Design Research

METHODS AND PERSPECTIVES

Brenda Laurel, editor

The MIT Press
Cambridge, Massachusetts
London, England




The Paradox
of Design Research

The Role of Informance
BONNIE MCDANIEL JOHNSON

Design research is inherently paradoxical: it is both imaginative and empirical. It
cannot be simply empirical because the “typical” consumers that researchers need
to understand are rarely able to articulate their needs ©47 DISHMAN.

Design researchers must go beyond what they can find: to see more than
is visible, and to learn more than can be heard. Accordingly, design research is an
act of imagination, just as much as design itself ©23 IRELAND. Yet it must also be
grounded in empirical evidence, for no business manager wants to think that the
research on which her profits depend is made up in the research department.

The metaphor of consumers as tribes of culturally unknown people has
influenced much of design research today. Hence, ethnographic field methods and
other techniques used by anthropologists provide disciplined approaches for
research. The goal of ethnography is to understand what is foreign to one's own
world view ©30 PLOWMAN. Some have used the expression “empathetic design” to
express a more ambitious goal of seeing a situation internally; that is, as potential
consumers will see it [Leonard and Rayport 1997].

The goal of “informance” (and its cousins, performance ethnography and
design improvisation) goes beyond understanding consumers’ culture or even hav-
ing an “inside” understanding of consumers. Its goal is to create, through perform-
ance, characters that can speak about their world, express informed opinions
about product features, answer questions about design possibilities, and even
design products. Informance is a set of techniques in which actors and/or
researchers study what is known about consumers and role-play potential con-
sumers ©41 DISHMAN, ©49 LAUREL. Informance subsumes both ethnography and
empathy. It begins with ethnographic study—questioning and observing people in
particular consumer segments. Researchers move on to interpreting their data
through empathy: seeing situations, uses, and elements as the studied consumers
would see them. The next step is informance itself: acts of pretending which trans-
form empathy into action.

pretending has value in many ways for design researchers. It is a way of
Jearning. Just as children pretend to be moms, dads and firemen as a way of learn-
ing how to be adults, researchers can learn how the world works for the people
they pretend to be. It is a way of changing oneself. As people can change their neg-
ative moods by pretending that they are happy, researchers can change their atti-
tudes and see values where they would not have otherwise imagined them.
Perhaps most important, pretending allows researchers to give a voice to their
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