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Abstract
The social nature of design education provides an interesting forum when investigating characteristics that are
embedded in the designing of products. This paper illustrates one aspect of an ongoing research investigation of
product design/industrial design students, their educational context, and the artefacts that are designed. A multi-
method approach is used with a variety of collection mechanisms (i.e. video taping, photography, sketch book
reviewing) documenting an eight week design project. A focus on postmodern ethnographic approaches allows
for an exploration that includes, but is not limited to the tradition of investigating explicit design procedures.
Insights are gained into the social and cultural forces that influence the ‘scripting’ of designed products through
in-depth involvement in the design studio, which it is envisaged, will provide a more holistic understanding of the
design process.

Furthermore, this paper analyses the design process activity using a speculative metaphor, which parallels the
process of filmic script writing with the process of designing, which is called here, the ‘scripting’ of artefacts. In
design all products are scripted from start to finish. This process is reminiscent to the creation of a movie inasmuch
as the process involves many elements that are carefully orchestrated in order to provide a finished product that
is cohesive and meaningful. Filmic script writing involves considering many individuals such as director, producers,
starring and supporting actors, and technical staff (i.e. lighting, props, scenery). In the context of design, the
scripting of artefacts is both verbally and non-verbally communicated through a storyboard of visual
documentation, verbal discourse, and textual information. Completed films, like designed artefacts, can involve
hundreds of individuals (Ulrich and Eppinger, 1995) and influences. The design process is explored here from this
unique viewpoint, as a set of themes. The possible themes go far beyond the ones described here, which are
‘imaging’, ‘everyday languages’, ‘futuristic identity’, ‘personal experience’ and ‘the myth of creation’. These
themes have been chosen to entice designers and design educators into considering metaphors that stretch the
understanding of design.

Introduction 

This paper illustrates one aspect of an ongoing research project that combines the study of design students, their
design education studio, their geographical context, and the artefacts that they create. Design is known to be a
highly creative activity that involves the production of something ‘new’, the result of recombining, referencing and
transforming within a specific context. Design in its totality is multi-dimensional; therefore it follows that a multiple
method approach be used to capture the language of the design process — verbal, visual and textual. When
combined this ‘scripting’ language, it can further be described as a narrative (Figure 1). One design students
described her narrative as going on a journey. 1 The design process is a journey, towards the development of an
artefact that has a traceable narrative that can be retold like any other story. This narrative, however, is not
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necessary linear and exact, but it does hold meaning about the
social and cultural nature of design.

Understandably, a research topic that involves three distinct
components – subjects, objects and context – is far too broad to
explore in this setting. Therefore the focus here is on the
subjects (i.e. design students) and the process towards creating
an artefact (i.e. activity between the subjects and objects).
Furthermore, this paper explores the subjects and process
through the use of a filmic metaphor. Metaphor elicits a possible
identity and indicates a correspondence between very different
phenomena. Metaphor is considered to be a legitimate and
powerful means to discuss material culture. For example,
Attfield (2000: 129) states that metaphor is used:

“…because it does not operate at the level of literal
descriptive explanation and that metaphor allows things
to exist in their own thing-like terms.”

The use of metaphor in relation to artefacts provides a reflective
outlook rather than being purely descriptive. Analogy and metaphor are commonly used in everyday design
practice (and education) to compare and contrast different visual ideas. For example, during the definition phase
of a project brief involving an exhibit design one participant said to another: shopping is like going to a
museum isn’t it? There’s no difference. It’s like the design museum and the shop are almost identical.
This analogy provides a parallel between the consumption of material goods and artefacts in museums. This
stretches the idea of what exhibit design might be, and provides information about how audiences may perceive
certain environments. By demonstrating ideas through analogy and metaphor, many new thoughts and questions
are provoked. The tool of analogy and metaphor, supports further questioning of the design problem, provokes
alternative angles on this problem, encourages intensive thought, and brings about creativity.

This paper demonstrates the power of considering a metaphor that evokes both broad and deep design
investigations. In this case the speculative parallel is that the design student is like a filmic scriptwriter who is involved
in the process of ‘scripting an artefact’. This metaphor is useful because both script writing and artefact creation are
processes where the resulting narratives can be read. Filmic and design narratives are “thick descriptions” (Geertz,
1973) that contain micro- and macro-issues relative to the individuals, socially constructed environments and cultures
of Western civilization. By making use of the ‘script writing’ metaphor, the design student and his/her process is
looked upon in a unique way, thus providing a means to describe designing as a narrative.

Methods that Reflect Design Complexity

The narratives discussed in this paper are taken from the first in a series of four studies at two different institutions
in the UK and Canada that began in the autumn of 2002. In order to accomplish an in-depth understanding of
scripting, twenty-three final year undergraduate students of Napier University (Figure 2) were selected to
participate in the first eight-week study. 

The multi-dimensionality and complexity of the design process are difficult to measure, and thus an holistic,
contextualised approach to understanding the scripting of designed artefacts is required. The research study
presented here takes a multi-method ethnographic approach by using naturalistic experimentation techniques,
combined with questionnaire procedures, informal interviews, and sketch-book review. A multi-method approach
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Figure 1. Visual-textual Narrative



is known to create a meeting and meshing of
different boundaries for a given topic which
enables questions to be posed in different ways
(Shakespeare et al., 1993) and is considered to
be a reflection of postmodernism. 

In addition, postmodern ethnography or ‘new
ethnography’ (Denzin and Lincoln, 1998) is
considered a partial truth rather than a complete
finalised document. It is focused on experience,
not abstraction, and is always considered a work
in progress. Even so, a great deal of information
can be gained through postmodern research
approaches. For example, the participant-as-
observer approach used here, focuses on
experience and process therefore allowing the
design students to tell their personal narratives.

These narratives describe design briefs and experiences that are common to the group under observation.
Questionnaire procedures query personal details about the students’ and tutors’ involved during each eight-week
period study. By combining observational techniques and questionnaires, the natural flow of ideas are focused
upon by looking at the participant’s individual backgrounds, experiences, and general thoughts on design.
Informal interview questions are determined from information revealed by the participants and setting, and are
used to ‘dig deeper’ and begin to understand the choices made by the design students. These questions are
generic in nature, such as: Summarise where you are going and where you have been in relation to your
design brief. And In terms of design, where are you going? Enquiries such as these were relayed to each
participant as they were systematically interviewed over the eight-week study. More detailed questions emerged
such as: You’ve described your progress and shown me your work, do you have any idea where your
ideas are coming from? And Can you relate your movement from this idea to that to any particular
event or experience you’ve had? By utilising multi-methods in information collection, design can be seen from
many viewpoints at once.

In addition to using multi-method approaches to reflect the design process, methodological triangulation is also
used. Bryman (2001) refers to triangulation as a process of crosschecking information to ensure validity. Therefore,
triangulation constructs a more encompassing perspective on specific analysis and cross-references information. 

In addition to a multi-method approach and triangulation, a wide variety of collection devices are employed. This
allows for an examination of the full range of narrative (i.e. word and image) used during the design process.
Videotape documents the verbal and visual, still photography documents the dynamic studio context and the
visual representations used- and created-by the students, and notes during interviews and observation support
the video and photographs. All these collection devices are deemed necessary as they hold important visual,
verbal and textual traces of the reality of the design process. The multi-method approach, triangulation, and the
three collection devices provide vibrant, suggestive, engaging and passionate student narratives that reveal a
range of information about the subjects, objects and context of design creation.

Why the Film Metaphor?

The metaphorical comparison between writing a filmic script and designing an artefact is both extraordinarily
complex processes. This metaphor is very useful as it is not easily exhausted and has more similarities than
differences. Figure 3 demonstrates the general parallel between the filmic process and the design process. 
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FILM Script Scriptwriter Collaboration with Make Edit Promo Movie
PROCESS director, producer, movie Launch

actor(s), etc.
DESIGN Brief Designer Collaboration Make Test Promo Product
PROCESS with engineer(s), product Launch

marketers, 
client(s), etc.

Figure 3. Parallels between Design and Film Making Processes

Other similarities include that they each involve cutting-edge skills that require writers/designers to keep up with
technology. Each process involves many different parties that contribute towards the finalized product, and
therefore both require large production budgets. Ulrich and Eppinger (1995) provide an illustrated description of
product engineering design and the variety of individuals involved in the design and production process. This
further necessitates that both filmic script writing and artefact designing must understand, then satisfies many
divergent parties (i.e. tutor/client/user, director/producer/audience) and in addition must anticipate a general
audience that will be passive to some degree. 

It is through establishing some of the basic attributes that film scripting and the design process have in common
that a number of deeper issues have been uncovered. The issues illustrated in this paper are categorised
thematically as; the visual nature of scripting, the language of films and artefacts, futuristic identification within
popular culture, and the myth that film and artefacts are magically created. This approach reflects the desire to
develop a more holistic view of the design process, which includes explicit design procedures and the implicit
forces that may influence these procedures. The themes here are chosen to reflect some of the social and cultural
forces that influence the scripting of designed artefacts. This exploration and interpretation of subjects and
objects through metaphor is hereby begun as a work in progress that moves towards understanding the personal
narratives embedded in the design process.

Imaging the Visual

The scripting process of both design and film must describe a final product that is visual in nature. A shift from
word-and-sentence-based thought to image-and-sequence-based thought is central to this scripting process.
Because it is necessary for this shift to occur, the scripting process necessitates multiple levels of communication.
These are verbal speech, textual labels and illustrations (Figure 4), but predominantly visual imagery. Interestingly,
language is described as being primarily ‘imagery’ and not merely verbal (Alvesson and Sköldberg 2000:89).
Ultimately the language of scripting is visually- verbally- and textually-oriented with a predominantly visual
outcome. 

Figure 4. Spatial Design Brainstorming

Diagram

4
/ 
Design pedagogy: basic design and academic experiences



The use of words through speaking and writing, support and enhance the visual materials that make up the
narratives of design being communicated by the students. The visual imaging techniques that are ordinarily used
in the design process are sketching (Figure 5), appropriating images from print materials (i.e. magazines,
newspapers, internet), sketch-modelling, mock-up development, and eventually prototyping for the testing phase
of designs. Students of design become obsessed with visual imaging techniques as described by one participant
who said, my frustration is in modelling it, and then later she said, I’m making the wee models … the
models are 1:200 … and the wee people are having a dialogue, all speaking at once. In these statements,
the participant is describing the models she has made or is making, for an exhibition space. She is elaborating on
the relationship that she is trying to encourage between the physicality of the exhibit space and the people who
she believes will visit the exhibit. In the process of exploring ideas this particular student created seven different
models, and in doing so, examined form, scale, impact, positioning, materials, production, function and audience.
Later, she refined her chosen design by elaborating on the details of the final form, materials and production
through technical drawings. This participants use of model creation and sketching illustrates the image-and-
sequence-based thought approach to getting to a solution for a design brief.

Film scripting generally involves a storyboarding
of events and activities, often done in a
sketching-like format. The storyboard visually
communicates a sequence of events, which is
necessary in describing the dynamic and
temporal nature of film. Storyboarding is also
commonly used in design, since it addresses the
visual nature of scripting, and also addresses the
dynamic, temporal nature of designed artefacts.
Designed artefacts may have a set of functions
that need to be preformed in sequential order or
may change depending on use. Therefore,
design storyboards generally relate to the
artefact-user relationship, just as film storyboards
relate to the film-audience relationship. This is
illustrated in Figure 6, which is a design for a

series of toys called the smallest ninjas. The smallest ninjas’ storyboard provides an anticipated dialogue
between the designed artefact and the child-user. This participant felt it was necessary to illustrate how the toy
may be used, and what result(s) there may be in its use. In this example, the storyboard presentation style was
chosen particularly for its references to comic books, which the participant felt was a way of communicating on
a child’s level.

Figure 6. Ninja Toy Storyboard
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The multiple levels of communication and the image-and-sequence-based thought process of scripting can be
illustrated through the mixed nature of the visual techniques used by design students. Without these images, the
verbal and textual details are nonsensical. This is because visuals are central to the scripting process and words
support images, and not visa versa. Therefore, it is more than reasonable to say, that the visualisation of ideas
through imaging is at the heart of film/artefact scripting, since describing something that is predominantly visual
requires the ability to visually communicate concepts.

Everyday Languages

Narrative is a human-based activity whereby stories or scripts are created about events and experiences. It is a
construction of meaningful totalities out of scattered events, generally told from a single viewpoint, but can
involve many positions within that viewpoint. A narration is one that is dynamic, is temporal, has scenes and a
plot, and involves many characters. An interesting narrative makes use of language in a clever manner, whether
that language is visual- or word-based. This paper has explored the concept of a visually centric narrative,
additionally in different disciplines; a language that is specific and particular to the field supports the narrative.
For example, the narrative of film has created a common, popular language that has become accepted within
and outwith the filmic community. According to Feather (1998),

“… accurate representations of visual phenomena–photography, film, video–have become
part of our daily lives. We have moved beyond text and language into the storage and
communication of images of the visual world in which we actually live.” (Feather, 1998:9)

Furthermore, Harris articulates that visually based communication:

“… is an aesthetic that recycles imagery from a number of readily available sources …
involves cannibalising archaic narratives and styles.” (Harris, 2000: 133)

The popular language of film is used in our everyday description of things and events that surround and affect
people. Similarly, there is a popular language of everyday objects (i.e. products such as chairs, crockery, vehicles)
that likely existed before the language of film. For example, the movie Barbarella features Le Corbusier and
Charlotte Perriand’s chaise lounge.  The use of these everyday languages is wide spread. Students involved in this
research project frequently mentioned a desire to seek out and use meaningful imagery that would communicate
on many levels. For example, one individual said, I’m looking for visual triggers. The sources of images that
the students commonly referred to were varied but easily fall within the category of ‘popular’ in nature. These
include references to magazines, comic books, television, and film (Figure 7). 

Figure 7. Referential Media
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Popular references are common throughout the scripting process and can be found in verbal descriptions,
throughout research sources, and in visual documentation produced. For example, in examining whether a
concept was creative or unique one student asked another: isn’t there a program on channel four where they
film someone and tell them to do things and give them money? By referring to a visual sequence that is
common to a serial television programme, the students were able to evaluate the design concept quickly and
effectively. Another participant referred to designers Gehry, Le Corbusier & Perriand, and Banksy (Figure 8, above)
then made direct references in his final design (Figure 8, below) to the material he had researched. 

Images are every where, they permeate our everyday world: billboards, advertisements, films and artefacts. These
images, from within and outwith different disciplines, have become part of a common everyday language that is
used by individuals and groups. Filmic scripting and design scripting both make use of a popular language that
belongs to both and neither simultaneously. Image referencing is a critical component to describing processes that
are steeped in the visual.

The Future

A central feature to scripting is that the writer must anticipate the future, therefore considering the temporal nature
of reality. The idea of anticipating the future works on several levels including the need to consider advanced
production and the need to anticipate the reception of the final product. This anticipation of the future has affected
the language of everyday, and created a ‘genre’ within this language. This futuristic genre is called science fiction
in film, and has a cult following. Interestingly, the science-fiction genre is frequently referred to during artefact
creation, for example, H.R. Giger is my favourite artist, he did Alien and Species, I love that look.
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The science-fiction genre has a distinct futuristic aesthetic that is admired by many design students. This aesthetic
can relate to an overall appearance, but may also relate to the function of artefacts. The student considers the
use of the science-fiction aesthetic, to be equated with seeing the future of the world and ‘being’ futuristic. It
therefore follows that the idea of being futuristic (i.e. considering the future of design) is equated with being
creative and innovative. One participant discussed the look of the movie Tron, and even provided imagery
(Figure 9), to describe a futuristic feel he  was  trying to  achieve.  

Ultimately, this participant chose to incorporate a
futuristic aesthetic and function into his final design
(Figure 10). His design concept is for a shower that uses
an electrostatic charge to bathe the occupant. This
concept is very futuristic in form, and in addition, the
student attempts to integrate cutting-edge technology
that can potentially be used in the future. Several other
participants researched technologies that were
considered to be cutting-edge and are not presently
available on the market. This seems to be a useful
design tool for gaining recognition in the design
community.  

According to Harris, this futuristic aesthetic embodies
and validates our belief in progress and 

“our ebullient confidence that we are
marching toward ever more perfect
forms” (2000: 138).

Design and filmic scripting processes both have the
desire to be influential and endorses the idea of
scientific progress. Students identify with this ideal of
progress, for example, one participant described his
personal narrative as space travel (Figure 11). Although
space travel is no longer considered cutting-edge
technology, space travel for the average citizen is,
therefore maintaining the idea that themes of space are
still of the future. 

The everyday language of design and its specific genres
define the values that are embedded in the design
process. Using the example of the need for design
student to produce something that appears and
functions in a futuristic way demonstrates that there is
an emphasis being placed on futuristic ideals, the
designer as inventor, and the scientific notion of
progress. 
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Figure 9. An Image from the Movie Tron

Figure 10. Futuristic Shower Concept (short listed for the
RSA Student Prize, 2003)

Figure 11. Futuristic Imaging in Identifying Self in Design 



The Myth of Creation

The stereotype of the “designer as a wizard who magically designs complex inventions inaccessible to the
technologically illiterate” (Harris 2000: 60), is common to both the film industry and the design industry. This is
partially due to the subjective nature of the disciplines and the level of creativity and innovation involved in the
process, but also because of ‘gaps’ in the narrative process. To date, these gaps are described as moments of
intense creativity, or the use of subjective intuition. These are described as being “aha” moments (Cross, 2000)
and are considered valid in the design community.

These gaps are seemingly unexplainable by the scriptwriter, for one example of a gap in  narrative was when one
participant said, so I left that. I’m not sure where it’s going, or how I got where I am. These kinds of gaps
occur frequently and may simply mean that the scriptwriter is ‘self-unaware’. This lack of awareness of creativity
during the scripting process is primarily due to the extreme multi-dimensional nature of the design and film
disciplines. That is, there are so many different elements, people and criteria to handle simultaneously that stages
in the process are simply missed. 

Furthermore, the idea of an ‘aha’ or ‘epiphany’ as part of the scripting process  are reflected in another genre
within visual language This second example of genre is the use of clever visuals that perpetual and support the
mysterious magic of design. This myth of ‘magic’ and ‘invention’ are popular tactics used in the documenting and
presentation of final products.  This concept has been emphasised with computer graphic innovations, and
demonstrated through the designer’s power to ‘create a multitude of alternate realities’. Figure 10 is a good
example of this aesthetic, whereby a shower doesn’t really look like a shower, and a person doesn’t even need
to get wet to get clean.  Harris describes these visuals and states: 

“Industrial designers take great pains to conceal joints and rivets to obscure the process of
assembly and promote the myth that our appliances were, not built, so much as born in a
mysterious process of spontaneous generation that contributes to their intrigue, much as
the narratives of cyberspace falsify the operation of computers.” (Harris, 2000:145)

Each participant in this study presented themselves, their artefacts and/or their presentations  with some kind of
mystique. They would often try to conceal information to appear as if they had ‘invented’ something brand new.
As a researcher I had to look, listen, and probe the participants for more information, as well as scrutinise their
environment in order to uncover references and to fill in the gaps. Postmodern ethnographic approaches can
begin to fill in these gaps, since the gaps can be pinpointed and further examined through additional questioning
and observation. For example, I repeatedly went back to the student’s work areas and sketchbooks, continually
cross-reference what they had been saying, describing and showing me. In many cases, I would flip through
library books on their desks to try to see some of what they had been researching (Figure 12). 

Figure 12. Research and Reference Materials
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In many scenarios, images were unconsciously integrated or consciously concealed. This results in perpetuating
the myth of creation within the studio context, thus supporting the continuation of this aesthetic and attitude
towards the design process. The issue of clever visuals, and spontaneous ideation and invention, requires deeper
exploration and contemplation in order to examine the high occurrence and nature of the myth of creation.

Conclusions

There is “no clear window into the inner life of an individual” (Denzin and Lincoln 1998) or into the depth of
thought and information that go into the designing of an artefact. Design is complex, deep and consequential,
and involves the consideration of multiple viewpoints.   This paper presents a ‘view through a keyhole’, one
perspective, into the designing of artefacts.  

This research project examines the design process from a postmodern ethnographical viewpoint, which includes
a multiple method approach, triangulation, and a variety of collection devices in order to better understand the
narratives of designing. This focused observing of subjects, objects, and context; focused listening and looking at
word and image-based material; and focused enquiry and recording processes, have guided this research towards
understanding the design process from an alternative point of view. 

Furthermore, deep cultural values and issues embedded in scripting process have been made meaningful through
the use of metaphor. The metaphor of film scripting has provided this researcher with varied themes that have
revealed both micro- and macro-issues in design. These begin with the obvious; the visual nature of designing;
then move through to the speculating on the language(s) common to scripting; and finally end with abstract
themes revealing two genres in the design process that indicate common societal values. 

By examining designing as a type of narrative that resembles a script writing process, the metaphor and analogies
presented here are naturally language-based, with imaging being central to this language. The language of the
design process is an inherently image-and-sequence-based thought process, which requires many levels of
communication. Additionally, designers engage in the use of an everyday language that includes referencing the
popular (i.e. film, magazines, comics, artefacts) and creating ‘visual triggers’ for the audience. Finally, the two
genres are explored within the language of design which are deeply connected to the values of Western society.
These genres are that design students 1) anticipate the future and feel the need to view design as having a
futuristic focus; and 2) perpetuate an aura of mystery around designed artefacts and the design process. The
futuristic value has a language that closely relates design to the scientific community and the values of progress
through invention. The myth of creation and its language demonstrates a connection to art and creativity and to
the desire to be ‘needed’ as one of a chosen few who can ‘fix’ something. These attitudes towards design reveal
a profession that is motivated by ideals of progress and innovation, and is protective of its knowledge base. 

The exploration of the design process using postmodern approaches, the film metaphor, visual identity, language,
and genre are the beginnings to an ongoing investigation that will continue to shed light on the scripting of
artefacts, and the education, socialisation and professionalisation of the designer. 
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Notes
1 For ease of readability and to distinguish quotations types (i.e. field research from books), all quotes from
participants in the field research used in this paper are italicised and kept in the body of the text.
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