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Emerging evolutionary approaches to design theory and practice offer new challenges to 
traditional industrial design pedagogy. Tim Brown, CEO of IDEO, reports that their consultancy 
practice is becoming more about teaching clients to engage in design thinking and transforming 
their organizations, and less about designing specific products, and to do so they involve many 
disciplines in the creative process. How do we as design educators create, implement and 
manage educational experiences that teach designers to responsibly engage in such activities? 
How can designers learn to design a service or an experience, or how to teach organizations to 
transform themselves through design thinking? What are the appropriate deliverables in 
communicating the design of an experience? How must traditional design communication skills 
be extended to accomplish these deliverables? Should these learning experiences be 
multidisciplinary and if so, what disciplines should be involved in designing new or 
transformational experiences?  
 
In the Industrial Design Program at the University of Cincinnati, we have been attempting to 
address these questions. For several years, in line with what we regard as appropriate for their 
maturity and skill level, senior students have been challenged to design a product system within a 
designed environment for a designated user group to create a significant, memorable, or poetic 
experience. The proposed solution should engage all of the senses and be socially responsible. 
In the fall and winter quarters of 2004 and 2005, we modified this curricular concept to focus more 
specifically on design projects that expand the more traditional boundaries of industrial or product 
design. In the fall, we asked seniors to work in teams to design concepts for the design 
competition for the National AIDS Memorial in Golden Gate Park in San Francisco. In winter 
quarter, we teamed ID students with students from the College of Business to design a branded 
flying experience for Delta Airlines. The results of these studios offer some insight into the 
questions posed above.  
 
The National AIDS Memorial Project: 
A Design Problem Rich in Emotional Significance 
 



With the intention of increasing the emotional content of a senior studio design problem, we 
required students to enter the design competition for the National AIDS Memorial in Golden Gate 
Park in San Francisco. The site is unusual and presented its own unique constraints. The site is 
several acres and encompasses what is essentially a small canyon that drops up to 60 feet below 
the surrounding landscape, which is relatively flat. There are many existing small structures such 
as plazas, paths, and stone circles, which cannot be modified or encroached upon. Designing this 
memorial required students to delve into landscape design, fine arts, architecture, and other 
design related disciplines. Students looked hard at traditional monuments from around the world 
that commemorate historical events. Though this design problem was to be a memorial or 
monument located within the memorial grove, it differed significantly from most traditional 
memorials in that the event that it was to commemorate is not relegated to the past. How does 
one commemorate an event that is not finished, but is in fact a tragedy of unparalleled impact that 
continues to grow? Students quickly realized that traditional approaches seemed untimely and did 
not adequately reflect the ongoing nature or immediacy of the current epidemic.  
 
Addressing design goals that seemed paradoxical were especially challenging. Though the 
themes of tragedy, loss, and commemoration are obvious, the stated design goals included the 
desire to teach and spread knowledge about AIDS, and to provide a message of hope and 
healing. Attempting to understand that there can be healing within death and tragedy, was 
particularly difficult for many students.  
 
The AIDS pandemic had never directly touched the lives of most of the students involved. Only 
one student knew personally anyone who had been diagnosed with HIV or died of AIDS. Much of 
the research that the students did involved learning about the worldwide impact and also about 
personal stories of people who have died or been impacted directly. A woman from our area who 
runs an AIDS outreach organization in Kenya spoke to the class and offered a very personal 
account of the devastation AIDS has wreaked in that country, which her organization is 
attempting to relieve.  
 
Results 
 
In the end, the creative teams assembled an impressive collection of design proposals:  
 
One concept presents a large cantilevered structure, which extends unsupported out over the 
edge of the canyon. From above it offers a beautiful view of the wooded glen as an unobstructed 
overlook. From below, the structure appears as an ominous looming threat.  
 
Another concept places a huge rectangular monolith of granite in the middle of the meadow, 
which is leaning ever so slightly toward a lone human figure that seams to be holding it up with 
both hands in a defiant stance. “Is he winning or losing the battle?” is the question the viewer is 
left to ponder.  
 
A smooth granite serpentine wall with water cascading serenely down its face is the focal point of 
another design. Moving water collects in a basin at waist height that is filled with sand. The visitor 
is encouraged to leave behind a handprint or message in the sand, which the water slowly 
washes away.  
 
One concept symbolically captures the physical reality of the virus infesting a body and the 
emotional realities of isolation and discrimination, by placing bright red Japanese maples in metal, 
glass and screened boxes, interspersed among the existing predominantly green trees 
throughout the park.  
 



“Ripples of Hope,” is a concept that has arcing earthen mounds that radiate from an epicenter, 
which represent the waves that are generated from a stone that has been dropped in still water. 
This concept includes the idea of mounds of appropriate radii that might be built in other cities or 
parks around the world, as an extension of this memorial site and an enduring symbol of the 
worldwide impact of this epidemic.  
 
Though some might debate whether this is an appropriate venue for industrial designers to 
address, the students all, in the end, reported that it was an extremely valuable and life changing 
design experience. The emotional impact of attempting to commemorate such a tragic and 
devastating worldwide pandemic, which continues to accelerate, was immense and at times 
overwhelming. No one in the class was untouched by this design challenge.  
 
 
The Delta Project: 
Designing a Branded Flying Experience 
 
Recognizing the current trends in product development to include more innovation, less iteration 
and the need for brand building, we accepted the challenge to create a new branded flying 
experience for Delta Airlines, our sponsoring corporate partner. We combined students from the 
College of Business and the Industrial Design program to work in interdisciplinary creative teams. 
Song Airlines, Delta’s low-cost carrier and its most innovative business unit, served as a model 
for the successful new launch of an innovative approach to the flying experience. Several Song 
executives were recruited to offer support and provide criticism and advice along the way. 
Students were immediately confronted with some new design challenges. How do we design 
something as intangible as an experience? How do we cope with deliverables that are 
unspecified? How do we convey the details of an experience and re-create them in a client 
presentation?  
 
One specific objective of the course was to help students learn how to be productive members of 
multidisciplinary creative teams. This design problem, though much less emotionally striking than 
the AIDS Memorial, held other challenges for our students, because it required cooperation and 
collaboration between disciplines with very different cultures. What are the roles of business 
students versus design students in this process? How do we overcome the issues and resolve 
conflicts in this cross-cultural blending of disciplines to achieve a marketable result?  
 
Negotiations with the Client 
 
Prior to the start of the quarter faculty described expected deliverables to Delta (image boards, 
sketches, prototypes as appropriate, process book, complete marketing plan) to obtain their buy-
in. These deliverables were not revealed to the students, however, to allow for them to explore 
options and make their own decisions regarding how best to present the design of an experience. 
We also negotiated the extent of client involvement, i.e., providing baseline information and 
access to airports and planes, participating in critiques during the ten-week quarter, and 
responding to specific questions posed by the students. In an educational setting, pursuing 
design solutions, working with inexperienced students and with a corporate client, this kind of 
personal access is critical for success. Without this prior negotiation, success would be difficult to 
measure. It allowed everyone involved in the design process to better understand expectations of 
interactions and specific tasks.  
 
The Design Process 
 



In total, this studio included 45 students, two design students and four or five business students 
on each of seven teams. As an introduction to the kind of collaborative multidisciplinary design 
process we hoped to create, the class viewed the IDEO video, The Deep Dive. This was 
especially informative to the business students who were completely unfamiliar with how 
designers work and this new and somewhat frightening class format, ‘the studio course.’ It also 
introduced all of the students to the concept of a creative team and helped them to understand 
the kind of immersive research methods we expected them to pursue.  
 
Prior to doing any research, students engaged in a brainstorm session based on their own flying 
experiences. Students segmented the air travel experience into purchasing tickets, checking-in, 
clearing security, waiting at the gate, boarding the airplane, finding one’s seat, flying, arriving at 
the destination, and then retrieving one’s luggage. Student then got to study these phases first 
hand in our own kind of “deep dive.” Delta arranged for us to take a tour from “curb to claim” at 
the Cincinnati and Northern Kentucky International airport, a Delta hub. Students were given 
security clearance that allowed them to use cameras and recorders to capture images of each 
phase of the air travel experience. Students were allowed to board a Boeing 757 to thoroughly 
examine the details of the overall flying environment. After the tour, Delta personnel answered 
questions posed by the students. This provided the students with the data to prepare a more 
thorough task analysis of the flying experience and to complete a set of design requirements. 
Students used their personal experience of flying coupled with this analysis to generate as many 
ideas/observations/challenges to pursue solutions to the design problem.  
 
Uncomfortable Ambiguity and Team Conflicts 
 
As part of the course design, each of the faculty agreed not to reduce ambiguity or provide 
guidance about how creating an experience should be approached or presented. As stated 
above, deliverables were not specified. We intentionally allowed the students to spent some 
length of time in the fuzzy front end, to be uncomfortable and to learn to deal with the 
uncertainties that are typical of a successful innovation process. Students were provided with a 
text (Cagan and Vogel, Creating Breakthrough Products) that presents a methodology for moving 
through the fuzzy front end of the process, which offered some comfort and direction.  
 
Midquarter, with most design directions still unresolved, teams were beginning to feel the 
pressure of tackling an open-ended and undefined problem with teammates who did not share 
similar training, work styles, personal objectives, etc. In addition, faculty was beginning to 
experience disapproval from other colleagues as students aired their complaints. As part of the 
course material students were provided readings about team-work, suggestions about how to 
structure and conduct team meetings, examples of the different types of roles people can play on 
teams as well as some basic information on conflict resolution techniques. At this point, the 
management instructor met with each team individually, taking their pulse and making 
suggestions about how to tackle the problems presented by the team. Our approach to team work 
is to help students learn how to solve their own teamwork problems, not to intervene ourselves.  
 
A Serendipitous Visit 
 
Conflict resolution happened as a result of an unexpected visit from Tim Brown, CEO of IDEO. 
Tim listened to the students make a brief presentation on their course experience so far and 
sensed their frustration with the lack of resolution. Much to the relief of the instructors, he 
applauded their discomfort and the state of uncertainty and explained that they were exactly 
where they should be at this stage of the design process. Brown provided the students with 
strong reinforcement regarding the value of the learning experience they were having as well as 
the manner in which the course was being managed. Further validation of our approach to this 
project occurred when designer Eva Maddox (a UC alumnus) was visiting campus and met with 



the students. She strongly endorsed the value of this kind of learning experience. This provided a 
much-needed boost in morale for both students and faculty. 
 
A Design Review 
 
At the end of week four, three representatives from Delta spent two hours with the class, 
answering questions. Students then had to prepare their initial presentations of their proposed 
flying experience, brand attributes, and targeted market segment. The teams were encouraged to 
explore alternative and unexpected presentation techniques, which would bring to life all of the 
sensory aspects of the experience. These experimentations were both effective and entertaining 
and ranged from live action skits, lighting schemes, projected video and still imagery, and even 
the distribution of chocolate covered strawberries to the critique team. This experiment in 
presentation techniques changed everything. The entire class engaged in a mass critique, 
making suggestions to each other, and demonstrating excitement and motivation for success.  
 
With this initial presentation, student work and enthusiasm intensified. However, as solutions 
began to solidify, workload conflicts and the leadership roles of each discipline reemerged as an 
issue and a source of conflict. At this point, some teams tried to divide the labor between the 
design students and the business students, other teams tried to do both design work and market 
research as a unit. In the second set of critiques, student presentations highlighted team 
dysfunction, immature design development, incomplete market research, and naïve marketing 
plans—situation normal. At this point, faculty intervention was appropriate and necessary. 
Individual team meetings were held to give each team an opportunity to talk things out, regroup, 
and recommit. 
 
Results 
 
Over the final two weeks, the students pulled everything together, delighting themselves and their 
client. The solutions presented include:  
 
The SkyBox: A flying experience aimed at the high-end business traveler flying between the US 
and Asia, which provides private berths that hold up to four people, provide complete office and 
conferencing capabilities, a concierge service with ground connections, sleeping facilities, and is 
priced between current first class travel and private jets. The concept was presented in an 
entertaining video that contrasted the confident and productive SkyBox traveler with the 
unfortunate unprepared and exhausted current business traveler to Asia. 
 
The Delta Mainline Experience: This proposal was aimed at the business and leisure market, 
featured a personal digital device that acted as a boarding pass, a way-finder, facilitated food 
ordering, and provided video games for entertainment. This proposal also included a business 
plan for a special relationship with UPS to provide luggage pick-up and delivery to avoid the 
hassles of luggage check-in and retrieval. 
 
AirCruise: A flying experience that re-creates the benefits of a cruise on the high seas, including 
packages for hotels and restaurants in the destination cities, such as a trip to London and Paris. 
Guests travel with the same group, building friendships and memories like its ocean going 
counterpart. 
 
Aspire: A flying experience for club members in the 55+ age group that features a special 
personal digital boarding pass with an organic LCD display that hangs around one's neck, 
displays boarding info, way-finding, and identification to facilitate security clearance. A model of 
the PDA device and printed collateral materials along with a skit illustrating the features of the 
system were included in the presentation. 



 
Latitude: This experience was built on low cost business travel that featured a smart card, which 
acted as a charge card, bankcard, boarding pass, identification, and provided access to needed 
information at special terminals in the airport and on board the plane.  
 
Odyssey: Focused on the luxury market. Providing exclusive destinations, luxury meals, and 
service on board for couples seeking romance and unique shared experiences. 
 
The Song Store: Proposed retail outlets in airports that feature exclusive Song branded 
merchandise and special services for the Song traveler. 
 
Delta was so pleased with the final presentations that 8 students were flown to Atlanta along with 
the faculty to present an overview of the proposals to the top marketing executives at Song. The 
chief marketing officer brought smiles to the face of the students as he favorably critiqued their 
marketing plans and compared the quality of the design work to that of the professional design 
firms retained by Delta. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
This type of design work is representative of the expanding borders of industrial design practice. 
In challenging students with design problems like these, we are intentionally moving toward a 
more European approach that minimizes the traditional distinctions between design disciplines. 
We are attempting to influence students to think of themselves as designers in the broadest 
sense and training individuals to approach any problem by applying design thinking. We are also 
opening our studios at the higher levels to engage and interact with other related disciplines, to 
more effectively mirror the collaborative and multidisciplinary creative teams that are becoming 
the norm in industry. If a design studio experience is emotionally profound and transformational to 
this degree, we are convinced that facilitating such an experience is a valuable addition to the 
education we offer.  
 
 


