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The International Design Network + Institute – IDNI – offers a new approach to graduate 
design education. It combines the traditional way of the face to face experience by taking 
advantage of the information and communication methods the Internet has to offer. It is an 
institution that understands and utilizes the globe as the campus. IDNI is multicultural and 
interdisciplinary, offering a convergent education from any location at any location. It is 
aimed towards people from divers professional backgrounds who are looking for the 
expertise in a field with growing influence and responsibility. 
 
IDNI’s areas of expertise are: 
 

 Concept and Development 
 Business and Strategy 
 Communication and Interaction 
 Material and Processes 
 Theory and Criticism 

 
The general philosophy behind IDNI is to experience the entire spectrum of design rather 
than specializing in one particular area. Through innovative approaches it is an open-ended 
educational laboratory. The focus is on new areas of work and new working practices. The 
program will attract people for whom problem-spotting are as relevant as problem-solving, 
people with inventive, searching minds who will discover their own potential in a conducive 
educational context. 
 
Thomas S. Bley is co-founder and former Dean of the new School of Design at the 
University of Applied Sciences in Cologne. He is the initiator of the Master of European 
Design program, enabling students to study design at a conglomeration of leading 
universities in Europe. As director of the graduate design program at Uarts in Philadelphia 
he conducted joint projects together with Wharton on business and strategy with a focus on 
entrepreneurship. As a professional, Thomas Bley was part of the original Memphis Group 
in Milan, president of Zebra Design Inc. in New York, and General Manager of frogdesign 
in California. 
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Design education is far behind the realities of the profession. Design, as a profession, has 
evolved tremendously over the last few decades from an occupation of fulfiller of needs to a 
respected area of expertise of problem solvers, an important transition from the making to 
thinking. What hasn’t helped along the way is, that with every new challenge a new design 
profession was born. Thus dividing the responsibilities into small pieces without a coherent 



understanding of the bigger picture. Edward O. Wilson’s appeal for consilience (the unity of 
knowledge) comes to mind. He calls upon the scientists to overcome their specialization in 
order to deal with the larger issues. Now, if science with its rather complex areas of expertise 
is realizing that collaboration and cooperation are necessary, the question may be allowed: 
why designers - in their comparable less complex fields - are so particular protective of their 
(not so divers) majors? Design education is certainly fostering the situation by teaching and 
training people in different subject areas separately.  
 
The crux with design education in general is that it looks at industry and the profession to 
figure out what to educate next (fulfiller of needs). Instead of being the front runner (like 
industry looks at science) to provide the research and the ideas needed for advanced and 
responsible development. Designers have still to learn that the process doesn't start with 'B' 
like briefing, but with 'A' like analysis and, that it goes all the way to 'Z' like zest.  
 
The school like approach is the problem. Content is chopped into little pieces and offered in 
small portions for easier digestion. Curricula are build sequentially to make individuals fit 
certain specialized professional profiles. While it is important that designers obtain certain 
skill sets, the critical and analytical thinking tends to be underdeveloped. However, 
knowledge and in particular the ability of gaining knowledge is the key issue of succeeding. 
 
On an undergraduate level the specialization may be necessary to prepare prospective 
designers to be able to perform in a particular work environment. Graduate design education 
at most institution focuses even more on particular areas, and therefore determines through 
its curriculum the profile of its graduates. Far better is a curriculum that allows the 
individual, based on talent, interest and motivation, to develop an individually tailored career 
perspective. 
 
Here are some rather sobering facts regarding graduate design education. There are about 
450.000 graduate students currently in the US. Of those almost a quarter (110.000) are 
studying for a MBA, while only a few (an estimated number of about 1.500) subscribing to 
MFA programs in design. 40% of those people who have an undergraduate degree in 
economics are going for a MBA at some point in their career, while only 10% of the people 
who have an undergraduate degree in design are considering an MFA. In a current survey 
conducted by the International Design Network + Institute designers were asked what they 
were planning on studying on a graduate level if they would not continue within the fields of 
design, 72% answered that they are planning to attend MBA programs! Reason: career 
perspective. A MFA in design is not necessarily regarded a career move, unless someone 
plans to go into teaching. 
 
Design is recognized as a global profession. However, design education is still a 
predominantly regional or national issue. And, to this day, design programs come in a 
diversity of “flavors” which does not necessarily support the growing influence. Design has 
become a fundamental discipline, which affects all aspects of our society and industry. 
 
Almost all design development today is a team oriented integrated process. This convergent 
process requires people with a broader perspective towards the problems (be they hard or 
soft, real or virtual) of what a complex society, the industry and the environment requires. 
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At IDNI, we believe that designers will humanize technologies and invest them with cultural 
values. 
 

 They will belong to or lead multidisciplinary teams and/or companies working in 
highly commercial and competitive business environments.  

 
 They will operate at a local, regional, national and international level, creating and 

developing products, systems and services for diverse cultures.  
 

 They will be flexible integrators in the development processes and a major source of 
creative guidance and inspiration to other professions and the more general growth of 
business. 

 
 They will be effective in dealing with the concepts and implications of many 

different materials and technologies as they affect people, profits and the environment. 
 

 They will understand and play a significant role in managing design development 
processes; recognizing and acting upon issues of social and environmental responsibility.  

 
 They will understand and communicate the psychological, semantic, behavioral, 

interactive and cultural significance of their design strategies. 
 

 They will be fluent in a rich (and expanding) array of media from the most advanced 
electronic realms to the most primal scratching and making of representational marks on 
paper.  



 
 They will be articulate spokes people both, visually and verbally, for a new generation 

of inter-connected designers and other creative professionals. 
 

 They will be researchers who conduct design discourse in theory, criticism and 
practice expanding the foundations of design and establishing design as a fundamental 
discipline. 



 


