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After establishing the context of design and design education in the UK, the authors describe 
emerging themes in industrial-design education. These themes can be classified into three types. 
The first theme involves enabling students to utilize a variety of research approaches at different 
levels. The design process has always involved elements of researching, but the evidence based 
design approach requires a new designer-friendly research tool kit to be assembled. The new 
tools now available include ways of eliciting user needs by focus groups and user observation 
techniques. We also examine how these research (with a small r) approaches relate to necessary 
developments in Design Research (with a big R). 
 
The second theme involves considering how products could respond more effectively to the 
suprafunctional needs of users, arising from a better understanding of needs, particularly those in 
the emotional domain. These include the definition of product personality, to evaluate 
suprafunctional performance and develop a better understanding of product semantics. 
 
The final theme centers on the changing relationship between users and designers, brought 
about by shifts towards user-centered design, inclusive design, participatory design and 
customisation. This paradigm shift, with users becoming more involved and empowered in the 
design process, creates a corresponding shift in our approach to design education. This paper 
describes the development of a more empathic approach to. The authors combine experience of 
education in the UK with that in their new roles in the USA, enabling them to have a distinctive 
perspective on the field. 
 
Introduction 
 
The authors recently moved countries to work in the School of Art and Design at the University of 
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (UIUC). Our previous experience, one at Staffordshire University 
and one at Loughborough University, has given us a unique perspective on industrial design 
education in the USA. It has proved interesting to move to the birthplace of industrial design and 
to relocate close to the epicenter of iconic midcentury furniture and architectural design. There is 
probably more well-used Eames and Knoll furniture lying around in the School of Art and Design 
at UIUC than in the classic furniture sales at all the auction houses in London. It is interesting to 
contrast this rich heritage with the current position of industrial design education in the USA, well 
articulated by Paul Down in his recent article in Innovation (Summer 2003). Both practitioners and 
educators seem beset by uncertainty about the future. Economic recession and education budget 
cuts have taken their toll. The grass may indeed look greener elsewhere, but that is always a 
chimera. Without getting too hung up on the color, it may be informative to describe the difference 
in how the grass is growing in the UK and the soil it is growing in. In other words, the nature of 
design education and the context of design practice. 
 
Cool Britannia: The Economic Context of Design 
 



The link between design and the economy is well understood in the USA. A number of 
commentators and authors have articulated the direct connection between creativity, design 
quality, user delight, and the economic performance of new and existing companies. The popular 
author and academic, Richard Florida has identified the importance of creativity to the economic 
development of cities, regions and countries in his book “The Rise of the Creative Class”. Florida 
has estimated that the salaries of the creative classes now constitute 30percent of the US total 
salary bill and that is a number that will grow. 
 
In the UK there has also been a growing realisation there that the creative industries are a vital 
part of the economy. The creative industries are taken to include design and manufacturing but in 
all its aspects – products, fashion, interiors, architecture – as well as music, art, literature, film, 
media, computer programs and computer games. A grudging acknowledgement that Britain was 
no longer a manufacturing nation with a captive market in the Commonwealth has finally led to an 
acceptance of a future based on the provision of intellectual services to a wider market in Europe 
and the world at large. The export of creative products and skills from Britain is now very 
important in economic terms, in design, music, and film (although the latter may have been 
supplanted by New Zealand in recent years). Jonathan Ives at Apple and Gerry McGovern at 
Lincoln-Mercury, are two examples of British designers transported to the USA. 
 
The incoming Labor government in 1997 seized on the importance of this and Tony Blair’s spin-
doctors coined the phrase “Cool Britannia.” For a few months, musicians, poets, designers and 
architects were welcomed at 10 Downing Street. The Design Council remains a shadow of its 
former self but design was given national prominence as a factor in economic regeneration. The 
simultaneous rise in television makeover shows like Changing Rooms reinforced the message in 
a peculiarly offbeat way. Suddenly, it was possible to discuss with your plumber whether the 
taupe color of the bidet worked with the metallic-luster faux-ceramic floor tiles. 
 
Designer Heroes 
 
As anyone who has been to the Milan Furniture Fair will testify, only the Italians really know how 
to make designers feel special with lavish and crowded parties to introduce a new, plastic chair. 
In the UK, only fashion design really matches that, but increasingly, designers of mainstream 
products are being named and acclaimed. Ikea has been in the vanguard of this, with catalogue 
acknowledgments for their designers of products with distinctive names such as Glob, Smeg, and 
Drib. This puts Suzanne Pryke, a young British ceramic designer, in the same arena as the 
designer celebrities like Philippe Starck, Guigaro, and Ferry Porsche. That is a good thing. Why 
not designer heroes? Role models enthuse and inspire young people by making the design 
process more visible and its practitioners more tangible.  
 
Another contribution to visibility is the rise of the designer-entrepreneur. The precursor to this was 
the designer-retailer-restaurateur—Terence Conran—who is one of the best exponents of the 
good life through design. More recent examples have been designer-entrepreneur-
manufacturers. Instead of Victor Kyam’s description of his acquisition of Remington “I liked the 
shaver so much, I bought the company,” it is more the case of “I designed it, it’s really good, so I 
have set up a company to make it.” Most notable of these entrepreneurs is James Dyson, whose 
products are now available in the USA. An afternoon spent cleaning the carpets with an 
ineffective vacuum cleaner was so traumatic that Dyson spent 13 years creating 5,000 prototypes 
in order to invent a better one (refer to Fig. 1). He established his factory in 1993 and successfully 
fought off a patent-infringement case by a US company in 1999. The DC01 went on to become 
the biggest selling (and most expensive) ‘vacuum’ cleaner in the UK. The current advertising 
campaign promotes Dyson as a designer who addresses real problems and makes products that 



perform well. Rugged good looks and an implied role as the house person’s friend do not go 
amiss.  

 
 

Fig. 1. Dyson products. (www.dyson.co.uk) 
 
All these factors contribute to a public perception of product designers as cool. Not as cool as 
computer games designers, musicians or skateboard acrobats in the eyes of young people, but 
cool nonetheless. These positive associations coincide with the unfortunate continuance of 
associated cool, where established fashion designers lend their names to the products of different 
companies (Jasper Conran and John Rocha for Wedgwood). The involvement can vary, as can 
the results. It may, in some cases, possibly be a cynical marketing exercise. 
 
In the US, the trend towards designer recognition is less established, with the notable exceptions 
of Michael Graves and Karim Rashid. Even the design consultancies with global reputations 
(IDEO, Smart Design) are less visible. The emphasis is more on the corporate achievement than 
the individual contribution. The visibility of identifiable role models is very important to establish 
product design as a cool profession in the public perception. 
 
Design Education in the UK 
 
Over recent years, it is very encouraging to see the way design has been embodied in 
educational curriculum in schools. Although no longer part of the core curriculum, design and 
technology is a popular subject alongside art and music. Around 8 percent of students in higher 
education in the UK are studying art, design, and related subjects in universities and colleges, a 
much larger percentage than in the US.  
 
Not all of those British students will practice as professional designers or artists after graduation, 
but this is seen as an advantage rather than a problem. The transferable value of an education in 
design is very high—the development of visual awareness, analytical skills, creativity, and 
communication skills enables design students to pursue a variety of different careers after 
graduation, expanding the awareness of design in the wider community. Christopher Frayling, 
rector of the Royal College of Art and director of the Design Council, has championed this 
outcome as an “education through design, as important as an education in design.” This holistic 
educational mission dovetails with the intended professional outcomes of degree programs in 
design. Indeed, without a serious commitment to achieve those outcomes, the full transferable 
value is not realized. 
 
Another development has been the blurring of the boundaries in education between design and 
other disciplines, particularly in the areas of engineering and computing. As recruitment to 
conventional engineering degree courses declines, new degrees in design and technology, music 
technology, computer games design, interaction design, multimedia design and sports technology 
have expanded participation in design related degree programs way beyond the traditional 



envelope of art and design programs. Many of these programs attract students who would not 
participate in design programs or traditional engineering programs, rejuvenating engineering 
departments in the process. 
 
In the UK, higher education in art and design is funded approximately 20 percent from tuition fees 
and 80 percent from the government. There are very few private colleges and universities on the 
US model, but there are a number of specialist public art and design colleges that attract a 
modicum of premium funding from government sources. Within all those institutions, industrial 
design degree programs may exist within the faculties or departments of Art and Design, 
Humanities, Engineering, or Media. These programs may also be called Industrial Design 
Engineering, Design and Technology, or Product Design. Most programs comprise a foundation 
year plus three years for a BA degree, although some of the more engineering orientated 
programs will waive the Foundation requirement, especially BSc programs. Graduate programs in 
this area are now predominantly 12 months in duration, and orientated towards the development 
of professional skills in computing applications, design management or other specialist areas, 
unlike the MFA in the US. Other differences from the US at undergraduate level include fewer 
stipulations about general educational courses and a more substantial component of design 
(rather than art) history.  
 
All British higher education has been subject to reductions in funding over the last 15 years. The 
School of Art and Design at UIUC has the same number of faculty as its equivalent at 
Staffordshire University and the same operating budget, but with less than half the number of 
students. The student-to-faculty ratio at Staffordshire University went from 8:1 to 24:1 over the 
last fifteen years, so the tribulations of underfunding are universal. Over the same period, the 
participation rates for 18-year-olds entering higher education in the UK has doubled to around 45 
percent. 
 
Educational Developments 
 
Embracing budget reductions of this order has involved faculty in thinking very critically about 
what they do and how they do it. A rising level of expectation from design industry, which is no 
longer able to provide induction training to incoming graduates, and a national quality-
assessment inspection regime applied to all programs have resulted in faculty working at “more 
with less” and “working smarter as well as harder.” Before we drown in a sea of axiomatic clichés, 
this challenging environment has resulted in some positive developments in pedagogy and in 
educational practice. Let us look at some emerging themes. 
 
1. Design Research Methods 
 
The design process inevitably involves aspects of investigation, survey, analysis, 
experimentation, and evaluation—all aspects that could be characterised as researchlike. Not 
necessarily the same as academic or scientific research, but with some similarities. For many 
years, design research was taken to mean research into the designing process—to develop 
methodologies to support creativity. Now the definition encompasses a broad range of 
investigative, analytic and evaluative techniques, some derived from science, social science and 
business. 
 
All of these contribute to the rise of evidence-based design decision-making, where assertion has 
been replaced by evidence. This is particularly important for negotiations within the 
multidisciplinary design teams that carry out product design in the commercial world. To elicit 
design-relevant data, design-research culture has been developing within undergraduate 



programs in the UK. It is important for the student to realize the relevance of design research and 
how it can support their creative processes. But awareness is not enough. They also need to 
apply appropriate methods to generate design relevant data, not just condense a pile of 
marketing intelligence reports.  
 
It appears that student designers (as do professional designers) respond best to the methods that 
enable them to analyse the situation more deeply, to elicit unfamiliar user needs, in other words, 
to work on the problem rather than provide a prescriptive set of answers. The following table 
highlights a range of research methods that the authors have introduced to design students over 
the last 10 years at both the undergraduate and master’s level. These are not prescriptive but do 
offer a range of methods that can support the student in selecting the most appropriate method 
for a particular design project. 
 

Methods Definition Sources 
Brainstorming Participants suspend reality and share 

thoughts. 
Chambers 2002 

Cultural probes Data-gathering method for design 
inspiration. 

Gaver et al 1999  

Focus groups  Eliciting user experience through a group 
discussion. 

Greenbaum 1998 

Ethnography Observing everyday life. Creswell 2003 
Mood boards Abstract images that evoke emotional 

responses. 
McDonagh and Storer 
2004 

Nominal group 
technique 

Idea generation through list making. Cohen et al 2003 

Observation Studying individual members of a culture 
in depth. 

Fulton Suri 2003 

Photographic 
ethnography 

Users or designers capture visual data. Emmison and Smith 
2000 

Product handling Explore products by physically handling 
products. Simulates the retail 
environment. 

McDonagh et al 2000 
Don and Petrick 2003 

Product personality 
profiling 

Describing a product as if it were a person 
to elicit insights into users’ cultural and 
social frameworks. 

McDonagh et al 2002 
Don and Petrick 2003 

Role-play Through performance, users express 
informed opinions and answer questions. 

Dishman 2003 
Laurel 2003 

Visual evaluation/ 
analyses 

Feedback gained through visual data 
alone. 

Dumas 1998 

User diaries Users record daily experiences using 
words/images. 

Sayre 2001 

 

Table 1. A selection of approaches and methods that can support more empathic student 
design research. 

 
The previously mentioned approaches require differing levels of skill and resources. For students, 
simpler methods would be far more appropriate (mood boards, observation) than those involving 
significant organisation (focus groups, user diaries). The appropriateness of a method depends 
on a number of variables. These include time scale, student ability and experience at involving 



users within their designing process, available resources (cameras, access to user groups) and 
sometimes, product type (users may feel more comfortable dealing with a female student if they 
are discussing female urinals).  
 
Gathering data to support evidence-based decision making helps ensure that students are 
responding to real needs rather than assumed needs. Evidence is essential to justify design 
decisions and the form of the evidence is also important. A video clip of a user behaving in a 
particular way can have more impact in a presentation than a summary description. 
  
2. Suprafunctionality 
 
People gain pleasure from products that meet their functional and suprafunctional needs, as 
defined in the most comprehensive terms. Indeed, now that adequate product functionality is the 
norm, supra-functional factors are being recognized more important. Emotional bonding, symbolic 
representation, tribal connections, subculture references, and so on all form part of the language 
defining product personality and product semantics. 
 
People relate to products in individual and interesting ways. Different people relate to the same 
product in their own particular way, depending upon its characteristics and their own. Material 
possessions serve as symbolic expressions of who we are. The clothes we wear, the household 
items we buy, the car we drive, all enable us to express our personality, social standing, and 
wealth. The nature of a product can be described as a product personality, and it is this that 
determines the relationships that users develop with different products. 
 
The gender and product personality traits impact upon perceived functional performance of a 
product, but it also involves suprafunctional factors (appearance, symbolism, and sensorial 
experience). These suprafunctional factors will interact with the functional aspects and with the 
users themselves in a variety of ways, but for this interaction to be satisfying for the user the 
various aspects have to be complimentary, consistent, coherent, and mutually reinforcing, or the 
outcome will be confused and unfulfilling. Not all the relationships that people have with products 
that they own will be satisfying—there are many ways in which a product and the user come into 
contact. If the user perceives a product is not made for them, psychological barriers can develop. 
Fortunately, there is much to be learnt from user/product relationships that are less than ideal. 
 
Some products may be obviously gendered in a way that connects with potential users, whilst 
others may be neutral. Some elaboration of terminology may be helpful here. Products can be 
neutral, or female (evoke stereotypes of women) or feminine (associated with use by women), or 
male (evoke male stereotypes) or masculine (associated with use by men). The distinction is a 
subtle, but important one, particularly in the case of cars, the most complex product most of us 
use. But products do not have to be gendered, or exhibit gender characteristics at all, and the 
degree to which these characteristics are demonstrated can also vary. As with human sexuality, 
the spectrum between the extremes is broad and diverse. 
 
Product personality profiling (PPP) can assist in revealing individuals responses to a products 
suprafunctional characteristics (McDonagh et al 2002). PPP is a technique that has been adapted 
from market research and psychology. People are asked to imagine a product as a person with a 
particular personality and lifestyle (age, gender, and occupation). The technique helps to reveal 
social value systems and emotional responses to products, encouraging people to consider 
products from a fresh perspective. The emerging interest in the emotional domain of design has 
highlighted peoples’ need for products with personalities that they can bond with. Design students 
respond positively to considerations of these kinds and they are well versed in the emotional and 



social nuances of the products they and their peer group immerse themselves with. The issue is 
how to expand their understanding and empathy this to the wider community of users and the 
products they use.  
 
3. New relationships between Designers and Product Users 
 
Until the late 1980s, the designing process in industry tended to take place in isolation, away from 
the final user. Users would only have been involved in post-production evaluation when only 
slight amendments to the design are possible. A similar situation pertained in education. 
Whatever efforts were made to simulate live projects, there is inevitably a distance between a 
design student and the client, real or simulated, and the equally inevitable problems of accessing 
real users within the constraints of timetable and educational curriculum. We believe that ‘live’ or 
at least ‘breathing’ projects are an important part of the curriculum but we have to be realistic 
about the limitations and the importance of moderating expectations.  
 
The emerging new relationship between designers and users is variously called user-centered 
design, human-centered design, inclusive design, universal design, participatory design and 
doubtless many other terms yet to be invented. The authors support this approach, particularly 
when users become directly involved in the design and/or manufacturing process and have been 
exercised for some time about ways in brining design students closer to users in design project 
work. 
 
There may have been periods in recent history when student designers were themselves part of 
the group they were designing for (the 1960s maybe) but increasingly this is no longer the case. 
Universal design addresses the needs of a much more diverse user group than the while, middle 
class males, who still constitute the majority of industrial design students, both in the US and in 
the UK. Demographic shifts mean that the expanding over-50 age group will exert the most 
influence on the economies of all Northern countries. Not many design students are over 50 
years of age, even with the growth in lifelong learning! 
Many of the research methods outlined in the prior section, Design Research Methods, can be 
used to identify the needs of diverse user groups. Contact with users can be extremely beneficial 
and rewarding for the designer, however, there are clear limitations. Users may say one thing, do 
another and feel something else. Therefore, a range of appropriate methods that can be 
employed alongside others to assist in triangulating data is crucial. Alongside these, it has proved 
beneficial to concentrate on developing empathy in design students. 
 
The boundary of understanding the needs of others has been referred to as the student 
designer’s empathic horizon (refer to Figure 2). By recognizing that student experience has 
boundaries and students need to expand our knowledge and understanding of others, the need 
for user involvement within the design process becomes more relevant.  
 



 
 

Fig. 2. Based on the empathic horizon (McDonagh-Philp and Denton 1999). 
 
There are two books that provide a comprehensive overview of developments in design practice, 
these are Laurel’s book, Designing Research, and Koskinen et al that focuses on the user 
experience and more empathic design. These two publications offer insight into the importance of 
design research and indicate the value of integrating such approaches within design practice and 
design education curricula. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Design education needs to prepare and equip future designers with the necessary and 
appropriate skills to support them professionally. Designing is not just about knowing how to, it is 
about being able to do it! This is why the student designer needs integrate design researching 
into their creative process in the earliest stages. 
 
Product design is not just about products anymore, it is about user experience. Developing 
students’ ability to thrive in this complex professional world involves more than developing the 
traditional skills of formal analysis, rendering, model making and production drawings, and more 
than the contemporary versions of those through CAD. All those skills must be there, of course, 
but developing understanding of user needs especially the subtleties of supra-functional needs, 
and the business, social and environmental context of design is equally important. It is not “less is 
more” (sorry Mies) but “more with less” (again). And that is the case whether we are standing on 
a lawn in London or LA. 

backgroundeducation 
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sex nationality 
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