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While working in corporate industrial design, one of my most effective research tools 
was the competitive product analysis. At a glance, the matrix presented a feature by 
feature comparison of competitive products offered in the U.S. market. More than just a 
design tool, this study provides powerful (business world) justification for design 
concepts that often make the difference in successfully selling design proposals to upper 
management. Once your ideas have support from marketing and management, tooling 
budgets seem to be magically improved, along with the ability to avoid erosion of design 
intent. 

Another business world buzz word that also gets attention is market Share Design 
proposals intended to increase market share will get you a corporate fan club about as fast 
as anything can. Business people want to be number one in market share. Not only 
because of sales and profit margins and the bottom line; being number one boosts morale. 
Being number one is a source of pride and evidence of a job well done. 

Achieving a high ranking is certainly not limited to the business world. Everyone loves 
rankings. We rank restaurants and television stations, places to live and companies to 
work for. Almost every city magazine has an annual best-of issue, noting everything from 
the best hair salon to the best shopping district. The best hotels, the best golf courses, the 
best cigar bars and martinis, the best galleries, music venues, and theaters.  

We rank our sports teams, we rank the states we live in, we rank the products we buy, we 
rank colleges and universities and we even rank architecture programs. So why are there 
no rankings for industrial design programs? This seems odd. Suspiciously absent from 
the innumerable sources of rankings. Do schools need rankings? Do prospective design 
students need rankings? 
 
Marketing isn’t limited to business and selling products. Rankings can be used as a 
recruiting tool for design programs. One would think that educational institutions would 
value a good reputation and a positive image in order to be competitive in attracting 
students. 
 
As I said, rankings get attention; they can be a significant influence on prospective students 
and their parents who want to feel confident that they are choosing a good school. After 
all, they will be spending thousands of dollars for an education. Everyone wants to be 
assured that they are getting something valuable in return for their hard earned money. 
 
 



Although this study will rely on indicators of academic quality that ID educators propose, 
the total college experience clearly includes a range of aspects that cannot be reduced to 
rational numbers. Many considerations other than a program’s rank must be taken into 
account when choosing a school, including the campus atmosphere, location, the availability 
of financial aid, perhaps even climate. The total educational experience is also determined in 
part by the talent and ambition of the students that a school attracts. 
 
Could rankings help us? … the relatively low number of dedicated full-time industrial 
design educators in the nation’s growing number of ID programs?  
 
Many of us are being faced with a daunting list of seemingly unrelated responsibilities 
stemming from decaying facilities, and infrastructure to dwindling budgets and faculty 
shortages. 
 
These issues have become an energy-consuming burden that takes valuable time from 
research activity, programming and the high quality advising that our enthusiastic students 
deserve.  
 
A comparative analysis of industrial design degree programs will raise awareness of 
performance differences by highlighting strengths, but more importantly, areas of weakness.  
 
Ranking each program according to the results of a study will imply a performance level in 
terms of scores and percentages. This data and the publication of its established benchmarks 
will provide a frame of reference be used as leverage to assist concerned educators reshape 
their institutions and transcend an imminent path to mediocrity. 
 
Needs assessments illustrating competitive weakness provides a tool to aid faculty in building 
a case for the improvement of current conditions; particularly for the programs at greatest 
risk.  
 
Upper administrators that control policy and fund the support measures that determine the 
potential for success of design programs will have to decide how they should respond to 
their school’s ranking; perhaps becoming more aggressive in improving their program’s 
performance. If nothing else, the comparative analysis will provide an instrument for mutual 
learning between these policy makers. 
 
This study's immediate objective is related to how the ranking should be determined. 
Preliminary considerations in initiating a dialog should include the following items. 
 
1. Establish a list of peer programs for comparative analysis.  

2. Identify and weight statistical indicators to be studied.  

3. Avoid Unverifiable Anecdotal Evidence.  
 



An anecdotal record is a verbal account that is limited to a single incident and likely contains 
an inferential description of the design program being studied. Although it may be a 
thorough description and easily understood, important details can be forgotten due to the 
passage of time and because this is an account of an individuals feelings about a particular 
institution. This is considered a personal evaluation where judgments regarding the study 
may distort the qualitative conclusions that are desired. Anecdotal record or opinion data is 
one of the methods currently being used to rank architecture programs by U.S. News. Since 
this approach surveys employers of architects for data, the largest schools automatically 
show better results due to the high number of graduates in the work force. This gives little 
quality information about the smaller schools. 
 
Differentiating Peer Programs 
 
Crucial differences make comparison of all programs to one another quite difficult and most 
likely ineffective; therefore it may be necessary to establish a list of peers for comparative 
analysis. Distinguishing programs by sub-categories, differentiating between accreditation 
status, program age, type of institution, cost and perhaps geographic region will prove to be 
useful. 
 

• IDSA/NASAD approved schools list.  
Currently forty-eight accredited schools. 

 
 • Geographic Location. The IDSA districts and Education Council Representatives 

Mideast District (10 schools) Eric Anderson, IDSA 
Midwest District (11 schools) John Caruso, IDSA 
Northeast District (9 schools) Tod Corlett, IDSA 
Southern District (5 schools) Lorraine Justice, FIDSA 
Western District (13 schools) Katherine Bennett, IDSA  

 
 • Program Age 

 0–10 years 
 Over 10 years 
 
• University or Art School 
 
• Others? 
 
• What about schools not on the approved schools list? 

 
 
Selecting Quality Indicators to be Analyzed  
 
In the interest of an impartial and unbiased outcome, selected indicators should be chosen 
in consultation with the IDSA education council representatives. Quality indicators must 
be identified and assigned a weight that reflects the relative importance of each measure. 



 

In the questionnaire below, the score of (1) placed to the left of each bullet indicates a 
most important quality indicator and will be the most heavily weighted. A score of (5) 
would be a least important quality indicator in ranking Industrial Design degree programs 
and thus carry a lesser weight. 
 
As a result of characterizing peer programs, a varying set of attributes may become evident 
through discussion of individual interests and concerns. A compilation of these markers may 
need to be utilized in order to discover underlying commonalities and differences. Finally, 
the colleges in each category will be ranked against their peers, based on their composite 
weighted score. 
 
Questionnaire 
Please weight these questions (1 through 5) in the space to the left of each bullet. (1) being a most 
important quality indicator and (5) being a least important quality indicator in ranking Industrial Design 
degree programs. 
 
___• What is the name of your school or University? ______________________________ 
        ____________________________________________________________________ 
 
___• What year was the ID program established? _________________________________ 
 
___• What type of industrial design degrees are offered? 

?? BS  ?  BID  ?  BSID 
?? MS  ?  MID  ?  MSID 
?? BA  ?  MA  ?  PhD. 
?? BFA  ?  MFA  ?  Other___________________ 

 
___• What is the total number of credit hours in the undergraduate ID Program? ________ 
 
___• What is the total number of credit hours in the graduate ID Program? _____________ 
 
___• How many credit hours are earned for 3rd and 4th year studio courses? _____________ 
 
___• What College, School and Department does your ID program belong to? 
 (i.e.; College of the Arts, School of Architecture, Industrial Design Department) 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
___• What is the total number of Full-Time Faculty teaching in the ID program? ________ 
 How many hold both Undergraduate and Graduate Degrees in ID? _____________ 

How many hold only an Undergraduate Degree in ID? _______________________ 
How many hold only a Graduate Degree in ID? ____________________________ 
How many have had five or more years of industry experience? ________________ 
 
 



___• What is the total number of Part-Time (Adjunct) Faculty teaching in ID? __________ 
 How many hold both Undergraduate and Graduate Degrees in ID? _____________ 

How many hold only an Undergraduate Degree in ID? _______________________ 
How many hold only a Graduate Degree in ID? ____________________________ 
How many have had five or more years of industry experience? ________________ 

 
___• What is the total number of students enrolled in the ID program? _______________ 
 How many in First Year? _________  How many in Second Year?_____________ 
 How many in Third Year?_________  How many in Fourth Year? _____________  
 Is this a five year program? ________ How many in Fifth Year? ______________  
 Is there a graduate program? _______ How many are Graduate Students? _______  
 
___• What is the average number of students in each studio course? 
 First Year___________ Second Year___________ Third Year________________ 
 Fourth Year_________ Fifth Year_____________ Graduate_________________ 
 
___• Do the students in studio courses have a dedicated space or permanent desk? _______ 
If yes, which years? 

??First Year   ?   Second Year  ?   Third Year 
??Fourth Year  ?   Fifth Year   ?   Graduate 

 
___• How many days per week do studio courses meet? ____________________________ 
How long (in hours) is each studio course meeting? M____ T____ W ____ Th ____ F____ 
 
___• Excluding shop space and common areas, what is the area (in square feet) that each 
student has available as studio space. (Including the footprint of the table or drawing board) 

1st Year _______ sq. ft. 2n Year _______ sq. ft  3rd Year _______ sq. ft 
4th Year _______ sq. ft  5th Year _______ sq. ft  Graduate______ sq. ft 

 
___• Does your school use the Semester or Quarter System? ________________________ 
 
___• Does your school require a portfolio review? ___________ When? _______________ 
 
___• Does your school require an internship? _______________ When? ______________ 
 
___• What is the Full-Time Tuition (12 Hrs.) per term (In State/Resident)? $____________ 
 
___• What is the Full-Time Tuition (12 Hrs.) per term (Out of State/Non-Resident) $_____ 
 
___• How many Manual Drawing Courses are included in the ID Curriculum? __________ 
 
___• Does the curriculum include any unusual courses such as ceramics, jewelry or welding? 
If yes, please describe. ______________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 



___• Are students required to purchase a laptop computer to be used as part of the course 
work? ________ If yes, when (what year) is the computer needed? ____________________ 
 
___• How many Vector Based Software Courses are in the Curriculum? _______________ 
  ?  AutoCAD ?  Corel Draw ?  Freehand 
  ?  Illustrator ?  Other________________ 
 
___• How many Raster Based Software Courses are in the Curriculum? ________________ 
  ?  Photoshop ?  Other________________ 
 
___• How many 3-D Modeling Software courses are in the Curriculum? _______________ 

 ?  3D Studio ?  Alias  ?  Form-Z 
 ?  Rhinoceros ?  Solid Works ?  Vellum 
 ?  Other________________ 
 

___• Which Modeling and Rapid Prototyping Equipment does your program own? 
 ?  3D Printer   ?  CNC Mill  ?  CNC Lathe
 ?  CNC Router   ?  FDM  ?  RIM 
 ?  SLA   ?  Vacuum Bag ?  Vacuum Form 
 ?  Other________________ 
 

___• What is the job placement percentage of your graduates over the last five years? _____ 
 
___• How many design competitions have your students won over the last five years? _____ 
 Which Competitions? ________________________________________________ 
 
___• Is your school accredited?___________ By which agency? ______________________ 
 
___• What other questions would you find relevant in this survey? ____________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
As a portrait in time, the Qualitative Comparative Analysis of Industrial Design Degree 
Programs will paint a picture of a specific historical moment in design education that will 
provide a standard. Over time, trends in national performance will be revealed as well as the 
ability of the top programs to maintain their position and performance. The long term goal 
is to strengthen average scores that are distributed around a progressing norm, and to 
discuss further uses of the study. 
 
 


