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Architectural and urban design related study and research at a University struggle with its scientific justification and methodological questions. Designers are convinced that much of their work may be called research. However, if the design still has to be made, if it still varies in the head of the designer, then the question is ‘What is the object of the research?’. If the design is made or even realised, then that question is easily answered. Existing designs are studied as ‘precedents’ and that kind of study may be called ‘design research’. However, an architectural or urban design is very dependent on the administrative, cultural, economic, technical, ecological and spatial context. And, that kind of context-dependent case studies can not easily result in more general conclusions as is aimed at in empirical science. A good solution here may be a bad solution somewhere else. But, there are context-independent parts of the solution that can be applied in many contexts, called ‘types’. An amphitheatre is a good example of an architectural ‘type’. So, an important kind of research at any Faculty of Architecture is called ‘typology’. But, then, the question arises if that is anything more than categorisation.

After two methodology committees (1990 and 2000) at the Faculty of Architecture of the University of Technology in Delft (The Netherlands), the authors edited a book (Jong and Voordt, 2002) with 48 authors of that Faculty, explaining their ways to study and research of urban, architectural and related technical design. By the eight sections of the book, it represented the eight fields of study and research by both committees regarded as the scientific competence of a Faculty of Architecture. That fields of scientific competence were: (1) naming and describing design issues, (2) design research and typology, (3) evaluating research, (4) modeling research, (5) programming and optimising research, (6) technical study, (7) design study and (8) study by design. That distinction shows an intentional difference between research and study summarised in the scheme below.

If the object of study is determined, the scientific effort is called ‘re-search’, if not, it is called ‘study’.
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The context-sensitivity divides the kind of study and research in the same way, resulting in four types of study and research, each with its own methods. For five years, these kinds of study and research methods were part of the Faculty’s education at all levels, but nowadays the emphasis is again on empirical research. In this article the authors will give examples of the four kinds of research and study. Then they will emphasise the necessity to develop ways to study if the object of study is still variable to bring them back in an education with scientific ambitions related to design. The essence of design study will appear to be a proper analysis of the administrative, cultural, economic, technical, ecological and spatial context. If both the object and the context are variable, the emphasis is on design itself, its design means and design expressions. 

