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In design all artifacts are scripted from start to finish. This process is reminiscent to 
the creation of a movie. The movie creation process involves many elements that are 
carefully orchestrated in order to provide a script that is cohesive and meaningful. In 
the context of design, the scripting of products is both verbally and non-verbally 
communicated through a storyboard of visual documentation, verbal discourse, and 
textual details. Completed movies are known to involve as many as a hundred 
individual talents and influences. Similarly, the product design process can also 
involve hundreds of individuals and influences even though these are rarely 
documented as ‘credits’ upon completion in the way that movie ‘credits’ are listed 
(Strickfaden & Rodgers 2004; Strickfaden & Rodgers 2003).  
The Exploration into the ‘Scripting’ of Designed Artifacts is a research project that 
was conceived in 2001. Along with exploring the scripting of designed artifacts within 
the social context of a design studio environment, several educational settings will be 
compared. The two primary settings are Napier University in Edinburgh Scotland and 
the University of Calgary in Calgary Alberta. Both settings offer a degree programme 
in Industrial Design. 
Industrial design involves the creation of artifacts such as consumer products and 
everyday goods. Design decisions are made regarding artifact form, overall 
aesthetics, materials, manufacture, user experience and more. These decisions are 
made through knowledge of others and through considering the needs of clients (i.e., 
manufacturers) and users (i.e., consumers). These considerations in the design 
decision-making process are typically taught explicitly to design students. These are 
the well known, documented stages and considerations that the design community 
presently considers as major contributors in the development of an artifact.  
However, design is characterized as a highly complex activity (Dorst 2003; Rittel & 
Weber 1984). Much of this complexity arises from the fact that design requires 
considerable amounts of knowledge beyond what is stated in the design task. As 
Nigel Cross aptly put it,  

“the solution is not simply lying there among the data, like the dog 
among the dots in the well-known perceptual puzzle; it has to be actively 
constructed by the designer’s own efforts” (Cross 1982).  

This research project explores the idea that individuals and groups hold cultural 
information and this is accessible as a resource bank. Cultural information is used 
from within and outside the design domain and acts as raw material for concept 
generation and ultimately for designing.  
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The two central themes of this research are: 
• That the cultural background or the ‘cultural capital’ (Bourdieu 1984) of a 

designer influences the designing of artefacts. These cultural backgrounds 
are enacted in artefact development and are a reflection of social and 
ideological values from culture.  

• That ways of knowing and doing are specific to each group therefore, the 
discipline of design has its own particular culture (Rodgers & Strickfaden 
2003; Julier 2000).  

It is speculated in this research that much of “the designer’s own effort” comes from 
his or her cultural capital (Strickfaden 2004; Strickfaden & Rodgers 2003). The 
individual has inherently gathered and retained this information, and later utilizes it as 
inspiration and motivation during the designing process. Cultural capital can be used 
consciously or unconsciously. Either way, design transference is one way that 
cultural information can be used in the design process. 
Design transference is when an element, material, method of production, aesthetic or 
any other piece of design information is taken from one designed object to another. 
There are many observable examples of design transference in history, such as the 
use of gothic arches and rose window architectural details on furniture design during 
the Renaissance. Another example is illustrated through an interview with graphic 
designer Paul Rand (Heller & Pettit, 1998) where he describes the use of a rebus for 
the design of his IBM logo in the late 1970s. Rand articulates design transference by 
referencing rebus as a communication form and Lewis Carroll’s use of rebus as a 
form of dramatization. Design transference can occur directly or indirectly 
(Strickfaden & Rodgers 2001). 
Direct design transference is when same-type artifacts directly inform design 
decisions. For example, Eckert’s (2000) discussion on the sources of inspiration 
within the knitwear industry are direct design transference. In the knitwear example, 
elements and specific characteristics of knitwear are described as the primary 
influences in the creation of a new garment (Eckert 2000; Eckert & Stacey 2001). 
Leclercq & Heylighen (2002) loosely describe the concept of indirect design 
transference in their recent research experiment with architectural students. In their 
study they are searching for analogy-use by a group of design students in a 
laboratory study. The use of analogies are measured and the outcome of the study is 
that the majority of participants use and obscure indirect examples unknowingly. 
Indirect design transference is best described as being generally abstracted from the 
artifact being designed. 
Two separate yet similar design groups are examined in order to reveal information 
about the generic culture of design that exists in the Westernized world. Preliminary 
analysis of each case study indicates that students use cultural information in the 
development of an artifact. Each group is highly motivated by popular culture such as 
films and music and there is an indication that geographical location and specific 
cultural backgrounds are also influential factors. For example, the majority of the 
individuals from the UK group were highly motivated by sports such as football and 
rugby. Other references to Scottish culture were whiskey, beer and the history of 
Scotland. The group at the University of Calgary had greater cultural diversity with 
nearly half of the participants coming from places away from Western Canada. 
Individual participants were motivated and influenced by their places of origin in a 
variety of ways.  
In closing, it is hoped that in this research will reveal the effects of the less tangible 
aspects on the design process by examining the scripting of designed artifacts in 
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industrial design. The findings of this research will be lodged in the Environmental 
Design Resource Library upon completion. 

 

 
A sample of cultural information from the participants at the University of Calgary, Alberta Canada 2004 
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