
ACAD 480: Design Research	 
Units: 04 
Spring 2024; MW 6:00-7:50pm 

Mee@ng Times: 4 hours of lecture/lab a week 
Loca@on: IYH 213 

Instructor: Yihyun Lim 
Office: Online 
Office Hours: By Appointment 
Contact Info: yihyun@usc.edu 
Timeline for reply: within 48 hours. 

IT Help: hDps://uscedu.sharepoint.com/sites/IYAStudent/SitePages/IT-Resources.aspx  
Hours of Service:  8:30am - 6:30pm   
Contact Info: iyahelp@usc.edu 

 

Course Descrip@on 
Design is a way to ask quesSons. When Design Research is integrated into the design process, new and 
unexpected quesSons emerge directly from the act of design. What are the methods we can use to 
engage people in a respecVul and equitable way throughout the design research process?  
The course will introduce different techniques used in design ethnography to engage users (from passive 
subjects to collaborators, acSve parScipants and co-creators) to collect and produce ‘thick’ data, as well 
as techniques used to make sense of qualitaSve data in order to inform design decisions and to inspire 
products that are built upon an empatheSc lens. We will also discuss the ethical challenges designers 
face in this enlarged scope of design research with people. 

Learning Objec@ves and Outcomes 
In this course, students will learn research methods for human-centered design-based inquiry, through a 
series of lectures and hands-on workshops and assignments. Key learning outcomes include: 

● An understanding of design research pracSces, methods, and techniques. 
● The ability to idenSfy topics for design-research based inquiry, develop hypothesis and quesSons 

for further research. 
● The ability to design research protocols (tools, guides, workshop agenda, interacSve acSviSes) 

for field and lab research. 
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● Experience in workshop facilitaSon, and in the conducSng of design research studies and 
interviews that are both tradiSonal/conversaSonal and contextual/observaSonal. 

● An understanding of how to synthesize key insights and observaSons into acSonable design 
challenges and briefs. 

● Engage in criScal reflecSon on ethics of people-based research and roles of design researchers. 

Prerequisite(s): N/A 

Co-Requisite(s): N/A 

Concurrent Enrollment: N/A 

Recommended Prepara@on: N/A 

Course Notes 
This is a hands-on, intensive course that requires parScipaSon during class and planning outside of 
class, as many assignments depend on field research acSviSes. You cannot put off assignments 
unSl the night before they are due.  

This course will address the following topics and themes throughout the semester: 
1. Understanding: IdenSfying a topic for inquiry, conducSng secondary (desk) research. 
2. Defining: creaSng a research proposal, scope of research, design brief. 
3. Asking and Listening: Interviewing is one of our most powerful ways to understand 

people. This includes in-depth interviews on a one-to-one basis, group interviews, and 
also expert interviews. We’ll pracSce how to have an empatheSc conversaSon with 
people, ask open-ended quesSons, and pufng people first. ExponenSal listening enables 
a person to express their thoughts, needs and perspecSves with the design researcher. 

4. Looking: A core method in design research is contextual research. Looking involves 
observing people’s behavior in their ‘natural habitat’. The method is differenSated when a 
design researcher’s presence is made aware to people (parScipated observaSon), or 
unknown to people (fly-on-the wall observaSons). 

5. Parallel Looking: Design researchers can also seek for insights by researching analogous 
situaSons. Analogous studies call for observing and studying parallel examples of selected 
aDributes or characterisScs of defined problem areas.  

6. Immersing: This is about empathy building through full immersion within a context, 
environment, experience or community. It requires the designer to deeply experience 
other people’s worlds. It may involve shadowing acSvity, or use of props to simulate a 
physical or environmental state to fully experience the other world.  

7. Co-crea@ng: Co-creaSon involves people as valued contributors and even as co-authors of 
ideas. As a generaSve method, co-creaSon workshops allow for parScipants to work on 
any sort of design challenge together. 

8. Provoking & Futuring: Provoking and Futuring involve showing people props, sketches or 
visuals to sSmulate discussion and engage with people’s imaginaSon. This is not about 
validaSng ideas but about provoking responses from parScipants and envisioning futures 
together.  

9. Synthesizing: We need to make sense of qualitaSve data collected from different phases 
of the research. We pracSce the use of persona profiles, journey maps, and affinity maps 
to generate insights.  
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Required Materials/Readings 
● Nova, N. (2014). Beyond Design Ethnography: How Designers PracSce Ethnographic 

Research. Germany: SHS Publishing. 
● Muratovski, G. (2015). Research for Designers: A Guide to Methods and PracSce. United 

Kingdom: SAGE PublicaSons 
● “The Importance of Synthesis during the design process.” Jon Kolko hDp://

www.jonkolko.com/wriSngInfoArchDesignStrategy.php 
● AbducSve Thinking and Sensemaking: The Drivers of Design Synthesis. Jon Kolko hDp://

www.jonkolko.com/wriSngAbducSveThinking.php 
● Exponen8al Listening Toolkit, which can be downloaded for free at  hDps://gumroad.com/

l/listeningtoolkit. 
● Design for the Real World: Human Ecology and Social Change, Victor Papanek (Amazon)  
● InnovaSng for People Handbook of Human-Centered Design Methods, LUMA InsStute 

(Amazon) 
● The Design of Everyday Things, Don Norman (Amazon) 

  
USC Technology Support Links: 
Zoom informaSon for students,  Blackboard help for students, Sotware available to USC Campus. 

HOW TO PURCHASE SOFTWARE AT THE DISCOUNTED ACADEMY RATE 
The following sotware are available for purchase online at the Iovine and Young Academy discounted rate: 
  

  
To purchase: 

● Visit: hDps://commerce.cashnet.com/IOVINE 
● Select the sotware license(s) you would like to purchase by clicking “View Details” or the sotware 

Stle, and make your purchase. 
● You will receive an order confirmaSon receipt at the email address you provided. 
● You will be noSfied by email when the sotware license has been acSvated. 

  
If you have any quesSons about this process, please do not hesitate to contact Academy IT Support at 
iyahelp@usc.edu 

Descrip@on and Assessment of Assignments 
All assignments are performed in teams unless otherwise noted.  

So]ware IYA Short-Term License at USC Bookstore

Adobe CreaSve Cloud $70 2023–2024 annual license (acSve through July 
2024)
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● Assignment 1 - Trend Brailing: Conduct ‘trend brailing’, secondary research of selected 
topic using variety of secondary sources, including social media, and extract insights. 
Output of the research will be made into a sorSng card format.  

● Assignment 2 - Talking to People: Conduct interview-based research. Outputs from the 
interviews will be made into short-video that captures the key findings of the research. 

● Assignment 3 - Observa@onal Research: Conduct field research and collect data from 
behavioral, spaSal, and other visual cues. Outputs of the research will be made into visual 
map that communicates key findings in a visual format.  

● Assignment 4 - Analogous Research: First, breakdown the current problem area into 
aDributes, behaviors, and emoSons. Then, idenSfy an analogous situaSon where you can 
conduct observaSonal studies on specific components as idenSfied in the previous step. 
Output of this research should be in a format of a diary. 

● Assignment 5 - Immersion/Empathy Research: How are you going to immerse yourself in 
the context of research? What props do you need to simulate the experience yourself? 
Develop the research protocol, conduct studies, and report back your findings and 
insights.  

● Final Project - Provoca@ve Workshop (group): Let’s provoke parScipants to explore other 
dimensions of the problem. It could be set in the context of the future, different context, 
or it may involve emerging technologies. This project is broken into mulSple parts as 
below: 

○ FP1 - Topic selec@on and research proposal: create a research proposal that 
outlines the main research quesSons, goals of the research, stakeholders and 
target study parScipants, and benefits of the research. 

○ FP2 - Provoca@ve Workshop planning and tools: What is the workshop 
framework, acSviSes, and set of tools needed to conduct a provocaSve workshop 
that sSmulates discussion? Create a workshop planning package that includes: 
facilitators guide, acSviSes, worksheets, and any other tools you may need for the 
workshop. 

○ FP3 - Provoca@ve Workshop facilita@on and report: You will do a test-run of the 
workshop in-class, with your peers as parScipants in the workshop. Document the 
process, results, and key findings from the workshop. What worked well and what 
could improve in the next version of the workshop? 

Par@cipa@on 
Students are expected to parScipate acSvely in class and in team assignments. 

Grading Breakdown 

Assignment Points % of Grade

Assignment 1 - Trend Brailing 100 10%

Assignment 2 - Talking to People 150 15%

Assignment 2 - ObservaSonal Research 120 12%

Assignment 3 - Analogous Research 120 12%

Assignment 4 - Immersion / Empathy Research 120 12%

Final Project. 1 - Workshop / Research proposal 40 4%
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Grading Scale  
Course final grades will be determined using the following scale 
A            95-100 
A-           90-94 
B+          87-89 
B             83-86 
B-           80-82 
C+          77-79 
C             73-76 
C-           70-72 
D+          67-69 
D            63-66 
D-           60-62 
F             59 and below 

Assignment Submission Policy 
Unless otherwise noted, all assignments must be submiDed as a PDF presentaSon. For 
assignments delivered in class (such as presentaSons), the work must be completed before the 
commencement of the class session in which the assignment is due. For assignments that are 
designated for virtual submission, one team member is expected to submit the assignment to 
Blackboard by COB (6:00pm) the day the assignment is indicated as due. All teams should also 
keep their assignment materials in shared Google Drive. 

Grading Timeline 
Grades will be shared within, or less than, a 2-3-week Sme period. You are encouraged to check in with 
your instructor at any Sme to beDer understand your standing in the course. 

Late work 
Assignments will be accepted ater the deadline with the following grade penalSes. Do not ask for 
extensions.  

Keep copies of all your files and emails un8l the end of the semester. 

Class Afendance Policy 

Final Project. 2 - ProvocaSve Workshop planning document and tools 100 10%

Final Project. 3 - ProvocaSve Workshop FacilitaSon & Results Report 150 15%

ParScipaSon 100 10%

Total 1,000 100%

● Submission in the 24 hours ater the deadline            10% deducSon

● Submission between 24 and one week ater the deadline 25% deducSon

● Submission more than 1 week ater the deadline        100% deducSon
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The Academy maintains rigorous academic standards for its students and on-Sme aDendance at all class 
meeSngs is expected.  Each student will be allowed two excused absences over the course of the semester 
for which no explanaSon is required.  Students are admonished to not waste excused absences on non-
criScal issues, and to use them carefully for illness or other issues that may arise unexpectedly.  Except in 
the case of prolonged illness or other serious issue (see below), no addiSonal absences will be excused.  
Each unexcused absence will result in the lowering of the final grade by ⅓ of a grade (e.g., an A will be 
lowered to A-, and A- will be lowered to a B+, etc.). In addiSon, being tardy to class will count as one-third of 
an absence. Three tardies will equal a full course absence. 
  
Students remain responsible for any missed work from excused or unexcused absences.  Immediately 
following an absence, students should contact the instructor to obtain missed assignments or lecture notes 
and to confirm new deadlines or due dates.  Extensions or other accommodaSons are at the discreSon of 
the instructor. 
  
AutomaScally excused absences normally may not be used for quiz, exam or presentaSon days.  Using an 
excused absence for a quiz, exam or presentaSon, such as in the case of sudden illness or other emergency, 
is at the discreSon of the instructor. 
  
In the case of prolonged illness, family emergencies, or other unforeseen serious issues, the student should 
contact the instructor to arrange for accommodaSon. AccommodaSon may also be made for essenSal 
professional or career-related events or opportuniSes.  AddiSonally, students who need accommodaSons 
for religious observaSons should provide advanced noSce to instructors and student athletes should provide 
Travel Request LeDers. All accommodaSons remain at the discreSon of the instructor, and appropriate 
documentaSon may be required. 

Students and Disability Accommoda@ons: 
USC welcomes students with disabiliSes into all of the University’s educaSonal programs. The Office of 
Student Accessibility Services (OSAS) is responsible for the determinaSon of appropriate accommodaSons 
for students who encounter disability-related barriers. Once a student has completed the OSAS process 
(registraSon, iniSal appointment, and submiDed documentaSon) and accommodaSons are determined to 
be reasonable and appropriate, a LeDer of AccommodaSon (LOA) will be available to generate for each 
course. The LOA must be given to each course instructor by the student and followed up with a 
discussion. This should be done as early in the semester as possible as accommodaSons are not 
retroacSve. More informaSon can be found at osas.usc.edu. You may contact OSAS at (213) 740-0776 or 
via email at osasfrontdesk@usc.edu. 

Iovine and Young Hall Cleanout 
The Academy is unable to store student projects and materials beyond the end of the semester. Students 
must remove all projects and personal materials from the Creators Studio, lockers/locker room, and other 
classrooms by the end of each semester.  All projects and materials let in Iovine and Young Hall will be 
discarded two days ater final exams end. No excepSons. 
                  
Course Content Distribu@on and Synchronous Session Recordings Policies 
USC has policies that prohibit recording and distribuSon of any synchronous and asynchronous course 
content outside of the learning environment. 
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Recording a university class without the express permission of the instructor and announcement to the 
class, or unless conducted pursuant to an Office of Student Accessibility Services (OSAS) accommodaSon. 
Recording can inhibit free discussion in the future, and thus infringe on the academic freedom of other 
students as well as the instructor. (Living our Unifying Values: The USC Student Handbook, page 13). 
  
DistribuSon or use of notes, recordings, exams, or other intellectual property, based on university classes or 
lectures without the express permission of the instructor for purposes other than individual or group study. 
This includes but is not limited to providing materials for distribuSon by services publishing course 
materials. This restricSon on unauthorized use also applies to all informaSon, which had been distributed to 
students or in any way had been displayed for use in relaSonship to the class, whether obtained in class, via 
email, on the internet, or via any other media. (Living our Unifying Values: The USC Student Handbook, page 
13). 

  
USC Learning Experience Evalua@ons 
USC Learning Experience EvaluaSons otherwise known as course evaluaSons occurs at the end of the 
semester university-wide. It is an important review of students’ experience in the class. The process and 
intent of the end-of-semester evaluaSon should be provided. 
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Course Schedule: A Weekly Breakdown 

Wk Session 1 - Mon Session 2 - Wed

1 1/8 
Introduc@on - What is Design Research and 
Design Ethnography? 

1/10 
Ac@vity: Mapping your own design research 
experiences, Topic brainstorming 

Lecture: Research Methods and Tools 

Read: Beyond Design Ethnography, “Design 
Ethnography?” pgs 29-42

2 1/15  
MLK DAY - No Class 

1/17 
Lecture: Secondary Research - Cultural Brailing 
*Launch Assignment 1 - Trend Brailing 

Read:  
• Beyond Design Ethnography, “Field Research and 

Design” pgs. 45-66 
• Chapter 2, The Trend Forecaster’s Toolkit - from 

Raymond MarSn. Trend Forecaster’s 
Handbook. 1st ed. Laurence King Publishing; 
2010. (Chapter PDF in G.Drive, full text available 
online through USC Libraries)

3 1/22 
Lecture: PresenSng secondary research - 
from texts to visual maps. 

1/24 
Studio @me: 1-1 check ins 

4 1/29 
DUE: Assignment 1 - Trend Brailing 
Present assignment 1 

1/31 
Lecture: ASK & LISTEN - How to conduct interviews 
and contextual research 
*Launch Assignment 2 - Talking to People 

Ac@vity: CreaSng design research protocols for 
Interview Based (expert, user, focus-group) 
research 

READ: Research for Designers, Chapter 4  - 
QualitaSve Research

5 2/5 
Lecture: Storytelling interview findings - short 
videos 

Ac@vity: Progress check-ins

2/7 
Ac@vity: storytelling of data - Script wriSng and 
video making 
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6 2/12 
DUE: Assignment 2 - Talking to People 
Present assignment 2

2/14 
Lecture: LOOKING - Observa@onal Field Research: 
Shadowing, Fly-on-the-wall, and ParScipated 
ObservaSon.  
*Launch Assignment 3 - Observa@onal Research 

Ac@vity: Developing protocols and performing 
research 

READ: Read selecSon (PDF) from Innova8ng for 
People 

7 2/19 
No Class - President’s Day 

2/21 
Lecture: PresenSng data through mapping 
Ac@vity: Progress check-ins 

8 2/26 
DUE: Assignment 3 - Observa@onal research  
Present assignment 3 

2/28 
Lecture: PARALLEL LOOKING - What is Analogous 
Studies  
*Launch Assignment 4 - Analogous Research 

Ac@vity: Developing protocols for analogous 
studies 

Read: pg. 53-65 of IDEO Field Guide to HCD

9 3/4 
Lecture: Journaling as research 
documentaSon  

Ac@vity: Progress check-ins 

3/6 
Ac@vity - Studio Sme

3/11-15 SPRING BREAK 

10 3/18 
DUE: Assignment 4 - Analogous Research 

3/20 
Lecture: IMMERSING - Immersion (empathy) 
Studies with designed props and technology  

Ac@vity: Developing research protocols, methods, 
and tools for immersion studies  

Wk Session 1 - Mon Session 2 - Wed
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11 3/25 
Lecture: Other tools of empathy studies 
Ac@vity: Progress check-ins 

3/27 
Ac@vity - Studio Sme

12 4/1 
DUE: Assignment 5 - Immersion/Empathy 
Studies 
Ac@vity: Present research protocols, process, 
and outcomes.

4/3 
Lecture: PROVOKING & FUTURING 
What is a provocaSve workshop? How to sSmulate 
discussion and engage with people’s imaginaSon 
through generaSve workshop acSviSes. 
 *Launch Final Project - Provoca@ve Workshop 

13 4/8 
DUE: Final Project FP1 – Topic selec@on and 
research proposal 

Ac@vity: Designing a workshop - framework, 
acSviSes, and tools 

4/10  
Studio @me: 1-1 check-ins  

14 4/15 
DUE: Final Project FP2 – Provoca@ve 
Workshop plan, tools, and facilitator guide  

Ac@vity: Present workshop approaches and 
tools 

4/17 
Ac@vity: Test run of ProvocaSve & Futuring 
Workshop

15 4/22 
Read & Discuss: two arScles by Jon Kolko (see 
above for links) “The Importance of Synthesis 
during the design process.” 
“AbducSve Thinking and Sensemaking: 
The Drivers of Design Synthesis” 

Ac@vity: Studio Sme 

4/24 
REFLECTION 
Discuss opportuniSes, issues, challenges, biases, 
and ethics of user-based research.  

Ac@vity: Studio Sme 

Read: pg. 25-48 of Design for the Pluriverse, Arturo 
Escobar

16
STUDY DAYS 

5/1 
FINAL EXAM: Wednesday May 1st, 7-9pm 
DUE: Final Project FP3 - ProvocaSve Workshop 
results report/presentaSon 
Date:  For the date and Sme of the final for this 
class, consult the USC Schedule of Classes at 
classes.usc.edu/.

Wk Session 1 - Mon Session 2 - Wed
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Statement on Academic Conduct and Support Systems 

Academic Integrity 

The University of Southern California is foremost a learning community commiDed to fostering successful 
scholars and researchers dedicated to the pursuit of knowledge and the transmission of ideas. Academic 
misconduct is in contrast to the university’s mission to educate students through a broad array of first-
rank academic, professional, and extracurricular programs and includes any act of dishonesty in the 
submission of academic work (either in drat or final form).  
  
This course will follow the expectaSons for academic integrity as stated in the USC Student Handbook. All 
students are expected to submit assignments that are original work and prepared specifically for the 
course/secSon in this academic term. You may not submit work wriDen by others or “recycle” work 
prepared for other courses without obtaining wriDen permission from the instructor(s). Students 
suspected of engaging in academic misconduct will be reported to the Office of Academic Integrity. 
  
Other violaSons of academic misconduct include, but are not limited to, cheaSng, plagiarism, fabricaSon 
(e.g., falsifying data), knowingly assisSng others in acts of academic dishonesty, and any act that gains or 
is intended to gain an unfair academic advantage. 
  
The impact of academic dishonesty is far-reaching and is considered a serious offense against the 
university and could result in outcomes such as failure on the assignment, failure in the course, 
suspension, or even expulsion from the university. 
  
For more informaSon about academic integrity see the student handbook or the Office of Academic 
Integrity’s website, and university policies on Research and Scholarship Misconduct. 
  
Please ask your instructor if you are unsure what consStutes unauthorized assistance on an exam or 
assignment, or what informaSon requires citaSon and/or aDribuSon. 
  
Policy for the use of AI Generators 
You should never aDempt to present or include content created by others, including generaSve AI as your 
own. ADempSng to take credit for content generated by AI or others without proper acknowledgement is 
a violaSon of USC's policies and standards for academic integrity and can result in disciplinary acSon. 
  
As with including other sources in your research and assignments, it is criScal to include proper citaSons 
and aDribuSons when incorporaSng content created by generaSve AI. Visit the CiSng GeneraSve AI 
secSon on USC Libraries Research Guides website more details on how to cite GeneraSve AI using 
common wriSng styles and formats. 
  
Although criScal evaluaSon of sources is a core component of research and academic work, it is especially 
important when working with generaSve AI. Content generated by AI should always be evaluated for its 
accuracy and credibility using criScal thinking and addiSonal, credible sources. Many large language 
models & text-based generators create content that appears accurate and may even include sources, 
some of which may not actually exist. 
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Support Systems 
Counseling and Mental Health - (213) 740-9355 – 24/7 on call 
Free and confidenSal mental health treatment for students, including short-term psychotherapy, group 
counseling, stress fitness workshops, and crisis intervenSon. 

988 Suicide and Crisis Lifeline - 988 for both calls and text messages – 24/7 on call 
The 988 Suicide and Crisis Lifeline (formerly known as the NaSonal Suicide PrevenSon Lifeline) provides 
free and confidenSal emoSonal support to people in suicidal crisis or emoSonal distress 24 hours a day, 7 
days a week, across the United States. The Lifeline is comprised of a naSonal network of over 200 local 
crisis centers, combining custom local care and resources with naSonal standards and best pracSces. The 
new, shorter phone number makes it easier for people to remember and access mental health crisis 
services (though the previous 1 (800) 273-8255 number will conSnue to funcSon indefinitely) and 
represents a conSnued commitment to those in crisis. 

Rela8onship and Sexual Violence Preven8on Services (RSVP) - (213) 740-9355(WELL) – 24/7 on call 
Free and confidenSal therapy services, workshops, and training for situaSons related to gender- and 
power-based harm (including sexual assault, inSmate partner violence, and stalking). 
  
Office for Equity, Equal Opportunity, and Title IX (EEO-TIX) - (213) 740-5086 
InformaSon about how to get help or help someone affected by harassment or discriminaSon, rights of 
protected classes, reporSng opSons, and addiSonal resources for students, faculty, staff, visitors, and 
applicants. 
  
Repor8ng Incidents of Bias or Harassment - (213) 740-5086 or (213) 821-8298 
Avenue to report incidents of bias, hate crimes, and microaggressions to the Office for Equity, Equal 
Opportunity, and Title for appropriate invesSgaSon, supporSve measures, and response. 
  
The Office of Student Accessibility Services (OSAS) - (213) 740-0776 
OSAS ensures equal access for students with disabiliSes through providing academic accommodaSons 
and auxiliary aids in accordance with federal laws and university policy. 
  
USC Campus Support and Interven8on - (213) 740-0411 
Assists students and families in resolving complex personal, financial, and academic issues adversely 
affecSng their success as a student. 
  
Diversity, Equity and Inclusion - (213) 740-2101 
InformaSon on events, programs and training, the Provost’s Diversity and Inclusion Council, Diversity 
Liaisons for each academic school, chronology, parScipaSon, and various resources for students. 
  
USC Emergency - UPC: (213) 740-4321, HSC: (323) 442-1000 – 24/7 on call 
Emergency assistance and avenue to report a crime. Latest updates regarding safety, including ways in 
which instrucSon will be conSnued if an officially declared emergency makes travel to campus infeasible. 
  
USC Department of Public Safety - UPC: (213) 740-6000, HSC: (323) 442-1200 – 24/7 on call 
Non-emergency assistance or informaSon. 
  
Office of the Ombuds - (213) 821-9556 (UPC) / (323-442-0382 (HSC) 
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A safe and confidenSal place to share your USC-related issues with a University Ombuds who will work 
with you to explore opSons or paths to manage your concern. 
  
Occupa8onal Therapy Faculty Prac8ce - (323) 442-2850 or oVp@med.usc.edu 
ConfidenSal Lifestyle Redesign services for USC students to support health promoSng habits and rouSnes 
that enhance quality of life and academic performance.  
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