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Introduction 
Procedural theory aims to describe and ex-
plain design processes. In this factsheet, the 
focus is on clarifying the individual sketch-
ing procedure and mental activity during the 
process. The transformation during the vari-
ous phases may move from a broad context 
to detailed facts. According to Cross (2018), 
a frequent shift in attention or activity mood 
may influence the quality and overall result. 
This factsheet shows some examples of the 
design process, and focuses mainly on per-
sonal mental activities in relation to sketch-
ing and doodling for, e.g., long-term memo-
ry, and as a fundamental base for a successful 
process.

The course Urban Landscape Design 
(LK0400) is a bachelor’s level course focus-
ing on design of urban green spaces, offered 
at the Swedish University of Agricultural 
Sciences, and run by the Department of 
Landscape Architecture, Planning and Man-
agement (LTV faculty). The course is run as 
a stand-alone course for national and inter-
national students and as a programme course 
in the Landscape Engineer Programme at 
Uppsala and Alnarp, and in the Garden De-
sign, Landscape Engineer Programme at Al-
narp. 

The course considers elements that, in 
various ways, affect the interaction between 
analysis and development of methods and 
concepts through studies of design theory, 
from sketching and doodling to the final 
design proposal. Landscape visualisation is 
an important theme throughout the course, 
and helps to increase the student’s awareness 
of the interplay between contextual relations 
and concept development. The students are 
encouraged to apply experimental approach-
es, where analyses and evaluation are mixed 
with theoretical reasoning. The main aim of 
the course is to use different ways of work-

ing with design in the urban 
environment, and – supported 
by design theory and good ex-
amples – apply, document and 
present design processes, both 
individually and in group work. 

This factsheet is the prod-
uct of the students’ work with 
Procedural Theory in the course 
Urban Landscape Design dur-
ing the spring term of 2023. 
The aim of the assignment is 
to reflect on and communicate 
urban landscape design work-
ing processes, by studies of pro-
cedural theory. The assignment 
considers elements that, in vari-
ous ways, affect the interaction 
between method development, 
analysis and conceptual state-
ments, from sketching processes 
to the final design proposal.

The following abstracts and 
poster presentations present 
the students’ thoughts and re-
flections through visualisations 
and descriptive text, and show 
an attempt to verbalise the 
sketching and doodling steps/
phases and related mental activity during the 
design process. The assumptions made and 
described in this factsheet are based on lit-
erature studies of procedural theory, as well 
as on the students’ previous experiences of 
the design process and through individual 
and group reflections and discussions. 

Managing Chaos 
Accepting uncertainty and invit-
ing chance in a non-linear design 
process
By Alma Christensson, Katarina Grigorovica, 
Hikari Nose, Julia Stepp 

As students of Landscape Architecture, Gar-
den Design and Landscape Engineering we 
are discovering the immense complexity of 
the field we are about to enter professionally. 
Landscape architecture and, above all, design 
is a complicated field because it requires 
multiple skills, and it is important to learn 
not to be overwhelmed by the challenges. 

Reading the texts about procedural theo-
ry has made us understand the creative de-
sign processes and encouraged us to reflect 
on the subject. In some of the texts we could 
sense there has been a dream, perhaps still 
lingering, to create a chronologically grasp-

?

Design processes are complex by nature. 
Through the years, theorists have come up 
with multiple procedural theories, trying to 
concretise the design process. Probably with 
a hope of simplifying the whole process for 
future use. 

These theories are idealistic versions of how 
designers work but do they really reflect the 
reality of the profession? We think not. Michael 
D. Murphy agrees and says:

” ...traditional descriptions of the design process 
are presented as a sequence of steps. The 
sequence suggests that the process will proceed 
from one step to another in a more or less linear 
path .” (Murphy 2016:204)

We think it is dangerous to lean too much on the 
idea of fixed points in the process, that each 
point follows another in a smooth way. It would 
be preferable with a theory highlighting the often 
occurring disruptions and non-chronology of a 
project. 

“Designers, like anyone else, are likely to make 
mistakes. Mistakes are inevitable. But the 
sequential description of design steps fails to 
recognize that mistakes will be made—in 
formulating both the program and the design 
solution.”  (Murphy 2016:205)

  

The reality is much more chaotic. What usually 
happens is that unexpected things show up and 
disrupts the order. To not be overwhelmed we 
suggest that a more open attitude towards chaos 
and chance is a beneficial strategy. Something 
that feels like a big problem can eventually, if 
handled careful ly,  serve as a  source of 
inspiration. 

We have defined three conditions that we 
consider always present as backdrops in every 
landscape design project. Those are time, 
economy and ecology. They are visualised as the 
big triangle in the background of the flowchart. 
At least we would like to state that ecological 
aspects should be as important as the other two. 

As long as the procedural theories are not 
constricting creativity by keeping the work 
contained and creatively restricted in time and 
space, they can be used as guidance when 
needed.

In our flowchart we want to emphasise that it 
can be helpful to divide the project in separate 
phases to get a wider perspective and use it as a 
tool to manage time effectively. We also want to 
highlight the fact that great ideas can show up in 
every given moment and that it can be valuable 
to hold space for sudden impulses and chance 
encounters. 

“ Insights rarely arr ive on schedule,  and 
opportunities must be seized at whatever 
inconvenient time they present themselves.”  
(Brown 2009:64)

To be able to circulate and jump between phases 
- to have an iterative mode of thinking - you 
sometimes need to let go of the dream of linear 
workflow and follow your intuitions. The 
iterations  are present in the flowchart as stairs. 
I t  i s  i m p o r t a n t  t o  b e  f l e x i b l e  a s  t h e 
understanding of the nature of the problems, as 
well as the relationship with the site deepens. In 
this way we are able to integrate the expanded 
knowledge and learn from the process while 
working. 
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able process consisting of easily definable 
steps leading smoothly from one phase to 
the next. How wonderful and comfortable 
that would have been for us when under-
taking a design task! However, the theory 
often does not represent the true reality of 
a design process. It poses an ideal situation 
perhaps meant to inspire or to give the field 
academic approval and legibility. As long as 
the procedural theory does not constrict 
creativity by confining and restricting the 
work in time and space, it can be used as 
guidance when needed.

As a group we see the importance of gain-
ing an insight about how different theorists 
have examined the nature of the processes 
involved when a landscape project is being 
imagined and visualised. The benefit of hav-
ing basic knowledge of procedural theory is, 
as Herrington points out, acquiring aware-
ness of methods we could apply in our cre-
ative processes, to take inspiration from, or 
use to find structure. The theory also pro-
vides a set of concepts creating a common 
language that can be shared between profes-
sionals. The linear flowchart of the design 
process could also be valuable when launch-
ing a project, to gain a sense of the time 
available and an overview of the project. 
A potential danger with following the linear, 
theoretically perfect process is that inexperi-
enced designers may get stuck or perplexed 
when they follow the process and sudden 
disruptions occur in a project. Hopefully, 
the designer is already trained in the profes-
sional flow of the process and already knows 
that iterations between the steps of the pro-
cess are necessary. To overcome difficulties it 
could be helpful to be able to apply another 
attitude to the creative process, becoming 
part of a  process that highlights the itera-
tions and communication rather than the 
steps themselves. Communication is key in a 
creative process involving many stakeholders, 
and involving living entities such as humans, 
animals and plants, and also different fields of 
expertise, including construction profession-
als. These communication steps, as well as 
iterations, are essential to a project but rarely 
seen in a procedural design flowchart. In our 
scientific poster we show how a realistic de-
sign process can be visualised.

Supportive references: Brown, T. (2009); Cross, 
N. (2018); Herrington, S. (2016); Murphy, 
M.D. (2016).

Procedural Theory - A 
visual approach using 
doodling and sketching 
By Madelyn Craft, Mille Jensen & 
Linus Heideman

The design process is a creative 
process, starting with a problem 
statement that will drive the 
designer to the main goal, the 
best solution, and help solve the 
problem. A procedural theory is 
often set up with some kind of 
flowchart. The layout and steps 
may be different, depending on 
what kind of task helps in the 
process. Many writers try to ex-
plain the design process in dif-
ferent ways using various theo-
ries, but the conclusions on the 
topic have the same outcome. 
It is a process that is compli-
cated to describe, because it is 
personal and performed in the 
individual’s mind. In order to 
be free and creative without re-
stricting ideas, strong tools for 
use in the design process steps 
to find a solution are sketch-
ing and doodling. Many people may view 
sketching and doodling as unprofessional, a 
sign of not paying attention. However, sci-
entific data shows otherwise. It has been 
shown that drawings are beneficial for long-
term memory, a way to clarify thoughts, to 
communicate with others, to compare, and 
to evaluate. Historically, this process has 
been observed for thousands of years, with 
examples being ancient cave paintings and 
Egyptian hieroglyphs. 

From the overall design process, we have 
focused on the inclusion of sketching and 
doodling in the four design ideation phases.

Phase 1: State the problem
Gather information about the needs, users, 
and demands. 
Hands-on: Create doodles and a mind map 
from client information.

Phase 2: Define the problem
Investigate and uncover further information, 
critical issues, and its wider context.
Develop first concept.
Write an in-depth summary of the issue.
Hands-on: Small pocket sketches can des-
cribe the site conditions.

Phase 3: Develop alternative concepts
Create different design ideas that meet the 
problem statement’s requirements.
Hands-on: Make several drawings to test 
various patterns, styles, and scales.

Phase 4: Evaluate alternative concepts
View the problem from different angles to 
find alternative design suggestions.
Evaluate each design scenario to see how 
they meet the requirements of the users and 
the site.
Hands-on: Construct more detailed 
drawings of design possibilities. 
The phases are a guideline for use in the 
steps that should be performed in each task. 
The user can go back through them peri-
odically to improve concepts and design, 
gain more knowledge and information, and 
create the best concepts to solve the design 
problem, but they are not set to be followed 
in a specific order.

State the 
problem

Define the 
problem

Develop 
alternative 
concepts

Evaluate 
alternative 
concepts

Decided Solution

The Explained 
Design Process

Conclusion
Visual representations are a 
powerful tool in the design 
process: for both long-term 
memory success and to 
communicate complicated 
concepts from easily 
understandable drawings 
(Hoffman 2019).

Explanation
The traditional design process is 
uniform and allows little room for 
true creativity or self-expression 
(Murphy 2016). By incorporating 
drawing techniques into the design 
process, the designer can create 
unique approaches to solve the 
problem at hand.

Results
Doodling and sketching help hold 
one’s attention, enhance memory, 
and evoke further design ideas (Fish 
2004). Sketches become graphic 
depictions to reclaim past information, 
clarify thoughts, and convey design 
ideas (Hoffmann 2019).
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Summary
The power of a visual explanation can show 
a reasonably investigated solution, before de-
ciding on the final outcome. The sketches 
evolve during the natural development of 
design. They start out as doodles and become 
more detailed as information, knowledge, 
and ideas are received throughout the design 
process. Consequently, each step is important 
in the progress of the design solution.

Supportive references: Fish, J. (2004); Hoffman, 
A.R. (2019); Murphy, M.D. (2016).

The Design Process - From a psy-
chological perspective
By Amanda Kvarnström Sandell, Embla Niemi, 
Elina Parve & Line Tangen-Hestnes

The design process generally consists of 
different phases and steps. It is helpful to 
be aware of the process and how the mind 
works, to discover patterns, make sense of 
experience, and make appropriate choices. 
This project is an attempt to identify tho-
se steps in an attempt to agree on which 
elements describe the design process of the 
group. Another aim is to bring awareness to 
the possibility that a design process can be 
challenging in a creative sense.

The design process is often seen as li-
near. This work therefore seeks to explore 
different kinds of approach to the creati-
ve process. The flowchart aims to visualise 
the possible phases of a design process. The 
main argument is that it can be helpful to 
view a design process as non-linear, where 
the designer can work with the phases in an 
irregular order. After reading about proce-
dural theory, the literature along with per-
sonal experiences in landscape design were 
discussed in a seminar. Cross, Murphey and 
Herrington’s writings were important sour-
ces for finding information that comple-
mented the experiences exchanged in the 
discussions. Other creative methods, such 
as sketching, were used to visualise the ide-
as. Through the process of working with the 
poster, it was concluded that a design pro-
cess could include the following five phases: 
exploration, analysis, workshop, definition, 
and evaluation. These phases all have dif-
ferent steps that are helpful for the process. 
However, the phases of the design process do 
not necessarily have to be linear or follow 
on from each other. They can be seen as an 
iterative cluster. One of the main conclu-
sions of this research is that designers have 

different mindsets throughout the design 
process. Therefore, the aspect of taking bre-
aks during the process to refresh the mind 
was something that was found important in 
moving the process forward. Although many 
aim to identify the different elements of a 
design process, it must be acknowledged that 
the process can vary for different people in 
different scenarios. Equally, it is important to 
keep in mind that the process of designing is 
not necessarily straightforward and effortless. 
The evolution of a good design takes time 
and energy. In conclusion, it can be helpful 
to take breaks from the design and let the 
process be flexible instead of strictly linear. 

Supportive references: Cross, N. (2018); Her-
rington, S. (2016); Murphy, M.D. (2016).

The Analytical Process
By Jonna Ramhult, Invill Holmberg & Kamilla 
L. Jakobsson

Every step in the design process is important, 
but working with a good foundation can be 
invaluable and necessary. Looking at the im-
portance of the foundation, the analysis part 
of the design process can be highlighted as 
one of the most important ones, so this is 

our focus in this assignment. 
We have created “The Analy-
tical Process”, which is a deep 
dive into the analysis part. To 
increase understanding of this 
part, we had to break down the 
design process. We used Micha-
el D. Murphy's Six-Step Design 
Process to get a better under-
standing of the process, and 
then created our own version 
of it. The result was a process of 
five stages instead of six; step 1: 
Analysis, step 2: Investigate, step 
3: Visualisation, step 4: Imple-
ment design, and step 5: Evalu-
ation. Since a stable foundation 
is necessary for the design pro-
cess, we took a further look into 
Step 1: Analysis. To really get 
into depth about what an ana-
lysis implies, we broke this step 
down, and divided it into five 
stages. These were Assignme-
nt, Research, Analysis, Cre-
ative process, and Combine. 
Each of the steps play a critical 
role in The Analytical Process 
and influence the solution and 

design. In Step 1, Assignment, the problem 
is stated to obtain an overview of the project, 
which leads into Step 2, Research, compri-
sing investigation and data collection.  Ac-
cording to Murphy, another aim in this step 
is to understand the context and identify the 
factors to be considered in the project. In 
Step 3, Analysis, the data gathered during 
the research is examined, enabling identifi-
cation of critical issues. It is also important 
to evaluate the research as part of this step 
– according to Murphy, it is also a step whe-
re the ideal relationships among the factors 
and their context are determined. For Step 
4, Creative process, creative methods are 
brought into the process to find solutions. 
Sketching and model making are methods 
that help find these solutions and are also 
methods that help visualise the development 
of the ideas. In Step 5, Combine, all the in-
formation, ideas and solutions are combined 
to identify solutions in the project. These 
solutions will be connected to the concept, 
which will be further developed by incorpo-
rating the solutions. This sometimes requires 
adaptation of the results to obtain the best 
possible design outcome. 

This assignment highlights the importan-
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DESIGN PROCESS
- From a psycological perspective

CONCLUSION
It can be helpful to view a 
design process as non-linear, 
where the designer can work 
with the phases in an irregular 
order. Taking breaks during the 
process is a key aspect for the 
design to evolve. A flowchart 
and timeline were developed 
from a psychological 
standpoint after research 
about procedural theory. 

FLOWCHART
The flowchart illustrated on 
the right represents the main 
phases of a design process 
that we find important. Our 
interpretation is that the 
process is never linear, just as 
mentioned by Murphy (2016, 
208) and Cross (2018, 130). 
The shadows behind the 
shapes of the different phases 
represent that all parts of a 
design process are connected 
to each other.

TIMELINE
The illustration at the bottom 
represents different mindsets 
through the design process 
and how it can be helpful to 
take a break from a task to get 
new ideas. The process can be 
different to every designer, but 
it is not unusual to feel stuck 

and unable to move forward 
with the design. The green 
rectangles are served as a 
period of time to show that 
different mindsets of all phases 
are not equal in time, similar 
to what Cross (2018, 122-123) 
mentioned in his work.

References
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ce of a stable foundation in the design pro-
cess, and how it is built through The Ana-
lytical Process. This is presented with a red 
thread on our poster, to show the connec-
tion between the five elements, helping us 
remember and maintain the backbone of the 
problem-solving though the design process. 

Supportive references: Murphy, M.D. (2016).

Conclusion
The presented works in this factsheet show 
different ways of describing complicated 
mental processes in which students empha-
sise ways to promote creativity and perso-
nal expression. According to Lawson (2005), 
changing direction of thoughts and adapting 
mental tricks during the design process can 
yield astonishing design results. Trying to 
describe the design process in clear steps can 
create false hopes for a clearly functioning 

model. All missions and locations are uni-
que and require partly different processes. 
Using mental tricks as fundamental princip-
les as part of the design process is often seen 
among successful designers (Lawson, 2005).

In all forms of site design, the designer 
needs to find working methods and tools 
that work and serve as the goal of creating 
good and relevant solutions for people and 
the environment. Common to all the groups 
is that they emphasise the iterative way of 
working, where sketching and doodling can 
open up for creative ideas and solutions. The 
sketch outline becomes the tool to commu-
nicate at different levels in the process, and 
provides an opportunity for understanding 
complicated relationships. To varying degre-
es, the students’ work has highlighted the 
importance of a fundamental analysis during 
the design process, using a methodology 
based on a cyclic process (Murphy 2016). 

	 5.	COMBINE
  - Combine ideas
  - Adopt concept to the results 
  - Develop concept  
  - Identify solutions

 1. ASSIGNMENT
  - State the problem 
  - Get overview

	 3.	ANALYZE
  - Results from research 
  - Identify critical issues 
  - Site analysis 
  - Evaluate research
  - Determine ideal relationships

REFERENCES
- Murphy, M.D. (2016). Landscape architecture theory: an eco-
logical approach. Washington, Dc: Island Press.

The Design Process is organized into different steps that guide the 
designer through a logical progression of decisions. Our version of the 
design process is based on Michael D. Murphy’s Six-Step Design 
Process from Landscape Architecture Theory (2016).

This visualization presents The Analytical Process, with five 
elements connected by a red thread. The red thread shows how we 
remember and keep the backbone of the problem-solving through the 
design process.

Jonna Ramhult
Ingvill Holmberg

Kamilla L. Jakobsson

“The analysis part of the design 
process is responsible for describ-
ing the design requirements as a 
set of logically relate performance 
specifications” (Design Process, 
s 191, Murphy 2016).

	 2.	RESEARCH
  - Investigate
  - Gather information 
  - Understand context and factors

The Analytical Process

1. ASSIGNMENT

2. RESEARCH
3. ANALYZE

4. CREATIVE PROCESS

5. COMBINE

Working with literature on procedural design 
theory has shown us that the design process is 
dynamic. Every step in a process is important, but working with 
a good foundation can be necessary. The analysis part of the 
design process can be highlighted as a very important one. Below 
we present 5 steps in the analysis part of the design process, that 
break down what we have called “The Analytical Process”.  

	 4.	CREATIVE	PROCESS
  
  - Sketching
  - Solution oriented ideas 
  - Model making
  - Develop ideas

The work presented in this factsheet shows 
a few different ways of mentally relating to 
the design process. The ways of approaching 
design work are deeply personal (Lawson 
2005; Cross 2018) and the intuitive process 
takes place on an unconscious level (Murphy 
2016).

From the perspective of a group activity 
and the task of working with a personali-
sed process, the students have performed 
well and been successful in demonstrating 
the ability to extract the principal ideas of 
Procedural Theory. The presentations in 
this factsheet show the students' increased 
understanding of their own assumptions in 
the design process, and the development of 
their critical approach. We, as teachers on the 
course and practicing landscape architects, 
would also like to take the opportunity to 
thank the students for interesting and fruit-
ful discussions about the mental progressions 
and the sketching and drawing procedure 
during the design process.
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