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FINDING COMMON
GROUND

I
magine for a moment that you are a professor of industrial

design at a major university. On the rare days when teach-

ing demands lighten, you daydream about pioneering new

methods in the design studio as well as the classroom. You

dream about a challenging research project you’ve always want-

ed to conduct or an innovative course that you’d like to develop.

You envision students and collaborators who are energetic and

highly motivated. Along the way, there are opportunities for travel

and public presentations and—oh, yeah—sufficient funds to “do it

right.” Leaning back in your office chair, you light an imaginary

cigar and savor the satisfactions of an academic career.

By Paul Rothstein, IDSA 
Paul Rothstein is assistant professor of industrial design at Arizona State University and the

director of DESiGNSPACE,an interdisciplinary research and design environment at ASU. In
addition to teaching, Paul focuses on exploring, developing and articulating new methods and
processes for sparking user-centered design innovation.E-mail: rothsteinpaul@hotmail.com.

Sherlock supports active learning by engaging kids in retail
environments. As an in-store service, Sherlock is used by kids

to hunt down information about products and offerings that
relate to classroom assignments. Designer: Kim Van Horn. 



GLOBAL DESIGN & CULTURAL IDENTITY I N N O VAT IO N SU M M ER  20 0 226

For me, this vision was no pipe dream. In 1999 I
had the good fortune to form a partnership with Dennis
Erber, IDSA, and Frank Grunwald, IDSA, executives
from Thomson multimedia, Inc. Based on a shared inter-
est in user-centered design and integrated product
development, Thomson committed a generous portion
of its intellectual and financial capital to support a pro-
ject that was as far-sighted in its professional inclusive-
ness as it was progressive in its goals.  

The most visible beneficiaries of this innovative col-
laboration have been my students at Arizona State
University. As participants in a special pair of hands-on
interdisciplinary classes, they have become better pre-
pared for the challenges of contemporary design.But the
benefits have extended well beyond the classroom. With
Thomson’s financial support, I was able to launch an
ambitious research agenda that advanced knowledge
about design processes, created new research and
design methods, and influenced the ways in which a
large global manufacturing company carried out design.
Along the way, the project redefined the possibilities of
corporate and university collaboration. 

New Roles and Ambitions   
From the outset, we were interested in exploring a new
kind of relationship, one that would yield deeper insights
and wield greater influence than traditional business-
academic partnerships such as corporate-sponsored
student design competitions. We wanted a relationship
that would nurture, as Grunwald noted, “opportunities to

gain firsthand experience of research and working
processes that will be vital in the future to both corpora-
tions and universities.”

In this evolving partnership, each member shoul-
dered distinct, but complementary, responsibilities.
Erber and Grunwald played an active role in defining
the project and became familiar faces in my classroom.
I, in turn, traveled to Thomson’s Indianapolis headquar-
ters to present to the company’s design group the find-
ings of my research into new design methods and
processes. The project, which included my research as
well as the development of special classes, focused on
three key questions: 
■ Why is a user-centered approach to design 

effective?
■ How can user-centered design be taught to cross-

functional development teams?
■ What new methods or approaches to user-centered 

design can be developed?

Innovative Educational Experiences
We kicked off the project in fall 2000 with the first in a
pair of courses that I developed and taught in partner-
ship with Melissa Niederhelman, an assistant professor
in graphic design at ASU. Also key to the faculty team
was James Hershauer, a professor of management, and
John Schlacter, a professor of marketing, who provided
invaluable insights from their areas of expertise and
helped to recruit students from ASU’s College of
Business. Since that inaugural semester, more than 40

Featuring a variety of digital and image-capturing capabilities, the Active Travel
Journal is a handheld product that helps travelers create and communicate experi-
ences to friends and family in distant lands. Designer: Braden Jones

Continued p. 28
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Combining Research and Teaching

W hen I began my career in design education in 1998,I was presented with a challenge faced by all novice academics:
to develop a robust research agenda while also providing quality instruction in the classroom.The project that I car-
ried out in tandem with Thomson multimedia,Inc., made me realize that these are not necessarily competing prior-

ities. During the past two years, I discovered what seasoned professors have known for a long time:An engaging and timely
research agenda can result in innovative teaching in the classroom.

F i rst and fore m o s t , the project has gi ven my students at ASU unique educational opport u n i t i e s.The curriculum that I deve l o p e d
with my Thomson associates and ASU business and design colleagues took the phrase “ i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a ry course wo r k ” and applied it
l i t e r a l ly. On a daily basis, product- and gr aphic-design students ru bbed shoulders (and sometimes knocked heads) with
their teammates from the business school. In spite of a few cuts and bru i s e s , the students learned va l u able lessons in an
atmosphere that replicated the ri g o rs and challenges of collab o r ation in the working wo r l d . These students left the class-
room better pre p a red to make meaningful contri butions to their re s p e c t i ve pro f e s s i o n s.

The Thomson-ASU partnership promises to directly influence the practice of design in other ways as well.One of the most
significant gaps in the design profession today is the absence of research methods that practitioners can employ to better under-
stand users in order to develop products that genuinely respond to their needs and expectations.With Thomson’s support,I was
able to probe this subject with a depth and breadth that otherwise would have been difficult,if not impossible. Already my studies
have resulted in a variety of articles and presentations on this topic, as well as the development of two new design methods.

Perhaps the most enduring benefit of the project,however, is its demonstration of how design educators and
practitioners can work together to define and conduct a project integrating education,research and real-world
application. This project—along with several others being conducted at other universities—may be a sign that the relationship
between practice and education is finally maturing. As someone who has spent time in both practice and education, I can say with-
out hesitation that a mature relationship, founded on mutual benefits and interests, is essential for our profession to remain vital
and for our educational programs in large research universities to grow and prosper.

—Paul Rothstein,IDSA,Assistant Professor of Industrial Design,Arizona State University

Created for design and art students, Sketchy is a paperless digital
drawing pad used to capture, store and modify 2-D images.

Designer: Ryan Bruce



specifically targeted to respond to the needs and
expectations of today’s tech-savy teens, affectionately
known as the “d-generation.” The students’ plans, which
were almost as polished and original as those of any
professional development team, included comprehen-
sive brand identities and the visualization of a rich bun-
dle of offerings consisting of innovative product, service,
new media and experience concepts. “I’m really
impressed,” Grunwald proclaimed after reviewing the
proposals presented at the conclusion of the class.
“Keeping up with changes is one of the biggest ongoing
challenges we face. These student teams were able to
let us look ahead and get a glimpse of what Thomson
could become in the future.”

Creating New Knowledge
A second part of the project took place behind the
scenes. Assisted by a small team of ASU graduate
research assistants, I studied the effectiveness of user-
centered research and design as it relates to teamwork
and creativity. To accomplish this, we recruited the stu-
dents from the special courses to serve as research
subjects. Over the next three semesters, the research
team probed, observed and surveyed the students to
gain insight into how the user-centered method was
affecting their creativity and ability to work in teams.
Though less glamorous than the classroom portion of
the project with its flashy plans and concepts, this part
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upper-division students in industrial design, graphic
design, interior design and business working in cross-
functional teams have been introduced to a user-cen-
tered, integrated method for research, design planning
and conceptual prototyping.

As the result of Thomson’s input, the students tack-
led real-life issues in the business of design instead of
hypothetical situations presented in a textbook. Since
class assignments were linked to some of the most sig-
nificant strategic questions confronting Thomson’s
design and marketing groups, students got an inside
look at how a multinational design group functions and
the kinds of challenges it faces. During the fall 2000
semester, for example, five teams of students were
asked to revolutionize the future of shopping. The 16-
week project included a lengthy ethnographic field-
research phase (focusing on specific user groups),
extensive secondary research and the development of
integrated design and business strategies for connect-
ing Thomson to consumers in innovative ways. The stu-
dents’ recommendations included the design of radical-
ly new retail environments that mixed entertainment with
commerce; innovative cobranding alliances; the reposi-
tioning of Thomson as a leader in technology education;
and an impressive array of new product, service and
communication concepts.

The next year, another class undertook an equally
daunting task: the creation of four new Thomson brands
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As part of their effort to reinvent shopping, a team of students
proposed a schematic solution based on the integration of an
interactive website, new print materials, and set of VR-based
product concepts (i.e., the Occular and Monopod).  Student
Development Team: Katie Gwin, Sasha Ross, Jennifer Wyman
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their teammates from business, noting that they were
unaccustomed to projects that focused so closely on
users and that involved complex business dimensions. 

New Methods
In the companion interdisciplinary course conducted in
the spring of 2001 and 2002, teams of students from
business and design learned to apply two new design
methods—a (x 4) and archetypal prototyping—that I
have been developing. Students used the new methods
to develop, communicate and test conceptual user
experiences. As part of my research, I directed another
small team of graduate researchers to study the perfor-
mance of the students as they experimented with the
methods. 

The students used play-acted scenarios and
abstract experience prototypes to test user-experience
concepts. The results have been promising. By applying
the methods, the students generally were able to
explore and define specific user experiences that,
according to Grunwald, “gave us a good idea of how
people would actually interact in their daily lives with
new Thomson products and services.” My hope is that,
with further refinement, a (x 4) and archetypal prototyp-
ing will one day be ready for wider application in both
education and practice.  

of the project clearly held the greatest potential for influ-
encing design education and practice. “To us,” Erber
noted, “the greatest value of this project will come from
understanding broader questions about how and why
user-centered research is valuable.”

The research clearly indicated that a structured
method that focuses on end users is indeed helpful in
facilitating crossfunctional teamwork. According to the
students, the user-centered method created a level
playing field. At the outset, all team members were
equally inexperienced with the method.This forced them
to rely on one another more than they would have in dis-
cipline-specific classes. In addition, the emphasis on
user needs and expectations provided a common and
enduring focus for the student teams. “We’ve heard
about this consumer-centered stuff,” one business stu-
dent observed, “but haven’t really seen how useful it
can be to get people to work together during the devel-
opment process.”

The benefits of the user- c e n t e red method for stimulat-
ing cre a t i v i t y, however, were less clear-cut. Some students
acknowledged that the user- c e n t e red approach sparked
unexpected ideas. “It allows you to get more and more
p e rmutations based on the particular characteristics of a
user group,” one student noted. “It both focuses and
branches out your cre a t i v i t y.” Other students felt that the
focus on users constrained their cre a t i v i t y. Intere s t i n g l y,
design students voiced this complaint more often than

Hive is a conceptual brand that targets “edge-pushers” in the
emerging d-generation. As a virtual communal space, Hive

operates from a unique first-person perspective, allowing edge-
pushers to customize “Hive Cells” for exclusive content-rich
experiences, media and services. Supported by a group of

interactive products, Hive enables edge-pushers to dwell in vir-
tual spaces in new and exciting ways. Student Development

Team: Dan Braha, Angel Ho, Korry Hoglan, Michael Stramaglio 


