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Abstract: Architecture extends far beyond the design of buildings and cities, engaging
with environmental, technological, and societal challenges. As practice evolves, so
must the research that supports it. This theme track examines architecture’s expanding
role in collaboration, communication, and service, positioning it as a research-driven
discipline and a tool for inquiry, innovation, and responsiveness to communities and
stakeholders. Operating across systems, social processes, and technological
infrastructures, architecture is increasingly understood as an interdisciplinary practice.
The track strengthens Architectural Design Research by addressing its evolving
methodologies and its role in knowledge production. Contributions explore co-
creation, artificial intelligence, data as design material, and practice-based approaches,
alongside theoretical reflections on design processes. Together, the papers frame
architecture as an open, relational, and collective mode of inquiry, in which architects
act not as sole authors but as participants in dynamic networks of actors, tools, and
knowledge.

Keywords: Architectural Practice, Research by Design, Design Tools and Methods,
Integrated Knowledge.

1. Introduction

Architectural practice extends well beyond its traditional boundaries of designing buildings
or cities. As its scope expands, the research that supports it must evolve in parallel. This
track addresses architecture’s growing role in collaboration, communication, and service,
particularly in response to pressing environmental, technological, and societal challenges.

Despite its foundational contribution to design research, architecture, and urban design
fields remain underrepresented in major academic forums, with only 2 of 56 tracks at recent
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Design Research Society (DRS) conferences directly engaging them (Geofrey and Ciuccarelli,
2021). At the same time, design practices are increasingly research-oriented, positioning
architecture as a medium for inquiry, communication, and innovation (Sddaba and Arratibel,
2025). It is also being reframed as a service-oriented discipline that responds to the needs of
communities, stakeholders, and environments (Harvard, 2025). Foundational concepts in
design research, wicked problems (Rittel et al., 1973), primary generators (Darke, 1979),
reflection-in-action (Schon, 1983), and design heuristics (Rowe, 1987) are also revisited
within these expanded conditions. Meanwhile, tools such as data visualization, artificial
intelligence, and simulation are increasingly understood as active contributors to the design
process rather than passive instruments (Vrachliotis, 2022). The integration of
computational and distributed technologies further reshapes design processes, introducing
new forms of agency, interaction, and knowledge production (Dorne, 2022).

These developments reflect a broader transformation in which architecture is no longer
defined solely by its outputs, but by its modes of engagement, its capacity to mediate
complexity, and its place within wider cultural and scientific discourses.

Architecture must be understood not only as a professional practice but as a mode of inquiry
capable of producing situated, relational, and transferable knowledge. In this context,
‘activating’ design entails ‘curating’ knowledge as a dynamic process of communication,
collaboration, and choice (Colombo et al., 2026). It pertains to engaging with systems, spatial
conditions, and social processes, often drawing on disciplines such as sociology, ecology,
engineering, and the arts. This raises a critical question: to what extent do these evolving
practices already constitute Design Research?

Re-engaging with design research, and in particular strengthening the foundations of
Architectural Design Research, are therefore essential. This calls for renewed attention to
methods, processes, and the epistemic conditions under which design operates. The track
responds to this need by repositioning design as a shared language, a platform for research,
and a vector for transformation.

2. Reframing Design Practice in Architecture

The track brings together contributions that both expand architecture’s role in
interdisciplinary contexts (Swissnex, 2023) and critically assess the current state of
architectural design research. It is structured around two interrelated strands: the first
examines architecture’s evolving role within multidisciplinary collaboration, while the
second focuses on Architectural Design Research itself, addressing its current condition,
methodological foundations, and future trajectories.

The papers engage with the following themes:

- Exploring how to re-establish Architecture and Urban Design in Design Research,
fostering cross-disciplinary collaborations.

- Examining Design as a Universal Language, reshaping professional roles and
responsibilities in architectural and urban practice.

- Investigating Real-world Design Processes and the roles of Al, data visualization,
and simulation as active collaborators.
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The first group of papers explores how architectural practice is being reshaped through
collaboration across disciplines, sectors, and forms of expertise. Christoforetti and Witt
examine shifting notions of architectural intelligence, showing how data and artificial
intelligence reshape both expertise and responsibility. Veloso et al. demonstrate how carbon
data can function as a design material, repositioning architects as integrators of complex,
multi-scalar information within collaborative processes. Harvey introduces the concept of
practice-as-paradigm, framing architectural practice as an ethical and affective mode of
inquiry grounded in participation and relational knowledge production. Tan and Karakiewicz
revisit the design studio as an epistemic laboratory, where wicked problems are reframed
through iterative processes of reflection-in-action rather than simply resolved. Saldarriaga
offers a situated perspective through the Atlas of Emotions, positioning architecture as a
relational practice engaging territory, memory, and collective experience.

The second group of papers turns more explicitly to Architectural Design Research as a field,
focusing on how knowledge is generated, structured, and communicated through design.
Rout et al. analyze the position of architectural design research within broader academic
contexts, identifying its fragmentation while outlining its potential as an emerging and
strategic domain. Sloan examines detailed design practices through the lens of Actor-
Network Theory, highlighting the distributed network of human and nonhuman actors
involved in architectural decision-making. Hila and Dortheimer explore how diagrams in
architectural publications evolved from exploratory design tools into digital communication
visuals, requiring new practices. Annemans et al. investigate co-creation processes spanning
design, healthcare, and cultural institutions, highlighting how roles and expectations are
negotiated within transdisciplinary teams. Triantafyllidis and Huang conceptualize design as
an interface within circular systems, proposing the Circular City Twin as a platform for
feedback-driven co-design across scales.

3. Conclusions

Taken together, the contributions in this track point to an ongoing reconfiguration of
Architectural Design Research. Rather than following a single trajectory, this transformation
is characterized by a plurality of approaches united by a shared concern: how architecture
can engage meaningfully with complexity in a rapidly changing world.

Across collaborative practices, data-driven methodologies, participatory approaches, and
theoretical reflections, design emerges as an open, situated, and collective mode of inquiry.
Architecture, in this sense, operates as a connective discipline, linking scales, domains, and
forms of knowledge. The role of the architect is not diminished but repositioned, shifting
from author of a closed process to participant in an evolving network of relationships among
actors, tools, and forms of knowledge.

This track, therefore, not only reflects on the changing nature of architectural practice but
also underscores the need to reconnect more strongly with Design Research. It calls for
greater engagement with methods and processes, and for the development of a more
coherent and informed body of knowledge. In doing so, it reaffirms the critical role of
architecture in articulating pathways toward unforeseen futures, where its integrative
capacity is more necessary than ever.
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