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Introduction 
Knowing what to put in and what to take out of the portfolio and knowing how to conduct yourself 
during an interview has always been one of the top concerns of designers as they prepare for the 
first job or a new job. For the past three years, I’ve had the opportunity to co-lead three portfolio 
and interviewing workshops at the IDSA National Conferences with Rita Sue Siegel, president, 
Rita Sue Siegel Resources, who runs one of the top job-placement services for designers in the 
country. Also, Robert Schwartz, corporate design manager at Proctor and Gamble and Bruce 
Claxton, design integration director at Mototrola, participated in the interviewing section of the 
workshops, both providing valuable knowledge about hiring industrial designers. At these 
workshops, we presented and discussed the contents of a portfolio and interviewing strategies. 
The attendees of these workshops, educators, professionals, and students have provided 
insightful information concerning the value of a portfolio and the interviewing process.  
 
Knowing what to show and what to say is the key ingredient to presenting yourself. Having the 
right stuff in your portfolio will encourage confidence during the interview. And being confident in 
the presentation of your work and yourself is a major component of self-marketing. Before a solid 
connection can be made to what’s in and what’s out in a portfolio and an interview a few 
questions need to be addressed.  
  
What Should the Landscape of a Portfolio Look Like? 
Too often, our students spend a considerable amount of time and energy on the actual portfolio 
case. I typically recommend to students that they not design a portfolio case. There are several 
professional-looking portfolio cases available, and the student’s time is better spent on the 
contents. Rita Sue Siegel, owner of one the best placement agencies in the country says this in 
her special report to IDSA (Getting an Industrial Design Job), “Trust me: there is no need to 
ponder the creation of the greatest container of all times; it’s the quality of the content that 
matters.” 
 
Rita Sue Siegel and I agree that the page size to be a minimum of 11” x 14,” and we both prefer 
the portrait format. This is paper size offers plenty of space to show large images and to create a 
nice graphic composition. In addition, the 11” x 14” size portfolio is a good size for transporting. 
 

Another important consideration in the 
actual portfolio page layout is to realize 
that when the portfolio is opened to a 
spread, two pages side by side, this is 
viewed as one composition and it is 
recommended to show only one project, 
which is shown on both the left and right 
pages. When two different projects are 
shown on one spread is it difficult for the 
viewer to stay focused on the project 
being explained. Also, this can lead to 
compositional problems and should be 
avoided. 
 

The graphic landscape of the portfolio pages should be visually coordinated. This does not 
suggest that all of the images should be that same size or that each project should have an equal 
number of sketches and pictures of models. Using a column grid system will help to organize the 
composition of the two-page spread, but it should be noted that the grid is to be used as a guide 



for aligning images and text, but not to be used dogmatically. The main use of the grid is to 
provide a sense of organization, which leads to a layout that is graphically coordinated. The six-
column grid offers the most flexibility as it can be used as three-column grid when needed. Be 
consistent in the use of body text. Determine if the body text is going to be one, two or three 
columns and keep it the same through out the entire portfolio. Use only in font style and size. 
Avoid using trending font styles, these distract from the main content of the portfolio and tend to 
date the portfolio. 

 
Visual priority should be 
considered during the layout of 
each spread; determine what 
you want the viewer to see first, 
second, third and sometimes 
fourth. Typically, the body text, 
describing the project, is third or 
fourth. My recommendation is 
the project images have first 
priority, next is the title, third is 
the body text, which typically 
describes the project and last is 
the background, if a background 
is used. Another distraction in 
the two-page composition is 
having an object split or cut by 

the binding of the portfolio. Background images can be effective split by the binder, but try to 
avoid splitting the main or secondary image. Occasionally, a small corner of the image can be 
split, but not if it disrupts the content of the visual message. Splitting images across the two-page 
layout may be an attempt to tie the composition together, but usually it does the opposite. 
 
Bleeding images off the edges of the paper is effective, but should not be used on every page. 
This becomes too predictable and it becomes too dominant of a graphic theme. There are a 
couple of recommendations for bleeding images in the two-page composition. One, is to avoid 
bleeding the main images into the binding area (see example), this distracts the viewer. The 
preferred recommendation is to bleed the images to the outer edges of the paper, beyond the left 
and right margins. This technique works for objects were the background has been removed and 
images with backgrounds. The only situation where I might recommend bleeding to the center of 
the two-page spread is for backgrounds. 
 
 
What Are Prospective Employers Looking For?   
Believe it or not, employers are looking for designers that have a business-focused attitude, a 
professional, who can meet with clients and conduct themselves properly. Your attitude is as 
important as equally important as your ability to design. Employers are looking for evidence that 
your product designs are usable, can be manufactured and commercially viable. They are looking 
for designers with specific skills such as: freehand sketching, technical drawing, model making, 
3D computer and CAD skills. Prospective employers also want reassurance that you can be 
trusted with responsibility—that your work is accurate.  
 
During the informative meetings at the 2001 IDSA National Education Conference, Jacques 
Giard, director of Arizona State’s school of design, and I discussed what should be in a student 
portfolio. Our discussions led to the development of a portfolio survey that could be passed out to 
the professionals that participate in the 2001 IDSA National Conference portfolio reviews. The 
survey was very simple with straightforward questions that were to be rated on a scale of one to 
ten, with ten being the highest score. This was a trial survey, and it was used as a test with the 
professionals, who completed the survey immediately after the portfolio review sessions. The 
survey was titled “Student Portfolios and Interviews – A Survey.” The survey was divided into four 



categories; skill requirements, knowledge requirements, professional requirements, and 
miscellaneous. Listed below are the results of the survey. 
 

In the first category, skill requirements, the 
three items receiving the highest scores were: 
ideation sketches and thumbnails, marker 
concept sketches, and oral communication. It 
is interesting to note that some of the areas 
that tend to receive a lot of attention were not 
scored high. In this area, skill requirements, 
the attention is on ability to communicate and 
to develop ideas. This makes a definite 
connection between the portfolio and 
interviewing; a portfolio full of sketches that 
communicate your skill to develop ideas, and 
oral communication, the ability to tell a 
compelling story in the presentation of the 
portfolio. 
 
In the next category, knowledge requirements, 
the three items receiving the highest scores 
were: problem-solving methods, 
manufacturing processes and manufacturing 
materials, and user needs and behavior, which 
tied for third. These items are probably low on 
most students’ list of items to be included in a 
portfolio, but these items need to be 
mentioned during the presentation of the 
portfolio if they are not evident graphically. As 
industrial designers, we solve problems, and 
this topic does not need to be neglected. 
Showing graphically, through illustrations or 
images, how a problem-solving methods were 
used in the development of the final solution of 
a project provides insight and informs the 
viewer of your capacity to think logically. 

Understanding manufacturing processes and materials elevates your position as a designer, 
making you more marketable.  
 
In the professional requirements category, the lowest score was 7.1 and the highest score was 
8.6. This category has the lowest deviation of all the categories. The item, self-confidence, was 
scored the highest, with engaging personality and a team player each receiving the next highest 
score and clear and concise communication were next. These items relate directly with 
interviewing, but if there exists an opportunity, show these attributes in the portfolio. Having 
confidence was listed at the beginning of this paper and it is probably the single most important 
personal trait that employers are looking for. Having self-confidence typically suggests that other 
items listed in this survey, whether they are in the skill, knowledge or professional requirements 
are in line. 
 
The last category of the survey dealt directly with the portfolio and the most significant score was 
that the portfolio should tell a story. The important concern is that this story must not only be 
graphically, but verbally as well; another case of connecting the portfolio to the interview. 
 
At the 2005 IDSA Eastman Education Conference, Tsai Lu Liu, IDSA, assistant professor, 
Department of Industrial Design, Auburn University, presented “The Focus of Industrial Design 
Education Perspectives from the Industry”, in which he presented the results of in-depth survey 



consisting of 18 questions to study the expectation and perception of today’s American industrial 
design education. The survey was distributed to a broad spectrum of 1,343 IDSA designers and 
managers working for both design consulting firms and manufacturers. The return rate on the 
survey was 9.3 percent and the results parallel the findings from the previous survey, “Student 
Portfolios and Interviewing – A Survey.” Listed is a summary of the survey results. The following 
table shows the results of a ranking of criteria when hiring a new designer. At the time of the 
survey, 34% of the respondents were in the process of hiring a new designer. 
 

The ranking shows the importance of 
the portfolio when making a hiring 
decision and creativity being the next 
highest ranked item. It should be 
evident that if the student can have a 
portfolio packed with creative 
solutions that they will make the short 
list for hiring. Employers are looking 
for creativity. 
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In the next chart, ranking of 
necessary skills for industrial 
designers, specific skills were rated 
and the ranking parallels items listed 
in the survey conducted after the 
portfolio reviews during the 2001 
IDSA National Conference. The three 
highest scored skills are: innovation, 
problem solving, and sketching. Even 
though innovation was not listed a 
specific skill requirement in the 
Student Portfolio and Interviewing 
survey conducted in 2001, the other 
two, problem solving and sketching 
were both rated very high. In 
conclusion of what employers are 
looking for, we can conclude that 
sketching is not going away and 
neither is problem solving. Another 
interesting thought is that sketching 
exercises are often used in problem- 
solving techniques. 
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Are Our Students Prepared to Present Their Work in a Professional Manner?  
Yes, should be the answer, if not our students need to grasp the importance of being professional 
in all aspects of the portfolio and during the interview. The first step in a professional presentation 
is to eliminate areas that reduce confidence. Remember, the key to a good portfolio and interview 
is being confident, confident that you are presenting work that is professional quality and that you 
present in a professional manner. The following can be used as an overall checklist in preparing 
and presenting a portfolio: 
 

• It is vital that each project presented is easily understood. 
• Nothing irritates the interviewer more than a confusing presentation. 
• The organization of the portfolio reflects on your ability to think rationally and logically – 

the hallmark of good designers. 
• Remember, you are supposed to be a clear communicator and the portfolio should 

demonstrate that ability. 



• Tell the project story with as few words as possible. 
• Each page of a project must build on the last. 
• There should be no repetition: using a series of nearly identical photographs when one 

would do. 
• Ensure understanding is enhanced by consistent placing and ordering of information. 

 
 
 
Are They Presenting the Right Stuff at the Right Time?  
This is a difficult question to answer, because of its subjective nature. Determining what to 
present and its placement in the portfolio is not an easy task. The easy answer is too only show 
quality work, which is a given, and begin and end with a bang and have an explosion in the 
middle. Well, that is ideal, but in most cases not possible. However there is no excuse for poor 
image quality or poor page composition, regardless of the project content. It is recommended to 
start with a strong project in hopes of taking advantage of the interviewer’s initial interest and 
elevate it. And always finish with a strong project, in an effort to make a lasting impression.  

 
Remember this about the portfolio; it 
is a collection of project work, but 
not every project that you have 
done has to be included. Only the 
best works should be shown and at 
least one project should be 
presented in its entirety; from the 
preverbal napkin sketch to the final 
solution. If the project is a redesign 
be sure to include the existing 
solution and don’t forget to explain 
and show how you improved the 
design. Creating a good portfolio 

needs a good sense of organization and an ability to arrange written and visual material into a 
graphics package. Allow enough pages for each project. The tendency is to show too many 
images on a page and trying to fit each project on one portfolio two-page spread.  
 
A design portfolio is not a collection of work that shows how you have improved as a student. A 
prospective employer may appreciate the progress as a designer, but they are more interested on 
seeing what you can do now. 
 
 
Are They Prepared for the Actual Job Interview?  
Assuming that the portfolio is professional prepared, which is the first step in preparation for the 
job interview, next is getting ready for the actual interview. RitaSue Siegel, provides some sound 
advice for interviewing and offered these tips for interviewing during the three IDSA National 
Conference workshops that we co-lead: 

• You don't get a second chance to make a first impression. 
• Prepare! You can’t do enough of this. 
• Learn about the company, the position, and people who you work for and with. 
• Plan how to describe yourself, your experiences, and the portfolio’s content. 
• Practice interviewing and your portfolio presentation with friends and colleagues.  
• Get travel directions and don’t be late.  

 
 



This advice from RitaSue Siegel extends to your personal presentation—you. Some of these 
things may sound elementary, but you may be surprised. Do these things the morning of the 
interview: 
 

• Take shower or bath, use deodorant.  
• Brush teeth, use mouthwash  
• Clean nails  
• Use aftershave or fragrance sparingly  
• Play music that makes you feel good 
• If nervous, exercise, deep breaths 
• Dress appropriately—Neat, not attention-grabbing 
• Ask recruiter or interviewer’s assistant for company dress code  
• Don't wear anything that makes noise 
• No sandals, no sneakers 
 

What Should Our Students Emphasize in the Portfolio? 
The portfolio is more than a collection of projects; it is a design project within itself. A student 
portfolio is a reflection of themselves and their work and that reflection leaves an impression of 
the interviewer—good or bad. All supportive materials that comprises a portfolio are important; 
the resume, cover letter, and the self-promotion piece. The influx of information technology has 
made a tremendous impact on how these elements (portfolio, resume, cover letter, self-promotion 
pieces) are produced and communicated. But, even with all this technology. RitaSue Siegel and I 
agree that the printed portfolio is by far the best way to present your work during the interview. An 
employer can see many things that can aid in making the hiring decision my looking at a portfolio. 
Some of these are obvious; sketching ability, model-making craftsmanship and creativity. Other 
areas that may not be obvious, but can be seen in a portfolio are organizational skills, 
management potential, design philosophy, and the design process used.  
 

Students should emphasize 
their abilities and skills as a 
product designer including 
uniqueness, ingenuity, and 
judgment. The projects in the 
portfolio should demonstrate 
that you can look beyond first 
impulses and experiment with 
different possibilities. Your 
portfolio should make your work 
stand out and have immediate 
impact. All explanation of the 
projects and the layout of the 
page should have clarity and 
ideally be self-explanatory. The 

portfolio should anticipate the concerns of the interviewer by including work of particular 
relevance. This implies that the portfolio has to be constantly revised for particular purposes. 
 
The portfolio should include material from every step of the design process—research, thumbnail 
sketches, development work, evidence of tests, finished renderings, photographs of models and 
technical drawings. If possible show some diverse projects, this show the employer that you are 
capable of working on a variety of projects. 
 
 
 
 



How Should They Conduct Themselves During the Interview? 
According to RitaSue Siegel, you should own the interview. The interview is primarily about you 
and you should take the lead during the interview, especially when you are presenting your 
portfolio. Listed are ways to take ownership of the interview: 
  

• Take the interviewer on a journey through your work and experiences. 
• Describe at least one project in depth. 
• Show them how you design, but equally as important, tell them how you think and the 

processes you use to achieve both expressive and appropriate results. 
 
Another key piece of advice is storytelling—use this technique during the interview. It is 
commonly called interview storytelling. This method can be the differentiator that sets you apart 
from the other applicants. In our business world to day it has become important to learn how to 
tell a business story that leads to the conclusion of your design. This does not mean that we 
compromise our aesthetic core, our appreciation for human behavior or our passion to innovate. 
But, understanding design as it relates to business is critical. 
 
According to Robert Schwartz, design manager, Proctor and Gamble, the world in which 
designers work has become more global, commoditized, price cost, margin and time-to-market 
focused. So, when you talk to an employer use balanced language that demonstrates your 
understanding of this newer business context for industrial design. Siegel and Schwartz 
recommend considering the following questions from the book, Creating Breakthrough Products, 
Cagan and Vogal, when presenting your work  
  

• Identify the design/business opportunity pursued. 
• Help them understand the problem that needed to be solved. 
• How did you conceptualize ideas and solutions? 
• How were results realized?  
• What did it do for consumers?  
• How did it fit into the success of the business? 

 
Some of these questions may not fit for student projects, but an attempt at answering them for 
each project would be good preparation in case one of these were asked during the interview. 
 
The final advice recommended by Siegel, Schwartz, and Claxton is to interview the interviewer. 
Prepare a good list of questions to show your personal insight through inquiry. Explore deeper 
issues about the company and opportunities that exist there. Be sure to ask how you can be 
successful in this position and how can you meet their immediate and future needs.  
 
After the interview is over, be sure to follow up by sending thank-you notes or e-mails. Call or e-
mail the prospective employer after one week to check on the status of your situation. If a 
recruiter is used, call with feedback about the interview and keep them up to date on all 
correspondences. Finally, be persistent, this is about you and your livelihood. Also, it shows that 
you are genuinely interested. 
 
 
Conclusion 
Techniques and proven interviewing strategies coupled with a dynamic portfolio package are vital 
in today’s job market. You can’t totally separate the portfolio design from interviewing process/ 
Interviewing and the design portfolio are companions, even though separate entities they coexist. 
When most designers walk into a room for the interview the portfolio is in hand. Both, the 
interviewee and the portfolio reflect and enhance each other; either positively or negatively. The 
intent of this paper is to provide positive qualities that can become part of the students’ repertoire. 
Our industrial design students’ need to know the basics of portfolio design and personal 
marketing and how to position their selves to prospective employers. Finally, a great resume and 



portfolio may get you an interview, but the right planning, story, and attitude will get you a great 
job! 
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