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Abstract  
This paper addresses the phenomenon of student design competitions and a predilection — 
especially by the corporate world — to not select other kinds of collaborative design 
exercises or experiences when considering corporate involvement with schools of design. 
The paper explores the competition phenomenon from three particular points of view: 1) 
the origin of design competitions, 2) their relevance to contemporary industrial design 
practice, and 3) possible alternative directions to design competitions for students in 
industrial design education. 

 
The paper begins by situating the present day phenomenon of student design competitions 
in both an historical and professional context. It explores this aspect of the phenomenon 
especially in the light of competitions in architecture and other similar disciplines. 
The paper then proceeds to superimpose the historical development of the student design 
competition of the past onto the contextual relevance of today’s industrial design practice. In 
other words, are the benefits derived from a design competition meaningful to modern 
design education and practice? 

 
The paper concludes with several proposals that are potentially more contextually relevant 
and pedagogical meaningful to contemporary industrial design education. 
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INTRODUCTION 
I only recently read Tom Kelley’s The Art of Innovation, an insider’s view of the day-to-day 
design process at IDEO.1 The book is a very good albeit simplistic, i.e., a non-critical insight 
of the imagination and enthusiasm that reigns supreme at IDEO and how that particular 
approach has become the trademark and key to IDEO’s success. Although the book has an 
audience other than designers in mind most of us could likely learn a new trick or two from 
the people at and the operations of IDEO, or at least receive confirmation for some of our 
own design predilections. 
 
In his book, Kelley makes regular references to the ways that designers work and to some of 
the methods that they use, especially those characteristics that set designers apart from their 
colleagues in other professions such as engineering. He discusses these myriad ways and 
methods, always placing them in the context of IDEO. However, it doesn’t take the 
perceptive reader very long to realize that, like a refrain from a favorite song, several of these 
characteristics keep repeating themselves throughout the text. From my perspective as a 
design educator I was struck by how often Kelley referred to teamwork and how good 
design was more often than not the result of effective teamwork. Or how there was little 
place in the IDEO design process for the designer ego and the expression of self at the 
expense of the project and the client. Or the clear need for collaboration, especially with 
other disciplines such as business and engineering. Or the obvious importance of developing 
an empathy with the user. Or that design was as a verb and that it implied an act of doing. 
This last declaration he repeated regularly throughout the book. 
 
Kelley was not stating anything that was outrageously new to the design community. Most of 
us were aware and had advocated at some time one or several of these design characteristics. 
What Kelley was sharing was the effective use of these design characteristics at IDEO and 
how they had been instrumental in defining IDEO’s ideology. 
 
And then — in one of those moments of when two disparate concepts become one — I 
wondered: “Why do we have student design competitions?” I do not know for a fact what 
triggered this synergistic moment but it could be because, as director of a school of design, I 
receive at least one to two notices a week for one kind of design competition or another. 
There are competitions organized by manufacturers such as LG Electronics, Braun and 
Motorola. There are others sanctioned by associations such as IDSA or ICSID. Groups, 
whose mission is to promote their members or themselves, such as boating associations and 
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houseware manufacturers, have annual student design competitions. And then there are 
those groups that exist with seemingly only one purpose in mind, such as ArcCity. That 
purpose: organize student design competitions. 
 
My reason for questioning student design competitions was quite innocent. There was 
certainly no wish on my part to undermine the goals or motives of the competitions’ 
organizers, which were undoubtedly commendable and full of good intentions. But what 
struck me was the extreme difference between what IDEO expressed as the ideal 
operational qualities and characteristics of design, on the one hand, and how none of these 
were evident in student design competitions, on the other hand. Why, therefore, were 
academic institutions encouraged to participate in student design competitions when these 
same competitions rarely fostered the design skills and attitudes deemed valuable by 
designers themselves? For me, this was a fair and valid question, and one that needed an 
answer. 
 
WHY THE DESIGN COMPETITION?  
The origins of the student design competition can most likely be traced to similar 
competitions in architecture and, to some degree, the fine arts. I render this opinion because 
of several discussions that I have had with architect friends of mine as well as my own Dean, 
who is an architect.  
 
It would seem that the architectural design competition has been for some time and 
continues to be today the method of choice for the encouragement of the broadest 
participation of architects on any given commission, especially those involved with 
prestigious buildings. More important, however, the architectural design competition makes 
it possible for unknown architects to be on a level playing field with better known architects, 
with the hope of walking away with the big prize. In other words, a precedent has been in 
architecture that rationalizes the concept of inviting architects to compete for the honor and 
prestige of executing one building or another. This practice is both established and accepted 
by the architectural community as a credible mode of professional practice and operation. 
No one seems to question it. Consequently, and in this particular context, the design 
competition for students in architecture is a very appropriate model because it borrows a 
reality of the architectural profession and transfers it into the classroom.  
 
Much the same can be said for the fine arts community. Commissions for major works of 
art, especially public ones, are usually the result of a competition. Normally a call for entries 
is announced, artists are invited to submit a proposal, a jury is selected and a winner is 
eventually announced. The Vietnam War memorial is an excellent example of a public work 
of art that was the result of a competition. 
 
However, industrial design is professionally and operationally quite different from 
architecture and the fine arts.2 The three professional groups — industrial design, 
architecture and fine arts — may share some of the same design ethos, e.g., the use of the 
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visual language, but they operate very differently, e.g., one-off as opposed to mass 
production. How great is the difference? Unlike its counterpart in architecture and fine arts, 
industrial designers in professional practice do not regularly enter or rely on design 
competitions for their day-to-day livelihood. Why, therefore, should programs of industrial 
design incorporate into their curricula a design model that bears little resemblance to the 
realities of the profession? 
 
As an aside, the American Institute of Graphic Artists (AIGA), the professional association 
of graphic designers, explicitly discourages its professional members from participating in 
graphic design competitions if there is no remuneration. Their message is very clear: graphic 
design is a professional service and graphic designers should be paid for that service. 
 
WHAT IS SO BAD ABOUT A DESIGN COMPETITION? 
Clearly, there is nothing inherently bad or harmful about student design competitions. In 
fact, there are some benefits to be gained by taking an active part in them. However, when 
competitions are juxtaposed to the realities of industrial design practice let alone industrial 
design education, several important anomalies become apparent. Their intended benefits are 
neither significant nor meaningful. Worse, they do not encourage or develop the skills and 
knowledge that the industrial design profession values, such as those explicitly described by 
Kelly at IDEO. 
 
In all fairness, student design competitions do encourage the development of certain skills 
and values but with a very distinct and narrow focus. This is because most student design 
competitions have a similar format and follow a similar process. In a nutshell, the scenario 
goes something like this. A corporation or organization comes to the realization that a 
student design competition is the method of choice to meet some desired corporate goal, 
which may be, for example, to be visible to design students or to create general goodwill. A 
theme is determined, followed by a campaign of posters and information packages including 
a schedule and deadline that are sent to design schools. Once the school and the students 
have decided to engage in the competition a flurry of activities ensue in order to meet the 
deadlines. During this time period, the corporation or organization is normally not visible. In 
the meantime, a jury of respected individuals is selected and, at some time not too long after 
the deadline, gathers to judge the entries. For their part, the most that the students can do is 
wait in anticipation. If there are no hiccups the corporation or organization proudly 
announces the winners, invites them to a public-relation gala and everyone celebrates. The 
exercise is deemed a success and plans are quickly put into place to repeat the competition 
next year. 
Analyzing the exercise from an academic point of view — I will in no way presume that I 
have the insight to analyze the same exercise from the organizer’s point of view — the 
design competition reinforces some very specific attributes that are, implicitly, perceived as 
valuable in the design process. These include self-expression, design development in 
solitude, the preciousness of the artifact and an acknowledgement of the cool factor. These 
are all enviable qualities but they are almost the exact opposite to the values expounded by 
IDEO. In other words, the qualities and attributes that Kelly and others are looking for are 
not reinforced in most student design competitions. In fact, they are marginalized, if not 
totally ignored. 

 



ARE THERE ALTERNATIVES? 
Designers pride themselves for their creativity. And companies and organizations known for 
their design mandates are acting in a very responsible and supportive way when they engage 
design students. Why, therefore, is it automatically perceived that the student design 
competition is the only game in town? Surely there must be alternative modes of engagement 
that are more relevant to the industrial design profession and more redeeming to industrial 
design education. I will suggest a few. 
 
Do not throw the baby out with the bath water 
First, it is important to note that student design competitions need not be thrown out with 
the bath water. They can be modified in order to reflect better the operational realities of the 
industrial design profession. For example, why are we not entertaining the concept of 
competitions that encourage designers to work in teams or, better still, to work in 
multidisciplinary teams? This change in direction would at least address one of the ideals 
expounded by Kelly and others.   

 
Develop additional focal points 
Second, corporations and other competition organizers can become more involved with the 
students and benefit more from such an involvement, something that most student design 
competitions fail to encourage. To announce a design competition and then to be absent 
from the scene until the awards ceremony is a missed opportunity. It would be much better 
for the corporation to play an ongoing role throughout the competition. This could be done 
by providing regular informational input to the students, by onsite visits perhaps, and by 
supplying support to the students and the schools. As they now exist, student design 
competitions send a very unrealistic and unfair message about the role of the corporation in 
design. The message is quite clear: the intent of the corporation is to pay the least amount of 
dollars for the greatest amount of work all the while providing as little input as possible.   

 
Imitate design practice 
Third, corporations can better encourage the simulation of the practice of industrial design. 
At present, most student design competitions do not do that. An excellent example of one 
company that has understood the operational model of design is Steelcase. Their annual 
student design exchange program brings students in industrial design, interior design and 
architecture together for a two-week period at Steelcase headquarters in Michigan. There, the 
students are involved in an intensive interdisciplinary design experience with regular 
interchanges with personnel from Steelcase, as well as the professional design world. 

 
Understand the context of university education 
Lastly, corporations need to better understand the context of university education and the 
explicit role that research plays in the academic agenda. This is especially true for duties of a 
faculty member and the pedagogy of the program. Both are explicit obligations of the 
individual and the institution, respectively. 
 
Faculty members, especially those in Research I universities, are encouraged and supported 
to engage in research activities. As they now exist, student design competitions do not fit 
that model, forcing faculty to make a choice between two directions: pursue research and be 
rewarded accordingly or become involved in a student design competition and possibly 



forego tenure. However, there is a middle ground. The recent experience at ASU with 
Thomson multimedia is a very good example of what a corporation intent on being involved in 
design education can do. When Thomson initially approached ASU their wish was to 
coordinate a student design competition. After several meetings between Thomson and ASU 
and discussions on the benefits that Thomson was seeking from their involvement with ASU 
it was suggested that there was a better way. What evolved over the next two years was a 
series of student projects and research initiatives that provided Thomson and ASU with a 
great deal more than the usual results of a competition. The designers at Thomson were 
regularly involved in the projects, faculty members at ASU were involved in funded research 
and the students benefited from close contact with design professionals. None of these 
would have occurred if Thomson had pursued its goals of coordinating a design 
competition. 
 
From the institution’s perspective, the dilemma is similar. Design projects are instructional 
vehicles that go well beyond creating cool stuff. They serve to educate students by 
transforming theoretical concepts into concrete realities. The process is a progressive one 
and every project in the curriculum in yet another rung in the ladder. Without the tacit 
acknowledgement of this fact and the appreciation for its presence in education by the 
organizers the theme of the best-intentioned competition may miss the mark. In other 
words, the design competition may be valid when viewed as an independent exercise but 
may not be so in the totality of a professional program of design education. Competition 
organizers need to become more aware of the mandate implicit in design education and 
work with the institutions in developing models that serve all parties. At present, many 
competitions are one sided at best and patronizing at worse. 



 
CONCLUSION 
There is nothing original anymore about student design competitions. They have become 
common and, in some cases, irrelevant. Most student design competitions are out of step 
with the operational context of the industrial design profession and the academic demands 
of the educational institution. Corporations and organizations should seriously reconsider 
the traditional student design competition as the sole mode of involvement with the 
academic community and develop alternative directions. There are many ways to engage the 
design students and the faculty in our universities. Clearly, the student design competition is 
not the only game in town.  
 
 
 


