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Old School, New School 
As the design community finds itself sifting through the rubble of the latest economic 
downturn, the lessons from the previous recession still ring loud and clear. To not only 
survive, but also thrive, design must prove that it is more than merely a wallflower in 
business. For Design Continuum, it means forging lasting relationships with their client 
partners at a strategic level and proving, in hard numbers, that design can be as vital to their 
businesses as their technology development, their manufacturing capabilities and their brand 
equities. It means trying-on-for-size new processes, new models for collaboration, adapting 
analogous tools and techniques from other industries like the social sciences, market 
research, management consulting, and even filmmaking. To stay relevant in the marketplace, 
we need to be trustworthy as partners, innovative in process, and resourceful in continually 
improving our toolbox. Even amidst the rubble, we are experiencing a renaissance in how 
design is perceived because design is finally learning the language of business.  
 
Ironically, the old school approach to design can be found in the bubble that is the 
American undergraduate design experience. There appears to be a conflict of interest in the 
output of industrial design education and much of the successful design strategy work being 
done in the industry. Unlike some other areas of study, design education often still follows a 
curriculum that is half a century old and the aspiration for achievement is celebrity status. 
Which begs that tired question: Just what is industrial design anymore? 
 
Perhaps a better question is, if the industry is continually evolving, why aren’t our 
institutions of higher learning empowering the new school with the tools and critical 
thinking that meet the marketplace demand? The answer isn’t so simple when you realize 
that industrial design education is a catch-22. Historically, ID has been insulated in art 
schools but taught like a trade. Out of necessity it has been built around the fundamental, 
formal side of the profession, more concerned with form development and drawing than 
with usability or, say, marketplace legitimacy. Students need to develop the fundamentals 
before they are marketable as designers but more is expected of today’s industrial design 
graduates than ever before. They need to be independent but highly collaborative, expressive 
but able to communicate clearly, experimental but grounded in reality, sensible to aesthetics 
but relevant to business and fluent in traditional tools but technologically savvy— and be 
good designers and do it all in four years or less.  
 
Recognizing a gap in the skills of recent design school graduates applying to Design 
Continuum president Gianfranco Zaccai saw an opportunity to establish a new kind of 
synergy between the design profession and design education. Based on the idea that the best 
solutions are generated through the collaboration of people from a wide range of 



professional disciplines, the Synergy Lab’s goal is to facilitate a multidisciplinary educational 
experience reflective of the way the corporate world is moving— where humanistic, 
technological and economic issues are considered concurrently. The Synergy model was 
inspired by a proven design research process developed in the Design Strategy Group at 
Design Continuum where solutions are presented as holistic strategies, not just designs. 
Synergy was not intended to replace core curricula but to supplement and build upon the 
existing foundation.  
 
Housed within the Industrial Design Department, the Synergy experiment began as a year-
long, elective class that invited students and faculty from schools and colleges throughout 
the university, as well as working professionals, to collaborate in solving a problem that 
wasn’t inherently specific to any area of study, such as addressing a salient business or civic 
issue facing central New York. A sponsored, intercollege concept class like the Synergy Lab 
had never been proposed so the University’s requirements included a long-term curriculum 
objective supported by a series of short-term project objectives over a trial period of five 
years.  
 
The pilot Synergy class, which set the tone for future classes, was composed of students and 
faculty from the colleges of architecture, mechanical engineering, visual and performing arts, 
public policy, and communications. The professional liaisons from Continuum were of 
varied background as well, including architecture, industrial design, mechanical and electrical 
engineering, graphic design, interaction design, business administration and sales and 
marketing. Through industry case studies, contextual immersion, team building and social 
experiments, students were exposed to a process for developing design strategies, while 
building new tools and skills along the way. Throughout the pilot, Continuum, faculty and 
students constantly reassessed the curriculum and iterated on what was working, and why or 
why not, to ultimately reach consensus moving forward. The highly interactive curriculum 
was structured in three phases: learning, analysis, and direction. 
 
Learning has the dual role of aligning students to the process and to each other. The intense, 
in-context investigations introduce students, from seemingly incongruous areas of study, to 
the reality of the working relationship. Continuum mentors shared proven techniques for 
information harvesting (How to perform an on site interview or observation) and tools such 
as video ethnography.  
 
Analysis takes place after the hiatus of winter break and consists of organizing information 
into tools for making strategic decisions. (How to make sense of disparate types of data and 
develop frameworks for evaluation.) This is the messy part of collaboration that requires 
patience and resilience.  
 
Direction is a fundamentally different way of thinking about the output of a project where 
storytelling takes precedence over styling. Rather than end with only a thing, the students 
were encouraged to discover what else might best communicate the results of a design 
investigation. Communication tools such as storyboarding, video editing and experiential 



modeling were shared and experimented with. (How to communicate your problem or 
solution to a client who doesn’t know what the problem is.)  
 
Home Sweet Dome and Welcome to Syracuse 
The umbrella theme for the inaugural year of the Synergy Lab was reestablishing a mutually 
beneficial relationship between the residents of the city of Syracuse and the university 
community. After nine months, the lab resulted in a widely publicized implementation of 
one group’s strategic vision: the revitalization and recontextualization of Syracuse 
University’s Carrier Dome. Since the construction of the Carrier Dome, the largest enclosed 
dome on any American campus, attendance has been in slow decline and residents see it 
now as merely another building on “the Hill.” Students in the class initiated a large scale, 
creative inquiry into the meaning of the dome by employing guerilla research techniques on 
the student body, local residents, athletes, and local business owners. These included campus 
plasterings of provocative statements and questions about the dome experience. The goal 
was to spark an emotional response in students about their dome experiences. The students 
conducted impromptu video interviews on campus using the statements and questions as 
stimuli for these dialogues. In parallel, the students also examined classically designed 
stadiums like the Pantheon, propaganda techniques, mob behavior, current traffic flow and 
zoning codes, and Syracuse sports fan rituals of the past.  
 
Keeping with the umbrella theme of community integration, the Synergy class of 2002 
noticed little exchange between the university and the economically depressed city of 
Syracuse and wondered why. Their research approach included interviewing neighborhood 
residents and small business owners to understand community dynamics both past and 
present. After interviewing residents, the team spoke to students in hopes of uncovering 
overlapping interests and commonalities. In the end, the synergy class deduced that the 
disconnect occurred because the two communities had never really been introduced. Though 
the residents were very aware of the university students, they weren’t sure how to attract 
them to their neighborhoods and businesses, while most of the university students were 
content on campus and unaware of the city around them.  
 
Both Synergy classes created “war rooms” to pin their learnings on the walls. When the 
students began the difficult task of making sense of their findings, the public space 
encouraged information sharing. The walls allowed students to try on different versions of 
frameworks and encouraged real time collaboration. The constant communication turned 
conflicts into constructive working sessions. Analysis proved to be the most difficult phase 
for both classes, as the ambiguity of not knowing what all of the information meant was 
uncomfortable. Eventually both classes uncovered one or two valuable insights by which to 
structure the strategy for designing a direction. 
  
In the Carrier Dome project, a value proposition was developed around repositioning the 
Dome from a building to a shared experience between student and resident populations. The 
class provided the university and the city of Syracuse, with a series of concept directions that 
rekindle an emotional connection between the Dome, the people and the City. The strategic 
design directions have attracted the interest of the wider campus and alumni groups, who 



have since paid for lighting and banners, following the suggestions by the Synergy students. 
Furthermore, the university has fully embraced the student’s idea of exterior projections on 
the Dome to create a visible and entertaining icon for the city of Syracuse. Responding to 
the student’s vision, the city intends to repaint the double yellow lines on Comstock Avenue, 
one of the main inroads to the campus, orange and blue, the signature colors of Syracuse 
University. These rally lines will hopefully serve as a trail for marches from South Campus to 
the Dome, before and after the games, creating a new ritual to embody school spirit.  
 
The more recent Neighborhood Integration class worked to solve a seemingly simple 
problem; some of the brightest young people in the world come to Syracuse University, 
graduate, and automatically move away to start their careers. The class asked, “What would 
entice students to remain in Syracuse to help revitalize the city? They explored a holistic 
orientation system dubbed Off the Hill that would introduce freshman to the city and the 
university simultaneously. The system took the form of a welcome kit for incoming students. 
Included was a functional redesign of the student ID card that could be used as a prepaid 
debit card at downtown eateries and shops, as well as university venues. Finally, the class 
proposed a curriculum change that would develop an off-campus Syracuse experience and 
provide a forum for information sharing. Students collaborated in the construction of 
models of the three concepts but the real deliverable took the form of a PowerPoint 
document presented to university officials in May 2003.  
 
Three Years Later…  
Though the Synergy Lab has proven to be a successful supplement for students and a new 
multidisciplinary model for the university, the reality is that it has been a rocky road for all 
involved. It has been fraught with problems of every kind but as with any experiment, the 
failures have often revealed more than the successes. Many of the barriers facing the Synergy 
Lab were obvious very early in the pilot period and still others did not arise until the end of 
the third year. There were the expected organizational concerns like budget allocation, 
administrative credit hour calculation and faculty commitment. There were political 
implications for which college and which faculty members would “own” Synergy. There 
were simple but major logistical conflicts like scheduling meeting times and securing 
dedicated meeting space. There was the geographic issue of resolving the communication 
dynamic between students, faculty, and professionals. These speed bumps are continually 
being smoothed out. The real barrier to the future of the Synergy program seemed to be 
resolving the curricular hiccups and class dynamics.  
 
Shared Ownership: The Synergy Lab’s greatest asset and foundation, its multidisciplinary 
approach, can be its most difficult obstacle. For most students, the Synergy Lab is the first 
exposure they have to working with people outside their field who may not understand their 
ideas and how they were developed. The natural tendency is to make a quick decision at the 
first hint of consensus, without further questioning or development. Many of the design 
students had a problem sharing ownership of ideas and tasks and jumped right into solving 
problems. Many architecture students framed all problems as interventions in the urban plan 
using maps and elevation views. The communications students sought solutions that 
demonstrated a competency in media production. The obstacle of these conflicting 



perspectives became advantageous during the direction phase when students were called on 
to use their respective expertise.  
 
Constant Communication: One of the biggest realizations for the students was that the 
first step must be thoroughly defining the problem and appropriately communicating it to 
each other. Cross-disciplinary communication skills are clumsy, as designers have spent their 
first two years learning how to speak design, architects speak architecture and so forth. The 
war room sessions were very frustrating but productive because they forced a process of 
continuous alignment, constant reassessment and were a reminder of the problems they had 
agreed to solve. During analysis, many, but not all, of the discipline silos began to dissolve.  
 
Presentation is Part of the Problem: In addition to constant communication, students 
need to periodically restructure their content into a presentable format. Often in school the 
presentation is an afterthought to the design work but because the Synergy project includes 
the addition of a client, presentation must be considered earlier in the process. Sometimes 
clients with different backgrounds, require alternative presentation formats for optimal 
communication. The peer-to-peer critique must be complemented with a format that 
questions how to tell the right story, the right way depending on the audience. Educators 
and sponsors should punctuate the timeline with semi-formal presentation deadlines.  
 
Accessible Challenge: Early on, an issue that was wrestled with was the accessibility of the 
umbrella theme of Synergy. For full student engagement it is essential that the subject matter 
be interesting and ownable. Central New York turned out to be a very rich area for 
exploration, which, while enormous and ambiguous in scope, allowed the students of various 
disciplines to identify and own smaller subsets of problems within. Synergy has transferred 
the same problem from year to year and the classes have found totally different design 
problems to work with. The umbrella theme should be challenging but respect an 
undergraduate skill level and capacity for enthusiasm. Lack of student enthusiasm can kill 
class momentum.  
 
What Client? A learning experience for Design Continuum was that the students needed to 
identify real clients. Without actual stakeholders, the real-world potential could never be 
measured and Synergy could never be more than an educational hypothesis. The students of 
the first three classes were accountable to University officials including the Deans of Visual 
and Performing Arts, Architecture and Engineering as well as Civic leaders from the city of 
Syracuse. Besides introducing a vocabulary and process for client interaction, it provided a 
foreshadowing of the business reality students will encounter upon graduation. The class’s 
chosen presentation format was viewed as a victory by Design Continuum, since PowerPoint 
is the ubiquitous communication tool of the business world and is rarely used in traditional 
industrial design presentations.  
 
The User is Not the Consumer: Through recent student portfolio reviews and 
conferences it is evident that many industrial design curricula have begun to include user 
research as a part of the product development process. This often consists of Web searches, 
interviews, or observations that are concentrated on the ergonomic and physical usability 



needs of the user. In other words, user research is equated with research about the direct use 
of the product in question. Design strategists often find that the link between traditional user 
research and design concepts is fairly weak. Traditional user research is important, the tools 
and processes are tangible and the results are fairly easy to interpret and digest into design 
implications. This accessibility is a hazard, however, because the real “gold” is in “consumer” 
insight: a realm beyond the physical interaction with a product and a realm that requires 
subtle tools, patient analyses and empathetic conclusions. The Synergy project is developing 
these more elusive and, thus, more marketable skills in its designers. 
 
Class Composition: A major finding was that it takes the right cross section of students 
and disciplines to achieve synergy. Synergy is an infectious enthusiasm and inertia. These 
students have had at least two years of major requirements and have a firm grasp on what 
they’re bringing to the table; they can be advocates for their discipline. These students are 
comfortable with a higher degree of ambiguity. They’re mature enough to begin recognizing 
their own talents and accepting their own limitations.  
 
 
Looking Ahead 
The Synergy Lab is one attempt at reconciling an industrial design curriculum with the 
marketplace reality of what is expected of today’s industrial designers. As the role of design 
continues to grow and its value increases, more opportunities to translate market needs will 
surface in traditional design curriculum. Student designers who are exposed to the 
professionals who live at the expanding borders that define industrial design today will only 
be more prepared for success post graduation. These students, armed with an arsenal of 
skills and the ability to speak and understand many languages that surround design, will only 
continue to innovate and elevate the discipline. 
 
In the last three years, Syracuse Synergy students have learned that design strategy is as much 
about people and business as it is about design, and that it’s most creative moments are far 
more focused on storytelling than styling. It is hoped, and so far observed, that these 
students find this emerging role grants them great personal satisfaction and earns them 
valuable business legitimacy.  


