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Industrial Design is not simply about learning skills or making beautiful objects.
It is defined as a professional service that nurtures the need to solve problems and
develop innovative ideas that impact and contribute to the global community, through
creating and developing concepts and specifications that optimise the function, value,
and appearance of products and systems for the mutual benefit of both user and
manufacturer. The output of a design activity is the mass-produced products of our
everyday environment, from sinks and furniture to computers.
Generally, industrial designers are perceived as a cross between mechanical engineers
and artists. They study both function and form, and the connection between product
and the user. They do not design the gears or motors that make machines move, or the
circuits that control the movement. Usually, industrial designers work in partnership with
engineers and marketers to identify and fulfil needs and wants of various stakeholders;
consumers, users, producers, etc.
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Although the process of design may be considered artistically ‘creative’, many
analytical processes also take place. Industrial designers often use various design
methodologies in their creative process. Some of the processes that are commonly used
are user research, sketching, comparative product research, model making, prototyping
and testing.
The role of the industrial designer has changed with time from being more operative
to strategic. This change occurred because most nations, who are seriously occupied with
design, shifted their attention towards building a knowledge-based economy.
When the professional practice of industrial design first started to take shape,
the designer was a creator whose work was likened to that of an artist. In the 60s,
designers began to work in close cooperation with industry, and they became members
of teams together with engineers, and representatives of marketing and management.
In the 70s, ergonomics was widely considered, and in the 80s, the issue of design
management became popular. In the 90s, brand building and strategic design became
focal areas, whereas in the new millennium design has been seen as a means of
‘responsible’ innovation, strongly considering environmental aspects.
Faced with future challenges, industry is supposed to show structural reform as well
as the ability to produce client- and user-oriented solutions, along with innovations
aesthetically distinct from those of competitors, in a cost-efficient way. This is not an
easy task, but industrial design is a fundamental asset in facing the competition, because
competence in design is what bridges the gap between the user’s perspective and
technology-oriented product design. To meet these challenges, future designers need to
increasingly aim for new and innovative sourcing strategies to complement their core
activities. Competitive advantage for these service providers will only be created through
the development of innovative products, services and systems. Therefore, designers are
required to become more and more proactive in a design and development environment,
which is highly competitive, fluid and collaborative, by engaging into the right alliances
to survive and succeed in a global market where end-users are becoming more diverse
and demanding.
This special issue of International Journal of Product Development, ‘Transformations
in industrial design: emerging trends, approaches and challenges’ aims to present a wide
spectrum of topics within the overarching ‘umbrella’ of industrial design. The issue,
which is represented by nine quality papers, focuses on the promotion and application of
new concepts and technologies; approaches and merging trends leading to innovative
theories; design management, processes and methods; strategic design and branding;
sustainable product design; and design for user experience.
The articles ‘A computer-aided design tool to facilitate the realisation of cooling
systems’ and ‘The implementation of design for Six Sigma: a development experience’
discusses design methodological within a technological context. The first article presents
the framework and an internet-enabled computer-aided design tool to assist the designers
in the cooling system development. The second article demonstrates how Design for
Six Sigma (DFSS) is utilised to design and engineer a new product based on a five-step
process, Define, Measure, Analyse, Design, and Verify (DMADV).
From a collaborative-educational design perspective, the article ‘The integration of
industrial design capability within UK SMEs: the challenges, opportunities and benefits’
presents a case for supporting the business of Small- to Medium-sized Enterprises
(SMEs) through the building of partnerships between universities and the companies
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which fosters and supports the introduction of industrial design processes into the SMEs.
‘Providing students with a head start through mentorship and systems thinking within a
vertical design studio environment’ discusses the potential of systems design through a
three-stage approach to be implemented in a vertical studio teaching concept.
Considering biological, emotional and cultural aspects of design, ‘Children and
aesthetics: exploring toddlers’ aesthetic experience of everyday products’ explores how
young children experience and perceive the world from an aesthetic point of view.
Obtained knowledge can inspire the designer to make better products for young children.
The article ‘Functions in nature’ elaborates how functions in nature works, helping the
designer to understand and conceiving new concepts as well as principles which may be
developed later into metaphors.
Design is inherently linked to companies’ commercial (marketing) interests. Still, to
acknowledge such interests in the design process is sometimes questioned by designers.
‘Not always a victim! On seeing users as active consumers’ discusses this ambiguous
treatment of commercial interests in design and elaborates how seeing users as active
consumers can provide a fruitful path for incorporating commercial interests in the
design process. In doing so, it explicates similarities in design and marketing ideals
and point to designers’ opportunities to influence what is perceived as commercially
legitimate. Complementary to the direction of the above article, ‘Feature creep and
usability in consumer electronic product design’ suggests that users see benefits in
microelectronics, such as useful functionality, improvements in size, weight and general
versatility, but also found the increased complexity and reduced reliability in electronic
products as detrimental to usability. Non-electronic products were identified as largely
simpler and more intuitive and therefore more usable.
The article ‘Transitions in sustainable product design research’ proposes that a
maturing process, from a group of opportunistic eco-pathfinders trying to optimise
products’ recyclability, into acknowledged scientific research regarding technology
transfer and commercialisation, took place through a number of transitions. This is
illustrated by characteristic aspects of each transition, which together provide a historic
account of how academic research into sustainable product innovation has matured.
In conclusion, a number of possible future transitions or extensions of the research area
are discussed.
We would like to take this opportunity to express our sincere appreciation to
the authors of those quality papers as well as the International Journal of Product
Development for inviting us to be the Guest Editors of this issue.

