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Introduction

Product designers need a comprehensive understanding of research methods as their day-to-day work routinely involves them observing people, asking questions, searching for information, making and testing ideas, and ultimately generating solutions to problems. The act of research is manifest in the design process. Product designers and companies fully acknowledge the importance of research in their work – indeed, the design research methods and particular approaches that a designer or company chooses will often differentiate them from others and provide distinctive advantages for their practice, organization, stakeholders and clients.

Product design is now a global phenomenon; competition for work today transcends physical, national and cultural borders, and the complex global challenges such as ageing populations, disruptive technologies, economic instabilities and inequalities, conflict and displacement, and environmental degradation and injustices mean that product designers have to offer far more in terms of research expertise than ever before.

The traditional Western perspective on design is that it shapes products to make them easier to use and manufacture, to make them more attractive to consumers, and to add status and create value. Since the first edition of this book was published in 2013 there has been a shift in how we understand and discuss design and its ability to contribute to the world we live in. Central to this transformation is how we define design and the development of new fields or contexts for design practice and research. Service design, design for social innovation and planet-centred design, along with an ever-expanding range of interdisciplinary collaborations, are all significant drivers of this paradigm shift.

Huge technological advances in information, computing and manufacturing processes also offer enormous opportunities to product designers, such as the development of ‘intelligent’ and integrated products, services and systems, although these also create fresh challenges and raise important research questions that need to be dealt with. Product designers are, in many ways, well placed to address these challenges because of the manner in which they apply their design thinking to problems.

This book helps you to conduct effective, ethical and useful research in order to create better products that users will find pleasure in. It also invites you to consider that design is not just an activity motivated by commercial gain: it can also be about addressing questions of reflection and change, as well as criticizing or commenting on prevailing social structures and emergent technologies.

This book demonstrates, in a clear, highly visual and structured fashion, how research methods can support product designers and help them address the very real issues the world faces today. Research methods are a somewhat neglected subject in many product design courses around the world. The key goal of this book, therefore, is to introduce students and early career practitioners to the variety of research methods and tools that can be used, as well as ideas about how and when to deploy them effectively. It contains a number of new and existing methods that will enable you to investigate people, form, lifestyles, services, tools and processes in ways that will make your work more useful and more delightful for the intended audience. The book seeks to instil the value of research, helping you to develop the skills to research, ideate, communicate and deliver products that are just and equitable, and socio-culturally, politically and environmentally aware.

Each method is illustrated in the book with real-world examples in the form of case studies, tutorials and professional advice, all backed by rich visual imagery. The book covers qualitative and quantitative research methods, ethnography, mapping, trend forecasting, cultural diversity, video diaries, cultural probes and many other methods from the wide spectrum of contemporary product design. Interspersed throughout the book are several double-page ‘how to’ features. These cover the key activities that form the chapter headings of the book, namely Looking, Learning, Asking, Making (Prototyping), Testing, Evaluating and Selecting, and Communicating. The chapter headings themselves provide a clear, structured and informative resource for any product designer involved in research, be that within an educational, industrial or social context.

WHY READ THIS BOOK?

This book is aimed at design students, early career practitioners and those looking for an introduction to the techniques and methods of product design research. It will provide you with a comprehensive, relevant and visually rich insight into the world of research methods specifically aimed at product designers, while also proving useful for designers from other disciplines. The collection of practical case studies and tutorials will inform, help and inspire you to conduct research that will improve the processes, products, services and systems that you will design in the future.
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