«Research Compass»: locating your work
1. Identifying your philosophical paradigm (The Three Questions)
To determine if your project is Positivist, Interpretive, or Critical, answer these three questions:
· Who owns the problem? Is it a client, a specific community you are working with (Participatory Design), or are you identifying a gap in the field yourself (Research through Design)?
· Whose meaning is represented? Are you seeking an objective "truth" (Positivist), a shared inter-subjective understanding with users (Interpretive), or are you aiming for empowerment and social critique (Critical)?
· Who delineates the fieldwork? Do you set fixed boundaries for your study beforehand (Case Study), or do the boundaries and focus emerge during your immersion in the field (Ethnography)?
2. Defining your research intent (the prepositions)
Locate your work within Frayling’s framwork to clarify what you are researching:
· Research into Design: Are you studying design history, theory, or how people behave when designing?
· Research for Design: Are you developing a new tool, method, or material to help other designers do their work?
· Research through Design (RtD): Are you using the act of making and the creation of an artifact as your primary method of inquiry to discover something new?
3. Formulating the Research Question
What kind of answer is your master's thesis trying to provide?
· Descriptive: Does it identify, document, or explain what currently "is"?
· Normative: Does it evaluate what is "better" based on specific values or norms?
· Constructive: Does it imagine intentional change and "what could be" through problem-solving or intervention?
4. Balancing the "Two Hats" (Knowledge vs. Artifact)
You must wear two hats simultaneously: the Design Hat (making an "ultimate particular") and the Research Hat (producing reusable knowledge).
· Design Result: What is the specific artifact or system you are producing to solve a problem?
· Research Contribution: What systematic, credible knowledge are you producing that other researchers can use beyond this specific project?
· Separates: How are you systematically documenting your design moves (diaries, photos, videos) so your process can be analyzed as a research "text"?
5. Choose your system of accountability
How will you defend your work to your examiners?
· Epistemological Accountability (Science): Must you prove what you say is true through replicability, objectivity, and control of variables?
· Aesthetic Accountability (Design): Must you demonstrate that your composition of features "works" within its social, cultural, and ethical context?
6. Evaluating Quality (the four lenses)
Assess your final contribution using Zimmerman's criteria for academic rigor:
· Process: Is your rationale for method selection clear and documented enough to be reproduced?
· Invention: Does your work offer a novel integration of technology, theory, and user needs?
· Relevance: Why is the "preferred state" you are proposing for the world important and "real"?
· Extensibility: Can others in the academic community build upon your findings or use your "Strong Concepts"?

