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Background 

 

“…‘Design’ taken as a function of the activity of ‘professional’ designers and 

being part of an established cycle of the design, production and consumption of 

goods; and ‘Do It Yourself’ taken as its antithesis — a more democratic design 

process of self-driven, self-directed amateur design and production activity 

carried out more closely to the end user of the goods created” (Atkinson, 2006). 

 

“Do-it-Yourself” is an emerging trend in the design and delivery of manufactured goods. The 

term DIY is a broad moniker, encompassing structured operations like mass customization as 

well as experimental, individual craft solutions.  As understanding of and applications for DIY in 

industrial design practice grow, so do opportunities for employing DIY approaches in academia.  

This paper presents an application of craft-based DIY investigation in a graduate-level academic 

studio:  ephemeral products (EP).  

 

At first glance, DIY may be seen as a practice that stands in opposition to industrial design as 

taught in schools. Craft DIY eschews expertise and training in favor of experiential 

experimentation.  It may also be thought to prioritize a product’s function and utility over its 

appearance or its capacity to communicate a story. DIY products may be created from widely 

available raw materials that are altered, trimmed and combined using common tools and 

methods and not from custom components requiring specialty processes. DIY products’ 

formulas are intended to be open source, evolving, sometimes resulting in aesthetic and 

textural roughness, and without a fixed form or recipe.  Manufactured items, on the other hand, 

are nurtured by designers are well resolved and made up of highly specified elements, shapes 

and materials.  Products resulting from mass-manufactured globalized systems, however, tend 

to deliver mediated experiences to the user (Walker, 2006).  DIY products, on the other hand, by 

their very nature create greater attachment between user and object through rich hands-on 

experience.   

 

The authors posit that because of this contrast, within the academic studio DIY can be deployed 

to reframe both the activity and the valuation of design for students. Utilizing the lens of DIY to 

analyze design creates fresh conversations amongst students and professor about the aesthetics 

and materiality of designed objects. 

 

 

DIY and EP in the Broader Context 

 

The proliferation of DIY activities within the current cultural climate has been driven by 

technology and a subculture that is responding to the saturation of consumerism.  Decades of 

good design have effectively driven usability and visual approachability into tools that previously 

were perceived to be for a small class of skilled trades people.  In addition, the technologies of 

mass manufacture have brought the prices of tools to the level where they are accessible to 



hobbyists and casual experimenters.  The major enabler of the DIY movement has been the 

Internet; DIY thrives on information sharing.  Often the barrier to a person’s engaging in a DIY 

project is lack of information.  The Internet removes this obstacle.  Culturally, DIY advocates 

encourage self-sufficiency and disengagement from rampant consumerism.  DIY presents itself 

as a viable way to opt out of globalism, to deflate the power of advertising and to create a 

personal identity that is unbranded (Kimmelman, 2010; Levine & Heimerl, 2008). 

 

We understand the objects of craft DIY as ones (1) whose need identification and materials of 

composition are driven by one’s existing environment; (2) are assembled through non-

destructive means and (3) with an aesthetic largely prescribed by the raw materials of assembly. 

 

Similarly, EP by its nature is transient, one that exists only during its period of functional 

usefulness.  It is created from existing and readily available components, performs a specific 

function, can be deconstructed when no longer needed and whose constituent components can 

be re-utilized with little to no modification in another context or application.   

 

Stuart Walker introduced the concept of ephemeral objects for sustainability in his experimental 

work Light Touch (Walker, 2003).  Light Touch explores the functional benefit of designed 

objects as a “temporary convergence of requisite elements.”  There is no pre-planning of 

manufacturing involved in the creation of these objects, no sketching or CAD work to flush out 

the design details.  Rather, the process is a search for materials and a reaction to the collected 

components that drives the final artifact and its function.  This process calls for a move away 

from an ‘experience of’ and towards a ‘relationship with’ the functional objects, altering our 

frame of reference towards the products.  The forms of the objects acknowledge their 

ephemeral nature and can only be manifested through direct engagement with the constituent 

elements (Walker, 2006).  In this way, the ephemeral object can be seen to exist only in the DIY 

space. 

 

In this manner, the DIY+EP approach becomes a specific solution driven by the context or need, 

while also an opportunistic creation of available materials and components. 

 

 



 
Clockwise from top:  Potato and Apple Candlesticks (potato, dinner forks, apple, fondue forks), 

radio (mass-produced circuit, zip-lock bags, altoid tin, adhesive tape), kitchen clock (LCD, cup 

and saucer, eggcup, fork, bulldog clip, wire).  (Walker, 2003) 

 

 

Application of DIY+EP 

 

“The design process of self-building, alongside other forms of DIY, is far more 

continuous and iterative than is the case within mainstream product design and 

manufacture where design in all of its detail generally precedes manufacture” 

(Beegan & Atkinson). 



 

The context of DIY application, herein discussed, took place within a graduate-level industrial 

design studio at the Georgia Institute of Technology, ID 6012, focused on sustainable thinking in 

product design in spring 2009.  The studio was made up of 16 second year master’s in industrial 

design (MID) students.  The graduate students had diverse backgrounds, including art, 

architecture, philosophy, business and engineering, among others.  Only two students had 

academic and professional backgrounds in industrial design.  The course encouraged design 

thinking within the students’ particular areas of interest and expertise.  This diversity allowed 

for broad discussions on the nature of sustainable thinking, building upon their previous 

experiences and training. 

 

The purpose of the course was to explore methods, strategies and guidelines for applying design 

thinking to the development of sustainable products.  The emphasis was on learning important 

skills, techniques and ideas that influence the sustainable design process.  The course structure 

built upon the graduate students’ existing experience and knowledge base, enabling a robust 

learning and studio culture. 

 

It is common for the students, due to the backgrounds from which they came, to view 

sustainable design in terms of just materials and recyclability.  Therefore, it was important early 

on to broaden the students’ understanding of sustainable thinking as applied to design and 

create a stepping-stone into later higher-level understanding of sustainable design.  It was 

imperative the students think strategically about sustainable design, beyond materials and 

recyclability.  In regards to developing a sustainable product, they needed additionally to 

consider innovation and novel means for providing user benefit, optimize manufacturing 

processes, address distribution modes, lower the impact of product use, optimize the product 

lifetime and consider end-of-life scenarios (White, Belletire, & Pierre, 2007).   

 

In order to enable the students to consider design broadly, a method was needed to challenge 

the students’ innate understanding of what a product is.  This exercise sought to challenge 

preconceived notions of acceptable product form and function.  The exercise was structured to 

encourage discussion and discourse on the meaning of products and to broaden the 

understanding of applicable sustainable design.   

 

This was also used as a stepping-stone into a higher level of thinking about sustainable design.  

Based upon Walker’s Light Touch work, a mini-project titled “Ephemeral Products” was given, 

described as follows (Walker, 2003): 

 

“Assume for a moment that temporary objects offer a more sustainable approach 

to product creation and use.  With a partner (groups of 2), you are to fabricate an 

ephemeral product.  You should allow yourself to challenge your notion of what a 

‘product’ means.”   

 

For the purpose of the assignment, ephemeral product was defined in two parts, first relating to 

Materials of fabrication: 

1. Composed of parts readily found in our daily environment. 

2. Components may be discarded, re-used, re-purposed, scavenged, etc. 

3. Only hardware (nuts, bolts, etc.) may be purchased specifically for your product. 



4. Constituent parts must NOT be modified significantly from their original state and must 

be able to be returned to their original purpose or used directly in another product after 

the temporary need of your ephemeral object expires. 

 

And second, performance: 

1. Products must actually perform as intended.  Electronics must function, mechanics must 

move, etc. 

2. Products will be tested against performance requirements. 

 

 

Student Perspective 

 

To begin, the graduate students sat through an expository presentation on Walker’s concept of 

an ephemeral product.  The images showed products that were at once familiar and foreign.  

There were candlesticks and chairs, obviously created with intention, but without an obvious 

context.  The objects were deliberate agglomerations, living between design and craft.  They 

were appealing in appearance, having charm and personality, while also offending the 

designers’ sense of refinement, resolution and appropriateness.  EPs are made less threatening 

because of their ability to disassemble, to dissolve away, leaving no footprint.  They can exist as 

whimsy, as an experiment, in a way that no other designed object can.     

 

Initially, the students wrestled with the project parameters.  They posed questions such as:  Do 

the constituent parts have to be able to return to their original state?  Consumers wouldn’t 

actually buy that, would they?  What if it doesn’t work well?  Who are we designing for?  Why 

are we doing this?  It was not made clear to the students that this exercise was more about the 

journey than the destination, but they would understand this by the end of the week.  This was 

about building skills and seeing design in a new light.  There was excitement and some confusion 

in the studio.   

 

Designing an EP can be an awkward task for a product designer.  It can be frustrating.  There is 

more compromise and more risk of failure.  Sometimes with EPs, good becomes great.  Because 

of the limitations inherent in the EP design process, basic design skills need to be robust.  

Common design considerations take on more weight in the EP context.  What will it be made of?  

The answer will be an existing product, not a material.  How will it be made?  The answer will 

not be a tool or a process; it will be clever elegant design.  Can you replace this part with 

something better?  This forces the designer to define ‘better.’  How will the user interact with it?  

It is difficult to build clear semantics out of other products, using the product could require 

training.  How will the elements be joined?  This is where the EP devil lives, as it depends on 

what are the elements.  How can the design be improved, which is the oldest design question in 

the book, but now with fewer options? 

 

The students, in teams of two, began by brainstorming, dreaming, sharing stories, comparing 

needs, listing potential final products and collecting curious component products.   In general, 

they began by thinking creatively about which physical problem to solve.  With conventional 

design, there is little consequence in designing another chair, another toothbrush.  Every 

struggle has a solution, a material, a form, from heat to water to bearing load.  But with EPs, 

some paths are more fraught than others; designers must be strategic in deploying design 

energy.  This kind of thinking is abstract.  Most teams soon abandoned trying to design from a 



problem and instead began to collect potential building materials and components.  Inspiration 

came from the direct interaction of holding and manipulating parts, widgets and doodads.  It is 

the ability to see the old in a new way that makes for EP success.  Like a child playing in a 

cardboard box, designing an EP takes imagination.  Students could be heard saying “What if…?” 

 

Most of the student designs began with one central element, a partial solution in need of 

support.  A flat surface can become a table if it gets legs, for instance.  Cups and vases have the 

potential to be an organizer if they are attached together.  A bulb can be a light source if it gets 

power.  One component part coupled with the designers’ intentions began to dictate the next 

part.  In some cases the linkages were easy and direct, in others, the subsequent steps required 

additional rounds of creative reimagining.  

 

This creative struggle, as demonstrated by the students, is similar to Walker’s own process.  As 

described in “Sustainable by Design”: 

 

“The process begins by looking.  Looking around.  Thinking.  Making connections.  I pull 

things from cupboards, put them next to each other, on top of each other.  I try odd 

combinations, silly combinations—I play—searching for an idea that begins to gel and 

starts to articulate through form the thoughts about sustainable design that I’m striving 

to illustrate.  I gather, guage, combine—there is progress and doubt—but slowly a 

design begins to fall into place” (Walker, 2006). 

 

 

Outcomes and Discussion 

 

The ephemeral objects exercise yielded a variety of objects, some more successful than others.  

The most successful designs were those that embodied a strong gestalt of form and function.  

These EPs were seen as new objects with semantics able to exist on their own.  The perceived 

intent and performance of the overall assembled objects was strong enough to override 

recognition of the original function of the EP’s constituent components.  The product whole 

became greater than a sum of parts. 

 

 

     
Boombox:  Holcomb, Brian.  Materials:  Cardboard shipping tube, stereo speakers, car stereo 

receiver, cellophane wrap, tie-down strap.  The cardboard tube acts as a resonance chamber, 

amplifying and richening the speaker output; cellophane wrap adds moisture resistance and 

holds the speakers in place; tie-down strap holds the assembly together. 



 

 
Dish Drying Rack:  Jalasutram, Srikanth and Jain, Nibha.  Materials:  Paint tray, clothespins, plant 

and soil.  As the plates and cutlery drip dry, the moisture gathers in the tray well and nourishes 

the plant. 

 

 

Side Table:  Landes, Gabe and MacKay, Karen.  Materials:  Recycling bin, ceiling fan blades, off-

the-shelf fastening hardware. 

Desk Light:  McCloud Jeff and Kim, Dale.  Materials:  A/C duct support strap, pipe cleaner, 

holiday light bulb, 1.5-volt battery. 

 



Bed:  Neoh, Wen-Hong.  Materials:  Corrugated cardboard shipping boxes, 2x2 pine lumber, PVC 

tubing, binder clips, and twine. 

 

 

Designing EPs forced the students to concretely engage with several difficult-to-understand 

tenets of design.  Designers know that you cannot fall in love with your design; you must be 

willing to tear it up, to abandon it.  EP forces this situation and makes the designed outcome 

better, for each iteration the designer cannibalizes his or her work.  Product end of life concerns 

and larger lifecycle issues appear simple in the classroom: recycle it or landfill it.  But until the 

designer puts his or her hands on the product, takes it apart, and agonizes over the future life of 

each part, he or she cannot know how to respect the magnitude of the consequences of 

creating a product.  EP design makes the designer care about what happens next.  

The narrative that surrounds an EP is obvious.  There is no smooth housing to hide the internal 

components.  For this reason, the story of how an EP came to be, of what it does, of what the 

designer was thinking is exposed.  In the classroom, this fact of all EPs pushes student designers 

to learn to read products’ stories and to consider story creation in their own work.  This is a 

difficult skill to develop when the focus is on the artifact itself and the story is backgrounded and 

subtle.  EP design teaches students about product story creation by amplifying significance 

through direct manipulation. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Performing the ephemeral product design exercise and reflecting on it prepared the students to 

take on the major studio project that closed out the semester.  Each group’s final design 

incorporated an existing material, product or concept that the students recontextualized.  The 

design work that was presented reflected the students’ newly defined and innovative thinking.  

Students acknowledged that the EP exercise helped them to see the new potential in common 

products.  The later design solutions’ success reflected the designers’ having seen opportunity in 

their environment and then capitalizing on those opportunities in an elegant and effective way. 

 

It is hard to measure the exact impact of the exercise on later work in the class.  However, it was 

shown that students were able to deliver sustainable design concepts demonstrating strategic 

thinking at a high level.  We have seen that application of DIY approaches (ephemeral products, 

in this case) within a graduate-level academic studio was successful in intimately developing 

students’ relationship to their designed products. 
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