
DESIGN 
RESEARCH
Applying design thinking to shape 
products and experiences



There’s a lot of buzz around Design Research these days. But 

there’s also a lot of confusion. And no wonder. Many consultants 

have coopted the term “design research,” capitalizing on its current 

relevancy without delivering on the essential elements that defi ne 

design thinking.  

At Kelton, in addition to sociologists, statisticians, writers, market-

ers and graphics designers, we have a hybrid team of  Designer 

Researchers. Trained in both design and human-centered research, 

Design Researchers use uniquely empathic research 

techniques and design thinking to shape tangible 

products and experiences.

The potential of true Design Research is so electrifying 

that we can’t bear to let it get lost in the noise. So we’re 

going to break it down for you. Consider this your 

guide to real-deal Design Research: What it is, 

how it works, and when to use it. 

We hope it opens the door to deeper insights, smarter 

solutions and greater creativity.
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BEYOND 
BUZ ZWORDS



WHAT IT  I S
The purpose of  Design is to solve problems – as 

effectively, efficiently and elegantly as possible.

Design Research informs and guides the design pro-

cess, enabling Designers to solve problems more effec-

tively, efficiently and elegantly.

Design Research uses a specific set of tools and skills to 

gain a deep understanding of complex needs and then 

directly translates those insights into real-world solutions. 

The outputs of Design Research are design strategy, 

visual concepts and prototypes.

Despite what you may hear, 

Design Research doesn’t 

literally refer to “designing 

consumer research,” cre-

ating infographics, or asking 

questions about design. And 

it’s scope isn’t limited to visual 

design or user interface.  
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Design is the process of going from an 
existing condition to a preferred one.

MILTON GLASER

“

(... AND WHAT IT ISN’T)



D E S I G N 
R E S E A R C H  IS

Iterative: 
It fl exes back and forth between idea generation and 

insight seeking 

Collaborative: 
It builds on a conversation between user, designer and brand

Generative: 
It uses hands-on techniques and produces tangible 

outputs that inspire action
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Design research doesn’t
just ask “why.”

It goes further.

What’s the “why behind the why?” 
Design Researchers observe and participate to understand 

how experiences and environments impact consumers, 

both consciously and subconsciously. 

How will we solve the problem?
What are possible solutions and how do con-

sumers react to them? Design Research connects 

insight with solution, idea with application.



WHAT M A KES IT 
D I F F E R E N T

A tenacious focus on downstream applica-
tion. How will the insights make the design 
smarter or better? 

The people doing it – Design Researchers 
are specialists trained as both qualitative 
researchers and as designers, able to 
create physical/digital solutions to 
human-centered problems. 

An emphasis on continually 
reframing challenges to under-
stand the root of the problem 
or the core need.

Promotion of 
“divergent thinking” or 
encouraging non-tra-
ditional solutions. 

Leading with testable hypotheses and 
concepts from the outset. 

Designed inputs and designed outputs. A 
stimulus-rich, visual approach helps participants 
to visualize new possibilities. 
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HOW IT  H E L P S
And that’s just the tip of the iceberg.

Use Design Research any time you need a real-world 

understanding of consumer needs to create a 

real-world solution. 

Create the fast casual restaurant of the future

Design environments for retail and hospitality

Make medical packaging easier for patients to open

Optimize end-to-end pharmacy experiences

Identify the best ways to bring a technolog brand to life at retail

Design a new breed of urban motorcycles for Millennials

Design the user interface for a new, web/mobile fi nancial service
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Design Research can solve a range of challenges, 

from up-front exploration to downstream concept 

development.

New product / service development
 at retail 

User experience innovation

Iterative concept development

Brand / product line extension

Category whitespace exploration

User interface optimization



The goal of a designer is to listen, 
observe, understand, sympathize, 
empathize, synthesize and glean 
insights that enable him or her to 
make the invisible visible. “ “

HILLMAN CURTIS
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Human-Centered Exploration:    
Ethnography, observation, and behavioral analysis 

Stimuli Creation:    
Accelerating learning and exploration with early concept 
development 

HOW IT’S  D O N E

01

Co-Creation Lab:    
New idea generation via collaboration 

Visual Concept Development:    
Turning insights into tangible opportunities  

Concept Prototype Testing:    
Honing in on big ideas

02

03

04

05



08 / Design Research

01 
Human-Centered 
Exploration: 
Ethnography, observation, 
and behavioral  analysis 

Reframe the challenge. Ensure that your 
hypotheses support the underlying goal

Understand context around the challenge 
and the customer 

Gain lifestyle / behavioral fl uency and 
gather contextual knowledge 
 

Discover “lead-user behavior.” Observe how 
people innovate to meet a need, and consider 
those solutions in context

Gut-check hypotheses and blue–sky ideas

Inform ideation, stimuli, and other creative

Recognizing the need is the 
primary condition for design.

CHARLES EAMES

“



02 
Stimuli Creation: 
Accelerating learning and 

exploration with early concept 

development

Turn Stage 1 learning into explorative 
ideas and visual concepts in order to:

Drive more engaged and specifi c 
consumer feedback

 

Gain early-stage directional input

Inform subsequent concepts/
prototypes/creative

Discover general biases and preferences
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“Design is the intermediary 
between information and 
understanding.

HANS HOFFMAN



03 
Co-Creation Lab: 
New idea generation via 
collaboration

A think & do approach to brainstorming 
that brings customers, designers and 
stakeholders together to:

Maintain an authentically customer–led 
approach

Bring customers into the fold as hands-on 
R&D help

Generate and refi ne ideas through in-
tense collaboration
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Boost stakeholder excitement, involve-
ment, and ownership

Get an early read on concept directions

I’m always learning by doing 
things.

JAMIE HAYON

“



04 
Visual Concept

Development: 
Turning insights into 

tangible opportunit ies

Create refined concepts that are driven 
directly by consumer insights and stake-
holder co-creation, with a focus on:

Strategic creativity: bring cumulative 
learnings together into testable ideas 

immediately, mitigate “insight loss” 

Accurate feedback: produce mock ups 
to elicit higher quality customer feedback 

that refl ects tangible ideas

Effi  cient Design: use iterative visualiza-
tions of an idea to fast track prototype 

development
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“Design is intelligence made 
visible.

ALINA WHEELER
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Concept/Prototype 
Testing: 
Honing in on the big idea

Incorporate user experience research 
in true-to-life scenarios to:

Gauge resonance and performance of 
concept in context of intended use

Understand if and/or how it meets user 
needs

Inform the next round of refi nement / 
iteration

Guide recommendations in a design 
brief for fi nal design, build, and go-to-
market plan
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Good design is good business.

THOMAS WATSON JR.

“



W H AT  YO U  G E T

Design Research deliverables vary by project, but you 

should never walk away with anything less than a clear 

picture of the way forward. 
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 | Solutions that resonate with customers.    
Conceptual drawings or requirements.

H O W  Inspiration and guardrails.    
Contextual materials; mood boards; do’s and don’ts.

W H Y  
Rationale.    
Insights and implications.

W H AT

 | 

 | 

We typically provide a Design Brief summarizing the most 

important take-aways:
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Example:  A prototype for an
app product that highlights key
customer touchpoints.



D E S I G N  +
E M PAT H Y

Empathy is an important part of any consumer relationship, 

but design, in particular, demands it. Design Research enables 

brands to take empathetic understanding further. Trained Design 

Researchers reveal the contextual, subconscious motivators that 

influence consumers even when they can’t quite pinpoint or 

articulate them. Designing from this depth of understanding 

can be the difference between ‘good enough’ and ‘game 

changing.’ 

It is not enough that we build products 

that function, that are understandable and 

usable, we also need to build products 

that bring joy and excitement, pleasure 

and fun and, yes, beauty to people’s lives.

DON NORMAN

“
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An insights and strategy consultancy with offices in New 

York, Los Angeles, Chicago, and London. We help busi-

nesses grow by uncovering human truths and transform-

ing them into innovative solutions.

Kelton’s Design Research Practice assists creative 

marketers, consumer insights teams, and product devel-

opers with brand building and strategic growth. Our tai-

lored approach taps into often-unseen consumer needs 

and translates them into beautifully designed, actionable 

outputs.

L E A R N  M O R E  A B O U T  W H AT 

D E S I G N  R E S E A R C H  C A N  D O

+1.310.479.4040 | contact@keltonglobal.com

Visit keltonglobal.com/subscribe for more exclusive Kelton 

e-books and downloadables.

January 2017
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K E LTO N  G L O B A L


