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Introduction 
 
Industry needs employees. Educational institutions provide them. Because of that relationship, 
industry has become increasingly interested in supporting education in order to help determine 
the skill level of future employees.  
 
Recently, General Motors, along Sun Microsystems and EDS as comembers of PACE 
(Partnership for the Advancement of CAD/CAM/CAE Education) recently gave the largest single 
donation in its history to an educational institution in support of technology training. This was a 
very specific software donation “in-kind.” Similar in-kind donations (including funding) are often 
targets of industrial design programs as a means to getting support from industry.   
 
This paper will focus on a broader definition of industry support, the development of long-term 
education/industry relationships, and the impact of these relationships on the educational 
experiences of the student. 
 
Background 
 
Industrial design has been a part of Brigham Young University for the past 35 years. BYU is 
situated in Provo, UT—at least 700 miles in any direction from the closest centers of industrial 
design (Los Angeles, San Francisco, Seattle/Portland, and the Midwest).  This isolation of our 
program makes it difficult for our students to get the exposure, and experience that they need to 
be successful in the industry. 
 
Over the past 35 years, external project sponsors have been sought to combat this isolation.  
Project sponsors have included: 
 

General Motors Ford 
Mercury Marine Baja Boat 
Motorola Hewlett-Packard 
Icon Health and Fitness Compaq Computer 
Hummer Tecumseh Motor 
The Coleman Company Harley-Davidson 
Clairol Oster 
Armco Steel Hannebrink Bicycle 
Fulton Homes Texas Instruments 
Agio Outdoor Furniture Honda R&D North America 
Zebco International Nokia, Inc. 

 
These sponsors are often repeat customers, supporting the program every 4 to 5 years with 
another project. 
 
Difference between Funding and Support 
 



The idea of funding is a very narrow view of the concept of industry support for programs.  
Support can be better defined as “efforts or resources extended by outside entities towards the 
successful education of the students”.  Support is an activity that has a direct impact on the 
program as well as the students who are served by that program. This broader definition of 
support includes a variety of activities that are directly connected to the experiences within the 
students’ education.  Rather than being ultimate goal of seeking support, funding now becomes 
just one possibility among many. 
 
Definition and Types of Support 
 
Focusing the broad definition, support often expresses itself in three ways: 
 

• Financial support (capital):  This includes actual funds, as well as capital donations of 
equipment and software programs. 

 
• Instructional support (knowledge):  Expertise that industries can come and share with the 

students.  Support in this group includes workshops and small projects. 
 

• Correctional support (feedback):  Students benefit from having professional participation 
in brainstorming, problem solving, and project review. Support in this category includes 
scheduled mentoring sessions, and career/job fairs. 

 
From an administration standpoint, financial support provides unrestricted resources for program 
improvement.  Funding can immediately be used for things like computers, paper, milling 
machines, and digital projectors.  Consumable capital donations, such as pencils, paper, 
markers, modeling supplies, are often easier to deal with rather than longer term items such as 
computers and printers.  Computers and software require upgrades and maintenance that you (or 
your budget) might not have funds in then future. 
 
From the students’ standpoint, funding by itself is a detached, invisible resource.  It is hard for 
them to understand the variety of needs that the program has that exist beyond the students’ 
survival of that particular project.  They begin to expect large dividends from successful projects 
and to be relieved from the necessity of being frugal with supplies.  Managing the link of financial 
donations with the students is important. 
 
Knowledge support: During a sponsored project last year, Honda R&D of North America had 
more time and travel resources available than monies for program donation.  Combining these 
other areas of resources, we were able to bring two of their designers in for several multiday 
seminars on drawing and presentation methods for the transportation design field.  The students 
were able to learn from people outside the university who had current experience and skills that 
they were interested in.  Workshops from other projects have included information about 
intellectual property rights (trademarks and trade dress), as well as design language 
development.  General Motors regularly provides seminars for one-on-one mentoring of students 
in specific areas such as computer modeling, sketching, and computer rendering techniques.  
 
Correctional support (feedback) can be defined as support because of the impact that it has on 
students.  The benefit of their educational experience is magnified by constant feedback from 
outsiders, and people that are not involved in their daily education.  They get a different 
perspective that often clarifies or fixes a problem that they couldn’t get their hands on.  This helps 
them learn, which is just as good as a piece of equipment or a check. 
 
Definition and Types of Sponsors 



 
A sponsor can be defined as someone providing support (financial, instructional, or correctional) 
for a program or a single activity.  Not all sponsors are created equal and some sponsors are 
more useful than others.  Understanding what a sponsor is helps increase the ability to seek aid.  
There are two main types of sponsors: 
 

• Centralized sponsorship:  This is categorized by a single recognizable source.  The US 
government, NSF grants, NEA, and so forth.  This category also includes large public 
corporations such as General Motors, General Electric, and partnerships such as the 
PACE consortium. 

 
• Decentralized sponsorship:  This consists of a more loosely collected base of smaller 

companies, groups, and individuals who feel a connection to the cause of your program 
and share a common desire to help out. 

 
Centralized sponsors are the largest target, but are not always the most easy to hit.  There are 
many people and organizations vying for their attention.  As someone trying to get help from a 
centralized sponsor, you have to compete with the thousands of others who are also trying to get 
their attention.  If your “voice” is small and/or unfamiliar, your chances of success are small. 
 
In contrast, with the decentralized group of sponsors, your voice is usually not competing with 
others and is, therefore, louder by comparison.  Among the decentralized sponsor group, you are 
a single voice vying for the attention of many. There are many eager (but perhaps smaller) 
donors who are willing to give time and knowledge to your program.  This is a rich area for 
support in the nonfinancial support areas. Good examples of these include advisory boards and 
alumni groups.   
 
Alumni groups have a vested interest in making sure that your school/program is doing well.  
They graduated from there, and so they want to make sure that the reputation is strong.  Strong 
reputations come from strong students; strong students come from well-supported programs. 
 
Impact of Support 
 
Jay Doblin, a pioneer in the field of industrial design, was fundamental in the development of an 
educational relationship between Illinois Institute of Technology (IIT) and General Motors back in 
the 1960s.  He is anecdotally quoted as saying “I have this faucet on my desk.  When I need 
money, I turn it on.  When I’ve had all I can take, I turn it off.”  This would imply that there might 
be a price to pay for a direct, long-term relationship with a specific industry or sponsor.   
 
From experience, close ties to industry come with the following potential drawbacks for programs. 
 

• Imbalance in curriculum depending on the variety of sponsorship 
o Repeating a sponsor too often reflects negatively on a student’s portfolio or on an 

industrial design program portfolio. 
 

• Too tight of a focus on specific problems plaguing a particular industry 
o Particular sponsor always looking at the same market group 

 
• Inability of the students to grow and expand at their own pace and in their own directions. 

o Sponsors don’t follow a logical sequence of skills that the students need to learn 
in their educational experience—human factors, environmental issues, 
manufacturing focus. 



 
Of the three types of support, instructional and correctional support have a longer-term impact on 
students and they are more immediately affected by it.  This is not meant to lesson the impact 
that financial support has on a program, but as stated earlier, it is usually more transparent to the 
student.   
 
With instructional and/or correctional support, students perceive the following benefits: 

• Responsibility—Being responsible to someone outside the educational environment. 
• Variety—Each company brings its own set of problems and rewards. 
• Excitement—Looking forward to the next project, and being able to attach a recognized 

name to the work done. 
 
Faculty members gain the benefit of being able to share the teaching load, and call on virtual 
experts from a variety of fields depending on the specialty of the sponsoring organization. 
 
Strategies for Gaining Support 
 
The following suggestions could be made in building strategies for support: 
 

1. Know your needs.  Don’t equate “needs” with “funding.” What opportunities exists close 
to home that you can take advantage of?  Can your needs be filled through means of 
support other than financial donations—instructional or correctional? 

 
2. Know your strengths. What can you offer someone in return?  Industry sponsors find it 

hard to get something for nothing.  A “donation” means different things to different 
people.  It is very important that expectations are spelled out in advance for sponsorship. 
This includes a description of what the benefit will be to the sponsoring institution.  
Relationships go both ways.  Ask not what a company can do for you; ask what you can 
do for a company. 

 
In getting a recent project from Nokia, our contact was in charge of the integration 
between engineering, manufacturing, and industrial design on an R&D level.  We had 
recently moved to the School of Technology, where our students work with engineers and 
manufacturing students.  This was a perceived “strength” of our program that pushed the 
sponsor over the edge in deciding to work with Brigham Young University. 

 
3. Get on the lunch tour.  Do something fun/unique that would bring people in to see your 

program.  The more people understand what you do, the clearer their vision is about how 
they can help.  Exposure (even to people within other departments on campus) usually 
turns out to be good.  One of our larger benefactors came about from the opportunity to 
make a presentation about industrial design in general and a specific topic that we were 
interested in (virtual reality for project presentations).  This person was from the 
construction management field, but he was most interested in our passion and vision.  
After starting with industrial design, he has gone on to donate over $50 million to the 
university as a whole. 

 
4. Shake hands, go on field trips.  In order for individuals and groups to want to help your 

students, they need to feel connected with them and their difficulties.  Take students out 
to connect with possible sources of support.  This makes things personal. 

 
5. Remember your alumni.  Roughly 75 percent of all our sponsored projects have come 

from alumni.  That doesn’t mean that they were directly responsible for writing the check 



or making critiques.  But knowing where they were allowed us to become familiar with 
their bosses and co-workers.  Not all students represent your industrial design program 
best, but those that do are great advertisement. 

 
6. Say thank you.  Hewlett-Packard had sponsored a project with us.  Since running the 

project, there had been some internal company reorganizations that had called into 
question the validity of the sponsored project (time, travel, financial donation).  Several 
months after the project was complete, a small group went to present the results of our 
project to a meeting of new managers, as well as managers from different areas within 
the company.  After the presentation, they understood the benefit of the student work and 
wanted to do another project with us immediately.   

 
Conclusion 
 
As educators, we are looking hard for ways to make the dollar stretch.  Industry is willing to help, 
but it requires close watching to make sure that relationships aren’t one sided.  Additionally, there 
are other decentralized sources that can provide valuable resources besides funding and 
equipment. 
 
Make sure you understand the difference between funding and support.  More often than not, 
support is actually what you are after. 
 
 


