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ABSTRACT: This paper describes an interview study of forty five architects and designers. The study 
assesses the extent to which designing is insightful, by investigating respondent experiences of 
discoveries, and of latent designing or preparation. Discoveries that emerge when individuals are 
designing, are called hot discoveries. Discoveries occuring when respondents  are not designing, an 
apparent outcome of latent preparation, are referred to as cold discoveries. The evidence from the 
research suggests that designing is insightful and that cold discoveries are more important than is 
currently recognized. Latent peparation is widespread,  has different forms and results in different 
outcomes. It can resemble what is commonly called incubation, but ranges between active conscious 
designing and passive apparent unconscious activity. It is clearly not only an unconscious process. 
This suggests one or more things; 1) incubation is only a component of latent designing, 2) the view of 
incubation as an unconscious process does not fully account for the range of insightful experiences of 
designers, or 3) whether incubation is a conscious or unconscious process is not critical to design 
cognition. The paper concludes by considering prospects for further research and how the outcomes 
could influence education.     
  
Conference theme: Education of future architects - Design cognition 
Keywords: Insight, Latent designing, Incubation 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
The aim of this research is to assess the extent to which conceptual designing is insightful. More of the background 
to this paper has been outlined in two papers presented to earlier ANZAScA conferences. Murty & Purcell (2002, 
2003). The two earlier papers describe interviews with the first of the respondents. The 2002 paper describes a 
Preliminary study of five individuals, two graphic designers, two architects and a professional artist-designer. The 
2003 paper reported on responses from the first 16 of 40 architects interviewed for the main study. The architects are 
either receivers of awards, granted by their professional body (RAIA), or have been nominated as impressive 
practitioners, by the prize winning architects. It is now possible to report on all 45 respondents.  
 
It became evident that significant numbers of designers are insightful from the first few interviews. The very first, P1, 
is the least insightful of the initial five, but the second, P2, is one of the most insightful. P3 to P5 all indicated 
insightfulness in a variety of ways. A01 to A16, the architects described in the 2003 paper reinforced this trend which 
then continued through to A40, the last respondent. Because a trend was evident early and was sustained the initial 
research questions were augmented by a focus on the detail of what was happening. In this paper, I have 
endeavoured to simplify the overall description in order to focus on key findings and statements on which they are 
based. The parts that follow comprise: 1. A brief overview of the study, 2. Findings of Insightfulness generally, 3. 
Insightful Discovery, 4.Cold discovery findings, 5. Latent designing, 6. The insight process and 7. Conclusions 
  
1. RESEARCH STUDY OVERVIEW 
 For several decades researchers have sought to understand and describe designing, with a variety of investigative 
approaches. Many studies have reported designers making unexpected discoveries, or experiencing realisations that 
have led to design solutions, while working during single protocol sessions. The majority have associated sketching 
and use of sketches with discovery (Goldschmidt, 1991; Schon and Wiggins, 1992; Goel, 1995; Suwa, Gero & 
Purcell, 1999). Protocol studies, of blindfolded subjects, have confirmed that designers can also use their mind's eye 
as a virtual space, to design without sketching (Athavankar, 1999; Garde, Kuthiala and Athavankar, 2001; Bilda and 
Gero, 2004). An implication, of use of the mind's eye, is that designing and discovery can occur at any time.  
 
The view that discovery might occur at any time, and perhaps precipitate unexpected transformative consequences, 
is supported by the Gestalt theory of insight. This theory proposes that solving novel problems requires productive, as 
opposed to reproductive thinking, which involves; a) insights, or acts of recognition, typically involving a 
reinterpretation or reformulation of the problem, called restructuring, following the overcoming of; b) fixations or 
mental blocks. Gestalt theory also proposes that insights, typically, are preceded by a period of  apparent inactivity; c) 
known as incubation (Wallas, 1926; Duncker, 1945; Kaplan & Davidson, 1988; Mayer, 1995). But Gestalt theory has 
been criticised by some theorists and the concept of insight has been described as dispensible and synonymous with 
mundane acts, such as recognition (Greeno, 1978; Weissberg, 1995; Simon, 1996,1999). 
 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________
40th Annual Conference of the Architectural Science Association ANZAScA 223 



Meanwhile, concepts associated with insight, such as restructuring, fixation and incubation, have been the subject of 
interest in both cognitive and design research (Finke Ward and Smith, 1992; Jannson & Smith, 1991; Purcell and 
Gero, 1996; Lloyd, Lawson & Scott, 1996). But there is no insight research methodology, appropriate to designing. 
Typical insight research studies involve use of puzzle-like problems, known as insight problems, but like protocol 
studies of designers, this approach provides a limited view of the whole, or Gestalt experience of being a designer. 
However there are questions about insight that are worth investigating. Some concepts and methods originating in 
Gestalt theory have been utilised extensively by modern cognitive researchers, including Simon (1999) and there are 
important issues within the competing views of insight psychology that remain unanswered. If the Gestalt insight view 
can provide useful interpretations of how talented individuals like designers carry out their work, that other models of 
cognition do not address, this could have significant implications for future research and for education. 
 
One common feature of insight studies and design protocol studies is a problem-based focus - studies are based on 
a problem. However some researchers have noticed that, while scientists and engineering students tend to focus on 
the details of problems they are solving, designers and architects, especially, tend to be solution focused (Darke, 
1978; Lawson, 1979). That observation contributed to a decision to orient this study towards solutions, or discoveries, 
rather than problems. It was also recognised that while problem-based studies recorded discoveries made in one-off 
sessions,  the frequency and significance of design discoveries that might occur unexpectedly, at any time, appears 
to have been completely overlooked. To close this gap an interview study was planned which focuses on individuals 
who undertake conceptual design professionally and on the breakthroughs and discoveries during the course of their 
lives. It was hypothesised that designers would present signs of insightfulness, that some designers would 
experience cold discoveries and that, for some, their cold discoveries would be more insightful that their hot 
discoveries. To test these propositions a preliminary study of 5 designers and later a main study of 40 architects was 
undertaken from 2002 to 2004. The data from the two studies, being reasonably consistent with each other, are now 
combined. As the focus was on discoveries, a distinction was made between two types of discovery. Those that 
emerge in the run of play, when individuals are designing, are called hot discoveries. Those occuring when 
respondents  are not designing, are referred to as cold discoveries.  
 
1.1 The interviews 
The interviews are structured discussions conducted and audio-recorded by the first author. They focus on what the 
respondents try to achieve, their actions, conceptual breakthroughs and unexpected discoveries made throughout 
conceptual design, not only when they are working, but also when they are not. Questions are open-ended, to elicit 
pertinent revelations without leading, or inducing biased answers, and are grouped in four stages, as follows.  
1) Introduction, focuses on career milestones, formative influences, challenges overcome, perceptions of past and 
current strengths and  weaknesses, and perceived success attributes.  
2) Designing and Designers, shifts the focus to design philosophy and values. Respondents are also queried about 
how they design and to describe their normal mode of progression, whether steady or fluctuating.  Progression is one 
of a group of occupational attributes, referred to in the study as action style. 
3) Working and Discovery patterns, is intended to explore further action style attributes. Respondents are asked to 
assess the extent to which they are, always a designer, referred to as incessancy, and quick on their feet, versus 
reflective and contemplative. Further questions address items the respondents associate with their creative work,  
referred to as creative catalysts, and how they cope with getting stuck, or being unable to resolve a tricky design 
problem, referred to as reactivation. Respondents are asked if they can recall and describe breakthroughs and 
discoveries during conceptual design. Further detailed questions are asked about these recollections. 
4) Completion, begins with an explicit question about design ideas coming unexpectedly when not designing. A 
recalled event is followed by requests to describe specific and general aspects of the experience. Finally the 
interviewees are asked about anything else that may be important to their work, or which helps to explain 'how they 
tick', in order to draw out any crucial unstated thoughts that might have been missed, or may have occurred during 
the interview. 
 
1.2 Data processing and analysis 
The interview recordings were processed in two ways. Initially, as interviews were proceeding, a method of real-time 
spot transcribing of interviews, directly to an Excel spreadheet, while copying from recorder to PC, was implemented. 
This provided the essence of each interview in a text form permitting prompt analysis for research papers. From small 
beginnings this method grew and influenced the development of a study methodology. Later once the interviews were 
transcribed a deeper and more thorough coding was undertaken, resulting in the presentation of the interviews in a 
questionaire like  format. More recently the contents of the full transcription are being reviewed to enrich the 
spreadsheet. An aim for future studies will be to identify and acquire a database application that combines the instant 
filter-sort-display functionality of the spreadsheet and the capacity to manage large amounts of text as well. Two 
applications, anSWR and NVivo have been considered during the research, but neither demonstrated sufficient 
versatility for the intended function.   
 
Assessment of insightfulness consists of 3 indexes. 1) Insight experience, is based on indicators associated with the 
definitive components of insight described earlier, fixation, incubation and restructuring. Two additional concepts are 
included. Fixation is typically prededed by preparation that is insufficient for the task, at which point the individual gets 
stuck. Then, the moment of insight is typically accompanied by an exclamatory "Aha!" sensation of welcome surprise, 
or relief. Individuals score one point, on a scale of 0-5,  for statements that include indicators of each criterion, when 
describing a particular discovery, or referring to their discoveries generally. 2) Cold discovery experience, is based on 
a scale of 0-4, applying stated indicators of four criteria, frequency, importance and two relating to degree of hotness 
and coldness. a) hot time, is associated with the relative proximity of a discovery to earlier designing, or problem-
solving activity. The coldness of a discovery straight after a design session,  with the mind still seething with thoughts 
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would be doubtful. b) Cold time: is associated with qualitative aspects of times, activities and events, other than 
working. A discovery that occurs at work, which is totally unrelated to the current activity could be a cold discovery, 
while one that occurs away from work, but in a de-facto work activity, like designing while commuting, would not be. 
3) Cold discovery insightfulness, is more subjective than the first two, as it is mostly a matter of judgement, or 
indicators of insightfulness offered by the respondent. A scale of 0-3 ranges from dismissive, or negative remarks 
about cold discoveries, to positive references to cold discoveries, indicating greater insightfulness than hot 
discoveries. Terms such as clearer, more creative, have the essence, more resolvable, or stronger are acceptable 
indicators of greater insightfulness.  
 
2. FINDINGS OF INSIGHTFULNESS GENERALLY 
More than 85% (39/45) of all respondents described insightful discoveries making a significant contribution to their 
conceptual designing.  More than 50% of this group (24/45) confirmed the experience of cold discoveries, or 
discoveries when not actively designing. Moreover more than 20% of the respondents (10/45) indicated that their cold 
discoveries were more insightful than discoveries made while designing, referred to as hot discoveries. The 
remainder, less than 15% (6:45) of all respondents, are categorised as incremental designers. Two described 
themselves as rational or methodical. Others in this category tended to affirm some experience of discoveries, but 
were unable to recall any, and had little or nothing to say about discoveries in general. 
 
The three insightful categories described correspond to experimental hypotheses, but it became evident after the 
research results began to accumulate, that they also represent levels of insightfulness, with the incremental group 
representing the base level. Considered in those terms three levels of insightfulness were identified. Individuals, 
described as Insight Level 1, experience insights in the form of hot discoveries which are narrowly situated within the 
times, places and intentional activities of designing. Insight Level 2 designers, experience insights in a greater variety 
of situations, including many in the form of cold discoveries, outside of the normal times, places and activities of 
designing. A third group, described as Insight Level 3, distinguished themselves by affirming that their cold 
discoveries are more insightful than their hot discoveries.  
 
The respondents also indicated that they experienced insights differently. Four broad categories of discovery 
experience have been identified, clarity, fluency, recognition and ideas. In Figure1 (below) each column represents 
the numbers of respondents in each Insight Level group, who described themselves having one of the four discovery 
experiences. Clarity experiences, typically a sense of realisation, rather than a specific idea, appear to be relatively 
evenly distributed among respondents in the three insight levels. Fluency experiences, typically a succession of 
ideas, are most commonly associated with insight level 1 respondents. Recognition, typically occurs when a designer 
encounters something seen  or thought before and perceives, in it, something not appreciated before. This 
experience appears to be more strongly associated with insight Levels 1 and 3. Idea experiences, typically classic 
"aha!" events, may be a specific solution to a problem, or a generator upon which a design can be based. They are 
more commonly experienced by Level 2 and Level 3  (cold discovery) respondents. 
 

 
Figure 1: Insightful discovery categories by Insightfulness Level 

 
 
One question, of general interest,  is whether insightfulness is associated with success, or skill as a designer. Among 
the respondent population are 21 architects who have demonstrated sufficient skill to be awarded architectural 
awards by their professional body, the RAIA. This is not the definitive measure of success, or skill, but it is one.  
Figure 2 (below) suggests that Award Winners may be more insightful than Others, although the difference is small.  
The greater and fewer Insight Level 2 and 3 respondents, among the Award Winners group, also suggests that the 
Award Winners are less convinced of the insightfulness of cold discoveries.  
 

    
Figure 2: Discovery categories by RAIA award status 
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Figure 3 (below) shows the relationship between Discovery Experiences and Award status. This graph shows that 
proportionally more Award winners, than Others (8:2), described their discoveries as Clarity experiences. It also 
shows that Recognition experiences were only reported by the Other respondents. 
 

    
Figure 3: Discovery Experiences by RAIA award status 

 
 
The apparently minor role of Recognition as a factor in insightful discovery among award winners is of significant 
interest. If architects, judged as most skilled by their peers, achieve insightful discoveries, by generating ideas, or 
achieving a state of clarity, this suggests the possibility that insightfulness may involve productive thinking, and not 
simply be the reproductive selective search and recognition process, fundamental to Simon's bounded rationality, 
problem-solving paradigm.  Of course this is not yet compelling proof. In this study, Recognition has typically involved 
something concrete, like an earlier sketch, rather than a thought from memory, but the findings are sufficiently 
suggestive to prompt questions about the form an alternative process of discovery may take. For instance, what can 
one do instead of search? One can explore, but exploring is just another way of searching. What would be completely 
different? Before proceeding with this theoretical line of enquiry it is worth considering what the respondents have 
actually said.  
 
3. INSIGHTFUL DISCOVERY - Insightful Level 1 designers 
As stated, respondents described different insight experiences. The differentiation was not precise. Some 
respondents described combined  experiences and, for some respondents, experiences varied  from event to event. 
The four discernable categories of clarity, fluency, recognition and ideas shown in Figures 1 and 3 have the following 
properties.  
 
3.1 Clarity experience 
A Clarity experience, is characterised by a noticeably different and stronger sense of realisation, rather than a 
specific idea. It appears to have features in common with classic Gestalt conceptions of insight, like Wertheimer's 
notion of having insight into the problem or what Kohler referred to as, awareness of new relations among problem 
components (Wertheimer, 1959; Kohler,1929). 
 
A21 described successfully coming out of an extended mental block, by deciding to relax by playing classical music 
and to draw up what he had. .  

Even though I was in a very distraught state, I managed to become a little more peaceful, listening to this music and 
draw. And draw…with a little more care and a little more detachment, right? And I drew it, right? And then I thought, 
suddenly, "I had broken through", right? And I thought, "Well, I can make this so much better". 

A21 described both hot and cold discoveries. He made no distinction between them, but suggested greater affinity 
with discoveries achieved while he is in full flow designing: 

… there's a lot of spontaneity in these ideas and probably most of the time that happens… in the immediacy of 
actually working. It's when my mind and hand are kind of one. 

 
3.2 Fluency experience 
Fluency experience, is typified by frequent ideas, often experienced as a flow or succession of ideas. In one clear cut 
case A30 describes how, instead of sketching, resketching and working towards a design by trial and error, the 
design of one of his best known award winning houses flowed from his mind to paper, as he drew in a continuous 
manner, without changes or corrections.    

On every project there are so many problems and so many break throughs… the first house I designed…  I 
designed that lying on the beach… I drew it in my sketch book, a section of it, and I drew it and I thought, "that’s it!" 
… just drew, came from nowhere, just drew it… practically the first time I tried to draw what I was thinking about…. 
It was a Saturday afternoon… I got off the beach and I went straight to the office…  And I sat there and I tried to 
draw it and I couldn’t… so I enlarged it on the photocopier… put a piece of tracing paper over the top and traced it 
and that’s the section. 

The word drew, as used by A30, signifies that his action involved the realisation of a gestalt.  This is demonstrated by 
the failed attempt to draft the design at his drawing board, back at the office. It was necessary to make a scaled 
photocopy which could be traced whole, with all relationships preserved. 
 
A22 recalled a recent breakthrough in the design of a competition entry for amenities blocks in a major public park. A 
design had been developed and was being presented for submission, but both A22 and his partner A23 were 
unsatisfied with it and felt it couldn't win. The breakthrough in the design involved changes to the materials of screens 
covering the building facade. On the Saturday morning A22 started with the detail: 

… it was one of those things where I just started drawing a 1:5 detail in sketch form. It just came very quickly and 
very naturally and as soon as I drew it I felt confident. 
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3.3 Recognition experience 
A recognition experience typically involves the designer encountering something seen or thought before and 
perceiving, in it, something that was not appreciated before.  
 
A15 described a house project in which an idea emerged shortly before a progress meeting with the clients. The 
initial condition was that a set of plans had been developed, the clients were expected to be happy with that but, to 
A15:  

… it wasn't actually a design it was just a default... it just didn't seem to me to be a strong enough idea, to be unique 
and I want something to be quite different... 

A15 had liked a brush-railing form in the image seen earlier, and made a sketch of it, one of many considered during 
the designing. On this day sketches were reviewed again to see what could be developed. A15 and partner A16 both 
liked the fence image and so A16 made a 3D computer model of it. When viewing the model A16 rotated it 90 
degrees and and, immediately, a screening solution for the façade was recognised. 
 
A34 described a recent project, a master plan for development of  suburban and semi-rural blocks considered 
suitable for conversion to housing. The project was complicated by a large number of stakeholders with conflicting 
wants and needs. A34 was distressed by the project and some of the people involved, but persisted and: 

… by reading the planning, by looking at the history of that site and the subdivision plan and saying "how can we do 
this", and looking at, like, 10 options, but one option in particular, like… (click), the light come on and the penny 
dropped… and we said "this is it, this is a really good solution"… 
 

3.4 Ideas experience 
Idea experiences are typically classic "aha!" discoveries where a particular discovery is made that may be a solution 
to a problem or a generator upon which a design can be based. They are a much less common among Level 1 
insightful designers than Level 2.  
 
A17 described the generation of ideas for two exhibitions. The first idea, was developed for an exhibition presenting a 
history of rock & roll music. The principal idea was the exhibition's three dimensional shape, an evocative sculptural 
form resembling the inside of a human ear. The first occurred at the office while drawing..   The second idea, was for 
an elevated pathway to a tall artefact, to be erected inside a museum A17 was designing for a NSW country town. 
The eventual idea of a three dimensional spiral came to him while driving.  

I just thought… that a 3 dimension spiral is probably… the nicest way to get to that sort of thing.  Now… that's kind 
of a diagrammatic idea, that I came to without drawings and then tested it and seemed to be quite a good way of 
solving that problem. 

The insightful side of A17 is evident in the fact that he considers himself to be an intuitive designer and is accepting 
of the notion of ideas coming to him, as opposed to searching for them or tracking them down. The following reply 
suggests a combination of active cognition and a passive and perhaps forgotten cognition that could be regarded as 
a form of incubation. 

… you do a little bit and then you go and do other stuff… and so you've still got the drawing activity in your mind, 
and I think that little bit of distance is probably good to kind of clarify, and then you come back and you draw some 
more, and then you go out and you do something else.  So, it's sort of a constant, I mean it's kind of a consuming 
process until it's worked out… 

 
4. COLD DISCOVERY 
Cold discoveries are experienced by both Insightful Level 2 and Level 3 designers. At this point knowledge of 
systematic differences between the two categories does not extend far beyond the distinctions made earlier, namely: 
1) By definition, insight Level 3 designers perceive their cold discoveries as more insightful than Level 2 designers, 2) 
This perception may be associated with other differences between the two insight levels. See Figs.1, and 3. For the 
purposes of describing cold discoveries in this paper Insightful Level 2 and Level 3 designers are considered 
together. 
 
4.1 Cold discovery - Clarity experiences 
A38 observed that discoveries when working are likely to be influenced directly by the work, that drawing has a 
cathartic effect. Discoveries when not working, he associates with reverie, thinking conceptually and analogy. A38 
referred to the state of mind early in the morning when it is easy for your mind to slip cogs,  

… when you’re thinking or relaxing… really your mind never stops working on things, … I’m working on things all 
the time, not deliberately, but, you know, you’ve got things to solve, they're always there… 
… I could probably think about every job I’ve done at different stages… where you actually, somehow realise that 
suddenly it’s all going to go together, it’s the moment before that happens that’s the really good time… Sometimes it 
comes to you instantly you arrive at the place. You see exactly what has to be done.  

    
A29, the youngest respondent, described several discoveries including a realisation that occurred to her while she 
was eating dinner with a mentor. This was a general realisation of an achievable design approach, rather than 
particular ideas. A29 described frequent experience of cold discoveries. 

… all the time.  Sometimes… in the middle of the night… I might wake up and have resolved something which had 
been really bugging me.  I don’t know... I love that part of your brain…Dad used to always say to me, "you’re 
working on it now, just let it go"… and I would say, "what do you mean? I need the answers now".  But then you 
leave it and you go to the movies, or whatever, and then that morning you’ll wake up and you’re like, "Oh! Actually, 
how about doing it like this? And it’s almost like your your brain is already working overtime to resolve a problem. 

 
A39 described his discoveries as occurring all the time, night and day. 

All the time.  Night and day.  I wake up at two o’clock in the morning with a solution. That Paris thing was two 
o’clock in the morning… I just woke up and there it was. 
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Cold discoveries are regarded, by A30, as being of the same nature and value as work-based hot discoveries. 
I don’t see them as being radically different… I see it all as one... you might think that there’s something romantic 
about coming up with an idea at two in the morning and so on, but it’s not, it’s just me still working… I don’t wake up 
and go, "I’ve got it!" I just wake up and say, "Oh right. So that will be like that." 

 
A23 offered the view that because many of their projects are large they are not resolved by one idea 

… its not like a light bulb comes on in your head…. I think a lot of ideas, or clarity of thinking, probably comes when 
you're not actively trying to make it come.  I think it comes when you're kind of relaxed, basically… I think it's more 
insight, less ideas, more insight. 

  
A05's description of a sudden revelation that led to resolution of a townhouse project alludes to incubation. 

Suddenly. It was like, there. Yes. I think they do come suddenly… maybe subconsciously, they're kind of there 
forming and then, all of a sudden, it comes into the conscious realm. It's like when you are understanding about 
yourself, you know, you are kind of aware of certain things and all of a sudden it comes into the conscious and [you] 
think; 'oh, that's it,' or 'oh I see, that's what it is'… 
 

4.2 Cold discovery - Fluency experience 
A20's statements indicate an acceptance that her way of designing involves unnoticed mental activity going on while 
she is doing other things. She stated that some of her most valued discoveries occurred when she was not working. 

… you'll be out hanging the clothes on the line, or something and ... it strikes you that there's a solution for 
something and then that just snowballs and pulls everything together, and I find that happens a lot for me. 
… I think I do solve more things when I'm actually drawing.  But... some of the best things that hold a project 
together, that people get most value out of, or is most memorable, comes when I'm not really working on the 
drawing board. 

A20 made little or no mention of her discoveries being prompted by externalities, apart from drawing. This could 
indicate that her cold discoveries are mostly generated internally. Like the experience described in relation to A29, 
above. They cut across whatever she happens to be doing. 
 
4.3 Cold discovery - Recognition experience 
P2 a graphic designer associated breakthroughs with getting away from a job and described the incubation process 
explicitly as very valuable 

I always find that it happens after you have walked away from a job. I think that for me, the breakthrough will always 
come. It won't come by working at it.  
… For me, the breakthrough is usually through distance, like actually going away. I believe there is an incubating 
process. I think there is a subconscious process that is very valuable, which is moving away from it, and going and 
doing something totally different.   

 
4.4 Cold discovery - Idea experience 
 
A03 described a cold discovery when designing a northern beaches house. 

… it was a curved plan... I had an idea and I was mucking around with it and I am pretty sure that I was swimming 
one day when I… came up with this notion of capturing the north easterly breezes and the curved way of dealing 
with how to get the courtyard... because I had some different linear things and then finally this idea kind of evolved. 

That this was no isolated incident can be judged from her affirmation of an incubation-like facility. 
I just believe that your mind is a very powerful instrument and you've got to feed it well and then you've got to let it 
think things through on its own and if you do that, then suddenly things will emerge that answer, sort of, problems.      
 

A25 described breakthrough that occurred when she was designing a warehouse-to-showroom conversion. 
It's… just a plain warehouse and it was, "how do you make this incredibly plain… space become exciting and 
interesting?" And it was sort of like, working and working and working and then it was just simply having the idea of 
creating a tall, two storey volume and taking all the roof sheeting off the existing building and putting in a skylight.  

An early morning "Aha!" led to the complete breakthrough. 
… with this project, it was like you know, 3 o'clock in the morning, I thought, "Oh we could do this". Got up, went and 
drew it and that was the initiation... it ended up being quite different, but it started the whole thing going. 

 
5. LATENT DESIGNING 
Evidence of latent designing is in the discoveries, but the driving force can be identified in action style statements. 
 
5.1 Incessancy 
Respondents were asked to assess the extent to which they are always a designer, referred to as incessancy. About 
two thirds affirmed they were incessant practitioners, in being always the architect, or always on the case  in one form 
or another, by their  thinking, conceptualising, processing, enquiring, exploring, as in the following examples. 
 
Being perpetual 
A04      ...My children are embarrassed by my tapping walls etc. Always enquiring.  
A30     Absolutely the same. The majority of the conversations when we go on holidays are about architectural things.  
A37      …you are always an architect. It's inescapable… it's constantly with you.  
 
Always on the case 
A06     ...I am pretty rigorous throughout the process of design... some things work well early on...but other things require   

more....and so you keep working at it until you get to a satisfactory point.   
A16     We are perpetually looking for the best possible solution…  we have gone back and re-explored, because we want it 

to  be brilliant. We are not billing the client for this.  
A17     When I get a new job I don't stop thinking about it until I have worked it out. It might take 4 hours or 4 weeks. 
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Among the remainder, some could be described as situational, and others advocated a breaking for productive 
reasons.   
 
Situational 
A22 and A26 spoke of how their enthusiasm depends on the project...   
A23 described how disappointments (eg. losing competitions) can reduce zeal  and emphasised the need to recover.  
A15 described being inhibited by her partner A16 (see Always on the case) who is: 

… the most excited by everything about him that I have ever met... I'm average compared to him. Always looking, 
talking, insatiable curiosity...It used to be me. I've stopped because he won't stop.   

 
Advocates of not always being on the case. 
A20 described diverse responsibilities, and of being accustomed to switching from one activity to another. She spoke 
of frequently receiving  ideas when not thinking about work.   
A21, who described architecture as an intuitive process involving reflection, stated;  

Architecture is such an intense profession, but it is important to not always be on the case...we've got to be careful 
to pull back from it.   

A31 referred to the subconscious and ideas emerging in one's sleep, stating about designing;  
Sometimes you have to leave it...Don't stay on the one thing all the time.   

 
5.2 Reactivation 
Respondents were asked how they cope with getting stuck, or being unable to resolve a tricky design problem, This 
drew a variety of answers. About 10% opted to persist until a solution was reached.  For 90%, disengaging from 
designing and doing something else, or re-engaging with the project in a different way is the preferred action. Some 
respondents would choose either depending on circumstance but about 80% made a choice. 
Disengage - About 50% of the respondents exhibited confidence in their capacity to solve problems, when they were 
stuck, by disengaging from the project in one or more of several ways. Methods range from, resting, getting away 
from the workplace, physical activities such as swimming or going for a walk, non-work-related creative activities 
such as painting, or working on other tasks.  
Re-engage - About 30% of interviewees stated that, when stuck, they would adopt an alternative means of 
engagement with the project in one or more of several ways. Methods nominated included: change from output 
activity (ie. trying to conceptualise) to input activity (eg. read magazine), re-represent the task differently, re-consider 
the task differently, collaborate with others.  
 
5.3 Incubation - unconscious or forgotten processing 
The view that solutions to problems are often realised by individuals, not while they are making efforts to solve a 
problem, but some time after they have stopped is not uncommon.  Incubation, the metaphoric name given to this 
apparent mental hatching  phenomenon, has been defined minimally as any interruption of conscious problem-
solving that later appears to have aided in attaining the solution (Kaplan & Davidson, 1988). This definition reflects 
the fact that a specific process of incubation has never been conclusively demonstrated. Gestalt theory views 
incubation as an unconscious but active constructive process. Poincare (1913). But a number of alternative views 
account for incubation effects by means of  conscious processing. One simple explanation offered by Kaplan & 
Davidson is that series of brief conscious thoughts may, when unsuccessful, simply be forgotten.  They note that a 
person may recall and verbalise a fact previously stored in long term memory. The person will be conscious of a 
retrieved fact once it reaches working memory and is verbalised, but will be unconscious of the process of retrieving 
it. This, they propose is because retrieval, like forgetting and priming, operates independently of working memory. 
Forgetting, they propose, can be attributed to limitations of working memory. If there is a rapid turnover of information 
in working memory, while thinking about a problem, intermediate results may not stay in working memory long 
enough to be encoded into long term memory. Once a solution is reached a person may be conscious of  an answer 
(currently in working memory) but retain little or no recollection of the path of thoughts that led to it.  Kaplan & 
Davidson, (1988)   
 
6. THE INSIGHT PROCESS? 
The interpretation of incubation suggested by Kaplan and Davidson could account for some discovery experiences 
that might otherwise be attributed to a subconscious process. It also highlights the fact that attributing discovery to 
the subconscious explains nothing. All cognitive activity may originate unconsciously.  One can speculate on 
alternatives  to the Simon search model. The mass media provide an example. Most of us have grown up in a world 
of mass media dominated by the push model, where providers send content to users. However the Internet has 
brought us the pull model, where content is drawn from providers by users. It is possible that cognitive searches 
could have two analogous modes. Simon's search model is based on the familiar metaphor of a seeker looking 
everywhere for the answer, very pushy. In contrast, a number of respondents gave the impression that by not 
thinking about the project, when they were stuck, they had stopped searching and were waiting for the solution to 
come to them. It may be that a vital feature of the latent model is that it is like a pull search, or an invocation?   
 
7. CONCLUSIONS 
Wide variations in design approaches and actions have been found among the respondents, reflecting human 
diversity, suggesting that we may be more like ecosystems, than like computers. The evidence from the research 
suggests that designing is insightful. Positive descriptions of cold discoveries by most interviewees suggest their 
faith, that disengaging from active designing is sometimes more fruitful than persisting with designing, is well 
founded. Both the reported frequency of these discoveries and the expressions of their value suggest that cold 
discoveries are more important than is currently recognized. Evidence of latent designing is widespread, based on 
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the evidence of abundant cold discovery, high levels of incessancy, or engagement with designing, and the diversity 
of reactivation strategies. 
 
While assessments have been made of insightful designing, it is not proposed that insightful designers are  better or 
more creative than designers whose conceptualisations occur incrementally. All respondents in this study are 
assumed to be skilled, creative designers. The speculative notion of push and pull based discovery models suggests 
another intriguing possibility, which is that perhaps problem-solving and creativity, which are somewhat blurred 
together by theorists, may actually reflect these two different models and should be distinguished from each other.    
  
This research so far has focused on designers. Most respondents are architects. This choice is partly pragmatic, one 
of us is an architect, we are employed in an architecture Faculty and there is a body of  cognitive research based on 
the evidence of architects. Planning was influenced by the view that if any profession was likely to be compatible with 
Gestalt theory, it would be designing, and architectural design in particular. Fundamentally, designs are Gestalts, or 
wholes, greater than the sum of their parts. If questions about design discoveries elicited only reports of methodical 
progress from the respondents, who include some of the most interesting and accomplished architects in Australia, 
that would be a remarkable finding in itself. But if the respondents showed strong signs of insightfulness, this would 
suggest that individuals other than designers could be insightful too. People in many occupations, like designers, 
encounter large amounts of semi-related information and are required to promptly identify and combine the essentials 
together for some useful purpose. This might involve a coherent action, or an executable plan for others to 
implement. Therefore, the implications of positive findings in the initial study could be wide reaching.  
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