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This research addresses the 
claim made about graphic and 
communication design research 
in the Research Excellence 
Framework 2015 Panel overview 
report (UoA34: Art and Design: 
History, Practice and Theory p.85) 

‘a number of weaker discipline areas 
that, on the evidence of submitted 
outputs, appeared not to have 
developed since RAE2008. While 
there were high quality exceptions, 
the intellectual and theoretical 
underpinning of graphic and 
communication design was thought 
to be generically weak.’

A co-funded research project 
between the ADRC and the 
CHEAD Research Alliance to 
investigate the stated observation 
was led by Corazzo (ADRC) and 
Honnor (ADRC) with Harland 
(Loughborough University) and 
Rigley (Glasgow School of Art).

Findings from the research project 
broadly support the sub-panels 
observations that graphic design 
is yet to establish an academic 
research culture. In addition to 
noting the variable quality of graphic 
design outputs, the research 
also identifies: i) the low volume 
of graphic design outputs (3%) 
submitted to REF2014, despite 
the subjects size and standing in 
higher education; ii) graphic design 
outputs tend to adhere to traditional 
academic, non-practice-based 
forms (disproportionately when 

compared to UoA34 as a whole; 
and iii) that 46.9% of graphic design 
outputs submitted to REF 2014 
come from just four institutions. 
Also identified are the absence of 
consensual nomenclature, lack 
of confidence and exemplars with 
practice-based graphic design 
research, the uncertain expectations 
of research audits, lack of platforms 
for dissemination, and few 
established career pathways for 
research. 

In response to these findings, the 
authors initiated three symposia, in 
partnership with the Graphic Design 
Educators’ Network (GDEN) and 
CHEAD, for disseminating, debating 
challenges and encouraging a 
closer examination and reflection 
of graphic design’s contribution to 
research and knowledge production. 
The three symposia attracted a total 
of 223 attendees from a range of 
institutions across the UK.

Above: Unpublished collection of 190 narratives from Graphic Design outputs 
submitted to REF 2014 (front cover).
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1. Identifying Graphic Design Research Outputs in 
REF 2014 Submissions

2. Generating and testing keyword search terms 3. Reviewing the outputs identified from the key-
word search terms

title additional information
This field provided the space (300 words)  
to clarify the research element of outputs. 
Mainly where the nature and extent of the 
research were not immediately evident.   

ref.ac.uk/2014

The process of identifying graphic design 
research outputs focused on the submissions 
data, downloaded as MS Excel spreadsheet, 
from the REF2014 website. Of the 6,356 
outputs assessed by the sub-panel, 6,321 were 
made publicly available. 

Identifying the graphic design outputs 
submitted to REF2014 presented significant 
methodological challenges. UoA34 did not 
require submitting institutions to associate 
outputs with a taxonomy of disciplines or sub-
disciplines. 

A list of graphic design related keywords was 
developed (Table 2) that would be used to 
identify potential graphic design outputs from 
the 6321 publicly available ones. Particular 
attention was paid to outputs from prominent 
departments in the field (specifically the 
Department of Typography and Graphic 
Communication at the University of Reading) to 
test the appropriateness of keywords.

Having established a list of keywords, searches 
were applied both to output titles and the 
additional information fields which offered 
space (up to 300 words) to describe the 
research content. 

Samples of outputs containing these key search 
terms were reviewed by the research group to 
assess their relevance and suitability. 

Researching submissions data from REF 2014, 
through keyword generation, content analysis and 
focus groups.
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Researching submissions data from REF 2014, 
through keyword generation, content analysis  
and focus groups.

4. Content Analysis of ‘Additional Information 
Fields’

5. Focus Groups 6. Analysing Focus Groups

ref.ac.uk/2014

Having identified the extent and distribution 
of graphic design outputs, an analysis of the 
additional information fields was undertaken 
to understand the criticisms of ‘generically 
weak intellectual and theoretical underpinning’. 
Benefiting from the initial keyword search 
described above, the additional information 
fields of the 190 outputs were systematically 
examined to make inferences about the nature 
of the graphic design research.

Two focus groups with graphic design 
academics were undertaken with the twin aims 
of presenting and testing the keywords used 
in the search terms and identifying contextual 
factors that may have contributed to the poor 
performance of graphic design in REF2014. 
These were conducted at conferences 
organized by the Graphic Design Educators’ 
Network.

The data from the first focus group led to a set 
of themes that were then refined in light of the 
data generated by the second group.
Analysis of the data was undertaken by open 
coding (Strauss & Corbin 1990), and then codes 
were grouped into categories. This resulted in
five categories, each of which summarized the 
participant’s collective views on graphic design 
research: (1) the nature of the discipline; (2) the
demands of teaching; (3) the currency of 
research; (4) the lack of exemplars and 
pathways; and (5) misconceptions about 
research and the REF.

 
 SHEFFIELD 2017 

 
 

NORTHUMBRIA 2018 
 

THEME 
 

code 
 
 

DATA CODE DATA 

DISCIPLINE GD YOUNG DISCIPLINE 
 

GD is younger discipline. Practice-based research 
degrees still relatively new. 
 

Historical vocational routes The history of polytechnics may be part of the 
problem, as no tradition of research in technical 
training colleges. 

 GD DOES NOT FIT GD is practice-based, pragmatic discipline so does not 
fit with traditional academic research … some support 
for this, BUT this is also true of Product Design, Fine Art 
subjects which do not seem to have the same issues. 

  

 NOMENCLATURE GD - no agreed use of name. 
 
 

  

 BUT IS GD TOO BROAD? 
 

BUT the breadth of the discipline (eg. book illustration to 
corporate branding) may mean there is little scope for 
common ground? 

Breadth of gd "The breadth of it is its strength." 
 

 NOT IDENTIFYING AS GD 
RESEARCH 
 

GD outputs may not be formally allocated to specific GD 
themes, instead might fall under photography, film etc 
 

Not called gd "People are not calling it graphic design 
research." 

 PUBLISHING IN OTHER SITES – NOT 
JUST DESIGN JOURNALS    

GD academics publish in many places not just Design 
Journals 
 

Not called gd What happens when you teach graphic design 
but your institution wants to position your 
research in another discipline (e.g. computer 
science)? What is the hidden impact of that? 

   Consultancy / knowledge exchange Are graphic design research projects often 
positioned as "consultancy" or "knowledge 
exchange" rather than research? 

     
CULTURE 
(DEMANDS OF 
TEACHING) 
 

TEACHING WORKLOADS 
 
 
 

Teaching workloads - when other disciplines are gearing 
down from teaching hours towards a semester or 
research and other activities, GD academic are gearing 
up for more teaching / grad shows etc. 

Teaching workloads  Graphic Design is cash cow for universities. 
 

 BALANCE TEACHING WITH 
RESEARCH 

Ambiguity around allocated 'research time' which is out 
of balance with the allocation of time for teaching. 
 

Teaching workloads Lack of time for research: studio delivery 
= heavy teaching loads.  
 

 TEACHING   RESEARCH   PRACTICE Issues around combining part-time in academia and 
part-time in professional practice 

  

     
CURRENCY 
 

GD ACADEMIC CURRENCY – 
RESEARCH IS NOT 
NECESSARY/ESSENTIAL/RELEVANT 
 

Being recognised for excellent research is not 
considered necessary / essential / relevant for a graphic 
design academic (unlike physicists, sociologists etc who 
live and die by their REF rankings). 

  

 GD ACADEMICS DO NOT SEEK OUT 
RESEARCH ROLES 
 

GD academics don't see themselves as naturally 
fulfilling senior research roles, tend to focus energy on 
practice, commercial work etc 

  

     
     
PATHWAYS EXEMPLARS 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Recontextualising practice as research  
Fine Art already good at this 
defining own pursuit of knowledge 
good use of physical evidence portfolios  
demonstrating research context 
GD could do this, but there seems some reticence or 
resistance … 

Exemplars How does one know how "high quality" an 
HEI's REF rating is overall for research? And 
then how does GD fare against that? 
 

Commented [Office1]: I think this needs opening out a 
little. Maybe the issue is more to do with balance, and the 
use of the term part-time may be confusing 

Commented [Office2]: I’m not sure this is true. A recent 
Anne Boddington talk suggested that the STEM subjects are 
funded primarily through research awards rather than the 
REF. it might be worth us checking. Certainly it could be 
added to the misconceptions theme. 
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Three symposiums were convened 
to: share findings, debate chal-
lenges, encourage closer 
examination of graphic design’s 
contribution to research and 
knowledge production, and develop 
a sustainable approach to graphic 
design research beyond REF 2021.

The research team members Corazzo and 
Harland lead on convening three symposiums  
in collaboration with CHEAD, ADRC Graphic 
Design Educators’ Network & RCA reaching 
223 attendees.

Graphic Design
and the Research 
Excellence Framework

Symposium

17 October 2018

Sheffield Institute of Arts
Sheffield Hallam University

Design by

@mattckay
@_alexgore
@_leanne_lloyd

Sheffield
Institute
of Arts

Graphic Design and the Research 
Excellence Framework Symposium
17 October 2018, 
Sheffield Hallam University. 

Graphic Design Research Beyond 
REF 2021
20 March 2019, 
Loughborough University

Beyond the Margins: tools, strategies 
and urgencies transforming graphic 
design research
8 May 2019, 
Royal College of Art
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About
If you know where to look, graphic 
design research is thriving (Walker 
2014), and in these places, we 
can glimpse how graphic design 
contributes to new forms of 
knowledge and understanding. 
However, when it comes to 
institutional mechanisms for 
measuring research, graphic design 
is, with a few exceptions, yet to 
flourish. 

So, in advance of REF2021,  
this symposium will address two 
questions: 

How do we foster graphic design 
research and make it visible within 
established academic contexts? 

What can the disciplinary 
knowledge practices of graphic 
design research offer established 
academic contexts?

Speakers 
Professor Anne Boddington
Situating Graphic Design

James Corazzo, Dr Rob Harland 
and Steve Rigley
Research time for Graphic Design

Dr Rebecca Ross
Producing Knowledge with 
Billboards

Paul Bailey
Observations on ghosts, 
marshmallow men, fur balls –
and graphic design research

Dr Alison Barnes
Finding the doorway to Narnia:
A research journey and other stories

Plenary (Chaired by Professor 
Karen Fleming)

Event Review

Graphic Design and the Research Excellence 
Framework Symposium

17 October 2018, Sheffield Hallam University. 
82 Attendees

Supported by
Council for Higher Education in Art & Design (CHEAD) 
Graphic Design Educators’ Network (GDEN)
Art, Design & Media Research Centre (Sheffield Hallam University)

Situating Graphic Design
Professor Anne Boddington

What is the role of Graphic Design in the world, 
what does Graphic Design do and what might 
this imply for Graphic Design research?

This presentation will explore the agency 
and impact of Graphic Design, its ‘power to 
act’, and how this is reflected or influences 
the curriculum. Does a shifting, contested 
nomenclature within the field reflect genuine 
change or an incremental evolution in the 
forms of practise and practice, and are these 
apparent in the ways in which we are learning, 
teaching, researching and communicating 
between students and teachers, between 
Graphic Design’s ‘communities of practice’ 
and other parts of the academy and its 
multiple audiences, users and beneficiaries?

This may all appear a long way from the 
perceived structures of Research Excellence 
Framework (REF) 2021 or 2027, but the 
Research Excellence Framework, the 
Teaching Excellence Framework and the 
emergent Knowledge Exchange Framework 
(KEF) provide clues, not only within their 
internal structures and regulatory frameworks, 
but also within their potential relationships to 
one another and how each might be usefully 
harnessed as opportunities for development 
and dialogue rather than as imposed audits 
that constrain or ‘kill creativity’. 

The embodied skills and distinctive 
qualities of design in all fields is to seek 
out and develop interest, to see not only 
what has already been made tangible, visible 
or understandable, but to identify, create or 
adapt voids, to harness difference and to 
construct alternative perspectives on the 
world we think we know and attempting to 
see through, beyond and around. The 
presentation aims to create opportunities, 
spaces and places for conversations and 
explore the challenges for Graphic Design 
Education for future generations.

Professor Anne 
Boddington—

Observations on ghosts, 
marshmallow men, fur balls—
and graphic design research

Paul Bailey

In an attempt to assign a bodily mass to the 
practice of graphic design, Andrew Blauvelt 
referred to the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man 
(of Ghostbusters fame), for its ‘bloated, not so 
nimble and maybe even menacing’ disposition. 
Stuart Bailey tells us that ‘graphic design only 
exists when other subjects exist first’ and 
proposes we consider it a ‘ghost’ discipline 
‘… both a grey area and a meeting point—a 
contradiction in terms—or a node made 
visible only by plotting it through the lines of 
connections’. This presentation is an exercise 
in observation upon the manifold perspectives, 
metaphors, definitions and contradictions that 
are prevalent in the drive to advance, mature, 
or perhaps simply grasp, the requirements and 
potential of graphic design, and its place as/in/
through research.

Paul Bailey is an Irish graphic designer, educator and 
researcher based in London. Paul’s practice, originating in 
the expanded field of visual communication, incorporates 
commissioned and self‐initiated work and is driven by an 
open, collaborative and divergent working method. 

The outputs of Paul’s activities take on many forms, 
such as exhibitions, publications, performances, 
workshops and writings. Paul is currently course 
leader for MA Graphic Media Design at London College 
of Communication, University of the Arts London, advisor 
at the Jan van Eyck Academie, the Netherlands; member 
of Supra Systems Studio, UK; founding member of the 
Design Displacement Group, committee member of the 
Graphic Design Educators’ Network and a fellow of the 
Higher Education Academy in the United Kingdom.

Paul Bailey—
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Professor Anne Boddington is Professor of Design 
Innovation, and Pro Vice Chancellor for Research, Business 
& Innovation at Kingston University. She is the Sub Panel 
Chair for Art & Design: History, Practice & Theory for the 
U.K.’s Research Excellence Framework 2021. 

Educated as an architect, an urbanist and subsequently 
as a cultural geographer, she has over thirty years 
of leadership and management experience in higher 
education that extends across teaching, research 
and civic engagement in architecture, art, design and 
humanities in the UK and internationally. 

Anne has had advisory and governance roles in the 
creative and cultural sector including as trustee of the 
Design Council and as a member of the AHRC Advisory 
Board. She has held executive roles in a number of 
subject associations including CHEAD, DEED and 
SCHOSA and has spoken and worked as a partner, 
collaborator, reviewer and evaluator for a wide range of 
internationally funded projects and quality reviews in 
Europe, the Middle East, Hong Kong, Southern Asia and 
North America.

Above: Event photo

Above: Event programme

LINK FOR EVENT REVIEW 
http://www.eyemagazine.com/blog/
post/if-you-know-where-to-look
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About
This symposium continues 
discussion and debate about 
Graphic Design Research and the 
Research Excellence Framework 
that began at Sheffield Hallam 
University in October 2018. 

It brings together senior managers, 
researchers and graphic design 
educators to define some important 
terms of reference for the future of 
graphic design research. 

Building on recent scholarship, 
it will speculate on a future for 
graphic design studies and the need 
for more coherence, consensus, 
stability, and standards in graphic 
design research. Themes will 
include REF criteria, research 
leadership challenges, field 
formation, and views from graphic 
design educators.   

Speakers
Professor Teal Triggs
Towards a Graphic Design Studies

Professor Paul Wells
Learning from Animation Studies

James Corazzo
I’m a badger that needs to learn how 
to speak cat

Professor Anne Boddington
Final Guidance and Criteria for 
REF2021

Above: Event photo

Above: Event programme

Graphic Design Research Beyond REF 2021

20 March 2019, Loughborough University
74 Attendees

Professor  
Teal Triggs —

Towards a Graphic Design Studies
Graphic design research is in crisis—but it’s coping. How 
we teach, research, and professionalise our practice is at 
the mercy of continually shifting environments, unstable 
government policies, rapid technological innovation, social 
change and inter-cultural relationships. We are at a crucial 
point for addressing the complexities of communication  
in people’s public and private lives. We are rethinking new 
kinds of ecosystems and living networks, and asking hard 
and critical questions about the role of expanded practices. 

What are we afraid of? Graphic design research lags 
behind our understanding of what we teach and how we 
practice design. As a community of designers and edu- 
cators, we are hard pressed to evidence the ways in which 
graphic design research, as a systematic and rigorous 
approach, contributes to the formation of a field of study; 
possibly even a nascent discipline. We need to show how 
we might produce in-depth effective ways to lay foundations 
from which innovation may arise. 

Building on the work of Victor Margolin and others (Yelavich, 
Clark and Brody), this paper seeks to explore what it means 
to define a field of study for graphic design embracing the 
richness and complexities of making, and scholarly and 
critical engagement. It proposes how to avoid the trap of 
becoming instrumentalised by a government policy obses- 
sion with impact and student employability, and how to 
forge a future that is inclusive and experimental. 

The researcher’s role is to access new knowledge, and  
in that process to ensure a connection to what graphic 
design currently is but increasingly, to reimagine what it 
might become. 

Teal Triggs is Professor of Graphic Design 
at the Royal College of Art, London. She  
is also Adjunct Professor in the School of 
Design, RMIT, Australia. 

As a graphic design historian, critic and 
educator, she has lectured and broadcast 
widely and her writings on design pedagogy, 
self-publishing, and feminism have appear- 
ed in numerous edited books and inter- 
national design publications. 

She is author of Fanzines (Thames  
& Hudson), and the children’s book The 
School of Art (Wide Eyed Editions) which 
was shortlisted for the ALCS 2016 Educa- 
tional Writer’s Award. Her recent book is 
co-edited with Leslie Atzmon, The Graphic 
Design Reader (Bloomsbury). 

Teal is founder-member of the Women’s 
Design + Research Unit (WD+RU), whose 
remit is to raise awareness of women work- 
ing in visual communication. As a design 
researcher, she has led interdisciplinary 
teams for funded projects ranging from 
communities and urban regeneration to 
telecommunications and industry futures. 
She is a Fellow of the International Society 
of Typographic Designers and the Royal 
Society of Arts.

Professor  
Paul Wells —

Paul Wells is an internationally established scholar, 
screenwriter and director, having published widely  
in Animation and Film Studies, and written and direc- 
ted numerous projects for theatre, radio, television 
and film. He is Director of the Animation Academy  
at Loughborough University, a research group dedi-
cated to cutting edge engagement with Animation 
and related moving image practices. 

Field formation: learning from  
animation studies
Drawing upon the evolution of two emergent fields, ‘Animation 
Studies’ and ‘Screenwriting Studies’, this discussion will talk 
about some of the conditions, parameters, and challenges  
of ‘field formation’. Particular attention will be paid to ideas  
about legitimacy, nomenclature, organisation and develop-  
ment, research culture, theory and practice, the place of 
pedagogy, and field function. 

I’m a badger that needs to learn how to speak cat
In this short input, I will share the comments made by attendees at Graphic 
Design and the Research Excellence Framework Symposium (Sheffield Hallam 
University on 17 October 2018) and ask, what does this tells us about what 
graphic design academics think about research and the REF?

James Corazzo is a graphic design academic at Sheffield Hallam University. His research/
practice draws from social science and design and focuses on the cultures, values and 
contexts of design education. 

James is a founder member of the Graphic Design Educators’ Network (GDEN) and a Senior 
Fellow of the Higher Education Academy. James is currently a Principal Lecturer in Graphic 
Design, and Department Lead in Learning, Teaching and Assessment.

James Corazzo —

Professor  
Anne Boddington —

Final guidance and criteria for REF2021
In keeping with her recent work supporting the graphic design research 
community, Anne will introduce and explain the final guidance and criteria 
for REF2021, and reflect on implications for graphic design academics.

Anne Boddington is Professor of Design Innovation, and Pro Vice-Chancellor for Research, Business 
& Innovation at Kingston University. She is the Sub-Panel Chair for Art & Design: History, Practice and  
Theory for the UK’s Research Excellence Framework 2021 (REF2021). 

Educated as an architect, an urbanist, and subsequently as a cultural geographer, she has over thirty  
years of leadership and management experience in higher education that extends across teaching,  
research, and civic engagement in architecture, art, design, and humanities in the UK and internationally. 

Anne has had advisory and governance roles in the creative and cultural sector including as trustee  
of the Design Council, and as a member of the AHRC Advisory Board. She has held executive roles in  
a number of subject associations including CHEAD, DEED and SCHOSA, and has spoken and worked  
as a partner, collaborator, reviewer and evaluator for a wide range of internationally funded projects and  
quality reviews in Europe, the Middle East, Hong Kong, Southern Asia, and North America.

Supported by 
Council for Higher Education in Art & Design (CHEAD) 
Graphic Design Educators’ Network (GDEN)
Loughborough University
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About
In a time where higher education 
teaching and research environments 
are vulnerable (and especially 
necessary), the Graphic Design 
Educators’ Network has the 
challenge and opportunity to find 
new directions that lead from within 
the subject and discipline. Further to 
the various graphic design research 
related events hosted by GDEN 
this year, this inter-institutional 
symposium believes in our power 
and voice as graphic design 
academics to create change. 
Our aim, for this day was quite 
simple, as Rendell (2004:45) noted, 
‘to reflect upon what is there, but 
also to imagine something different 
– to question and transform rather 
than describe and affirm’. 

Led by 
Paul Bailey (LCC), 
James Corazzo  
(Sheffield Hallam University), 
Gerry Leonidas
(University of Reading), 
Luke Pendrell (RCA), 
Dr Rathna Ramanathan (RCA), 
Dr Rebecca Ross (CSM)

Above: Event photo

Above: Event programme

Beyond the Margins: tools, strategies and  
urgencies transforming graphic design research

8 May 2019, Royal College of Art
67 Attendees

Supported by:
Royal College of Art 
Graphic Design Educators’ Network (GDEN)
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The ongoing research was 
shared and debated at a number 
of conferences and invited talks 
(2017–2019). These represented 
opportunities for dissemination, 
raising awareness, and testing 
findings and recommendations with 
academics and research leaders 
across the UK.

Playing to the REF’s whistle: graphic design 
research falls behind again (with Gwilt, I., Harland, R., 
Honnor, A. and Rigley, S.) Graphic Design Educators’ Network 
Annual Conference: Ideas of Revolt, Sheffield Hallam  
University, 7—8 September 2017

Graphic design research: a cause for the concerned 
Harland, R., Corazzo, J., Gwilt, I., Honnor, A., and Rigley, S. 
(2018) DRS 2018 Univesity of Limerick, Ireland,  
25—28 June 2018

Mapping graphic design research in REF2014
(with Gwilt, I., Harland, R., Honnor,A.and Rigley, S.) CHEAD 
Annual Conference 2018: Creative ecologies and sustainable 
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