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RIBA | Architectural Research: Three Myths 
1. Myth One: Architecture is just architecture
The first myth is that architecture is so different as a discipline and form of knowledge, that normal 
research definition or processes cannot be applied to it. One the one hand this myth looks to the 
muse of genius for succour, with the impulsive gestures of the individual architect seen to exceed 
the dry channels of research as the catalyst for architectural production. The problem is that these 
impulses are, almost by definition, beyond explanation and so the production of architecture is left 
mythologized rather than subjected to clear analysis.

2. Myth Two: Architecture is not architecture
The second myth works in opposition to the first and argues that in order to establish itself as a 
credible and “strong” discipline, architecture must turn to other disciplines for authority. It is a myth 
fulled by the funding mechanisms for research, with the various research councils defining accept-
able areas through particular research paradigms, which simply do not fit the breadth of architec-
ture.

3. Myth Three: Building a building is research
The third myth is that designing a building is a form of research in tis own right. It is a myth that al-
lows architects and architectural academics to eschew the norm of research. The argument to sup-
port this myth goes something like this:

1. Architectural knowledge ultimately resides in the object.
2. Every building is by definition unique and thus original.
3. The production of building can thus be defined as the production of original knowledge.
4. This is a definition of research.



GROAT&WANG
ARCHITECTURAL RESEARCH METHODS



“In the realm of practice, the shifting tides of the economy as well as the 
competitive pressures among professional fields have led many firms to 
reshape the contours of their practices. Many have incorporated or expanded 
new realms of services (from distinct specialty niches to expansion into 
design/build) or sought to enhance collaborative relations with other 
professional specialists. Many of these initiatives entail an enhanced role for 
research in professional practice.”



Design and Research | Design is Research | Design vs Research 



Body of knowledge.

“In one sense, architectural research has been conducted throughout the 
history of architecture. The development of particular structural forms 
or building materials over the centuries is the outcome of trial and error 
experimentation, systematic observation, and application of such building 
principles to other building projects.”



Researching Architectural Practice through the study of built projects. 

“The conduct of architectural research outside the confines of specific 
building projects is a much more recent phenomenon. Although climate, 
product development, and building systems design seem to have been a 
focal point of research in the 1950s, the research enterprise in architecture 
emerged more broadly across a range of topic areas—including socio-
behavioral issues, design methods, and energy conservation—in the 1960s 
and early 1970s.”



RESEARCH

“One obvious starting point is simply to consider a basic definition of 
research. In one of the earliest compendiums on architectural research, 
author James Snyder provides a commonly accepted definition of research; it 
is “systematic inquiry directed toward the creation of knowledge.”
 
Two elements of this definition are significant.

First, the inquiry is systematic in some way. Although one might 
unconsciously acquire important information simply by strolling down the 
street observing the array of buildings in view, the notion of a systematic 
inquiry suggests that there is a conscious demarcation of how particular 
information is culled from the rest of our experience, how it is categorized, 
analyzed, and presented.”



“THE TRUTH IS THAT 
ALL RESEARCH IS 
REDUCTIONIST IN 
SOME FORM OR OTHER.”



For research to be research, it necessarily involves reducing lived 
experience or observed phenomena to chunks of information that are noted 
and categorized in some way. The difference between a lab experiment, 
a qualitative study of a particular setting, or historical narrative is a 
consequence of choosing one strategy for reduction over another.



“The notion of knowledge creation is frequently cited as characteristic of 
the research endeavor. To many readers this may seem to imply something 
on the scale of grand theories of various sciences, akin to Einstein’s theory 
of relativity or geological theories of plate tectonics. Although such theories 
certainly encapsulate new knowledge, we do not mean to suggest that such 
theories are the only model of knowledge creation.” 



“New knowledge can also emerge through the relatively small increments 
of knowledge attained through a variety of means, including assessing the 
outcome of integrating two previously distinct functional building types; 
materials testing through a series of built projects; or evaluating the success 
of particular building forms in communicating intended meanings in 
the public realm.”



“Though much architectural research may well focus on the physical 
outcomes of design—from the scale of building components to neighborhood 
and urban design—research on the processes of design and the practices of 
architectural firms is just as vital.” 



“This is all the more true as a consequence of the use of computer technology 
in multiple phases of the design process. Also, significant changes across a 
variety of professions in response to global economic trends make 
research on the structure and scope of architectural practice key to the 
future of the profession.”



DIFFERENCES BETWEEN RESEARCH METHODOLOGY & METHOD





“Although it is entirely possible to design a research study without aligning 
it with a particular school of thought, every piece of research is inevitably 
framed by a system of inquiry, whether explicitly stated or not. 

Everyone who conducts research is making assumptions about the nature of 
the world and how knowledge is generated.”



STRATEGY & TACTICS 

“Loosely derived from its military origins, the term strategy is defined as “the 
skillful management and planning of anything.” This contrasts with the more 
detailed level of tactics, defined as “any skillful move.” 

In the military sense of these words, strategy refers to a nation’s overall war 
plans, whereas tactics refers to the disposition of armed forces in combat. 
In the context of our discussion of research, a strategy refers to the overall 
research plan or structure of the research study.” 

The tactics refer to a more detailed deployment of specific techniques, such 
as data collection devices, response formats, archival treatment, analytical
procedures, and so on.”

The development of a STRATEGY and the use of TACTICS are METHODS 
of research used to explore within a conceptual research framework. The 
conceptual framework is the research METHODOLOGY. 



RESEARCH METHODOLOGY FRAMES—BUT DOES NOT PREDETERMINE—
THE CHOICE OF TACTICS.



Multiple tactics are possible and often necessary within any research 
strategy. However, there should be coherence and continuity among the four 
frames of system of inquiry, school of thought, strategy, and tactics.



“It is not at all uncommon to hear a discussion of research design in which the 
speaker might remark about his or her choice between using an experimental 
design and a survey; we would argue that this is mixing up strategy 
(experiment) with tactics (survey, which is a technique for data collection).

Similarly, if someone claims to be doing a phenomenological study, that may 
accurately reflect the school of thought that frames the research question, 
but it says nothing about the strategy, the actual plan or organization of the 
study.”



RESEARCH DESIGN

“Another term we will frequently use as synonymous with strategy is research 
design. In colloquial terminology, a research design is “an action plan for 
getting from here to there,” where here describes the investigator’s research 
question(s), and there describes the results or knowledge derived from the 
research. 

In between the here and the there is a set of steps and procedures that 
may range from being highly prescribed to being emergent as the research 
proceeds.”



“More to the point, the term research design is one that is particularly 
appropriate for a readership trained in architecture and/or other design 
disciplines. In architecture, we often speak of a “parti” in describing the 
formal organizing concept of a design scheme. Similarly, we often refer to a 
variety of formal “types”—such as a courtyard form or 9 square plan—that 
specifies generic spatial relationships.

The important point is this: Just as a courtyard plan can be used for such 
varied purposes as college dorms, houses, museums, or office buildings, 
a given research design can be employed for a variety of topic areas of 
architectural research, from thermal comfort studies to analyses of aesthetic 
theories.”



“This focus on the formal structure of research designs across a variety 
of topic areas is also consistent with our goal of providing an integrative 
framework for architectural research. A common tendency in architecture 
has been to divide “knowledge” into domains associated with particular sub-
disciplines. 

As a consequence, insights derived from research in energy efficient 
technologies cannot easily be integrated with insights drawn from aesthetic 
analyses of exemplar buildings.”



“MUCH INNOVATIVE AND 
NEEDED RESEARCH IN 
ARCHITECTURE WILL 
REQUIRE INTEGRATION 
ACROSS SUCH 
APPARENTLY DISCRETE 
TOPIC AREAS.” 



DEFINING DESIGN IS DIFFICULT...
WHAT ABOUT DEFINING ARCHITECTURE.

Over many recent decades, scholars of design theory, researchers, and 
practitioners have proposed a broad array of definitions to describe the 
essence of design activity. Two of the most well recognized scholars on the 
subject are Herbert Simon and Donald Schon. One of Simon’s most frequently 
quoted observations on the nature of design is that designers devise 
“courses of action aimed at changing existing situations into preferred ones.”

Schon, however, maintains that Simon’s characterization is too focused on 
instrumental problem solving with an emphasis on “optimization.” Instead, 
Schon’s argument, broadly speaking, is that design thinking is fundamental 
to the exercise of “reflective practice” in all professions. Following the 
philosopher Dewey, Schon argues that a designer is one who “converts 
indeterminate situations to determinate ones.” In the more specific instance 
of the physical design professions (architects, landscape architects, interior 
designers, etc.), however, Schon conceptualizes their role as making 
“physical objects that occupy space and have plastic or visual form.”

In a more general sense, a designer makes an image—a representation—of 
something to be brought to reality, whether conceived primarily in visual, 
spatial terms or not.”



“Although both design and research are activities that are typically initiated 
for a contextually situated purpose, the specific impetus for each is slightly 
different. In the case of design, the impetus is commonly referred to as a 
“problem”(e.g., an unmet need for a new building or product) that prompts the 
development of a designed artifact as a solution that can be achieved in the 
future. 

In research, the impetus is typically framed in terms of a “question” to be 
answered at least in part by examining current or past evidence.”



CRESWELL via Phillips and Burbules

1. That knowledge is conjectural (and anti-foundational)- absolute truth can 
never be found. Thus, evidence established in research is always imperfect 
and fallible. It is for this reason that researchers do not prove hypotheses and 
instead indicate a failure to reject.

2. Research is the process of making claims and then refining or abandoning 
some of them for other claims more strongly warranted. Most quantitative 
research for example, starts with the test of a theory.

3. Data, evidence, and rational considerations shape knowledge. In practice, 
the researcher collects information on instruments based on measures 
completed by the participants or by observations recorded by the researcher. 

4. Research seeks to develop relevant true statements, ones that can serve 
to explain the situation that is of concern or that describes the causal 
relationships of interest. In quantitative studies, researchers advance 
the relationship among variables and pose this in terms of questions or 
hypotheses.

5. Being objective is an essential aspect of competent inquiry, and for this 
reason researchers must examine methods and conclusions for bias. For 
example, standards of validity and reliability are important in quantitative 
research. 


