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Interrogating the
Value of Design
Research for Change

Paul A. Rodgers , Francesco Mazzarella
and Loura Conerney
Lancaster University, Lancaster, UK

ABSTRACT This paper examines different types of
value created by design research in the UK. Given
the significant economic, social and environmental
challenges we currently face, funding bodies and
governments are increasingly concerned with
assessing the value and impact of design research.
The value generated by design research is not always
clearly articulated by the academic community and
understood by the public. With this in mind, this
paper examines a sample of 67 projects that traverse
conceptual, disciplinary and methodological
boundaries representing the spread of contemporary
design research in the UK. The paper presents an
innovative 4-leaf value model that integrates different
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value theories from economics, sustainable development,
and the social sciences. The paper highlights that design
research plays a significant role in generating social, cultural,
economic and environmental change, outlines synergies
between the different types of value produced, and identifies
gaps for design researchers to focus on in future years.

KEYWORDS: design value, design research, change, Arts and
Humanities Research Council (AHRC)

Introduction

+
Researchers and practitioners in design – thanks to their
skills in creative thinking, analysis, synthesis, and visualiza-
tion – are well equipped to tackle the complex environmen-

tal, economic, social, and cultural challenges of the present and
future world (Nesta 2017). Through their design interventions (i.e.
new products, services, systems, and environments), researchers
and practitioners make a significant contribution to a nation’s econ-
omy. Furthermore, design research contributes to other disciplines in
and beyond the creative industries and supports industrial competi-
tiveness, innovation, knowledge, skills, and social policy (Press
2011). For example, many forms of contemporary design research in
the UK focus on activating change in social, cultural, economic, and
environmental contexts. Design research projects contribute new
and useful knowledge and understanding in a range of contexts. For
example, the contribution that design research projects make in
improving health and wellbeing has been extensively studied and
includes the design of better healthcare environments and designed
interventions to enhance social inclusion. All of this knowledge and
understanding benefits design researchers and others through the
development of more effective research methodologies and tools
that enrich people living and working in the UK and elsewhere
(Crossick and Kaszynska 2016; Rodgers 2018a). Furthermore, new
frameworks for collaboration are encouraging designers to work as
cultural intermediaries between researchers and practitioners in dif-
ferent fields, cutting across disciplinary and methodological bounda-
ries (Sanders 2006). Whilst interdisciplinarity is highly valued and
common amongst design practice and research as is the innovative
way in which designers work with other researchers in different disci-
plines – such as scientists, ergonomists, psychologists, sociologists,
to name but a few – the question of how design research draws
value from other subject areas whilst also generating value of its own
remains a critical issue of debate for the academic design community
(Borja de Mozota, Valentine, and Nelson 2016). Given the rapidly
changing context in which design operates, it has become increas-
ingly difficult to clearly assess and articulate the multi-faceted value
that design research can generate. Furthermore, although the value
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of design has been object of several studies (Danish Design Centre
2001; Rae 2013; Westcott et al. 2013; Cooper, et al. 2016; Design
Council 2007; 2018), such research mostly focuses on the strategic
role of design in managing businesses and organizations, and in this
context the term ‘value’ is used mostly in quantitative terms in rela-
tion to economic competitiveness. Rather than focusing solely on
economic aspects of design, this paper adopts a more holistic
approach and aims at interrogating the different types (i.e. social, cul-
tural, economic, and environmental) of value that design research
can create towards enacting positive change.

Design Research in the UK
The foundation of the Design Research Society in the 1960s marked
the beginning of formal research pursuits in the UK by the likes of
Bruce Archer, John Chris Jones and others. It is only in the last dec-
ade and a half, however, that significant opportunities to fund and
develop design research have become more widespread. The estab-
lishment of the Research Assessment Exercise – RAE (later replaced
by the Research Excellence Framework – REF) in 1986 and the
creation of the Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC)
in 2005 has opened up considerable funding opportunities for
design research.

On the other hand, in the current climate where governments are
applying strict austerity measures in relation to public funding, it is
becoming increasingly relevant for them to reconsider what sectors
are ‘worth’ investing public money in. In the UK, the ‘Report of the
Machinery of Government Committee’ – also known as the ‘Haldane
Report’ published by the Ministry of Reconstruction (1918) in the
aftermath of the Great War – set out a series of principles for evi-
dence-based policy making. Just over a century later, the Haldane
Report offers us an excellent opportunity to reflect and make com-
parisons with how research funding has been utilized over the last
century. The Haldane Report set out a number of principles to
ensure that excellence is the main criterion for investing in research
conducted in the best interests of the country with decisions on
which research projects to fund made by experts. Over 100 years
later, the Haldane Report is still relevant today due to the complex
economic, social, and political challenges we currently face, and
given that such funding bodies are increasingly concerned with
measuring the impact and value of research. For instance, the results
of the REF are used every year to allocate around £1.6 billion to
higher education research institutes in the UK (Higher Education
Funding Council for England 2015). Given that 20% of this funding is
allocated on the basis of impact, there is a need for robust, fair and
transparent assessment processes (Policy Institute at King’s 2016).

In the current climate of austerity, there are pressures for govern-
ments to prioritize what are deemed to be essential components of a
functioning society, such as the national health service, national
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defence against terrorism attacks, advanced research into non-car-
bon resources, infrastructures for public transport, affordable hous-
ing, and general education. Given these priority areas, Bate (2011)
shows that governments’ funding for research in art and design is
decreasing, since the ‘value for money’ or ‘public benefit’ of such
research has been difficult to demonstrate. It is generally easier for
the public to grasp the value of scientific research (in sectors such as
medicine, biochemistry, and others) whose aim may be to find treat-
ments for certain diseases or develop new materials and techniques
for solving environmental issues. On the other hand, the value of
design research can be difficult to articulate because it often entails
intangible outcomes which are difficult to measure in quantitative
terms, and whose impacts often take a long time to become mani-
fest. Furthermore, the design processes undertaken to develop
innovative products and services often involve a multitude of actors
and hence it becomes difficult to isolate design as a function and
clearly define all the contributors and beneficiaries from this type of
work. With this in mind, while governments are obviously account-
able for how taxpayers’ money is spent, Bate (2011, 6) argues for
the need to adopt alternative ways of assessing the value of research
in the arts and humanities. Indeed, quantitative measures in eco-
nomic terms are often inappropriate to capture the ‘…messy, debat-
able and unquantifiable but essentially human dimensions of life,
such as history, beauty, imagination, faith, truth, goodness, justice
and freedom’. To address the challenge of identifying appropriate
methodologies and evidence methods for assessing the value of arts
and culture to individuals and society, Crossick and Kaszynska
(2016) have clearly articulated the need for using a wide range of
both qualitative and quantitative methods, drawn from social scien-
ces, economics, as well as medicine, and adopting multi-criteria
analyses that span the depth and breadth of multi-faceted areas of
research, such as design.

A Review of the Concept of ‘Value’
In the current design literature, it is difficult to find an agreed defin-
ition of the concept of ‘value’ (Borja de Mozota, Valentine, and
Nelson 2016). Moreover, there are different types of value depending
on the context one is studying. In dictionary terms, for example, the
word ‘value’ has its origins in the old French term ‘valoir’, meaning
‘be worth’, deriving from the Latin ‘valere’. According to the Oxford
English Dictionary, ‘value’ is defined as ‘the regard that something is
held to deserve; the importance, worth, or usefulness of something’,
‘the material or monetary worth of something’, as well as ‘the worth
of something compared to the price paid or asked for it’. These defi-
nitions show that value is generally conceived from an economic per-
spective, like in the expression ‘value for money’, which is used in
relation to commodities, to indicate something quantifiable that can
be exchanged in the market, and assessed in terms of ‘economic
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impact’. Another definition considers value as ‘principles or stand-
ards of behaviour; one’s judgement of what is important in life’. From
this perspective, more aligned with the social sciences and philoso-
phy, the term is generally used in its plural form, as in the case of the
values that people internalize from their parents or members of the
groups they belong to. The term ‘value’ is also used in other subject
areas, such as Maths (to mean ‘the numerical amount denoted by
an algebraic term, a magnitude, quantity, or number’), Music (to
denote ‘the relative duration of the sound signified by a note’), and
Linguistics (to define ‘the meaning of a word or other linguistic unit’,
‘the quality or tone of a spoken sound’ as well as ‘the sound repre-
sented by a letter’). Furthermore, as a verb, ‘to value’ is used to
‘estimate the monetary worth of’ something, to ‘consider (someone
or something) to be important or beneficial’ and to ‘have a high opin-
ion of’ someone.

Building on these general definitions of the term ‘value’, we
have reviewed different value theories from the disciplinary areas of
economics, sustainable development and social sciences, and
articulated the different types (i.e. social, cultural, economic, and
environmental) of value that design research can generate, as
described in the following sections.

Social Value
According to Judge and Kammeyer-Mueller (2011), ‘social value’
refers to the contribution to the individual and collective happiness
and wellbeing of a well-functioning society. Social value can be
defined as improvement to the quality of life, especially for marginal
groups of people who aspire for ‘longer-term, humanistic, and more
sustainable ways of living’ (Sanders and Simons 2009, 1). This type
of value can be created through collaborative design processes (for
instance, co-creation workshops where people make things
together) aimed at enabling social interactions, integration, and
empowerment (Hirscher, Mazzarella, and Fuad-Luke 2019). On the
other hand, Sanders and Simons (2009) highlight that engaging peo-
ple in such social value co-creation processes is challenging as it
requires face-to-face participation, real-time interaction, and align-
ment towards a common goal. Within the scope of this journal art-
icle, we refer to social value not only as the individual value gained by
a single person (e.g. a researcher) to develop skills and knowledge
or enhance his/her personal fulfilment through academic career
development, but also as the collective knowledge or value gener-
ated by members of a community to benefit the community itself
(e.g. the academy, the design research community, etc.). In this
regard, we also refer to the ability to develop ‘social impact’ across
diverse groups of people (e.g. project participants, funders, users,
clients, and other stakeholders) involved in the research.
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Cultural Value
‘Cultural value’ refers to the worth attributed to activities involving
design, arts and culture, and their contribution to individuals, groups
of people, and local, regional, national and international audiences.
The concept of cultural value has been the subject of several studies
including the AHRC-funded ‘Cultural Value Project’ (Crossick and
Kaszynska 2016), which has expanded the definition of the term to
consider a wide range of cultural practices, including not only the
subsidized cultural sector, but also commercial, amateur and partici-
patory practices which provide most people with cultural engage-
ment. The ‘Cultural Value Project’ has demonstrated that cultural
engagement through arts and design research contributes to a
greater shaping of reflective individuals, enhanced citizen engage-
ment, and building peace and reconciliation after wars and conflicts.
Another important element of cultural value is the knowledge gener-
ated through design research and practice, for instance ‘the tacit
knowledge embodied in social processes’ (Arvidsson 2009, 17) as
well as the intangible assets of a company, such as patents and
intellectual property rights. Design research can also create cultural
value through participatory learning experiences that enhance individ-
uals’ abilities to gain skills, knowledge and awareness. In this regard,
design education plays a crucial role in nurturing ‘creativity, inventive-
ness, problem solving and practical intelligence’ (Mazzarella 2018,
18) as well as shaping conscious citizens of the world we live in and
change-makers towards future prosperity. Moreover, Fletcher and
Grose (2012) recommend that designers should also trigger systemic
cultural change, shifting our worldviews from a culture focused on
quantity towards one grounded on quality as a catalyst for sustain-
able consumption.

Economic Value
The term ‘economic value’ is mainly used in the economic literature
to indicate the value generated through monetary exchange.
Economic value also refers to the business opportunities or new
business models that (design) research can generate, for example
through practices of knowledge exchange with industries and organi-
zations (Research England 2019). According to Rae (2013), design
can generate economic value in terms of brand expression, solving
unmet user needs, developing better customer experiences, rethink-
ing strategies, expanding markets through personal development
and user understanding, as well as cost reduction. Several studies
(Design Council 2007; 2018) have also investigated how businesses
use and understand design and have assessed the economic value
added through design in terms of improving sales, profits, turnover
and growth. For example, the DMI Design Value Scorecard
(Westcott et al. 2013) has been developed by the Design
Management Institute and Motiv Strategies as a market index to
track the performance of design-focused companies in relation to
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the Standard & Poor’s (S&P) 500 over time. Another framework to
assess the economic value of design is the Design Value System
(DVS), which comprises the Design Value Index (used to communi-
cate the value of investment in design), the Design Maturity Matrix
(aimed at evaluating the maturity of design organizations), and the
Design Value Map (used to benchmark the areas in which design
adds value). However, within the scope of this journal article framed
around design research for change, we consider also alternative
forms of economic exchange – of time, skills, knowledge – which
relate to the ‘ethical economy’ (Arvidsson 2009) as well as
‘transitional and alternative exchange economies’ (Hirscher and
Fuad-Luke 2013).

Environmental Value
‘Environmental value’ refers to the contribution to protecting biodiver-
sity and ecological systems, considering the negative impacts on
human wellbeing and the sustainable use of resources (Paehike
2000). The principles of environmental value are grounded on the
notion of sustainable development, as defined in the Brundtland
Report as the ‘development that meets the needs of the present
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their
own needs’ (World Commission on Environment and Development
1987, 44). Sustainability principles are the foundation for the current
global framework for international cooperation, driven by the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development and the UN 17 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), which are a call for action for all coun-
tries towards ecological, social, cultural, and economic flourishing
(United Nations 2016). With these global challenges in mind, design
research is increasingly concerned with addressing issues related to
clean water and sanitation, affordable and clean energy, climate
change, life on land and below water, to name but a few SDGs
(ibid.). Consequently, design research is shifting its focus from tech-
nology, products and processes, towards large-scale system level
change (Ceschin and Gaziulusoy 2016). For instance, an increasing
number of design research projects is aimed at creating environmen-
tal value through fostering responsible production and consumption,
building resilient infrastructures, promoting inclusive and sustainable
industrialization and innovation, and shaping thriving communities
and cities.

Design Research Value Model
Based on the above definitions, we have developed a Design
Research Value Model that enables design scholars and practitioners
– as well as funding bodies and the general public – to identify and
describe the different types of value (i.e. social, environmental, eco-
nomic, and cultural) generated in a range of design research project,
as shown in Figure 1.
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The Value of Design Research
In recent years, in the academy we have gathered substantial evi-
dence of the value generated by design research in areas such as
declining crime statistics, sustainable urban planning, cutting-edge
healthcare and manufacturing technologies, showcasing historical
artefacts and opening up new markets through the development of
commercial products (Press 2011). Design research can make a sig-
nificant contribution to improving health and wellbeing, generating
sustainable cities and communities, as well as producing economic
impact through collaboration with a complex ecology of talented
people working in the creative industries. As Press suggests (2011,
170), ‘… in their pursuit of a more beautiful, useable and understand-
able world, art and design researchers provide essential pathways to
a better and more economically sustainable future’.

Segapeli (2014) has clearly articulated how design research brings
value and meaning to society, through technology, context, uncer-
tainty, synthesis, and co-creation. In particular, Norman (2010),
argues that human needs arise from the integration of technologies
into people’s lives, and product innovation is driven by technology.
Besides Norman’s (2010) emphasis on the value of technology,
Press (2011) argues for the importance of also looking backward to
rescue traditional, and often forgotten, processes and techniques,
which may enrich technological innovations. Instead, Thackara
(2005) critically questions the value that technology adds to our daily
lives; he challenges our technology-centred economic system and
argues for the need to design a people-centred world, a lighter one
in which we rely more on people and less on stuff. According to
Kolko (2011), the value of design research also lies in the process of

Figure 1.
Design research value model that enables the plotting of different design research
projects in relation to the types of value they create.
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synthesis, which aims at making sense of the insights gathered
through ethnographic research into human behaviours. The process
of synthesis links the problem finding phase with the design process
in order to solve problems through innovations that add value to
society. Moreover, Sanders and Simons (2009) emphasize the value
of co-creation for driving social change by providing people (those
who will directly benefit from the results) with tools for communica-
tion and creativity. From this perspective, social value co-creation
implies the designer – playing the role of a facilitator – to be empathic
towards those affected by any change, and to acknowledge that
everyone is creative and has the ability to solve issues, especially
those directly affecting them. Although there is widespread recogni-
tion of the value of design, research (Cooper, et al. 2016) has shown
that companies locate the value in different steps of the innovation
ladder (from non-design, design as styling, design as process
through to design as strategy). In this regard, it seems that compa-
nies find it somehow difficult to measure the return on investment
made on design due to the conceptual and practical issue of dis-
cerning design from other factors contributing to innovation.

Methodology: 67 Case Studies of UK Design
Research Projects
In order to unpack the different types of value generated by design
research, we analysed 67 case studies of UK design research proj-
ects based on a dataset held in the UKRI Gateway to Research
(GtR) repository, developed as part of the Innovation and Research
Strategy of the UK Government’s Department for Business,
Innovation and Skills (BIS). To collect data, we undertook desk-
based research on GtR, which returned over 20,000 research proj-
ects featuring the word ‘design’ in their title and/or abstract. To refine
the sample to a more accurate and manageable dataset, we consid-
ered also how each principal investigator has self-classified his/her
project using the word ‘design’ as research subject and/or topic.

This more precise search reduced the number of AHRC-funded
research projects to 359, covering the period from 2007 to 2021. All
of these 359 AHRC-funded design research projects were peer
reviewed by experienced UK-based design researchers who then
selected 67 of these projects to be exhibited as part of the ‘Design
Research for Change’ Showcase at the London Design Fair 2008
(Rodgers 2018b). Given the space limitations of this paper, here we
only focus on these 67 AHRC-funded design research projects which
span disciplinary, conceptual, geographical, and methodological
boundaries and were deemed by the showcase peer review panel as
a good representative sample of the breadth and depth of the con-
temporary design research landscape in the UK.

Based on this dataset, we undertook a process of content ana-
lysis aimed at drawing meanings from the description of the research
projects (Hsieh and Shannon 2005). In particular, we reviewed the
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abstracts of each of the 67 projects as submitted by their principal
investigator and reported on GtR. We deduced from the 67 abstracts
the themes of social, cultural, economic, and environmental value
derived from theory (as defined in Sections 2.1 to 2.4) and used as
initial a priori codes. Hence, we assigned one or more of the four
codes (i.e. social, cultural, economic, and environmental value) to
each of the 67 design research projects, based on the type of value
they generated (Table 1). Afterwards, adopting a content analysis
approach, we derived from the textual abstracts of the projects’ dif-
ferent sub-themes in relation to each of the four types of value
(Table 2).

Results: The Value of Design Research for Change
From the 67 AHRC-funded design research projects we analysed, it
is clear that design thought and action play significant roles in gener-
ating social, economic, cultural, and environmental change, as dis-
cussed further in the following sections of this journal article.

The Value of Design Research for Social Change
The majority of change (37%) in the 67 design research projects ana-
lysed here lies within social contexts. This social change covers areas
such as empowering people – especially disadvantaged groups – to
gain agency, improving the quality of their lives, and contributing to
social wellbeing through fostering social interactions. At a further
content analysis of the abstract of the 67 design research projects
as reported on GtR, we derived a range of sub-themes in relation to
the social type of value and we generated the word cloud in Figure 2
to visualize them; in this, the larger size of font was used to represent
the most recurring sub-themes.

It is evident that social design research is shifting its focus from
individual users towards communities (defined by interest, practice,
place, or other criteria) in order to generate collective value, address-
ing social issues while also fostering new social relationships. The
increasing interest of public bodies in supporting communities in
playing a more active role in society is clearly exemplified by the
‘Leapfrog: Transforming Public Service Consultation by Design’ pro-
ject. The project team involved hard to engage communities in co-
design processes resulting in a range of new consultations tools,
designed to be directly used by communities, who were encouraged
to appropriate and adapt the tools to fit their own needs (Figure 3
- left).

Moreover, within the context of design for social change, policy-
making is becoming a growing area of focus. In this regard, the ‘Co-
designing an Evaluation Framework for Designing in the Context of
Policy’ project was developed as part of an AHRC-funded research
fellowship at the Policy Lab, that is a team of civil servants in the
Cabinet Office of the UK government (Figure 3 - middle). The project
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brought new perspectives from design to the Policy Lab’s team to
help them critically assess their practice and clearly articulate their
contributions to policy issues and policy development processes.
Another emerging area of research is focused on the growing ageing
population and contributes to developing design interventions to
tackle health and wellbeing issues. For instance, the ‘Ludic Artefacts:
Using Gesture and Haptics (LAUGH) to Support Subjective Wellbeing
of People with Dementia’ project investigated handcraft and playful-
ness in relation to dementia (Figure 3 - right). As one of the outcomes
of the project, ludic artefacts (i.e. age appropriate toys, integrating

Figure 2.
Word cloud representing the sub-themes related to the social type of value emerg-
ing from the analysis of the 67 design research projects.

Figure 3.
A, B, and C. Examples of social design projects: (A) ‘Leapfrog: Transforming
Public Service Consultation’; (B) ‘Co-designing an Evaluation Framework for
Designing in the Context of Policy’ with illustration by Holly Macdonald; (C) ‘CATVR
by LAUGH TM Ludic Artefacts: Using Gesture and Haptics (LAUGH) to Support
Subjective Wellbeing of People with Dementia’.
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smart materials and digital technologies) were developed to support
the wellbeing of people living with dementia.

The Value of Design Research for Cultural Change
From the analysis of the 67 AHRC-funded design research projects,
it emerged that a large part (27%) of the sample generates cultural
value, meaning the worth contributed to individuals and societies by
artistic and cultural practices such as sound art, performance, and
storytelling, to name but a few. As shown in Figure 4, within the
scope of the 67 projects analysed here, cultural value refers mainly
to heritage as an asset which is getting lost in contemporary culture
and that design research is increasingly concerned with preserving
and revitalizing.

For example, cultural value is created by the ‘Hidden Florence:
Geo-Located Historical Walks in a Context-Aware Environment’ pro-
ject through the innovative medium of audio-walks delivered on site
through smartphone apps that enhance the lived experience and
material culture of historic public spaces (Figure 5 - left). Moreover, a
large part of the 67 design research projects generating cultural value
use archival studies as research method in a wide range of contexts.
For instance, the ‘Armenian Alphabet: Research into Historical Types
and the Development of New Digital Typefaces’ project proposes an
investigation into the traditional Armenian alphabet, which is funda-
mental to Armenian language, literature, religion and culture (Figure 5
- middle). At the current times in which Armenians live in different
parts of the world, they are struggling to keep their language and cul-
ture alive in their international communities, therefore the project

Figure 4.
Word cloud representing the sub-themes related to the cultural type of value
emerging from the analysis of the 67 design research projects.
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looked at preserving, digitalizing and revitalizing the unique
Armenian alphabet.

Other recurring sub-themes that emerged from the content ana-
lysis of the abstracts of the 67 design research projects analysed
here are related to user experience and access to traditional know-
ledge. For instance, the ‘VisitorBox: A Toolkit to Support Ideation of
Novel Visiting Experiences’ project tackled the challenge heritage
organizations face in accessing digital technologies (Figure 5 - right).
As one of its outcomes, the project contributed a toolkit that com-
bines physical ideation cards with a mobile app and web-based idea
repository to enable heritage organizations to rapidly generate and
share ideas for new visitor experiences.

The Value of Design Research for Economic Change
A relatively small portion (21%) of the sample of 67 design research
projects analysed here generates economic value, for instance
through the creation of new business opportunities or new business
models that emerge from knowledge exchange between academic
research teams and industries or other types of organizations.
Through the process of content analysis of the abstracts of the 67
design research projects reported in GtR, a range of sub-themes
emerged in relation to the economic type of value generated.

The word cloud in Figure 6 shows that economic value in the con-
text of the 67 AHRC-funded projects analysed here refers mostly to
employment opportunities in the creative economy. This is clearly
exemplified by the ‘Design Futures: Exploring Internationally
Comparative Product Design Methods to Meet Material Need,
Facilitate Entrepreneurship and Create Employment’ project that is
concerned with the lack of appropriate design training and education
in Official Development Assistance (ODA) recipient countries (Figure 7
- left). Integrating arts and humanities research methods in product
design, the project proposes novel ways to build on local crafts and

Figure 5.
A, B, and C. Examples of design research projects generating cultural value: (A)
‘Hidden Florence: Geo-Located Historical Walks in a Context-Aware Environment’;
(B) Armenian Alphabet: Research into Historical Types and the Development of
New Digital Typefaces’; (C) ‘VisitorBox: A Toolkit to Support Ideation of Novel
Visiting Experiences’.
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design expertise to contribute to emerging creative economies and
provide employment opportunities to tackle poverty.

Another significant type of economic value generated from the
design research projects analysed here is related to developing
technological innovations within enterprises. In this regard, the
‘FIREup: Fashion Innovation Research and Enterprise’ project acti-
vated four collaborations between academics and micro design-led
businesses in the field of fashion to integrate research methodologies
and innovation beyond the next season’s collection (Figure 7 - mid-
dle). For example, virtual design and 3D printing were incorporated
into the process of small batch design and production. Moreover,
from the process of content analysis conducted in relation to the
economic type of value, it resulted that manufacturing and construc-
tion processes are a significant area of focus within the sample of
the 67 AHRC-funded design research projects. For example, the

Figure 7.
A, B, and C. Examples of design research projects creating economic value: (A)
‘Design Futures: Exploring Internationally Comparative Product Design Methods to
Meet Material Need, Facilitate Entrepreneurship and Create Employment’; (B)
‘FIREup: Fashion Innovation Research and Enterprise’ with design by Michelle
Lowe-Holder and photograph by Polly Penrose; (C) ‘Extending the Potential for
the Digitally Printed Ceramic Surface’.

Figure 6.
Word cloud representing the sub-themes related to the economic type of value
emerging from the analysis of the 67 design research projects.
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‘Extending the Potential for the Digitally Printed Ceramic Surface’
project was aimed at revitalizing the UK ceramic industry and sup-
port regeneration in locations where ceramic manufacturing is active
(Figure 7 - right). By exploring the use of new materials, methods
and economics within a commercial context, the project contributed
to extending the use of digital laser printed transfer systems in large-
scale manufacturing.

The Value of Design Research for
Environmental Change
A somewhat surprising finding from the analysis of the 67 AHRC-
funded design research projects here presented is that only one of
these projects (i.e. 1.5% of our sample) was deemed to generate
environmental value. Within the context of these projects, environ-
mental value refers to making sustainable use of resources, contribu-
ting to protecting biodiversity and ecological systems (such as bees),
involving manufacturing processes (for instance in the fashion indus-
try) that reduce the negative impacts of human activity on the well-
being of society and the environment, as represented in the word
cloud in Figure 8.

The ‘SmART Cities and Waste: Developing an Arts-Led
Interdisciplinary Network for Waste Management and Treatment
Innovation’ project tackled the increasingly important issues related
to waste management that our rapidly urbanizing world face
(Figure 9). Through an international network of academics, artists,
scientists, practitioners, stakeholders, and end-users, the project
contributed to the sharing of good practice amongst different discip-
linary fields and to the identification of particular types of waste and

Figure 8.
Word cloud representing the sub-themes related to the environmental type of
value emerging from the analysis of the 67 design research projects.
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intervention points suitable for creative interdisciplinary solutions in
response to waste management.

Given the shortage of AHRC-funded projects generating environ-
mental value within the sample analysed here, we argue that design
research needs to concentrate and work much harder on the com-
plex environmental challenges of today’s and tomorrow’s world.

Synergistic Values Created by Design Research
for Change
After examining the different types (i.e. social, cultural, economic,
and environmental) of value generated by the sample of 67 AHRC-
funded design research projects, we used the Design Research
Value Model presented in Figure 1, to analyse the correlations
between different kinds of value and identify eventual gaps. In this
regard, Figure 10 shows that, beyond the creation of discreet types
of value, design research generates an interesting mixture of more
than one kind of value, with a majority of the 67 projects generating
socio-cultural value (12%).

For example, the ‘Woven Communities: The Warp and the Weft of
Scottish Vernacular Basketry’ project drew on heritage basketry
making activities to elicit social memories and enhance the wellbeing
of people with dementia; the project also contributed a policy docu-
ment for craft and design education that highlights the value of hand-
work for design thinking. Smaller numbers of projects contribute also
socio-economic value (9%), economic-environmental value (9%),
socio-environmental value (6%) and cultural-environmental value

Figure 9.
Example of design research project generating environmental value: ‘SmART
Cities and Waste: Developing an Arts-Led Interdisciplinary Network for Waste
Management and Treatment Innovation’.
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(4%). Among the projects that generate cultural-environmental value,
‘Telling the Bees’ – as well as its follow-on project ‘Hacking the
Bees’ – tackled environmental issues of global climate change and
the progressive loss of traditional knowledge such as that of bee-
keeping. Using making and drama, the project team developed a
range of interactive artefacts to engage children and adults in draw-
ing on the past, gaining new perspectives on the present environ-
ment and creating new narratives of a sustainable future. From the
analysis of the sample of 67 design research projects, it resulted also
that one project (i.e. ‘Culshaw and Sumners: A Victorian Architectural
Practice and Its Impact on Liverpool’s Built Environment’) contributes
value to culture (through rescuing archival knowledge), society (in
terms of urban growth), and economy (through the development of
new construction technologies). Moreover, one design research pro-
ject (that is ‘Community-led Heritage Regeneration in India’) collect-
ively generates all the four types of value, i.e. social (in terms of
enhancing community life), cultural (through heritage regeneration),
economic (in terms of urban growth) and environmental (contributing
to urban ecology). Instead, none of the projects we analysed resulted
to generate value at the intersection between the social, economic
and cultural type, neither at the intersection between the economic,
cultural and environmental kind of value.

Overall, our analysis shows that the value generated from our
sample of 67 design research projects is greater than the sum of all
its parts. In fact, most of the projects synergistically create more than
one type of value, and a total of 100 value contributions emerged
from the 67 projects we analysed here.

Figure 10.
The 67 design research projects plotted against the different types of value
they generate.
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Conclusions
Design researchers and practitioners contribute to a nation’s econ-
omy, support industrial competitiveness, innovation, knowledge,
skills, and social policy. Through collaboration with researchers and
practitioners across disciplinary fields, designers generate knowledge
which is applied also in other sectors, for instance in healthcare,
urban planning, engineering, computing, and business, to name but
a few. On the other hand, how design research draws value from
other disciplinary fields and at the same time creates value of its own
is a critical topic of debate within the academic design community.
Furthermore, governments and funding bodies are increasingly con-
cerned with measuring the impact of design research, posing the
need for fair, robust and transparent processes for assessing the
value of design research. It is often challenging to measure the intan-
gible outcomes of design research in quantitative terms, even
because impacts often take a long time to become manifest and
may be generated by a multitude of actors.

With these challenges in mind, building on different value theories
for economics, sustainable development and social sciences, we
have contributed an original Design Research Value Model, which
enables design researchers, funding bodies and the general public to
identify and articulate the significant roles that design research plays
in generating social, cultural, economic and environmental value. For
the purpose of this journal article, we have applied this 4-leaf model
to review a sample of 67 AHRC-funded design research projects
that transverse conceptual, disciplinary and methodological bounda-
ries and that represent the breadth and depth of contemporary
design research in the UK.

The article has revealed that the majority (37%) of the sample of
design research projects analysed here contributes to creating social
change. Within this context, this means empowering people (espe-
cially disadvantaged groups) to gain agency, enhancing the quality of
their lives, and improving social wellbeing through better social inter-
actions. Furthermore, it is clear that recent forms of social design
research have shifted the focus from individual users towards com-
munities with the aim to generate collective value, fulfil social needs
while also triggering new social relationships.

In terms of cultural value, 27% of the sample of design research
projects contribute to individuals and societies through artistic and
cultural practices such as sound art, performance, storytelling, and
others. Within the scope of the 67 design research projects analysed
here, cultural value refers mainly to heritage as an asset that is get-
ting lost in contemporary culture, and that design research is increas-
ingly concerned with preserving and revitalizing, for instance through
undertaking archival studies and developing digital innovations.

Over one in five of the 67 design research projects analysed here
generates economic value, in terms of employment opportunities in
the creative economy, and embedding technological innovations
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within enterprises and manufacturing businesses. For example, new
business opportunities or new business models are generated
through knowledge exchange between academic researchers and
industries or other types of organizations.

Surprisingly, only one of the 67 AHRC-funded design research
projects analysed in this journal article is deemed to create environ-
mental value, which here refers to making sustainable use of resour-
ces, protecting biodiversity and ecosystems, and adopting
production processes that reduce the negative impacts of human
activity on the wellbeing of society and the environment. This is a
result that design research needs to improve upon quickly and sub-
stantially in order to tackle the complex challenges of today’s and
tomorrow’s world.

Finally, the article has highlighted that most of the design research
projects synergistically create more than one type of value – generat-
ing an interesting mix of social, cultural, economic, and environmen-
tal value – and has identified lacunae for the design research
community to focus on in future years.
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