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Abstract: This paper introduces the concept of cognition-based CAAD. Protocol analysis
and a content-oriented coding scheme are utilised to produce cognitive results
of designers’ behaviour. This empirical analysis suggests that the speed of
thought and vagueness among actions are the main areas to be supported by
any cognition-based CAAD system. Three different modes of design thinking
are presented as the basis of a possible CAAD system.  

1. INTRODUCTION:

Current commercial CAAD systems focus on representations and
manipulations of those representations with a small number being able to
deal with information processing views of designing (Gero, 2000). This
paper proposes that, from a cognitive point of view, perception, functional
references, and inter-linked relationship between high and low cognitive
levels should be integrated into CAAD systems to produce a cognition-based
CAAD system. We utilise empirical results obtained by examining designing
behaviours of expert and novice architectural designers to substantiate our
assumptions. The results imply that these areas should play important roles
in future CAAD systems in order to allow them to be used during conceptual
design. The empirical results are based on protocol studies of an expert and a
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novice designer. The remainder of this paper describes the experiments and
the results and places them in the context of a potential CAAD system.

2. METHODS

Protocol analysis is utilised to examine the design processes in order to
provide information for a cognition-based CAAD system. Recently,
retrospective protocols has been used in several studies to explore human
design activities because of the claim that they minimise the interference
they cause to the designers. This study follows the same method in which
participating designers first design for the designated brief, and then
retrospectively report the design process with the aid of the videotapes of
their designing in the first phase.

The oral report is transcribed into a raw protocol. Utterances, sketches,
and videos are the material by which researchers examine and understand the
design behaviours and encode the protocol. The encoded protocol is
organised into information processing streams, documenting which types of
information and how they have been processed in terms of our coding
schemes.

 The analytical structure of this coding scheme consists of two primary
levels. Lower level cognitive activities contain physical actions and
perceptual actions that interact with the outside world, including drawing,
looking, and recognising graphical features and spatial relationships. Higher
level cognitive activities contain functional references and conceptual
actions that interact with the designer’s internal world, including functions,
views, setting up goals and making decisions.

This coding scheme was originally established by Suwa and Tversky
(Suwa and Tversky, 1997; Suwa, Gero, et al., 2000), and applied by Tang
and Gero for their series of studies (Tang and Gero, 2000). It represents the
design process in terms of four inter-linked and inter-related types of
cognitive actions – physical, perceptual, functional, and conceptual actions
in each segment. An episode of the design process is constructed by a series
of consecutive segments. These segments represent the smallest units of
intentions of a designer. All the four types of cognitive actions in one single
segment have relations but no chronological order.

3. CONCEPTUAL DESIGNING

Conceptual designing occurs when the designer is trying to understand
the problem and set the situation for the following processes. It does not

Tang, H.-H. & Gero, J. S. (2001). Cognition-based CAAD, in Vries, B. d., Leeuwen, J. P. v. & Achten, H. H. (eds),
CAADFutures 2001, Kluwer, Dordrecht, pp.523-531. (8 - 11 July 2001) 



Cognition-based CAAD 3

mean that the designer does not exhibit similar features during the remainder
of the design process, but conceptual designing is the period having the
richest range of ideas, problems, and creativity. However, current CAAD
systems seem to be absent from this design process, and most designers still
conduct their conceptual designing using hand-drawn sketches, or more
romantically on the back of an envelope.

Given that CAAD systems should have the capacity to support this
design phase to provide a holistic design process, from concept generation to
manufacture, this study examines what CAAD systems should support in
order to support designers during conceptual designing.

3.1 Speed of shifting intentions

We assume that the protocol is divided according to the designers’
intentions, instead of verbalisation events or syntactic marks (Ericsson and
Simon, 1993). This has been applied in recent protocol studies in which
designers’ intentions are understood not only through the verbal utterances
but also through their drawings and gestures (McNeill, Gero, et al., 1998)).
In the same sense, one segment consists of pieces of information, which
appear to have occurred simultaneously in the designer's mind, and
constitute a set of coherent cognitive actions – physical, perceptual,
functional, and conceptual. Thus, segments are the representation for the
designer’s intentions, and the speed of shifting intentions represents the
speed of thought and related actions.

In our empirical data, shown in Table 1, the expert’s encoded protocol
consists of 338 segments with an average time span of each segment of 8
seconds, whereas the novice’s encoded protocol consists of 145 segments
with an average time span of 20 seconds. The experimental duration was 45
and 48 minutes respectively.

Table 1. Number of segments and average time span of the novice and the expert
Number of segments Average time span (seconds)

Novice 145 20
Expert 338 8

The result indicates that this expert shifted his focus from one topic to
another on average every 8 seconds, and the novice did so every 20 seconds.
Given that the speed of shifts represents that of thought, it is much faster
than was expected. In terms of using a CAAD system, the time this expert
took to shift his focus was of the order of that for a user to pull down a
menu, select the function, and input parameters.

The surprisingly fast speed of change of topic during conceptual
designing provides a basis for why designers still prefer using pen and paper
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even when they have expensive, powerful, and cutting-edge CAAD systems,
during conceptual designing. It is simply because these familiar sketching
skills can catch up with the speed of thought, the speed of ideas, and the
speed of creativity. The speed here is not relevant to computational power
nowadays because even the latest CAAD system cannot efficiently support
this design phase. The problems are that the interface between designers and
machines is not sufficiently intuitive and simple enough to follow the train
of thought so that the use of a CAAD system blocks the development of
thought and ideas. It results in spending too much time on the software
rather than on designing.

3.2 Speeds of physical, perceptual, functional, and
conceptual actions

In our encoded data, every segment consists of four different kinds of
actions, but the number of actions in a segment depends on the content of
that segment. For example, one segment may have 4 physical actions, 2
perceptual, 3 functional, and 1 conceptual, while the following one may have
only 2 physical and 1 perceptual actions.

“Physical” refers to actions that have direct relevance to depictions via
drawing, revising or gesture. “Perceptual” refers to actions that attend visuo-
spatial features or relations of depictions with or without physical actions.
“Functional” refers to the actions that attach functions and abstract concepts
in depictions or visuo-spatial features and relations. “Conceptual” refers to
the actions that manipulate functions and abstract concepts through setting-
up goals, aesthetic evaluation, and design knowledge. These four actions and
their relations capture the essence of the cognitive processes of design
thinking.

Table 2 and Table 3 show the basic statistical descriptions of each type of
actions in our novice and expert’s encoded data. The results indicate that on
average the novice has 3.6 physical and 1.5 perceptual actions every
segment, which spans 20 second on average. Whereas the expert has 3.1
physical and 1.8 perceptual actions every segment, which lasts 8 seconds on
average. These external action rates were measured when designers were
using pen and paper.

Table 2. Basic Statistical Description of actions in the novice's encoded protocol
Mean Std. Dev. Minimum Maximum

Physical action 3.6 2.3 0 15
Perceptual action 1.5 1.2 0 5
Functional action 1.9 1.6 0 7
Conceptual action 0.8 0.5 0 2
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Table 3. Basic Statistical Description of actions in the expert's encoded protocol
Mean Std. Dev. Minimum Maximum

Physical action 3.1 1.5 0 8
Perceptual action 1.8 1.1 0 6
Functional action 2.3 1.6 0 7
Conceptual action 0.8 0.8 0 4

The average numbers of all actions in every segment further emphasises
the rich information processing that occurs during conceptual designing.
According to this result, it is hard to image how designers can use current
CAAD systems during conceptual designing. For example, in 20 seconds
how may operational actions can a novice finish in a CAAD system whether
using pull-down menus or short-cut keys or not. In terms of cognitive load of
human memory (based on the ‘magic number seven’ for short term memory
capacity), there is very little capacity left for designers to use the tools if we
intend to maintain the same speed. As a result, a cognition-based CAAD
system would be one with a very simple and intuitive interface without many
selections and pull-down menus.

Moreover, examining current CAAD systems from the perspective of
these four actions, we can find that most CAAD systems focus on two
actions: drawing in physical actions and design knowledge in conceptual
actions. The former are representational kinds of CAAD systems, such as
AutoCAD and ArchiCAD, with their emphasis on the scaled details and
presenting all the components in a two- or three- dimensional world. The
latter ones are knowledge-based or case-based CAAD systems, providing
designers possible and useful design knowledge. Very few systems are
capable of supporting a designer’s perceptual and functional actions.
However, they are as important as drawing and design knowledge in terms
of frequency of appearance during conceptual designing.

3.3 Vagueness

Vagueness and uncertainty of depictions and their relations with other
types of design activities during conceptual designing are the other feature
resulting in the failure of current CAAD systems to adequately support this
preliminary design process. Goel (1999) regarded this feature as the
characteristics of ill-defined representation, being imprecise, ambiguous,
fluid, indeterminate, etc.

Drawing in physical actions are the foundational and most frequent
activities according to our analytical results. All the actions are relevant to or
based on drawing and sketches; Schön and Wiggins have long described the
design process as the reflective and conversational process between
designers and sketches (Schön and Wiggins, 1992).
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Most of the sketches during conceptual designing are like Figure 1 in
terms of vagueness. In these sketches, depictions are syntactically uncertain,
ambiguous, overlapping one with another, and scale-wise unfixed.
Numerous shapes and spatial relations could be generated from an arbitrary
combinations of these depictions. These qualities help designers create
lateral transformations of ideas for creative problem solving in Goel’s
terminology. In terms of CAAD systems, the syntactic disjointness and
differentiation of drawing systems, however, block the possibility for
designers to emerge more ideas from revising their sketches. The sketches of
our other subjects in this experiment indicate that CAAD systems for
novices should be easier and their representations should be less fixed since
they tend to test and refine their ideas more.

Figure 1. Numbers 4, 5, 6, and 7 of the expert's sketches

3.4 Multiple interpretations and relations between
physical, perceptual, functional, and conceptual
actions

This study confirmed that drawings or sketches have both perceptual and
functional ambiguities and this may be why sketches play such important
roles in the concept design process. In terms of perception and revision, the
ambiguities provide opportunities to revise existing depictions and generate
new spatial relationship from combinations as the source for aesthetic
evaluations or form manipulation. Our data shows that during revisions
designers regarded different depictions as one single element for functional
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