem to lead to calls for 

greater methodological discipline, with an appreciation for how great designs often 

seem to spring from indiscipline: a willingness to abandon understood methods, 

approaches, and even ideas about expertise and standards. At this point, particularly 

in discussions of design as a form of research, it seems the balance has swung too far 

towards calls for discipline, and I’d like to resist this. Indeed, I want to advocate a view 

in which indiscipline is one of the hallmarks of Design itself, and to celebrate this as a 

strength rather than any kind of vulnerability. 

 

••• 

 

Early in my studies for a PhD in Experimental Psychology, I devised and ran a study 

to see if familiarity increased preference for short melodies.  This involved asking the 

‘subjects’ of my experiment to rate how much they liked each of a collection of tunes 

that I had generated using a simple compositional algorithm. To control familiarity, I 
                                                             
1 I’m leaving questions about what good processes or results might be to one side here. 
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played some tunes many more times than others. To collect enough data to look for 

statistical differences between tunes, I had them rate each tune a number of times. To 

control for order effects (in which the rating for one tune might be affected by the tune 

that came before) I counterbalanced different sequences of tunes, which meant 

playing even more repetitions. By the time the ‘stimuli’ were rigorously arranged to 

pinpoint the possible effects for which I was looking, the total sequence was about two 

hours long. I left subjects in a soundproof booth, listening to the tunes over 

headphones and rating each one in a thick booklet of rating scales. Perhaps it is no 

surprise that when I returned, I often found them slumped over the desk, sound 

asleep, while the simple electronic melodies played on and on. I felt a bit guilty, but in 

the end I managed to collect the data I needed to test my hypothesis. 

 

A defining feature of scientific approaches to study is what I call epistemological 

accountability: in order to claim that an assertion is scientific, you have to be able to 

defend how you know it to be true2. This involves aligning theory, logic and data to 

construct an account that leads from observation to causal theory, an account that is 

consistent, unbroken, and resistant to alternative explanations. For the empirical 

sciences, methodology is a key player in constructing such an account. Perhaps the 

most common attack on the scientific status of a given assertion comes through its 

methodology – that the wrong kinds of data were collected, or in the wrong way, or 

that they were analysed wrongly.  Controversies dog even relatively well-known 

methods (should rating scales have five or seven alternative choices – or should they 

be continuous?). In such a context, it is far easier to rely on existing methodologies 

than to introduce genuinely new ones, to avoid having to engage with the 

epistemological battles that new ones incite.  Over time, then, a canon of 

methodologies develops and is propagated in curricula and publications, to be 

superseded only in the event of more profound conceptual revolutions in the domain. 

 

Epistemological accountability is not integral to design. To be sure, it can be useful to 

know the provenance of statements about the context for design (are you sure people 

really care about those things?) or the materials used in design (how heat resistant is 

that plastic?), or about a design’s reception (how much did people use it, and for how 

long?). The rigour with which such questions are answered is not definitional to design 

in the way that it is to science, however. Instead, design can be defined by the 

aesthetic accountability of its outputs.  Aesthetics here does not refer to a judgement 

of beauty, but to a holistic assessment whether a design ‘works’, functionally, 

conceptually, culturally, and aesthetically (in the more narrow sense). If an artefact 

                                                             
2 I am aware that this discussion reflects a cleaned-up version of what can be a much 
messier process of ‘doing science’, but this is a version often implied by scientists, and 
assumed by those who promote a view of design research based on ‘scientism’.  
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‘works’, then it is a good design, regardless of how it came to be. If it doesn’t work, it is 

not a good design, and may not be considered a design at all, no matter how systematic 

and well established the methods that gave it rise. 

 

One reason that science and design answer to different forms of accountability is that 

they produce different sorts of ‘facts’.  Science tends to make assertions about a world 

assumed to be objective, real, and unitary, so two incompatible accounts of the same 

phenomena cannot both be true. The ‘facts’ that design produces, in contrast, are the 

new entities and activities it brings into the world, and just as many different kinds of 

chairs can co-exist, so can many different perspectives on what chairs are, or on 

sitting as a human activity, or on the ways we might learn about such things. Science 

seeks to build unitary facts and theories, whereas design proliferates multiple ways of 

being in the world. So science uses a variety of means (described, for instance, by 

Bruno Latour) to strengthen the reality of facts and build fortifications around them, 

while design can rely on more jury-rigged assemblages to construct its facts, knowing 

that as long as they ‘work’, they can find their place among other alternatives. 

 

Understanding design as aesthetically accountable makes clear the extraordinary 

methodological flexibility that can be accessed in using it as a basis for research. If we 

embrace the idea that design is and should be judged by the quality of the results 

rather than the means used to achieve them, then we can develop design as a genuine 

and radical alternative to science in investigating the world. If we deny aesthetic 

accountability, on the other hand – perhaps because it is resistant to codification, and 

open to individual and subcultural differences of opinion – then it becomes tempting to 

introject the epistemological accountability of the sciences. And that, I suggest, would 

be a shame both because we risk subordinating ourselves as unsophisticated 

beginners at doing ‘real’ research, and – equally importantly – because we would miss 

a huge opportunity. 

 

••• 

 

What are the opportunities offered by embracing aesthetic rather than epistemological 

accountability as a basis for design research?  My colleagues and I have been 

exploring this over last decade or so, not least by developing a range of exciting (to us, 

at least) methods for design-led research.  For instance Cultural Probes – collections of 

playful tasks designed to elicit inspiring responses from people that are revealing of 

their lives and dreams – knowingly subvert scientific assumptions of reliability, 

replicability, comparability, generality, validity, and so on. Design Workbooks collect 

large numbers of proposals together to develop design spaces for consideration; the 

proposals themselves are purposefully left indicative and open rather than detailing 
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specific technologies or scenarios of use. We use documentary filmmakers to help us 

capture and assess our designs in the field, enjoying the ways their perspectives are 

overlaid on those of participants to create stories that are in no way answerable to 

criteria of objectivity, balance or representativeness.  We have extended this to work 

with other Cultural Commentators, including journalists and poets, to see our work 

refracted through their genres and individual styles. Overall, we have revelled in the 

space between fact and fiction, play and serious investigation, data and narrative in 

exploring how the meanings and potentials of computational devices can be 

appreciated. 

 

A funny thing has happened over the years that we’ve been doing this work, however. 

As we’ve tried these techniques, growing confident about their use – over many 

iterations in some cases – they’ve stablised in our research practice. Every filmmaker 

may differ and every set of Probes may be designed afresh, but deciding to run a Probe 

study or to work with a filmmaker to document a field trial is no longer a deeply 

experimental move within our practice. To be sure, we have occasionally sought to 

rethink these approaches – for instance, reconceiving Probes as unfinished 

storybooks, or as online experiences – but on the whole these methods have become 

genres of their own, part of our standard approach to pursuing a design-led research 

project.  Moreover, some of the methods have spread, and are not only used within 

other practices, but regularly taught to students.  It seems these methods have 

become part of a canon of approaches that defines, more or less explicitly, how design 

research should be approached and conceptualised.  

 

Of course I am largely pleased to find that the techniques developed by my colleagues 

and me have been found useful by others, not least because those techniques carry 

with them, at least to some extent, the subversive ethos of pursuing design research 

as a matter of aesthetic rather than epistemological accountability. Nonetheless, it is a 

bit sad to see our moments of methodological experimentation being taught to new 

design researchers, if that means that there is less freedom or motivation for their 

own risks and discoveries: it is uncomfortable to think of students being graded for 

their Probes. Just as my daughter’s growing repertoire of learned tricks for drawing 

braids, noses and dresses simultaneously represents a growth in ability and a 

decrease in autonomy, so the reification of our methods seems simultaneously to 

empower and enfeeble design research as a whole. Just as I want to make sure she still 

has the freedom to scribble or scrawl, so I want others to experience the mix of 

enthusiasm, risk and mischief I did when the idea for Cultural Probes emerged with 

Tony Dunne, over the course of a half-hour conversation in Amsterdam. Just as I want 

to avoid inheriting the methodological discipline of the sciences, so I want to avoid 

closing down the productive indiscipline of design. 
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* * * 

 

It should be clear from the examples I use that discipline and indiscipline tend to 

dance around each other, seldom if ever existing for long without their opposite. My 

daughter’s scribbles would go nowhere if they were never channelled by lines or 

drawing techniques; equally, those techniques become sterile without room for 

experimentation and appropriation. Design workbooks would be ephemeral as a 

method if they weren’t taught and reproduced; they maintain their ability to inspire 

when they are re-imagined and particularised. From this point of view, discipline is a 

matter of establishing boundaries around methodologies, creating areas of stability for 

consolidation, while indiscipline is a mechanism for transgressing those boundaries 

and allowing new territories to be explored. Both appear necessary. So while I am 

defending indiscipline here, this is not a call for anarchy. After all, to suggest that we 

should eschew the recognition and reification of successful methods and encourage 

practitioners to invent new forms of engagement for each situation they find would be 

madness.  Wouldn’t it? 


