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Abstract
The pictorial track exemplifies how the field of design 
research explores more designerly ways of communicat-
ing knowledge in an academic context. In this pictorial, 
we present the Interactive Thesis project. The project 
explores how the design of a Ph.D. thesis may embody 
the experiential qualities of interactive systems that 
are presented in its (textual) content. We report on the 
research through design process and present results from 
the project’s first iteration. We conclude with reflections 
that emerged from a public presentation and discussion 
of the work amongst designers and researchers.
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Disseminating Design Research
The field of design research increasingly explores ways 
of disseminating research outcomes in designerly ways 
that resonate with the richness found in design itself. 
This is part of the maturing process of the field, as it 
seeks to further establish itself as an accepted academic 
discipline. This richness is fundamental to design, it is the 

Interactive Thesis: Embodying 
Experiential Qualities in Print 



Pictorials DIS 2016: Fuse, Brisbane, Australia

potential of the artefacts that design creates to become more than 
their strictly functional characteristics, to resonate with an individ-
ual’s intentionality and sensitivity, embedded within a socio-cultural 
context (Trotto and Hummels, 2013). 

This richness is found not only in complex functional, interactive 
and formal qualities of final artefacts. It is also found in the rich 
nature of processes, where this potential in a specific design situ-
ation is explored through a variety of media and techniques. Such 
ways of working have long been established in the design tradition 
(Blevis et al., 2015). The Pictorial Track one example how formal 
publication formats can accommodate the visual richness found in 
design processes and artefacts. One result of these developments in 
the field, established methods and forms of academic publications 
are increasingly challenged.

Dissertations
Dissertations, a particular type of academic publication, also form 
an opportunity to explore the dissemination of design research. For 
example, Ambra Trotto’s Ph.D. dissertation (2011) was published 
as an Ipad application, allowing an interactive embodiment of the 
phenomenological concept of active perception that is foundational 
to the work contained in the dissertation. Another example, al-
though strictly speaking perhaps not belonging to the field of design 
research itself, is Nick Sousanis’ Ed.D. dissertation “Unflattening” 
(2015). This work addresses the primacy of words over images in 
Western culture in the form of a graphic novel. 

With the Interactive Dissertation project, we explicitly turn our at-
tention towards this type of dissemination: the dissertation. Dis-
sertations, like other academic publications, could be considered 
the final outcomes of design research, and are often governed by 
explicit as well as implicit rules, expectations and traditions, which 
may or may not be particularly suited for dealing with design. We 
regard this is an opportunity for design research to develop and 
probe this tension and through this, contribute to the wider discus-
sion in the field around suitable dissemination formats.
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Active Perception 
Our approach builds on a theoretical background of ecological 
perception (Gibson, 1986), American pragmatism (Dewey, 1934), 
phenomenology (Merleau-Ponty, 1962) and embodied cognition 
(Clark, 1997). Building on this approach, we explore how interac-
tions with artefacts may be designed to elicit beautiful, mean-
ingful and engaging experiences for the people that use them, 
contributing to aesthetics of interaction (Ross and Wensveen, 
2010). These foundations share a strong notion of embodiment. 
Embodiment emphasises the role of the body, asserting that we 
perceive the world in terms of how we can act in it and upon it, 
and that meaning arise in dialogue with the world around us as 
we act in it. 
These foundations are not unique, and the strong consequences 
embodiment has on our understanding of what an experience in 
interaction is, have been influential in the field of (interaction) 
design research (Dourish, 2001). Along these foundations, our 
experience of the world is dynamic, ephemeral and subjective, 
and it becomes difficult to accurately describe the qualities that 
elicit an aesthetic experience. The richness found in the artefacts 
we design is essential to the meaning that arises in interaction 
with them, and this richness is easily lost in publications.
Moreover, this approach means that perception comes from action 
and precedes cognition. This highlights a tension between the 
cognitive, theoretical knowledge that a dissertation aims at com-
municating, and the largely passive interaction its reader has with 
that dissertation, to access this knowledge.
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Implied by Light is a lighting installation that implicitly informs travellers of the 
state of the Dutch railway network. A continuous light pulse travels through an 
abstracted map of the whole network, signifying disruptions with a slight delay.

Nodes is a design that enables people to manage wireless connections between 
devices in the context of a smart home. The design is distributed, requiring people 
to move around the space to place physical start and end points to establish a 
network of connections.

DiffractMe! is an installation that invites people to engage with each other in 
a subtle haptic dialogue. Two people manipulate a small platform, feeling each 
other’s movements and working together to create a subtle ripple effect to move 
through a matrix of prisms.

Ballade of Women is an immersive interactive exhibition. Independently mov-
ing projection panels, directional audio and a myriad of online and offline content, 
created a space that triggered reflections on issues of women’s rights by inviting 
people to form their own meaning from the fragmented and complex whole.
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text, photography, video, schematics, sketches, are 
all media used to communicate the thing
the experience with the thing is a unified whole
so, all these perspectives are limited representations 
of (part of) the thing
limited because they only provide one perspec-
tive (text misses sensuality, photo has a fixed point 
of view, just as video, schematics don’t have the 
richenss of the thing)
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by designing an active perception 
element we use a salient aspect of 
the thing (or what we are trying to 
say is the salient part of the experi-
ence) in a way that forces the reader 
to move between perspectives
this constitutes a more unified 
whole: it binds the different per-
spectives together actively, through 
experience that is guided, and 
thereby sketches a bigger whole of 
what the thing really was. (better 
approximation than perspectives by 
themselves)
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conclusion
acknowledgements

pitch it as one way for design to 
probe tensions around tacit practices 
of dissemination
opens up to design the way that 
people experience a publication
opens ambiguity but also elicits 
involvement
designerly ways of knowing and 
communicating
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