
Process: a Design Exhibition 
Kevin Henry, Associate Professor, Director of Product Design 
Columbia College Chicago 
 

 
 
The process behind design has become the focus of much attention over the past decade or 
so.  There seems to be genuine interest beyond the presence of the artifact to the process 
that created it. Shelter magazines carry more information now than ever on process while the 
books by Mel Byars (50 Chairs, 50 Beds, etc.) which were some of the first such publications 
outside of hands-on model making or technical rendering books to focus on process have 
been joined now by numerous others including the IDSA’s own Design Secrets: Products 50 
Real-life Projects Uncovered. There have been a significant number of design shows in 
major museums this past year alone ranging from Mood River at the Wexner in Columbus 
Ohio, to the Vital Forms show at The Walker Art Center and the Design and Industry show 
in Toledo.  Two years ago the Smithsonian through their branch at the Cooper Hewitt 
museum launched Design Culture Now and is currently running the Skin exhibit.  The Mint 
Museum dedicated a show to design and process in 2001 which garnered praise for its 
exposure of the fullness of design. There is no doubt that the public is interested in the 
process that brings so many of the products we love (and hate) to light and that many other 
shows, articles and exhibitions have come and gone and will continue to do so oblivious to 
pop culture’s radar.  Process is such a critical part of the education of a designer and as such 
reveals to the public much of the hidden treasures of design; namely the multi-disciplinary 
nature of teams grappling with deadlines, technology and the ever elusive consumer.  
 
I for one have been a strong advocate of process as a teaching tool but had been frustrated 
over the past decade with the lack of good books and exhibits focusing on that aspect of 
design and instead emphasizing the visual commodity as a trophy of consumer culture and 
technology which makes the developments in the past couple of years all the more 
refreshing. As designers, methodology is what drives our profession allowing us to tackle so 
many types of consumer products with the same assurance that a successful solution may be 
found for each individual case through research, ideation, prototyping and the knowledge 
that design experience brings. Trying to bring that dynamic into the classroom with little of 
no visuals has made it a tough sell.   Design continues to be celebrated in the public through 
its association with celebrity and the need to identify the product with a creative individual 
when in fact it is usually a diverse team effort that has brought a product to market.  This 
long process does not fit into bite size portions for media consumption very easily but 
instead requires the public to look hard at all the steps and phases if they are to understand 



product development and the industrial designers’ profession.  I am certain that most design 
faculty have copies of the IDEO Nightline segment that focused heavily on the process of 
design and use it as proof of the process.  But for every such instance of a complex and 
democratic design practice we are confronted with ten examples of the personality cult of 
design- be it Phillipe Starck and his work for Target or some relative unknown at the ICFF 
or Milan Furniture Fair.  The press thrives on personality and design suffers.   If designers 
are to be taken seriously for designing thoughtful and well designed/manufactured products 
than that process must be better understood and documented for all of its richness and 
complexity.  
 
In the classroom students suffer initially from the same lack of information as the general 
public; in that transition from consumer to designer there is a quantum leap to be made in 
understanding that design does not “just happen” but rather progresses through a well 
planned and executed process that while not being scientific is still very precise.  However if 
there is no trail, as is most often the case, beginning students hang in suspension while 
waiting for their skill sets and the experience of several projects to solidify into design sense.  
It is this period where bad habits and misconceptions are often formed and are hard to 
break- a classic Catch-22 to be sure.  Certainly internships bring students into the reality of 
the consultancy but this happens usually at a much later point in their education.  If there 
were good documented case studies of the rich process that lead to a design, students would 
no doubt see the whole picture much sooner. And when I say the ‘whole picture’ I mean the 
full complex process full of twists and turns and redefined directions and detritus that 
unfortunately usually sits on a shelf in a consultancy or a manufacturer or goes into the 
garbage at the completion of the project.  For me this is gold and yet when I have contacted 
consultancies for evidence of their process I have been turned down most of the time for 
the simple reason that the client owns the material and is either in possession of it or has 
pitched it out.  This crucial aspect of what we do is so seldom recorded in its real richness 
and used as an educational tool.  The process of making informed creative decisions should 
be scattered about everywhere in the studio with plenty of rich visual material for students to 
analyze.    That is why exhibits dealing with more than the physical product can only help the 
profession through educating our students and ultimately the general public.  
 
Process- a Look Behind Product Success was begun in October of 2001 shortly after I 
was informed that a cancellation occurred for a show in the spring of 2002.  I discussed 
some ideas I had with my chairman and the show’s concept was born (fifteen minutes).  The 
next 12 weeks however were hectic as me, my part-time assistant and a part-time gallery 
director tried to pull together an exhibit with six design firms in Chicago focusing on the 
process behind the scenes.  Because the gallery at Columbia College Chicago (like most 
college or university galleries) is run on a shoestring budget, decisions needed to be made 
early on to get the most show for the least amount of money.  
 
One decisive decision was made early on in the process: present a mixture of industrial 
design firms focused on both tangible and virtual products.  The reasoning behind this was 
to bring greater exposure to the emerging professions engaged in web related work where 
industrial design training and skills are being used to better understand end-users in virtual 
worlds- information kiosks, physical interfaces, web sites, intranets, etc.  As curator, I knew 
the virtual work would represent a different kind of prototyping and development; one that 
uses scenarios, writing, diagramming and very little of the most traditional skills associated 



with the profession- sketching and model making. This would hopefully allow students to 
understand good design does not come from sketching alone but rather good analytical 
thinking. 
 
The process began with a list of firms in the city and a series of cold calls and emails with a 
long rationale for why we were doing the show and what benefit it might have for the 
individual firms and the community.  This was followed by more calls and emails and general 
badgering of anyone we collectively knew to get a commitment.  The downturn in the 
economy and the post 9-11 mood made this more difficult than I had first imagined.  In 
most instances once I, or the gallery director, could reach someone capable of making a 
commitment the process began to speed up.  As is always the case, connecting with the 
decision makers was the challenge and the anonymity of email and voicemail sometimes 
made the process more labored. 
 
With commitments from six firms to put together what amounted to case studies on a 
particular project or product we moved on to the next phase of the show: designing it.  
Because of the short time line and the open ended nature of the show, it was hard to know 
exactly what we were going to get until the work arrived which was two to three weeks 
before the opening.  Since contextual panels and graphic information needed to be created 
before the show, we needed to develop an aesthetic that we could produce in-house with 
little expense.   
 
My assistant Gerry Christensen and I spent a great deal of time thinking through this part of 
the exhibition.  Because the show was focused on process, we decided that the displays 
could be very temporary and executed in materials appropriate to the design process.  We 
decided on an aesthetic defined by corrugated cardboard (in this case Tri-Wall) for all 
pedestals, hanging banners and other miscellaneous material.  The point was to focus on 
process consistently throughout the show and if the physical support structure looked more 
finished than the actual work that would be a problem.  We also decided that there should 
be something large and neutral that set a playful tone for the show’s visitors upon entering 
the gallery. I took the announcement and show logo that I had designed and manipulated it 
until it became a three-dimensional object that could stand alone in the gallery and not be 
confused with the work within the show.  This piece became a faceted sphere suggesting 
both the three-dimensional aspect of design process and the notion that design is about 
movement and circularity.  
 

   
 



Gerry built numerous scaled models to work out the construction of what became a large 
three-dimensional sphere with the words “pro” and “cess” routed into them.  We decided 
the object should be as large as possible so that people had to move around it.  The final 
piece was cut and routed with a template designed using CAD/CAM software and machined 
on a 3-axis mill and constructed in the gallery space due to its final size.  The routed words 
filtered the show’s title onto the terrazzo floor.   
 
The entire show had a very impromptu feeling to it regardless of the actual number of hours 
required to make it come together.  We created a list of terms with definitions to assist the 
general public as they went from web related diagrams to presentation boards of durable 
goods.  We also created an exploded view of a consumer product with staged examples of 
how the work is now sketched and rendered using graphic design programs- a process 
replacing the hand rendered concept sketch. 

    
 

    
The individual firms created their own information panels explaining and illustrating the 
various aspects of design development. Some focused on the profusion of concepts while 
others focused on the integration of research and engineering.  In all, each firm’s 
presentation was distinct and created more of a patch-work quilt than a unified gallery show 
which seemed actually more effective and true to the nature of the exhibit. For my money, 
the virtual work revealed the most process in part because of the lack of models and 
sketches and in its place a focus on conceptualizing an idea and testing it as simply and 
quickly as possible.  The firms working on web related or research programs had computers 
and video monitors with working prototypes and documented research to reveal their 
process.  These firms, which included Method Engine, Lante and Eye Quilt, were rich in 
detail (some arcane and some very pedestrian) and read more like a diary than a traditional 
design process.  Those firms focusing on physical product including Beyond Design, Herbst 
Lazar Bell, and Podd Morrow revealed their particular process through boards rich in detail 



and exploration and in the case of HLB beautiful study models and the finished product to 
show very directly the full range of process involved.  Podd Morrow’s program for a family 
of flashlights included copious amounts of drawings, renderings and the final product as well 
while Beyond Design encapsulated the entire process through rich visual graphic panels. 
 

      
 

     
 
The show included a separate evening panel including many of the designers from the firms 
represented.  This open public forum titled Learning to Design, Designing To Learn focused 
on the education of the designer (including the continuing education of practitioners) and 
allowed for a lot of good discussion about the challenges of codifying good design into 
educational principles and practices in a profession that is witnessing so much change on 
every front.  The panel members were presented with a series of open-ended questions 
about design philosophies and asked very for their thoughts on directions the profession is 
headed in.  The last fifteen minutes were left for questions and answers with a good deal of 
participation from a very lively and curious audience.  The show ran for two months from 
mid February to mid April 2002 in the Art and Design gallery at Columbia College Chicago. 


