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Introduction  
 
It is not surprising to find a disconnect between U.S.-based design education and practice; 
this is a known and common problem in many domains. However, there seems to be an 
alarming lack of responsiveness within design education circles to the emerging “normalcy” 
of practice: globalization, cross-disciplinary communication, integrated business processes, 
and time-to-market pressure all affecting design roles and activities. And as noted in one 
session at last year’s IDSA National Education Conference, there do not seem to be 
adequate changes in curricula to keep pace.1 The persistence of this gap will slow the rise of 
qualified design professionals, potentially endangering design’s role in leading complex 
problem solving as engineering and marketing solidify their lead.2 What needs to be 
investigated are the areas of intersection between design and business to cultivate insights 
that can lead to a model that can prepare students for the realities of practice.  
 
Thus, the purpose of this paper is to initiate a constructive dialogue among design educators 
and practitioners on closing the gap between classroom and cubicle.  A model is 
recommended for preparing students for the competencies and problems central to practice, 
organized around four topics: culture, leadership, strategy, and innovation. The goal is to 
improve upon current offerings for students in increasing their potential for influence in 
dynamic, cross-disciplinary contexts. Signs suggest the design profession moving towards 
becoming an integrative business process, from merely an industrial asset; the proposed 
model should prepare young designers for this transition.  
 
Preparation for writing included the summer 2002 Design Management Journal, October 2002 
International Design magazine issue on design education, interviews with practitioners, and 
research into the topics that comprise the model. Readers should note this paper and the 
model are not about how to operate a design firm or how to land a job— these topics 
deserve their own space for study. 
 
Historical Precedence and Contemporary Urgency 
 
The Bauhaus may arguably be considered the first major modern attempt at connecting 
education with practice. Founder Walter Gropius advocated the vision of uniting art and 
technology towards serving mass production, distribution, and consumption while advancing 
ideals of social good and aesthetic perfection.  Emphasis was placed on “productive 
                                                
1 Holloway, Matt. 2002. “Design Education and Practice.” San Jose, CA: IDSA National Education Conference 
at San Jose State University. 
2 Next Design Leadership Institute. http://www.nextd.org/01/index.html. Accessed 5/1/03.  



 

workshops,” for materials and tools, to elevate design from surface decoration towards 
functional and aesthetic harmony. There was a strong correlation among expressive 
design, modern industry, and science. Through the studio approach inspired by the 
apprenticeship model of early craft guilds, design activity was pushed towards modern 
industrial legitimacy.3 4  
 
Contemporary demands suggest the need for another step to elevate design towards an 
“integrative profession” with business and product development process. As IDEO co-
founder Bill Moggridge states, “Design [practice] has become complicated because 
of… convergences of objects, services, environments, and technologies, so that more and 
more design problems can only be solved by teams from different backgrounds working 
together… it is hard for teachers to integrate such implications into their curricula.”5 Another 
designer argues, “[students] don’t understand what it takes to move a design forward, what’s 
required to invest in a product, and to provide shareholders with value from that product.”6 
Finally, BodyMedia’s head of design, Chris Pacione, affirms the need for designers to “be 
prepared for anything… unpredictable situations emerge...at the center or at least the 
periphery of many business functions.”7  
 
Such candid comments hint that— like the “scope of total architecture” Gropius advocated 
in reclaiming the human spirit of artistic value in industrial products— designers today must 
consider the necessity of the designer’s value to the total business environment, as design 
shifts from an industry asset towards a multidisciplinary, integrative process that embodies 
complex problem solving.8 This shift will impact everyone from a product consultant, a 
coordinator of brand families, to an enforcer of interface standards. So, what are the 
intersections between design and business and how can we use that insight to prepare 
students for the realities of practice? What is a model that can help close the gap between 
practice and education and facilitate the shifting role of design with regards to the total 
business environment? 
 
Design and Business: Interpretations  
 
For this paper, design refers to the field of conceiving, planning, and making artifacts 
(products, systems, brands, environments, or services) that serve users individually and 
collectively in contexts of work, play, travel, etc. Recently, design is becoming more about 
the quality and structure of a “user experience”. However, a casual review of various U.S.-
based curricula shows that design education is still based upon a variation of the Bauhaus 
approach of method/tool-based studio projects. As a recent manifesto for user experience 
curricula asserts, “Historically, there has been a focus in design education on objects and 
                                                
3 Lackney, Jeffrey A. 1999. A History of the Studio-Based Learning Model. 
http://schoolstudio.engr.wisc.edu/studiobasedlearning.html. Accessed 5/4/02. 
4 Teasdale, Martin. 1998. History of Design Education. http://www.core77.com/forj/summary_edu.html. 
Accessed 5/4/02. 
5 Wohlfarth, Jenny. 2002. “Making the Grade.” International Design (October): 54. 
6 Ibid. p. 56. 
7 Personal interview, conducted via e-mail Wednesday, May 7, 2003.  
8 Gropius, Walter. 1955. Scope of Total Architecture. New York: Harper and Row. 



 

skills. There is an ‘object and designer centeredness’, as a natural outgrowth of 
graphic/product design programs of early eras. The focus of teaching and learning is often 
upon invention of form and mastery of technical skills.”9 Meanwhile, it is becoming 
necessary to challenge design schools on how to cultivate business consciousness within 
students, while maximizing visual fluency and research methods. 
 
On the other hand, business here refers to the operational environment of practice, and the 
pragmatics of design in “working world” conditions, typically consisting of collaboration 
among disciplines and competition among agendas towards solving complex, unframed 
problems. For instance, this may involve redefining a set of acquired brands or converging 
multiple services into novel forms, with technical, budgetary, and political constraints 
constantly in flux. Consequently, the successful operation of design (and the success of the 
designer as an integral contributor) involves matters of savvy teamwork and analysis of 
business drivers: profitability, costs of goods sold, revenue streams, etc. This holds true 
across different organizational structures supporting design practice: centralized corporate 
unit, distributed design groups, specialized boutique, or multifaceted consultancy. 
 
Currently Available Alternatives: Not Quite Sufficient 
  
Accordingly, it seems that the worlds of design and business are quite distinct, but there does 
not seem to be an effective standard mechanism for conveying the richness of their practical 
relationship, nor strategies that facilitate a purposeful dialogue between the two disciplines. 
The following are currently popular approaches with reasons for their insufficiency: 

? ? Business classes for nonbusiness majors: Introductory survey classes on 
marketing, accounting, and so forth disperse general knowledge about business 
mechanics to a broad audience. However, the material is often delivered in a 
neutralized, generic fashion, rather than addressing the concerns of a particular 
audience, like design students, or critical matters of organizational dynamics.  

? ? User-Centered Design (UCD): UCD is a collaborative, iterative methodology 
directed towards designing usable products that addresses the needs of specific users. 
However, UCD does not explicitly address problems of intra-team influence, global 
social concerns, and cross-disciplinary communication of competing priorities 
among stakeholders, which constitute much of the “drudgery of innovation.” 

? ? Integrated Product Development (IPD): IPD courses (usually offered once a year 
to a limited class size) come closest to providing a concentrated taste of “reality” for 
design students via corporate-sponsored projects and collaboration with business 
and engineering students. However, often students get caught up in the fabrication 
of the product, leaving little time for reflection on the issues. Also, not every school 
has the resources (political, financial, and so forth) to carry out such a major 
undertaking. 
 

                                                
9 Dubberly, Hugh. 2001. “AIGA Briefing Paper on a Curriculum for Experience Design.” In The Education of an 
E-Designer, ed. Steven Heller, 164–167. New York: Allworth Press. 



 

Of course, readers may recall that RISD and MIT have partnered successfully with a cross-
functional design course, while Carnegie Mellon and University of Michigan (Ann Arbor) 
offer integrated product development (IPD) classes, leveraging existing resources. The 
Interaction Institute at Ivrea provides intensive two-week workshops entitled “Applied 
Dreams” with company participation. These are certainly valuable, but what about other 
design schools and ways of reinforcing offerings that step above any one method or course?  
 
The Model: A Set of Intersections between Design and Business 
 
Proposed here is a flexible, holistic model to structure critical issues of design practice that 
educators can draw upon throughout a design student’s multi-year curriculum (figure 1). 
Used effectively, it can help set students’ expectations about design as a complex business 
process impacted by resources, strategies, and systems that shape business activity, as well as 
affect the interdependency of corporate roles, information for decision making, and life 
cycles per fiscal term. As a result, the model should prepare students in becoming effective 
leaders, able to understand and communicate design’s value to cross-functional teams, 
navigate the business environment, and analyze problems amid conflicting priorities. 
  
Figure 1. The proposed model. 

This model is a tool that identifies 
topics and questions that educators 
should focus upon to create meaningful 
classroom experiences that advance a 
student’s preparation for the working 
world. The model is based upon four 
observed areas of intersection between 
design and business: culture, leadership, 
strategy, and innovation. What follows 
is a description of each topic, delving 
into subtopics and questions, with ideas 
for course readings and exercises.  
 

? ? Culture connotes the organizational dynamics, languages, values, and attitudes that 
constitute professional communities of practice. Culture may also be viewed as an 
activity of “ordering, disordering, and reordering in the search for understanding and 
values” that establish a group culture. 10  

Topics: Teamwork, cross-disciplinary argument, design’s roles in development 
across various settings (consulting, boutiques, full-scale product development, 
corporation, and so forth), political structures, and role expectations. 

Questions: How does one cultivate design consciousness in others from 
different backgrounds? How does one speak with nondesign stakeholders about a 
design? What are the competing team priorities, how should one sort among them, 
and filter data from different professionals towards creating team goals? What are 
methods of conflict resolution towards achieving design goals? 

                                                
10 Buchanan, R. 1998. “Branzi’s Dilemma: Design in Contemporary Culture.” Design Issues 14, no. 1 (spring).  



 

Exercises: Role play as a manager, director, or contributor and compare the 
attitudes/perceptions in the negotiation of conflicts and priorities; debate a design 
problem from different perspectives: engineering, design, management, and 
marketing; defend the value of a design against another professional of a different 
language and value system. 

 Readings 
? ?Car: A Drama of the American Workplace by Mary Walton 
? ?Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, and Identity by Etienne Wenger 
? ?Information Ecologies: Using Technology with Heart  by Bonnie A. Nardi 
? ?Thinkpad: A Different Shade of Blue by Deborah A. Dell 

 
? ? Leadership refers to the social aspects of persuasion, power, and politics to create 

a vision, build relationships, and motivate teams towards a shared goal. Typically, it is 
a dynamic process involving people and relationships, according to management 
scholars Kouzes and Posner, rather than a singular trait of one person.11  

Topics: Leadership approaches, problems and goals to engender design 
consciousness in a group, sensitivity to power and politics, guiding change and 
alleviating conflict, impacting the development life cycle, handling broken processes 
and unhappy people, methods of persuasion, and management versus leadership. 

Questions: What is the difference between leadership and management? How 
does a designer become a leader? What is the role of advocacy, education, and 
coordination in proliferating a design vision? How does one persuade teams to 
follow the right action? What are the responsibilities of a leader in a small group or in 
a bureaucratic department?  

Exercises: Role play different leadership styles using in-class scenarios, and 
evaluate the effects, particularly on different kinds of projects (reinvention, moderate 
tweaking, and so forth); invite design leaders to discuss their own leadership methods 
and outcomes; design a leader for a hypothetical situation, and defend why that 
leader succeeds or fails for a situation; role play as a manager and then as a leader 
and discuss the social and individual differences. 

 Readings 
? ?Leadership Is an Art by Max Depree 
? ?The Leadership Challenge by James M. Kouzes, Barry Z. Posner 
? ?Sources of Power: How People Make Decisions by Gary Klein 

 
? ? Strategy encompasses the art of “creative foresight in contexts of accelerated 

change, complexity, and uncertainty”12 and “creating a unique, valuable position 
involving the fit of various activities, for some competitive advantage.”13 

Topics: Framing product design decisions within a larger scope, recognizing 
problems in a whole life cycle, observing the role and place of design in business 
context and process goals, developing realistic scenarios and project planning briefs, 
managing people and processes, and resource allocation planning. 

                                                
11 Kouzes, and Posner. 2002. The Leadership Challenge, Third Edition. Jossey-Bass. 
12 Schwartz, Peter. 1996. The Art of the Long View, 35.Doubleday.  
13 Porter, Michael E. 1996. “What is Strategy?” In Harvard Business Review (November–December): 70. 



 

Questions: How does design fit within corporate strategy? How does one 
advance the cause in terms of what matters to business development, marketing, and 
technical planners? How does one deal with strategy changes that negate design goals 
or political authority? How should design proceed strategically despite tactical 
pressures to fix symptomatic problems? 

Exercises: Dissect realistic scenarios, such as a company’s phasing out of a 
family of products while migrating some over to new line, involving re-architecting 
brands, interfaces, and color schemes. How can a designer be inserted into this 
process to affect change intelligently?  

 Readings 
? ?The Art of the Long View by Peter Schwartz 
? ?The Art of Profitability by Adrian Slywotzky 
? ?Creating Breakthrough Products  by Jonathan Cagan, Craig M. Vogel 
? ?Designing Business: Multiple Media, Multiple Disciplines by Clement Mok 

 
? ? Innovation includes “creating or redefining markets,” “supporting the customer’s 

experience via lifestyle fantasy,” and “creating a viable business concept,” using 
systematic yet flexible methods and tools.14 It may be apt to study innovation as a 
“continuum,” from incremental change towards transformations of markets and 
businesses, as Cheskin consultant Darrel Rhea suggests.15  

Topics: Generative and evaluative research methods, role of design research 
informing innovation, sources of innovation in an organization, kinds of innovation, 
means to sustain and champion novelty, differences among ideas, inventions, 
opportunities, and innovations in practice. 

Questions: How can innovation be a pervasive capability in a business? How 
does a designer develop, select, and fit the proper method with the organizational 
culture to enable successful innovation? What role do information systems play in 
innovation? Why does innovation stagnate or fail? How can that be prevented from 
a design perspective? 

Exercises: Develop innovation plans drawn from a studio design project, and 
identify the kind of culture and leadership style needed to push innovation through 
development channels, and strategic agenda sustain innovation, with budgets, 
timeframes, and resources analyzed; create a business model for a product and 
evaluate it using business criteria for “successful innovation.” 

 Readings 
? ?The Art of Innovation by Tom Kelley 
? ?Creating Breakthrough Products by Jonathan Cagan, Craig M. Vogel 
? ?Diffusion of Innovations, 4th ed., by Everett Rogers 

 
 
 

                                                
14 Innovation definitions by Darrel Rhea, Vogel and Cagan, and Larry Keeley, respectively. 
15 Design Management Institute Seminar: Using Design Research for Product and Brand Innovation San Francisco, CA: 
April 2003.  



 

The Model: Learning Outcomes 
 
This model should guide an educator in creating courses and setting meaningful learning 
objectives for a project or seminar. The four previously described areas could be combined 
into one semester length (about fifteen weeks) seminar/project course suitable for junior and 
senior undergraduate and graduate students, perhaps preceding or following an integrated 
product development (IPD)-type course, if available. Another approach would be mini-
courses (about seven weeks) focused on each topic, spread throughout the final two years of 
an undergraduate or graduate student’s tenure as a student, with a final course as a unifying 
conclusion, which could be an IPD-type course, to coalesce the various insights into an 
organized whole. Ideally, the model driving the topic areas should be carefully propagated 
throughout an entire curriculum, perhaps serving as a philosophical basis for a design school 
agenda impacting degree programs; this would require significant rethinking at department 
and university levels. In whatever manner, the model’s usage should enable the following 
learning outcomes: 

? ? Accelerated awareness of the complexity of operating conditions that govern 
design in practice, beyond typical design or human factors concerns. 

? ? Broad understanding of the value of strategic thinking to design practice and how 
it can empower business development, especially from a product development 
standpoint and consumer/marketing/sales perspectives. 

? ? Realistic expectations of how blue-sky innovation meets the traction of “brown 
ground” in daily practice, against front-end visionary thinking. 

? ? Positive appreciation for the role of communication in practice, particularly in the 
development of a cooperative culture that values profitability as well as possibility. 

 
Beyond the Model 
 
Certainly, there are other areas of exploration beyond this model; it is a first step requiring 
evolution and feedback. For example, “entrepreneurship” is a possible fifth intersection 
point between design and business, embodying the role of individuals in investigating 
profitable new frontiers of business and social interaction. Globalization was briefly alluded 
to, but deserves its own study in terms of advancing design school education to prepare 
students for social complexities like cultural, linguistic, and perceptual barriers in developing 
acceptable products.16 Co-op education programs pioneered by University of Cincinnati 
should be considered as well as distance-based learning and sponsored projects.17 These are 
ways for companies to partner with academia, extend their reach, and maximize a student’s 
tuition value with ample working-world insights that reinforce classroom lessons. 
 
Another related matter deserving attention is teaching design value to MBA students. As 
recent Design Management Journal articles imply, design literacy is not championed in current 
business school offerings despite publicity of design’s value to the bottom-line successes of 
                                                
16 Gajendar, Uday et al. 2001. “What Is Design’s Role in Sustainable Globalization? Connecting to the Other 
Without Losing Ourselves.” IDSA 2001 National Education Conference Proceedings 13. (winter).  
17 Fry, Richard E. 2002. “Distance Based Industry Sponsored Projects.” IDSA 2002 National Education Conference 
Proceedings 14 (winter).  



 

companies like Apple, Sony, DaimlerChrysler, and so forth. Lockwood’s research indicates 
that design is not part of either primary or elective coursework— “Design is not even on the 
radar screen.”18  Lockwood suggests educators can draw MBAs into a healthier relationship 
with design departments, by doing the following: 

? ? Show CEOs how design makes a profitable difference, by basing design decisions on 
quantitative criteria and stakeholder equity.  

? ? Learn to link design value to what executives value: quantitative results, corporate 
strategy impact, process improvement, and operational excellence.19 

 
Conclusion 
 
Answers to providing the best blend of design skill and professional preparation are not 
easily found; a “magic formula” is not proposed here. However, by looking at the 
environment of practice and thinking about how to parcel it into digestible units, focusing 
on the primary topics that affect design in action, the design community might be closer to 
generating a framework that can strengthen a design curriculum over the long-term. The 
model offered here would structure and inform a discussion of issues relevant to design 
within the changing dynamics of commercial activity, which would serve students well. It 
would be more than the rote training of a design student in the minutiae of finance, 
accounting, or marketing; rather, the model should foster careful understanding of how 
designers can influence integrative businesses process in the stakeholders’ drive towards a 
satisfying product and user experience.  
 
As stated earlier, this model and the guiding ideas are continually in progress. The hope is to 
initiate productive debate about how to foster business consciousness in design students; 
accordingly, constructive feedback is welcome and appreciated.  
 
 

                                                
18 Lockwood, Thomas. 2002. “Design in Business Education: A Square Peg in a Round World?” Design 
Management Journal. (spring): 19–24. 
19 Ibid. 


