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Preface

This study forms an important part of my research into the contemporary
methods and practice of professional industrial design. My principal areas of
interest lie in professional practice, design methods, expertise in design and
design thinking. After graduation I worked as a product designer and
production engineer for a range of manufacturers in the commercial office
furniture industry, designing products for local as well as international
companies Herman Miller US, Wilkhahn and K&N Germany. The products I
designed for these companies were mostly workstations, shelving and cable
management systems. After several years in that industry, I started my own
design consultancy, Walden Design Pty Ltd in 2003 where we designed a range
of products for the Australian manufacturing industry more broadly. At that
time, fueled by confidence, we designed a wide range of products including a
ballet sneaker, a manual override safety mechanism for stadium doors and even
a new type of beehive frame for an apiary in outback NSW. As a rough estimate
I had worked on around 40 plus design projects by the time I started my
academic career. While there is very diverse range of design projects I worked
on, the process was always the same - a Brief at the start, concept development,
refinement, technical documentation, prototyping and production. The process
described in this way is actually a guide or a series of gateways because in
reality the circumstances of every project are different and the approach taken
must be adjusted every time. The process also, doesn't account for iteration
loops that are always there but could never be pinned down precisely. Despite

these things, the process serves to establish a partnership with the client by



outlining steps to which time can be assigned. The client often provided a
support network upfront that had the authority to approve the innovations
developed, as they were the ones with the 'keys' to production. There was
always a Brief created at the start and documentation generated all the way
through to record progress. That system seems work. Shortly after I started my
work in academia I began investigating design process and its underlying
complexity. A colleague and I worked together on a research project to develop
a set of simple products together. Our goal was to examine the way two
designers working together on their own individual designs might 'converge'
thoughts and ideas. We wanted to see if that convergence was evident in the
final outcomes even though the designs were very different from each other -
one a set of leather office accessories and the other a multi-tool for mountain
bike riders. After the project, I reviewed the process. The original question of
‘convergence' was interesting but something more compelling emerged. In the
Convergence project, there was no Brief, we didn't write anything down during
the project (we audio recorded our design sessions) and the designs were
almost entirely generated by sketch modeling in cardboard. The support
network needed for commercialisation procedures, arrived late in the project
well after we had completed the designs. We broke many 'rules' of the design
process but in the end there were a good outcomes and more freedom in the
way we worked. Reflecting on Convergence, I realised that it was 'self-initiated’
and that similar projects were being conducted by design consultancies. This
research seeks to better understand the implementation and practice of self-

initiated product design.
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Abstract

The purpose of the study is to determine and define structure in self-initiated
product design projects conducted by experienced industrial design
consultants. The research included the conduct of semi-structured interviews
with leading designers that required them to compare their client-based and
self-initiated design processes. Literature review of academic research on design
methods, design thinking and knowledge application in design supports the
interview analysis. The study finds that designers engaged in self-initiated
design, independently generate the resources necessary for new product
development and that there /s structure to this method, dependent on the
development of background knowledge. A model for Typologies of
Self-initiated Design has been developed to describe this structure and to
provide a means for designers to comprehend the progression of self-initiated

design projects.
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