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THE CONVERSATIONAL LIFE OF DESIGNERS

This study continues the author’s investigation into the value of academic and industry collaboration. As founder
director of the Brunel University Design Department’s MA Design, Strategy and Innovation programme from1994
to 2001, the author’s intention was to place graduates directly into manufacturing and service companies in roles
equal in status to senior management in order to facilitate the smooth integration of design thinking into
industrial life. This paper is part of a series looking at the nature of this collaboration as part of a post-graduate
curriculum and the subsequent career paths of graduates. It will focus on the particular communication skills
needed by organizations and acquired by students when working on research-based projects in industry as part
of their fully assessed curriculum. (1)

If we consider that design and management have two different languages and cultures, then the industry-based
experience for design-trained students is a vital component of the curriculum. The basis for these projects is to
discover how an effective communication juxtaposition can be established between the individual, the team and
the organisation as a whole. The title of this study reflects a Brunel graduate’s description of the difficulties he
overcame as a design and innovation champion in a leading international telecommunications company from
2000 to 2002. He maintained that by learning new languages and ways of communicating in his organisation,
he managed to make the diffuse area he was promoting ‘more focused and more understandable’. His ‘new
languages’ included both design concept modeling processes and augmented conversational skills. He described
his experience with a quote from Neal Stephenson’s science fiction novel ‘Snowcrash’ as ‘condensing fact from
the vapour of nuance’ 

This paper focuses on the value of conversation in organizations. The attributes of design concept communication
through modeling processes, especially as promoted in the work of Tufte (2) and Dubberly (3), are equally valuable
but will not be discussed in detail here. Design practice, in any of the key disciplines, products, graphics and interiors,
has always involved making models. Modeling enables designers to turn the process of their inner discourse into
visible form. It also helps them to persuade the client of the value of their ideas. But designers seldom think of
modeling as an end in itself. Dubberly says:’ My central concern is to figure out how design can be employed to
make complex ideas visible and understandable so that we can make better products’. It could be argued that
maximum impact of this technique is achieved when the modeling or drawing process is carried out accompanied
by the designer’s commentary. In this paper the focus is less on modeling techniques and more on the spoken word
– the designer as narrator. The new design roles under investigation are located in organizations of varying types
and are part of the whole organizational structure. It may be useful, therefore, to consider first the enormous
changes that have taken place in the last few years in organizational culture and general working patterns. 

ORGANISATIONS AND THE FUTURE OF WORK

Largely as a result of extensive media coverage, it is in the areas of ethics, sustainability and energy conservation
that companies today come under the spotlight. What was once critical subject matter for a broadsheet’s business
section, can now be seen commanding front page headlines. How to keep the organization functioning well and
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to the satisfaction of an increasingly aware public and traditional shareholders is a problem for most company
decision-makers. The two aspects of company life that have altered palpably, possibly as a result of increased
media attention, are the changes in organizational culture due to new perceptions of brand and new patterns of
work.  

The author Charles Handy spent a large part of his working life, happily, at Shell. (4) These days, he considers that
organisations are very different places to work in. ‘It would be a shame’ he writes, ‘if the idea of the corporation
as a lasting community, the work-time home for many, were to disappear. For forty years’ he says ‘I have watched
the organization charts change. I have heard the language change from one of commands to one of contract and
negotiation. Organisations are no longer seen as machines with human parts, but as communities of individuals
with very individual aspirations. Organisations are communities of individuals with their own names, individuals
who have individual needs, even individual contracts…the more dispersed an organization becomes, the more
important the trust between some of those unique individuals becomes. Electronic communication is so advanced
but people, it seems, need to meet in the flesh if they are going to have a relationship. Wisely so, if it be true
that 70 percent of human communication depends on eye contact, inflection of tone and body language, leaving
only 30 percent for the actual words.’ 

Handy’s solution for today’s corporations is that they will have to create operational units small enough for
everyone to know everyone else by name if they are going to operate effectively. They will also need to establish
face-to-face contact between the key players in the different global locations of the company. In that case world
travel for employees will be on the increase with the much-recorded concomitant conflict between work and
family demands.

Robert Reich, the former Secretary of Labor in the Clinton administration and now Harvard professor takes a
broader view in his book  ‘The Future of Success: Work and Life in the New economy’ (5), “Even if you’re called
a full time employee, you’re becoming less of an employee of an organization than you are a seller of your
services to particular customers and clients, under the organisation’s brand name, Accordingly, your income will
depend on how much these buyers are willing to pay for your services, and the reputation of the brand that
attracts them to you. In some respects, we’re coming full circle to an earlier age in economic history in which
people contracted to do specific tasks. The whole idea of a steady job is rather new, historically speaking – and,
as it turns out, short lived. It flourished in the United States and other industrialized nations for a century and a
half, during the industrial era of large scale production. And now its coming to an end.’ 

While trying not to be too sensitive about Reich’s ‘other industrialized nations’ one can recognize that his view of
the future is already taking shape. Although one might tend to agree with Handy’s nostalgia for the community
‘work- time home’ of the large corporation, his writings have already detailed the arrival of the ‘portfolio’ type
of working life with the implication that career change is inevitable.  In continuing to connect the dots, the
portfolio, along with modeling skills, represent designers, many of whom, in turn, are finding different pathways
back into the new organization.  

A NEW EDUCATIONAL MODEL 

The 12 years up to 2001 at the RCA and Brunel University were essentially an experiment in design education.
The author and David Walker worked together to create a post-graduate curriculum that could respond to the
massive changes brought about by new technology, by changing manufacturing systems and by changes in
organizational culture. It was the latter area that became the author’s main sphere of research interest. The long-
term ambition of both programmes was to generate new kinds of design professional who understand the
management dimension of design work, are able to respond to current revolutionary changes and contribute
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massively to the development of new concepts and production within companies. The intention of these MA
programmes was to generate people who are boundary crossers. (6)

During the initial development of these programmes the authors were aware that international management
gurus were maintaining that the skills required urgently in organisational change ability to conceptualise
supply prototypes reveal enhanced understanding of consumer were, in fact, skills that resembled those inherent
in design thinking. Tom Peters (7) connected these ‘new’ requisite skills with design and designers immediately.
Other management writers moved more in the direction of Edward de Bono and theories of ‘lateral thinking’.  As
authors of a new academic programme, the authors were also aware that the design community has been slower
in coming to terms with the fact that their skills have far wider usability. Other closely related key players such as
marketing and advertising have no such qualms.

In the Brunel University programme MA Design, Strategy and Innovation, a very strong focus was established
from the outset, which through all the ramifications of academic regulations and standards helped both staff and
students to recognize the aims and objectives at all times. We stated clearly that the students were expected to
become boundary crossers. In order for this to be achieved we created formal links with industry for special
projects integrated and fully assessed within the curriculum, leading to new careers.

What are the main differences between traditional design education and the post-graduate curriculum we were
developing at the RCA and Brunel that emphasized contextual knowledge and related design to issues of strategy
and innovation? (8) There are four that stand out.

HOLISTIC DESIGN
In the first place we wanted students to view design holistically instead of focusing on one discipline at a time.
Design disciplines are taught discretely in most UK Colleges of Art and Design. At the beginning of their
undergraduate education students normally undertake a foundation year when they and their tutors ascertain
which of the three main design disciplines they should select for their key are of study. Many incoming students
will have a strong predilection towards one or another of the design areas, but many are not sure of the direction
they should take. The foundation year is therefore a useful sorting-out period.

Having chosen a pathway in a subject under the heading of Graphic design, Product design or Interior design,
the student in the UK embarks on a 3-year course of study with a very proscribed and intense curriculum. In each
discipline, the curriculum ramifications, the frame of reference, the teaching staff, the auxiliary technicians, the
studio environment, the tools employed (barring the computer which is universal) are quite different. This means
that due to the time required for adequate learning and experience in their chosen field, students are unlikely to
learn much about the other two major disciplines and how their own work might connect or be influenced unless
the department they happen to be in encourages links with other departments through combined projects or
lectures. A partisan attitude is therefore developed between the disciplines and some rivalry.

DESIGN IN CONTEXT
Secondly, undergraduate colleges of art and design are like hothouses. Metaphorically, the student is nurtured
from seed, hopefully to develop into an exotic bloom. It is a rigorous regime: seeing, talking and thinking design
to the exclusion of all else. To some educators, extraneous material introduced during their scant 3-year span
might ruin a design student’s concentration on their main calling - ‘creativity’. Others, including the author, would
argue that students in the academy need a stronger idea of the eventual context of their work.

This has important ramifications for their work after graduation, including the fact that the majority of design
competition awards are created by and judged by designers for designers. 
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Would it not be better if judges of design were those who benefit most from it – for example, clients and
consumers?

The Brunel MA post-graduate curriculum, as already stated, emhasised research –based projects in industry and
also gave students a framework of those issues of the day that we felt were most vital for them to consider. Here
are three as outlined by our first external examiner at Brunel, the late Colin Clipson, then professor of the
University of Michigan:  

If design is indeed a business strategy, he asked, where is it positioned in the manufacturing or service
organization?

What are the cost/benefits of design to any enterprise and how do we measure them?
What does design management do about ecology and the waste stream?

VALUE OF CONSTRAINTS
Thirdly, undergraduate design students are encouraged to start their projects ‘from zero’, very much in tune with
their opposite numbers in the academy, the artists. A ‘blue skies’ approach is encouraged which gives students
little opportunity to discover the value of constraints, and more occasion to consider project parameters as
handicaps to their work. This emphasis on novelty for its own sake can be misleading in the long run. 

For students of design and strategy, emphasis on industry-based projects either in teams or individually and a
focused research route is required.

PRESENTATION SKILLS
For good communication skills to be encouraged and developed, a strong, systematic and continuous
teaching/learning strand should be established with academically accepted assessment procedure.

The Brunel MA Design, Strategy and Innovation one-year programme consisted of seven assessed modules. The
first four were one month long and theoretical. The titles were Personal Skills: Invention and inventiveness,
Teamworking: Corporate Culture, New Technology: Research and Development and Context of Design:
Innovation and Systems. The next two modules were one month and three months long respectively and
consisted of research-based projects in industry. The first project was a team-based audit of a selected company
and the second an individual company internship. The final module of three months consisted of the writing of
the required university dissertation.

Each module required a written paper and a verbal and visual presentation of the assignment or work
accomplished. To indicate the importance the author attached to students’ presentation skills, assessment
percentages were fixed as 60% for written work, 40% for presentations in the first six modules and 70% for
written work and 30% for presentations in the seventh module.  Of the total 40% mark for presentations, the
presentation content was 20%, verbal and visual presentation skills carried 10% for each category.

THE CONVERSATIONAL LIFE OF AN ORGANISATION 

The rationale for the high expectations and assessment criteria for the MA students’ presentation skills was
influenced mainly by the fact that design and management have two different languages and cultures. David
Walker calls them ‘tribal’ differences. The author anticipated that the industry-based projects for design-trained
students, a key component of the curriculum, would create additional problems for students not accustomed to
arguing their case other than in a design environment. These projects place a special responsibility on each
participant to make their propositions clear and comprehensible to all. For some students, many hurdles have to
be overcome before they feel confident of their skills. The key is in the continuity of presentation practice.
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Managers in the same company very often find great difficulty in communicating effectively. Imagine, then, the
problems facing designers in a corporate organization. Design-trained personnel certainly have an opportunity to
influence change in an organization as long as they have developed conversational skills and can overcome
tendencies that range between arrogance and diffidence. Ralph Stacey (9) stresses the importance of
conversational life in organizations. ‘…relationships between people are organized in conversations that form and
are formed by the power relations between them. …Organisations change when the themes that organize
conversation and power relations change. Learning is change in these themes. Knowledge is language, and
meaning emerges as themes interact to form conversations.
Attention is thus focused on the conversational life of an organization as the self-organisinig processes from
which intention and change emerge. The quality of that conversational life is thus paramount.’ 

‘The key role of managers, Stacey maintains ‘is their participation in those conversations and their facilitation of
different ways of conversing. A key implication of this way of understanding life in organizations has to do with
being sensitive to the themes that are organizing conversational relating. Conversational relating is organized by
themes of an ideological nature that justify the pattern of power relations. New themes emerge as people
struggle to understand each other and as their conversations are cross-fertilised through conversations with
people in other communities and disciplines.’

At Brunel, our emphasis on the value of industry-based research projects for design-trained personnel appear to
reflect Stacey’s findings:  ‘If there is a prescription, he says ‘it is that of paying more attention to the quality of
your own experience of relating and managing in relationship with others.’  Stacey maintains that the skills and
competences required for relating and managing in relationship with others (we might call these interpersonal
skills) are difficult to develop and just as difficult to sustain. They are competences that do not usually feature in
the skill sets prescribed for managers (or designers?).

‘ Examples of the necessary skills’  Stacey writes, ‘are the capacity for self-reflection and owning one’s part in what
is happening, skill in facilitating free-flowing conversation, ability to articulate what is emerging in conversations,
and sensitivity to group dynamics. These skills become essential to notions of leadership and the role of top
executives because their greater power renders their impact on others all the greater. Furthermore, these skills are
not easily taught, perhaps they cannot be taught in an abstract way. They are essentially acquired in the
experience of exercising them.’

LEARNING NEW LANGUAGES: THE BRUNEL MA GRADUATE’S EXPERIENCE

MA graduate: ‘Design has always been about communication. (10) I was only aware of the full range of skills I
was developing at undergraduate level long after I left design school. We talked sensibly about a wide range of
subjects that would now be described as part of transferable skills.

I believe that you must have a clear and preconceived vision of where you want to go (in your company). You
must know the bigger picture. You are talking about how you fit in with your team, how the team works with
other departments and how they are all part of the bigger picture.

In an effort to get people to recognize the value of product design in our company (because the company does
not make physical objects), we did a project with a student to help company personnel understand. It was a low
risk, less threatening way of demonstrating the design process to the company. It was a valuable exercise for all
concerned. The student gets exposure to a working company, the company gets exposure to product design. A
project like this builds credibility for the design manager. It is also a tool for developing conversations and future
activities. 
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Learning a new language in organizations is a bit like total immersion in a language school. In a company it is
good to develop relationships in a social way, by going out to the pub, for example. Do other people learn your
language? Do you forget your design language? I tried to use design language appropriately or tweak words so
that people would understand what I was saying. I drew analogies, used metaphors, always being mindful of
signs from those who were listening to me to ensure that they were on the same wavelength. 

The more words you have at your disposal the better it will be. You have to make sure the person you are talking
to has understood. As I have said its like ‘condensing fact from the vapour of nuance’

CONCLUSIONS

DESIGN EDUCATION
The author has returned many times to the theme of design education. It is difficult not to compare the state of
current design education and the debates swirling around implications for its future when one reads recent Charles
Handy (11). He wrote with reference to his actor son who preferred the stage for work but realized he would have
to do a lot of film and television work to earn a living. Different skills are required for each medium and at no time
did his drama school prepare him for this ‘real world’ possibility. ‘It is absurdly impractical to prepare oneself for
the world as it was or as you would like it to be, when the reality is so different, and its arguably immoral to educate
others for a life that can’t be lived as it used to be, in a drama school or anywhere else.’

‘Destinations and Reflections’ was published in 1999 at the University of Central England. (12) How much has
progressed since that important study? The message was that essentially design graduates exhibit most of the
attributes that employers require - communication, teamwork and interpersonal skills. However, it is questionable
whether the graduates themselves are aware of this, whether they get assistance from their institutions to make
the most of their attributes and, fundamentally, whether those teaching in the sector are aware of their
employment prospects. In general, design courses have not helped them to develop teamwork and interpersonal
skills or good written communication skills. Many graduates worry about the lack of professional and business
studies components on their programmes. Career guidance was not seen as an important element.  There is a
relatively poor level of contact with the world of work, insufficient work-linked projects, or work-experience
opportunities, such as embedded placements. Design graduates have enormous potential in many new fields. It
appears from the UCE study that many graduates may leave college at a disadvantage without realizing the value
of their knowledge and skills and the career directions they might usefully adopt. 

UK design education has an outstanding international reputation, yet it could be argued that patterns are set in
many institutions during college years that unwittingly encourage isolation and hinder graduates' integration and
flexibility in an unpredictable world. (13) If change is being discussed, how long will it take to become effective?

INTELLECTUALISING DESIGN
This topic is never far from the author’s mind. Recently discarding old copies of an important UK design weekly
journal ‘Designweek’ and thinking to track this discussion through the letters page (average 4 letters per issue)
the author found, with some surprise, as many as 38 letters (out of 50-60 copies from 2001-2002) from design
students, recent graduates and some practitioners relating to shortcomings perceived in current design education.
It appears that little has been resolved to date, and where some improvements have been made in design
departments, it is too disparate and too slow a process to be of overall national value. 

In February 2001, a Designweek (14) a practitioner letter-writer wrote ‘I agree that you can only change the world
by knowing more about it and developing literary stamina. By de-intellectualising design, and allowing
technology to take over from words and ideas, we are at a disadvantage in an increasingly competitive industry.
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Creativity comes from inspiration, and world-beating design has to combine depth of vision and commercial
acumen. While our machines are increasing in interconnectivity, we had better make sure that we maximize the
way we interconnect with other people and their ideas.’

QUESTIONS
Where do these quality conversations take place in the organization? In what part of the organization is the
design facility positioned? Does the reporting hierarchy reflect the optimum position for maximum design
influence? 

How do these quality conversations take place? Who needs to be present? How are undergraduate students
taught to understand the value of good communication and presentation skills? When they make presentations,
are they made aware of the importance of logical organization of the content? Do they appreciate the
relationship of text images to pictorial images? Are they taught to use the voice properly and the ability to leave
an impression on the audience?

The author has argued that design and designers have reached a stage of recognition long aspired to. Their
rightful status in industrial and commercial life has, to a large extent, still eluded them. At this moment, designers’
influence is not being used effectively. Why is it taking so long for designers to leap into new roles? There is ample
evidence that those who have made the leap are reaping benefits and carrying out impressive work. There
appears to be a tenacious resistance to an enlarged remit of responsibility for many in the design field.

METAMORPHOSIS
Despite this mysterious caution, design is undergoing a slow but steady metamorphosis. This is happening with
little media fanfare but with increasing word of mouth acknowledgement. It is characterised in large part by the
emergence of new design roles in organizations involved in developing innovation in new and unexpected ways.
We can see that companies are more concerned with creativity, vision, team working and empowerment, and at
the same time global conditions are more chaotic and complex. It is precisely because the world is more difficult
to understand that new organisational perceptions, models, tools and especially, new personnel, are needed.
These people are generally hidden in organizational structure. Raymond Turner called them part of the ‘DNA’ of
an organization. Debra Meyerson (15) examines these roles and names these professionals ‘tempered radicals’
because they operate in a subtle form of grass roots leadership and still influence change in positive and effective
ways.

There is a range of new career options for designers who have broadened their work horizons and are now
leaders in their field.  The way they work in their respective positions illustrate their potential to make a valuable
and lasting contribution, not only to their own organisations, but also to design and industry as a whole.

What these new design strategists have in common is an ability to bring vital new thinking into organisations
currently undergoing continual change. They are valued because they have crossed the divide between design
and management, they speak the language of other disciplines, they have structural understanding of institutions
and corporate affairs, and they understand the value of good flexible teams. They do not abandon their platform
of design skills, or their understanding of creative processes. In essence, they understand the need to make
themselves understood. 
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