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For the past several years entry-level industrial design has had to adapt to major changes in our field.  In 
the late 80’s we converted to CAD and digital imaging software.  With that has come the necessity to 
continually learn new software and their updates.  With recent evolutions in international outsourcing and 
advancements in communication technology there is a greater demand for all of us to think more globally.  
Devices such as Cintiqs are replacing even our most basic tools, the pen and paper.  Along with these 
technical and skill adaptations, entry-level designers now have to battle the realities of an economy that is 
trying to recover from a business climate the US has not seen since the great depression.  While all of 
this can seem daunting to new designers, these obstacles have the potential to unveil opportunities no 
other entry-level industrial designer has seen in our field’s history.  The opportunities, I believe, lie in 
entrepreneurialism. 

As in past generations, students of industrial design are currently equipped with skills that enable them to 
conceptualize and present product ideas that are understandable and make sense to manufacture.  What 
is different from past generations is the breath of knowledge current students are being taught in class 
and learning on their own.  On-line resources have been an overwhelming factor in gaining this 
knowledge.  The inter-net has made it possible for designers to be experts in “just in time” knowledge 
gathering.  They are at home with Skype-like communication technologies that enable them to 
inexpensively collaborate across town or around the world.  This generation is also deep into social 
networking and the self-promotional capabilities it offers. 

While this information is really nothing new, how one chooses to it has the potential to be a significant 
stimulus for change in our profession.  This change comes in the opportunities designers have when 
entering a career in industrial design.  While traditional design positions will still be there the opportunities 
for starting ones own venture are becoming an opportunity worth investigating.  This line of thought might 
seem intriguing but how does one do it?  Most design schools are organized to prepare students for 
finding employment with an employer not working for oneself.   

 
Entrepreneur |äntr�pr� ‘noŏr; -‘n�r| 
Noun: 
A person who organizes and operates a business or businesses, taking on 
greater than normal financial risks in order to do so. 
 

 

At the University of Cincinnati’s (UC’s) Industrial Design program I have begun to plant the seed of 
entrepreneurialism.  When I was interviewing at UC I was asked to participate in their Senior Critique.  At 
this event I was amazed at the quality of work, but more importantly the thought behind the designs.  I 
knew these ideas would help find employment for several students but what would happen to the 
ideas…the products….the designs?  After being hired by UC I began to take a careful look at what we 
were preparing our students for. Not surprised, we were and are preparing our students to get jobs and to 
be stewards of good design and social responsibility as are most design schools in the world. After this 
review, it was clear that the missing component in our curriculum was entrepreneurialism. 

Our university has a robust Co-op program.  Each student must continually have an updated resume, 
cover letter and portfolio for each of their six co-op experiences.  In this regard our students are extremely 
prepared for employment upon graduation.  What they are not prepared for is what to do if an 
entrepreneurial opportunity presents itself.  With this in mind I began teaching a professional practices 
course in the Spring of 2008.  Traditionally this course was taught to reiterate many of the lessons learned 



in co-op experiences.  I took a different angle.  In this course I took a broad-brush look at the potentials 
for entrepreneurial careers. 

On the first day of class I asked “how many of you dream of starting your own consulting business or 
bringing your own product to market?”  The response was an 80% hands up.  This was very encouraging 
and has stayed consistent in subsequent quarters.  The class was developed to be a 10 week lecture 
series that focused on the simplest form of entrepreneurialism, freelance design, to the most complex, 
starting a manufacturing company.  In each form of endeavor we have a professional that represents the 
topic area attend class, tell his or her story, give critical insight to the nuances of their business 
development and what to be aware of before starting one’s own venture. 

The class kicks off by exposing students to intellectual property law. A UC patent attorney typically 
conducts this lecture.  He or she clearly explains the university’s position on IP as well as the outside 
business communities’.  Also explained is how to protect ones idea through confidentiality agreements, 
trade marks and copyrights, provisional patents and utility patents. Case studies are also presented 
outlining successes and failures in the realm of intellectual property.  

From a design perspective, we begin with the freelance designer.  This professional explains what it takes 
to be a freelancer.  They cover finding work, budgeting time and collecting payment.  They explain how 
important a solid proposal is and how a well crafted legal contracts can make a project move smoothly 
even if there are project discrepancies.  They make it clear that in most cases they have help with this 
style of employment.  In one case the designer’s wife was his business partner and she took care of all 
non-design related tasks so he could concentrate on what he does best.  From this information our 
students become well informed in the basics of freelance design and the nuances that make a successful 
venture. 

Next we have an owner of a design consulting firm present.  They explain how they got started, what 
made them take the leap, how they attracted new clients and eventually grew into a thriving business.  In 
this lecture students receive first hand information on what to look for when embarking on an 
entrepreneurial venture, what it means to be responsible for paying several employees and the pressure 
of finding projects to sustain the firm’s existence.  They also learn how gratifying it is to have taken a risk 
and grown a company and to see their dreams realized. 

After getting a few examples of how people have started their own businesses, local start up support 
organizations are brought in.  These organizations come in the form of business incubators that provide 
short-term office and studio space to help grow companies.  They assist in matching complementary 
professionals and provide strategic planning for business growth. Some of these partnerships can come 
in the form of engineers, business strategists, lawyers or accountants.  Students are informed that many 
communities have these organizations and are eager to assist in building new businesses to help grow 
their local employment. 

Another area we look at is grant writing.  This option is typically for those who have a product they want to 
bring to market.  Our students learn where to find free money for new product development.  Some of 
these options come from local and state organizations while others come from the federal government in 
the form of grants such as the Small Business Innovation and Research grant program (SBIR). With this 
is where we begin to bridge into a new area.  No longer are we talking about setting up a design service 
but rather planting the seed for getting one’s product idea to market. 

Next we have several speakers talk about an option that uses private investor capital.  We educate our 
students on the difference between angel investors and venture capitalists.  We explain how this options 
works, their advantages and disadvantages.  Again, this is directed to those who have product ideas and 
want to start a company based on those ideas. 

In the end we explore the world of product licensing and royalty revenue streams.  We have speakers 
from the corporate side and design side present their views of this process.  Our corporate presenter 
explains how proposals are reviewed, what makes them good and how to find the correct person to send 
ideas.  From a design perspective, we have professionals present who are actively working in product 
licensing.  They reiterate the importance of legal contracts; explain how design work is conducted, how 



payments are made and what happens when one is sought out to develop a product that will be licensed.  
Along the way each side, corporate and design, reinforce the need for confidentiality agreements and 
legal assistance. 

Upon completion of the course our students have gained critical knowledge pertaining to the potentials of 
entrepreneurial careers.  But how will this have a significant impact on our field?   Below are a few facts 
regarding the importance of entrepreneurialism in the US.   

• According to the United States Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, of the 
136,602,000 workers over the age of 16 in the United States in 2004, a whopping 15.1% of 
them, or 20,673,000, people worked at home.   

• A recent Kauffman Foundation study found 71% of registered voters feel entrepreneurial 
ventures are key to solving the US’s economic crisis - more so than big business, scientists 
and government  
 

• The US is ranked #3 in the world in ease of starting business 
(http://www.doingbusiness.org/ExploreEconomies/?economyid=197) 

• Small businesses are the leading contributor of net new jobs to the United States’ economy.  
Over the past 15 years they have produced 21.9 million, while large business only 1.8 (National 
Small Business Association)  

 
These statements clearly point out the importance of entrepreneurialism, our changing work environment 
and the necessity of starting businesses.  Entrepreneurial growth needs new innovative ideas.  Ideas that 
are develop by looking at things differently, ideas that are not only in line with current trends but create 
entirely new ones, ideas that address true user needs not only the bottom line.  Many disciplines look at 
these criteria and wonder how?  Industrial designers on the other hand look at them as a way of life.  

From a big business prospective, major corporations such as Procter and Gamble have realized that 
substantial growth must come from outside their walls.  They have implemented a growth system that 
encourages collaboration with non-traditional innovators.  They care little where these ideas come from as 
long as they are great innovative solutions. 

In our spring quarter we have what is called DAAP Works.  It’s a weeklong event that showcases the 
college’s senior capstone projects.  I am working to make this event more than just a showing of student 
work but more of a launch pad for entrepreneurial adventures.  This past show we had 3 venture groups 
evaluate the student’s work and had several students develop their projects around the idea of truly 
beginning a career in design entrepreneurialism.  These students are pushing foreword, some with 
outside help and others on their own. 

From class lectures, my favorite quote to the students, and most the empowering one, was from Shaun 
Jackson of University of Michigan and Shaun Jackson Design:  

 

“At this point in your lives you have nothing to lose. Many of you are not 
married, have no children, no mortgage payments, and not many restrictions at 
all. Now is the time to become entrepreneurs.” 
 

With that said we wrap up our course.  Again, current graduating students in industrial design may be 
seeing a tough road ahead but with new technology and communication avenues, I encourage you all to 
resist locking your magnificent ideas away in your portfolios and somehow keep them in the public eye 
and don’t underestimate the power of your designs.   


