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Article

(Un)Design: Training Entrepreneurial Industrial

Designers for New Scenarios

Enrique D’Amico and Federico Del Giorgio Solfa

Faculty of Arts, National University of La Plata, La Plata, Argentina

Abstract: The paradigm shift has revealed a need among industrial designers to have
entrepreneurial capabilities. Being the most effective modality to exercise discipline today. The
implementation of this approach requires reviewing the discursive scaffolding that the design has
been using to set immovable high standards of complexity and quality, reducing the field of
professional action and limiting the intervention alternatives. This article considers the dynamics
and trends in people's lifestyles, explores possible strategies and specific content for the
entrepreneurial training required by design.
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1. Introduction

Recovering the words of Bonsiepe (2013), cognitive capitalism (post-industrial) is in a stage of
development characterized by: 1. the growth of the service sector, 2. the replacement of use value by
symbolic value, 3. the incorporation of affective practices (emotional design), 4. the organization of
work in the form of projects, 5. the transformation of the work subject to act as an entrepreneur.

The latter is the most relevant aspect for the purposes of this essay. The characterization of the
entrepreneurial professional is determined by the accumulation of self-organized skills that allow
him to address complexity and interact with the different dimensions of the business sphere.

These interactions take place in a context determined by a territory and a network of particular
actors, which will make up a unique entrepreneurial ecosystem (Alburquerque, 2004; Lavandera and
Seibel, 2019).

Because “entrepreneurship is above all a local phenomenon,” how the productive framework
and the entrepreneurial ecosystem function will be recognized, with the aim of understanding what
the potential of the Argentine entrepreneurial ecosystem is (Carballo et al., 2017, p. 50).

2. The Business Framework and the Entrepreneurial Ecosystem

Each territory has a configuration in terms of the distribution and typology of companies that
make it up, thus resulting in the formation of a unique network. But the mere formation of an
industrial network does not guarantee recognition between the productive actors and their
characteristics, thus wasting the synergistic potential. Finally, this results in a waste of available
resources, conditioning productive efficiency, limiting collaborative work and possible joint
innovation projects.

On the other hand, the concept of entrepreneurial ecosystem emerges as an evolution of the
productive framework, and of traditional innovation models based on clusters (Thomas and Autio,
2019), structurally incorporating other key actors that provide interaction and favor the capitalization
of synergies.

For the purposes of this work and considering the theoretical framework addressed in previous
research, we understand the entrepreneurial ecosystem as a territorial linking device (Figure 1), in
which a heterogeneous and interdependent set of actors, things and places are linked (formal and
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informally), to achieve results with levels of innovation higher than those they could achieve
individually and giving rise to various governance relationships between them (Del Giorgio Solfa
and D'Amico, 2019).

The entrepreneurial ecosystem is also characterized by:

(a) Heterogeneity of actors and informality in interrelationships (Mason and Brown, 2014; Thomas
and Autio, 2019).

(b) Interdependence between actors (Cohen 2006; Isenberg, 2011; Stam and Spigel, 2016, Thomas
and Autio, 2019).

(c) Governance relationships (Thomas and Autio, 2019).

(d) Dynamism and change of role of the actors.

(e) Emergence, coevolution and resilience (Thomas and Autio, 2019).

(f) Collaboration and competition.

(g) Innovation: user-based business models (Thomas and Autio, 2019).

(h) Higher levels of innovation.

(i) Horizontal knowledge spillover (Thomas and Autio, 2019).
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Figure 1. Interrelationships in the entrepreneurial ecosystem.
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3. Designing the Entrepreneurial Designers

To plan specific strategies and content for the training of the entrepreneurial designer that the
post-industrial scenario demands (Campi, 2020), it is necessary to know the main characteristics of
the discursive scaffolding of both industrial design and entrepreneurship.

Understanding these discourses and the way they are integrated and articulated in the
curriculum will affect the way students conceive their professional practice, consider the
environment and develop the “entrepreneurial spirit”.

In the words of Galan: “the design workshop is a pedagogical device through which the student
incorporates representations, habits, procedures and attitudes that characterize him as a member of
the design community” (Galan, cited by Rondina and Becerra, 2008: p. 32).

The complexity of this challenge lies in the heterogeneity of said educational community and in
the existence of diverse ways of practicing professional design (Campi, 2020).

However, regardless of the professional profile with which the student is (de)formed, designing
—inevitably— implies entrepreneurial action and a critical sense that allows him or her to consider
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various situations and integrate different variables. That, although they appear to be unrelated to the
development of the product, are decisive in completing a project.

Regarding the link between students and the scenarios in which they intervene, Galan (2008, p.
24), maintains that:

Our student has been sensitized to see himself as the author of objects, in predictable scenarios,
this is his area of real development. He has not been prepared for dialogue with external actors, he
does not read the context in its complexity. This stereotype of the profession is created every time
that practical work fixes this imaginary, in which reality is absent or has been mutilated, through
exercises unrelated to research.

Additionally, Dorst (2017, p. 13) explains the obsolescence of traditional design methodologies
to address the open, complex, dynamic and interconnected problems present in the post-industrial
era:

These open, complex, dynamic, interconnected problems do not fit well with the assumptions
underlying our conventional problem-solving methods, because most of our conventional strategies
were designed to operate in a hierarchically ordered and highly static and isolated “mini-world.”
When problems arose, we could isolate them in a separate area, break them down into relatively
simple subproblems and analyze them, create subsolutions and then put them together to form an
overall solution that satisfied all the actors involved. If this divide-and-solve strategy failed, we could
use the alternative strategy of exercising authority to “simplify” the extent of the problem by
nullifying one of the parties, and impose a solution that satisfied the most powerful agent.

On the other hand, the design community is highly related to the issue of creativity and
originality of the projects it carries out. Designers are key actors for innovation, and “the world
expects new things from designers; This is the nature of design” (Margolin, 2005, p. 127). However,
it is inappropriate to think about pedagogical strategies without a space-time anchor that acts as a
frame of reference for the proposed innovations, and that contributes to the fragmentation of the
linear, deterministic and progressive logic proposed by the Modern vision of design (Hui, 2020).

It is necessary to expand this vision, to address the needs and problems that are excluded from
this logic or that are perceived by students as problems of lower rank than those required by other
market segments.

This last aspect is related to another of the constitutive features of the predominant design
imaginary, which is linked to an idea of excellence in the practices that define designers and in the
final results they achieve.

Frequently, this idea of excellence is disjointed from the variables and problems that take place
in real scenarios. In the words of Montero (2020, p. 105): “the moral problem of design in community
terms is its own capacity to achieve excellence. The more excellent it is, the more disturbing it is for
the community”.

In our interpretation, this unconscious tradition that only serves to feed the ego of designers,
makes it impossible to resolve real and most urgent problems of all kinds, which can significantly
impact various sectors of our society.

4. Bases for Entrepreneurial Teaching in Industrial Design

Understanding the current situation of many of the local productive networks in Argentina
(Kantis et al., 2020), the potential that the entrepreneurial ecosystem offers us and the philosophical
composition of design, requires us to adequately plan the training bases for entrepreneurial design.

This approach can be considered in three stages:

1. Raising awareness of the entrepreneurial spirit.
2. Training of entrepreneurial skills.
3. Application in real scenarios.
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4.1. Raising Awareness of the Entrepreneurial Spirit

In relation to the first stage, the role of the university is fundamental for the formation of
entrepreneurial capabilities and for promoting the culture of entrepreneurship (Mason and Brown,
2014; Macias-Prada et al., 2023).

Through awareness-raising processes, which are not limited to providing specific tools for the
formation of a new company or the opening of a new business, but also help to promote the
entrepreneurial vocation in students in a broader sense (Zheng and Yang, 2011).

This approach seeks to train professionals to act in various areas of knowledge and, in our
opinion, is consistent with various professional manifestations that industrial design is currently
experiencing (Sohstein, 2005).

The importance of promoting the entrepreneurial spirit finds its justification in the theory of
planned behavior (TCP). Ajzen (1991) states that beliefs, attitudes and intentions precede behavior,
which is why the desire to undertake will be determined by multiple variables.

On the one hand, Fayolle points out that the most effective pedagogical strategies that encourage
the entrepreneurial spirit are those: “centered on the student, and with practical meaning for the life
project, since greater achievement is obtained in generating behaviors that favor entrepreneurship.”
(Fayolle, 2017, p. 109). This vision coincides with that of Pallares et al. (2005), when they state that
entrepreneurial training is linked to what the student experiences as “my personal strategic plan”
(Pallares et al., 2005, p. 34), and they add that “The first company that we must design is life itself”
(Ibidem, p. 40).

On the other hand, McIntyre and Roche (1999, p. 33) understand entrepreneurial intention as:
“the process of providing individuals with the concepts and skills to recognize opportunities that
others may have overlooked and possess the insight and self-esteem to act where others may have
hesitated.”

4.2. Entrepreneurial Skills Training

Regarding this second stage, in our opinion, a training proposal must identify the capabilities
and attitudes that make up entrepreneurial action and how it is related to the design philosophy
outlined above.

Among the various capabilities and traits that define an entrepreneur, we frequently find:
problem solving, innovation, creativity, independence, self-confidence, communication skills,
integrated uncertainty management (Hull et al., 1980; Waisburd, 2009); flexibility, tolerance for
frustration, leadership and decision, taking responsibility, cooperating, networking, managing risk,
self-learning, being proactive, having initiative (Hull et al., 1980; Fawson et al., 2015; Sanchez i Peris
and Ros, 2014); self-efficacy (Zhao, Seibert, & Hills, 2005); perception of feasibility and net
convenience (Segal, Borgia and Schoenfeld, 2005); in addition to family influence (Drennan, Kennedy
and Renfrow, 2005).

Although up to this point, the capabilities and distinctive features are common for the
entrepreneur in general, when addressing the perspective of the entrepreneurial designer we find
some strengths and weaknesses, a consequence of traditional training paths.

Training in industrial design generally results in strengths, such as: the ability to create new
solutions to a given problem, the comprehensive vision of the project, mastery of the design and
development process of products, recognition of various materials and existing production
technologies, the optimization of the economic, morphological and structural design considering the
technology, the mastery of symbolic and morphological aspects of the products, and the ease of
communicating graphically in 2 and 3 dimensions.

On the other hand, regarding the weaknesses of design training, we find: the obsessive search
for design excellence, the excessive search for the approval of peers (design for design), the
disqualification of design challenges linked to segments neglected by industry, the predilection for
endogamous alliances, vanity, obstinacy and loss of objectivity in one's own idea.
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4.3. Undertake from Design in Real Scenarios

Based on the above, any designer who intends to undertake must plan three basic aspects:

(a) The technical capacity regarding the activity in which you are going to undertake.
(b) The resources (your own or someone else's) with which you are going to do it.
(c) The risk level of the context (Observatorio Pyme, 2018).

In other words, the answer must be given to: what? How? and where? is going to be undertaken.

Regarding the technical capacity regarding what is going to be undertaken (what?), each
designer will explore the corresponding industrial sector or sectors based on their interests, in order
to recognize their particular internal dynamics, looking for a way to problematize situations. and
detecting opportunities for entrepreneurial intervention from industrial design.

In this approach, it will be key to promote sensitive observation of the environment and the
creation of business models and viability schemes for future venture projects, as well as the
establishment of —frameworks of reference- to achieve methodological innovation (Dorst, 2017).

Regarding the resources necessary to undertake (how?), design professionals must master a
broad vision that allows them to conceive and differentiate the resources in terms of their typology
and dimensions in order to evaluate them in the context of the entrepreneurial ecosystem.

Additionally, the evaluation of resources and the consideration of the corresponding actor map
allows us to discover “..significant actors causing opportunities that we had not previously
anticipated” (Dorst, 2015, p. 81).

In this framework, design management and strategic thinking integrate multiple linked tools
that “allow the designer to navigate the network, detect connections, signs and rituals, dialogue with
human and artificial actors, as well as negotiate with private, public, political and community
entities” (Leiro, 2008, p. 25).

And finally, regarding the level of risk that comes from the context (where?), entrepreneurial
designers will have the duty to be periodically informed about the basic indices and evolution of the
economy, the general direction of politics, the public and industrial policies and any regulations
(national or subnational) that may directly or indirectly involve the actions to be undertaken or any
of the basic inputs involved. All these actions aimed at recognizing the context and identifying its
dynamics must inevitably be located both in the chosen entrepreneurial ecosystem and in the
corresponding industrial sector.

5. Final Considerations

Up to this point we have characterized this New Era and post-industrial design. We also
understood the differences between the simple industrial framework and the entrepreneurial
ecosystem.

In this framework, we analyze the work situation of industrial designers, observing the
extinction of the dependency relationship as a form of employment relationship.

Consequently, we saw the need for designers to assume the role of entrepreneur, as one of the
few alternatives for professional employment.

Based on the problematic situation determined by the contrast between traditional design
training and the necessary capabilities to undertake industrially from design, strengths and
weaknesses were identified.

Finally, the bases for teaching entrepreneurship for industrial design were proposed, identifying
some aspects in the culture of design that deserve a reconsideration.

Up to this point we have explored, analyzed and reflected on the needs and possible strategies
of entrepreneurial training for industrial designers.

We recognize that, in general, study programs integrate topics related to management and
entrepreneurship among their subjects, which is currently insufficient. Therefore, it becomes evident
that it is necessary to treat the entrepreneurial approach in the subjects or workshops where the
projects are developed, thus guaranteeing their incorporation.
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As a corollary, we have that each venture is born from an idea and from the general and
particular conception of the environment, gathering and synthesizing the differential characteristics
of each entrepreneurial ecosystem in a project or product. We thus reaffirm and highlight the
capabilities that industrial designers have and envision the leading role they will have in this process.

Funding: The study was funded by the Scientific Research Commission of the Province of Buenos
Aires [Grant # BEDOC21] and the Universidad Nacional de La Plata [Grant # 11/B411].
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