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1. What is Design?



Design connects Technology and Humanity

Everything we have used in our daily lives 
has been designed: 

toothbrush – packaging – furniture –
electronic apps – transportation service –

almost every non-natural thing a human 
interacts with.

Design is 
ubiquitous...
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Design is a process



Problem Space
Doing the right things

Solution Space
Doing things right

Design is a process









2. How is it understood in the 
school curriculum?



drop in Design 
uptake at school

Over the last decade:

• British D&T GCSE entries have fallen by 68% 

• the number of D&T teachers has halved. 

68%
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3. What is the urgency?







http://www.designishistory.com/1960/first-things-first/



https://firstthingsfirst2014.net/



Design is an agent of change 

which can help us make sense of 

what is happening and to turn it 

to our advantage.

ALICE RAWSTHORN 2022

“



The definition of design has evolved 

rapidly in recent years as technological 

advances impact our design capabilities, 

while societal shifts demand increasingly 

sophisticated, human-centred, and 

strategic design responses. 

INSTITUTE OF DESIGNERS IRELAND 2021

“

37,500 Irish designers

25,000 require CPD

70,000 est designers 2025

1,300    graduates a year









4. Sustainable choices



Search term: sustainable design - undergraduate

Result: 141 courses from 47 providers

Search term: sustainable design - postgraduate

Result: 74 courses from 40 providers

2025



• Increasing cross-cultural and transdisciplinary 

communication and collaboration 

• Preparing students for technological, environmental, 

cultural, social and economical change

• Teaching qualitative and quantitative research 

methods (including ethnography) to solve problems 

• These intrinsically connected objectives are imperative 

today when the context in which we live – and design 

– is increasingly more complex and diverse.

MARIA ROGAL, ICOGRADA 2011: 117Malaria Communication Mozambique 2016



5. Student answers







https://www.dandad.org/work/new-blood-archive/the-green-switch
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WINNER
CUMULUS Green Award 2024: 
Designing Healthy Future

WINNER : MEDICAL DEVICE DESIGN

FINALISTSCHOLARSHIPSFINALIST



2020



Silent Pain:
Exploring the 
Disconnect between 
Migraine Patients and 
Access to Advanced 
Treatments in Ireland.

MSc Design Innovation
Dissertation
Viva

Josephine Madden 

Image Credit: mdsearchlight.com







HSE Design at the Frontline Scholarship

https://youtu.be/8oU-EpvfkmA?si=RpBJNBUF7zcPEV6t
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DESIGN AND APPLIED SCIENCE STUDENTS EDINBURGH NAPIER UNIVERSITY 2019

I really value these cross-disciplinary activities because I 

feel like that’s what designers could do a lot, they have to 

interact with a lot of other people from different areas.

I think being able to collaborate with others from different 

disciplines can sort of help you out as a person, so you can 

look at different things that you could do with your degree..

“



6. Present challenges



• The history of contemporary art and design highlights how 

artistic research is better at creating connections rather 

than divisions between ways of making and thinking,

• the art and design university still represents one of the 

most robust institutional examples of art’s potential to 

nurture expansive thinking, diversity and change. 

LIINAMAA, S. 2018 Negotiating a ‘radically ambiguous world’: planning for the future of research at 

the art and design university. International Journal of Art & Design Education, 37(3), 426-437.
ENU Graphic Design Degree Show 2016

higher education



In an increasingly market and research-led university education 

sector, the status and validity of artistic research has never been more 

crucial and yet also, it seems, never more contested. 

BELCHER 2014: 235

“



technologies





• Deep expertise and technical knowledge - Although AI can increasingly 

complete many high-level cognitive tasks, it requires professionals with 
subject matter expertise to discern the accuracy and value of AI output 
and identify the degree to which various tasks can be aided through the 

use of AI. Subject experts are also needed to train AI models and ensure 
responsible standards.

• Adaptability - to respond quickly and proactively to rapidly evolving 
technological advancements - strategic and intellectual yet also involves 
emotional resilience.

• Communication skills - the most highly valued are those that are 
interpersonal, verbal, real time, team-based, and multimodal in nature.

• Integrity – ethical reasoning is an essential human skill that requires 

extensive development and cannot be replaced by AI.

• Innovation and Creativity – human traits that are not easily mimicked by 

AI and which allow professionals to provide unique value in the workplace.

CARDON, P., MARSHALL, B. 2025 Defining Key Workplace Competencies in the AI Era



• Commercial imperatives must be balanced with social and cultural ones.

• Designers must become advocates of issues and concerns.

• Future designers can specialise in particular areas, but they must leave 

school being business savvy and humanitarian. 

• A designer must be a conscientious citizen. 

• Design education must not lose sight of why young people want to 

become designers and not business people — they want to make things 

2D, 3D, virtual, in motion, to make boxes, banners and campaigns.

STEVEN HELLER & LITA TALARICO, ICOGRADA 2011: 85

conclusions

Macdonald & MacLeod 2018



• Designers are moving away from tangible object-orientation 

and toward experiential or service-oriented design solutions. 

• The challenge for design education is to adapt and to critique. 

TEAL TRIGGS, ICOGRADA 2011: 126Malaria Communication Mozambique 2016

conclusions



Thank you
Dr Iain Macdonald

Associate Professor - Department of Design Innovation

iain.macdonald@mu.ie
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