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Over the past decade, industrial design has been described repeatedly as one of the hottest 
career choices of our time. We’ve seen the practice featured on national television, in major 
business magazines, and in highly publicized exhibits. In spite of the recent economic 
downturn, many jobs have remained secure, and we have experienced some handsome salary 
increases as a profession. 
 
Unfortunately, university industrial design programs nationwide are experiencing difficulties 
caused by the scarcity of qualified candidates needed to fill vacant faculty positions that are 
being created by both program growth and the retirement of aging faculty. It seems that 
universities (where industrial designers may be needed the most) may have forgotten the 
principles of supply and demand, and are seemingly oblivious to the marketing savvy 
required to attract talent, which is not limited to the competitive workplace, but to design 
education as well. 
 
This paper discusses compensation, incentives, tenure, and lifestyle as topics in the text, but 
in addition to these, perhaps there are other issues that can provide an understanding of why 
talented designers are not being attracted to education. 
 
Compensation 
The 2000 compensation study conducted by the Industrial Designers Society of America 
reported sharp salary increases at all experience levels of practicing industrial designers, 
however, the salaries of educators with equal years of experience appeared unchanged and 
substantially lower than the salaries of professionals. The Core77 Web site conducted an on-
line salary survey that also showed educators’ salaries to be lower than their professional 
counterparts. In addition to these, the operating budgets of many state universities are public 
knowledge and clearly list the salary of each faculty member. In compiling this information, 
the author found that educator’s salaries average approximately 28 percent lower than those 
of practicing professionals with comparable years of experience. 
 
Incentives 
Many companies use a variety of incentives to attract talent beyond a base salary. This 
partial list of benefits is frequently offered to professionals during employment 
negotiations but is almost unheard of in academia. 
 
Bonuses 
Stock options 
Matched 401(k) funds 
Profit sharing 

Expense account 
Gas allowance 
Relocation costs 
Club memberships 

Reserved parking 
Larger office 
Employee purchases 

 



Lifestyle 
Universities do offer a slow-paced lifestyle and extended summer freedom, but remember 
that most educators are on nine-month appointments, which means that they are not paid 
during the summer. Perhaps if mortgage payments were suspended and groceries were free 
during the summer…   
 
It’s actually quite ironic. As design students, we are subjected to mountains of work and 
seemingly impossible deadlines intended to separate the wheat from the chaff, so to speak. 
Either we rise to the challenge or find other careers, which produces the “make it happen” 
attitude and superior work ethic that allows us to flourish outside the cocoon of the 
university. Yet as incentives, the university offers guaranteed annual unemployment and 
painfully bureaucratic protocols to the design mercenaries that they themselves produce. 
Come on, where is the excitement of product development, particularly that of the fast- 
paced digital design studio, or the need-it-yesterday, first-to-market urgency of 
manufacturing?  That’s the energy that we thrive on. 
 
Tenure 
The more accomplished designers interviewed do not seem to be interested in the 
permanent status offered by tenure. They are constantly changing, moving, growing, and 
learning and are not satisfied with the status quo. To them, nothing is more excruciating 
than the prospect of becoming stagnant. As a result, job changes are likely to be more 
frequent. Moreover, it appears that the “senior faculty members” or industrial design 
educators that have remained with a single university for an entire career make great 
politicians. However, many of these appear to be somewhat inept in their design abilities, 
which may suggest that they have somehow, found a place to hide.  
 
Temperament 
Research has shown that the various personality types tend to have distinct preferences 
regarding career choices. David Keirsey whose theory of temperament is associated with 
type has done some interesting work in the field of personality typing. In his research, 
Keirsey has made observations that have allowed him to combine certain sets of preferences 
that establish four distinct temperament categories containing a total of sixteen personality 
types. The titles used here for the temperament categories, and the individual personality 
types listed within each temperament are Keirsey's own descriptions. 
 
The Guardians— The primary objective of the Guardians category is described as “security 
seeking” and includes the types: the Supervisors, the Inspectors, the Providers, and the 
Protectors. 
 
The Artisans— The primary objective of the Artisans category is described as  
“sensation seeking” and includes the types: the Promoters, the Crafters, the Performers, and 
the Composers. 
 
The Rationals— The primary objective of the Rationals category is described as 
“knowledge seeking” and includes the types: the Field marshals, the Masterminds, the 
Inventors, and the Architects. 
 



The Idealists— The primary objective of the Idealists category is described as “identity 
seeking” and includes the types: the Teachers, the Counselors, the Champions, and the 
Healers.   
 
Examination of the interests and abilities of the practicing industrial designer reveals a 
temperament that does not appear to be shared by that of the academician. In February 
2001, the author conducted a survey of practicing industrial designers, students and 
educators for this paper using the on-line Keirsey temperament sorter, which has revealed 
some interesting statistics relating to their psychological profiles. One of the most interesting 
findings is the clear difference in the temperaments of educators where nearly 80 percent are 
either Guardians or Artisans, and Professionals where 82 percent are either Rationals or 
Idealists. 
 

Professionals   Students  Educators 

Guardians  14%   31%   53%  

Artisans   4%   8%   26% 

Rationals   23%   15%    11%    

Idealists   59%   46%   10% 
 
Another interesting point is that Keirsey’s description of the Guardians, which contains the 
highest number of educators, is that they are “security seeking,” which may explain why this 
personality type may be more interested in tenure. In addition, Keirsey’s description of the 
Idealists, which contains the highest number of professionals, is “identity seeking,” which 
may suggest something about their frequency of career moves. 
 
The final point of interest is the relatively balanced distribution of student responses where 
nearly 40 percent fell into the temperaments shared by the educators, which may suggest that 
in the future, an increasing number of industrial designers will choose to become educators. 
 
The Weakest Link 
In a previous life, before moving to academia— even before practicing industrial design— I 
was a musician of sorts. My grandfather was a music professor and, for some time, I 
considered it as a career as well. In my opinion, if one plays music for a living, it is a 
business. At the time, I wanted my business to be as good as it could be. Logically, a simple 
way for me to insure that my business was the best that it could be was for me to seek to be 
the weakest link (the weakest musician in the band).  Therefore, if everyone that I performed 
with was a better musician, chances were that I was in a pretty hot band and I would learn 
from my experiences. 
 
The same strategy can work in almost any situation, which includes assembling a hot ID 
faculty. Upon acceptance of my current position, I was one of the first of two industrial 
designers to be appointed by this university. Currently, as a member of the faculty search 
committee, I continue to believe that if my intent is to be the weakest link, (in this case, 
seeking designers with more ability than my own) we had put together a pretty hot team. 
 



Unfortunately, all educators do not share such a goal. This introduces a fundamental conflict 
of interest in some faculty search committees. The problem is that a considerable number of 
design educators view their colleagues as competitors rather than teammates. Under these 
conditions, the task of the search committee is to essentially hire their own competitors, in 
which case the problem is obvious. 
 
Case in Point 
An unnamed but talented industrial designer was recently invited to an on-campus interview 
at a large university in the southwestern part of the country. An e-mail invitation stated that 
the candidate should make the necessary reservations for the flight, hotel, and 
transportation, and the university would later reimburse the expenses. After the travel 
itinerary was finalized and forwarded to the university, another e-mail explained that the 
plans were not suitable due to the interview schedule and the flights must be changed. These 
things happen. 
 
The morning of the interview, the candidate was to be picked up at the hotel by none other 
than the senior faculty member. The candidate (dressed in a suit and carrying two large bags 
needed to make a presentation to the students and faculty) was led to a vehicle that was 
unmistakably used to transport live animals. In addition, the passenger side window had 
been left open and the seat was wet due to the rain. Perhaps these things happen. 
 
Since it was still raining, and the two large bags had to be carried to the building, it would 
have seemed considerate to drop the candidate off as close to the building as possible. Yet, 
the senior faculty member parked quite a distance from the building, offered no assistance 
with the two large bags, and dressed in a raincoat, led the unnamed but talented designer in 
the somewhat soggy suit to the building. Do these things happen? 
 
Upon arriving at the building, the wet haired, soggy suited designer unpacked the two large 
bags and waited for the “senior faculty member” to provide an introduction. But the “senior 
faculty member” with the unnamed designer’s resume in hand, stood before the group and 
simply said, “Why don’t you introduce yourself?” This actually happened! 
 
How the pro’s do it 
The very same unnamed but talented industrial designer was also invited to interview with a 
large consumer electronics manufacturer in the Chicago area. A call came from the travel 
desk of the company and a polite woman asked a single question. “Could you tell me the 
name of the airport that is the closest to your home?” The next day a FedEx package arrived 
at the unnamed but talented industrial designer’s home. It contained airline tickets, hotel 
reservations, the telephone number of the limousine service that would provide ground 
transportation, and American express traveler’s checks to be used to cover incidental 
expenses.  
 
After a full day of courteous and professional interviews, the limousine returned the 
unnamed but talented industrial designer to the airport, however, since the return trip would 
be through rush hour traffic, the driver had prepared the minibar for cocktails during the 
ride. The driver complimented the unnamed designer’s shoes and insisted upon carrying the 



luggage every step of the way. Finally, the candidate was pleasantly surprised to find that the 
return air ticket had been upgraded to first class. That’s how industry attracts talent. 
 
Recent interviews with several ID consultancies indicate that they share the opinion that the 
finest entry-level ID candidates are not coming from universities, but from art schools. It 
appears that the common approach of many art schools is to retain a very small full-time 
faculty and rely on adjuncts and visiting lecturers who are also practicing professionals, to 
complete the faculty. This keeps the programs fresh and abreast of the newest developments 
in the field. As a result, several of the offices interviewed, stated that they are currently 
interviewing candidates from particular schools exclusively. So perhaps it is not that 
education is having difficulty attracting talent at all. Perhaps the problem is limited to a 
limited number of universities.  
 
As a final word of optimism, many universities with graduate programs in industrial design 
have reported unusually high numbers of applicants to the graduate programs, which may in 
part be due to the economy. This will result in an increase the pool of qualified applicants of 
the many openings in ID programs across the country. Those programs with a good strategy 
(and good manners) will most likely attract the crème de la crème. 
 
 
 


