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The purpose of design-directed research
This examination of the trajectory leads to a final question about the value of 
design-directed research’s findings. Swaffield (2006) highlights this issue in 
stating, ‘an argument can also be made that researchers and scholars who wish 
to claim “design” as research have an obligation … to explain in plain language 
what new knowledge their work has created’ (p 26). Arguably Swaffield’s (2006) 
framing  of ‘design’ is somewhat different syntactically. His statement and 
subsequent discussion understand design as a noun, bound up in a finished 
outcome, the point of contention related to claims of such work embodying 
research. But what of design as a method of research, as a process that is focused 
on those acts of designing for which this paper articulates a case?

Figure 3: Matthew Fontaine Maury’s 

1852 Wind and Current Chart for 

North Pacific series A, no. 7 (American 

Geographical Society Library Digital 

Map Collection: https://collections.

lib.uwm.edu/digital/collection/agdm/

id/1729/rec/6).
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Carter’s (2004a) detailed discussion is again helpful. Creative research does 
not produce straightforward answers. Instead, as Carter notes:

[C]reative research, respecting the materiality of thought – its localisation in the act of 

invention – has a different object. It studies complexity and it defends complex systems 

of communication against over-simplification. It explores the irreducible heterogeneity 

of cultural identity, the always unfinished process of making and remaking ourselves 

through our symbolic forms. Its success cannot be measured in terms of simplification 

and closure. Exploring the reinvention of social relations at that place does not produce 

a ‘discovery’ that can be generalised and patented. It is an imaginative breakthrough, 

which announces locally different forms of sociability, environmental interactivity and 

collective storytelling. (Carter, 2004a, p 13)

While creativity and design are often understood by their production of form-
based outcomes, the ‘imaginative breakthroughs’ Carter (2004a) calls for are 
embedded less in the methods used and artefacts generated and more in the 
conceptual possibility those methods and artefacts enable. In this sense, what 
designing ‘produces’ should not be seen as solving a problem (such as Owen would 
advocate) but rather as generating the pivot points by which ‘breakthroughs’ are 
triggered.6 Consequently its function is not to bring closure, but to instead open 
up its material so a myriad of prospects becomes possible. Law (2004) notes, 
in this orientation, ‘the ability to pose the questions is at least as important as 
any particular answers we might come up with’ (p 151). Rather than aspiring to 
identify firm intellectual ground to settle, the goal of such work is to identify where 
to continue or, as Carter (2004a) puts it, ‘make possible a new conversation’ (p 5).

In many senses, an inquiry directed by the use of design methods is often 
going over already tilled ground. But just as novel technologies are capable of 
extracting gold from already processed tailings, the anticipation is that newly 
emergent methods could offer possibility where other academic disciplines have 
moved on. 

It is important not to infer that designing alone might best engage with 
creative research. Law, Whatmore, Massey, Ingold and others who work in the 
humanities and social sciences similarly seek to incorporate creativity into their 
research. The point, however, is that research methodologies that enlist designing 
and creativity have a natural home in the design disciplines such as landscape 
architecture. Arguably, only from such an intimate stance of designing’s multiple 
dimensions can a case for the playful synthesis of other researchers’ findings be 
readily justified and encouraged, and skilfully undertaken. 

Opportunities for designing within wider university research settings continue 
to be significant, given the seemingly singular focus to date on analytical modes in 
preference to synthetic modes of research. Research from within the humanities, 
sciences and social sciences that examines pressing concerns related to identity, 
environment, urbanity and the anthropocene is a rich site for the design 
imperative that underpins landscape architecture. Similarly, design can underpin 
landscape architecture’s body of research, in which imaginative possibilities 
emerge from creative processes that explicitly ‘alloy’, ‘hybridise’, ‘meld’ and 
‘synthesise’ elements drawn from other positions, locations and practices.
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NOTES
1	 Obvious exceptions exist, of course, including Halprin (1965) and more recently 

Berger et al (2003), Corner (1997), Dee and Fine (2005), and Getch-Clark (2005).

2	 See the ‘Refereed Studio’ themed issues of Landscape Review – volumes 5(2) and 8(1) 
– and also Journal of Architectural Education volumes 54(4) and 61(1).

3	 Even using the crudest measure of references in the Google search engine, a search 
for the term ‘design’ returns ‘about’ 1,470,000,000 website uses. 

4	 For example, Burroughs and Gysin join texts by Rimbaud and Shakespeare and splice 
taped sounds to generate unpredictable outcomes. For further applications of this 
approach, see Burroughs and Gysin (1978) and Sobieszek and Burroughs (1996).

5	 Action Research can be considered to grapple with similar concerns in that it also 
considers the instrumental role of the researcher in shaping the research context.  
See, for example, Heron and Reason (2008).

6	 It has been proposed that scenarios that provide designerly inquiry have the greatest 
effect: see Jonas (2001), Evans (2005), Irmak (2005) and van der Heijden (2005).  
As a process, such an approach has the ability to generate a rich set of choices; 
however, Carter’s call shifts the emphasis from the means by which design might 
operate, like through the use of scenarios, and the purpose of this and other 
approaches – namely to achieve imaginative breakthroughs.
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REPORT

This report discusses the results and layout of a design research studio focused 
on applying methods related to speculation and imagination. Three main findings 
are presented: a review of six methods that can direct designerly speculations; 
development of 11 ‘landscape city’ scenarios; and a discussion of the role design 
‘challenges’ can play in studio research settings. These outcomes reveal that 
creative discoveries are not bound to elaborative final outcomes only. Some of 
the intermediate results, particularly those with explicit habit-breaking effects 
on the imagination of the designers involved, and the process-driven materials 
produced, are equally valuable. This report seeks a reconsideration of the 
presentation and sharing of research results through designing, moving from the 
familiar focus on high-end, ‘glossy’ finalisations towards those more revealing 
of intermediate and abstract products of inquiry. In conclusion, an argument is 
made as to what can be framed as an ‘imagination gap’ that suggests possibility 
operates as a counterpoint to empiricism. 

Landscape architecture has a speculative role in imagining diverse, innovative 
and environmentally responsive futures (Waldheim, 2012; Weller, 2009). 

In its research, the discipline is prone to critique by a scientific community that 
either disqualifies speculative approaches or does not know how to assess the 
associative imaginations on which most design processes depend. Such critique 
is constructive as it urges clarification of what is both unique and systematic 
about design-directed research.

As part of an examination of this capacity we, as a group of researchers 
spanning both contexts (from Lincoln University, New Zealand and Wageningen 
University, Netherlands), proposed an imaginative question: how could 
Canterbury, New Zealand – with its current population of 600,000 people and 
an area equal to that of the Netherlands – flourish if its population was similar in 
size to the Netherlands’ 16 million people?

The parallels between Canterbury and the Netherlands presented a number 
of possibilities for the research studio. First, as noted above, the two places are 
similar in total area. Likewise both places rely on agriculture-driven economies, 
particularly dairy, which is vulnerable to rapidly changing requirements to 
mitigate environmental impacts (McKnight, 2013). However, unlike Canterbury, 
the Netherlands has an explicit urban focus and a much larger population, which 
in turn is connected to the infrastructure networks and dense populations of 
neighbouring countries. These twinned possibilities of similarity and difference 
drove the development of a more specific research question: what forms of 
dwelling and integrative landscapes might develop if the Canterbury region was 
inhabited by 16 million people?

mailto:mick.abbott@lincoln.ac.nz
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Responding to this question required challenging the prevailing, yet often 
limiting paradigm of New World landscapes: that intensively farmed landscapes 
and landscapes of outstanding natural significance cannot be located at the 
same site (Macfie, 2016); that places of beauty cannot be places of industry and 
economic success; and that places of high production cannot be ecologically rich 
(Abbott et al, 2018). Using design, we sought to identify landscape forms in which 
ecological integrity and prosperity could be mutually achieved. 

Provisional findings focus on three aspects of the research: an expanding 
typology of design methods in academic research; landscape typologies that 
might afford potential for urban form; and an assessment of the role of design-
directed research within academic inquiry.

The design studio 
The role of the design studio has been the subject of examination in terms of 
its suitable scope and the manner of findings that result (Abbott and Bowring, 
2018). This study operated on an understanding that different studio structures, 
which considered the range of tasks, types of activity in terms of individual and 
collaborative design work, and the order and tempo of sequencing, have the 
capacity to instrumentally shape the content and form of findings. 

The study developed within a five-week immersive design research studio that 
involved 12 senior landscape architecture students and four academic staff, who 
together examined the overarching research question. Throughout the studio, the 
knowledge space was concentrated on generating and extending the spread of 
possibilities, rather than seeking a single solution. This located the studio within 
a ‘material thinking’ paradigm that seeks, as Paul Carter (2004) observes, to 
‘make possible a new conversation’ (p 5). 

Processes of designing provided the core tools and focus for the studio, with 
strategies and methods tuned to ensure prolific outputs that were rich in form, 
content and variance. In addition, the processes were content to remain in a 
provisional space that, in John Law’s (1999) words, ‘lies in a modest willingness to 
live, to know, and to practice in the complexities of tension’ (p 12). This included 
use of a rotating structuring of both the design teams and their respective tasks as 
an explicit device to seek out innovative and unpredictable outcomes. Throughout, 
a process of reflective practice was employed (Schön, 1992) as a means to: examine 
the role of specific design methods used in the research; review the forms of 
‘landscape cities’ generated through these methods; and consider the manner in 
which designing can direct and shape academic research and the ways it is framed. 

Design methods
The following methods of designing were identified as instrumental in generating 
a spread of ‘landscape city’ forms.

Design and critique 

Iterative cycles of design and critique allowed the rapid and prolific generation 
of a spread of key concepts (figure 1). The approach involved providing teams 
of three to four designers with different design challenges that had to be rapidly 
designed into the same landscape setting. After 60 to 90 minutes these findings 
were critiqued by other groups. 
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This critique was approached in two ways. At times the individual designer/
researcher would examine the design process work and outputs from their own 
individual positions. At other times they would take an explicit position based on a 
specific, previously studied, framing of landscape. For instance, Massey’s framing 
of ‘landscape as an event’ (2005), Ingold’s articulation of ‘landscape as a never 
ending conversation’ (2000), Meyer’s placing of aesthetics and ‘sustaining beauty’ 
(2008), Nassauer’s ‘cues to care’ (1995), Roncken’s ‘fremdkorper’ (Roncken et al, 
2014) and Abbott’s ‘being landscape’ (2011) were each used as specific positions 
from which to critique and subsequently design. In this process, formative design 
work, provisional outcomes and critique melded, with identification of both gaps 
in the outcomes and opportunities to develop a contrasting position, so a different 
mix of designers could take these as prompts for further design development. 

Scenario generation 

Scenario generation was used to generate further themes throughout the studio. 
Jonas (2001) argues futures can be engaged in three interconnected ways. The 
first approach ‘forecasts’ the future, as a continuation of past trajectories already 
under way. The second articulates a single future position that, through planning 
and management mechanisms, is then ‘backcast’ to identify the necessary 
steps to ensure its achievement. The third approach, which was the primary 
focus of this method, is based on building scenarios of the future – ‘images of 
possible, probable, or preferable futures or futures to be avoided’ (ibid, p 76). 
In this design’s task is the creation of a number of potential futures ‘in different 
directions and time scales’ (ibid, p 66). This positioning resists a sense of closure 
and completeness in both processes and provisional outcomes so that its multiple 
forms can maintain their generativity and sense of possibility. Such scenarios 
could be expressed graphically, schematically and in text-based form (figure 2). 

It was during this phase that the metaphor of ‘landscape cities’ was used 
and developed as a means to ensure a wide spread of options. Inspired by Italo 
Calvino’s (1974) presentation of his Invisible Cities, the deliberately hybrid term of 
‘landscape cities’ prompted the forced association of urban density requirements 
with dominant landscape forms and uses in the Canterbury region (figure 3).

Figure 1: Design and critique cycles at 

work. (Image: Tenille Pickett.)
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Manifesto making

Within design disciplines is a tendency to make declarative statements concerning 
the products and processes of design (Meyer, 2008; Weller and Hands, 2014). A 
process of manifesto making was used to frame desirable, positivist outcomes 
that each scenario might achieve, even if no mechanism for delivering this 
attribute had yet been identified (figure 4). Its purpose was twofold: first as a 
tool for reflecting on an already developed scenario’s potential and usefulness; 
and second as a design prompt to stimulate the further designing of landscapes, 
interactions, behaviours and changed understandings.

Thick inventory 

A thick inventory method allows inclusion of a variety of cultural aspects (Geertz, 
1994) that could more strongly support the melding of ecological, agrarian, 
recreational and urban aspects. This provided a more elaborative approach to 
building an inventory of the qualities of the existing landscape as first identified 
by McHarg and Mumford (1969). This includes four categories that synthesise 
into a thick inventory: to examine what it is that confines different landscape 
types; to examine what external influences cause these landscape types to be 
open at the same time (for example, economy or migration); to examine what 
previous characteristics of human behaviour have affected the landscape (the 
current and previous ontic state of the landscape); and to examine what systemic 
interactions determine the current ‘steady state’ of the included ecological 
systems (Roncken et al, 2014).

Projective densities

A process of designing projective densities prompted the development of 
diverse landscape forms that could generate productive landscape values within 
a mix of population densities. Here, a typology of built forms was incorporated 
into an ecological milieu. In this process, landscape was examined as both the 
generator and the expression of changing population densities meeting diverse 
‘landscape city’ types. 

Figure 2: This scenario imagines a 

farmers’ market extended across  

a wide landscape and running  

24/7 and 365 days a year. (Image: 

Woody Lee and Tenille Pickett.)
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For instance, in this process a matrix of low, medium and high habitat densities 
was examined for the ways these different densities might beneficially intensify 
attributes such as aquifers, forests, braided rivers, drylands and shrublands. 
These forms were then experimentally mapped onto prospective sites at those 
sections of the Canterbury landscape that supported the different ‘landscape city’ 
types (figure 5).

Game board 

Game board processes allowed this exploration of habitat forms to be extended 
into the generation of conglomerate ‘landscape cities’. Here four ‘landscape cities’ 
were played out over an environment through a process of using dice to randomly 
generate the city density level (and accompanying form). This went in turn with 
each city champion locating their diced city mix onto sites that might best support 
the desired functions of their specific city mix. Through this process it quickly 
became apparent which ‘landscape city’ forms and respective densities worked 
synergistically with other ‘landscape city’ forms and densities, and also those that 
were more isolationist in their constitution (figure 6). 

This design process expresses the fractal qualities that the mathematician 
Benoit Mandelbrot (1983) developed. He concluded – following efforts to 
mathematically describe the coastline of Britain – that its form is an infinite 
edge made up of ‘turns, returns etc’ at every scale. From this process, distinctive 
landscape patterns emerged that became the subject of further study.

This suite of six methods reveals ways designing can generate innovative, 
interconnected and complex outcomes within speculative inquiry. When worked 
in combination, including by establishing different tempos of activity among 
and across different collaborative groupings, it can usefully direct and structure 
design activity across scales, settings, programmes and skill sets.

Figure 3: Selected ‘landscape city’ 

scenarios. (Images: Top – Christine 

Skipworth, Ellie Helliwell, Jorden 

Derecourt; Middle – Ryan Satria, Tom 

Steck, Fraser Graham; Bottom – Mees 

Van Wagtendonk, Mingrong Zhang, 

Heath Melville.)
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Addendum

Benjamin H George, the author identified for the article ‘Barriers to the Adoption 
of Online Design Education within Collegiate Landscape Architecture 

Programmes in North America’ published in issue 17(1), has requested that the 
following authors be added:

Brett Shelton, Department Head, Department of Educational Technology, Boise 
State University, Boise, Idaho, United States of America.

Andrew Walker, Department Head, Department of Instructional Technology and 
Learning Sciences, Utah State University, Logan, Utah, United States of America.
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