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It used to be that a good paying corporate job, a house in the suburbs with a two-car garage, and a white 
picket fence satiated the quintessential American dream but that vision has been challenged in recent 
years. Many are trading in the picket fence and the office cubicle and clearing off their kitchen tables to 
start an enterprise from their home that they can control, not one that controls them. Although the risks 
are great and the workload may be insane, many still seek the autonomy, control, and satisfaction of 
business ownership. 
 
In order to prepare for the future, design students are challenged to 
build a wide range of interdisciplinary skills that provide maximum 
flexibility and financial options. Entrepreneurship is one such skill. 
Whether considering starting an enterprise, a private consultancy, or 
just wanting to be an outstanding employee, students need to learn 
how to recognize opportunity, harness the resources to exploit that 
opportunity, exercise their creativity, create sustainable solutions, take the inherent risks, and, of course, 
participate in the rewards. 
 
Entrepreneurship + Innovation  
Entrepreneurship is one of the most important aspects of our economy today. Every company in 
existence today was once a fledgling start-up with big ideas and bigger dreams. Just as entrepreneurial 
success is the lifeblood of the economy, so is innovation the lifeblood of entrepreneurship. Without the 
two, critical technologies and life-saving medicines cannot be developed, superior ways of delivering 
products and services go untapped, new companies fail to be started, and job creation falters. 
Unfortunately, a great number of innovations are failing to be developed and brought to market as they 
should be. Some are languishing in university labs, and some are simply getting caught in institutional 
bureaucracies. Others are kept proprietary and are never disclosed by university researchers. 
 

Entrepreneurship is a relatively new field of study in 
higher education and the question is: Can 
entrepreneurship be taught? Historically entrepreneurs 
have been self-taught individuals with little formal 
schooling such as the likes of Edison and Carnegie. 
These great entrepreneurs of the past did not, however, 
succeed on their own. Most had access to an informal 
community of mentors and were able to tap into a rich 
network of contacts and appropriate resources.  
  

Today, university campuses are largely the centers of learning and the networks that form the crossroads 
of civilization; just as young people from all points once converged on the great cities to learn and shape 
their destinies, today they go to college. The campus is where all fields can intersect and cross-pollinate 
such as mathematics and medicine, philosophy and public policy, engineering and the arts, and where all 
sectors of the real-world economy are represented. The possibilities are staggering! It is no surprise that 
private firms, government agencies, and nonprofits all come to campus to sponsor research, to breed and 
recruit talent, to search for new ideas. It is no coincidence that the regions flourishing with entrepreneurial 
activity today tend to grow up around universities: that is where the high-impact entrepreneurs of 
tomorrow are.  
 
Industrial Design + Entrepreneurship  
As a discipline, industrial design has a broad knowledge base that is fairly well suited for entrepreneurial 
success. Design melds the arts, a little marketing and business, some technology, a smidgen of 
engineering, conceptual drawing, model-making, material knowledge, CAD, and a creative problem-
solving methodology. This skill set and knowledge ideally lends itself to entrepreneurial activities but this 



education alone is not enough. Successful entrepreneurs often have skills that are not so tangible. For 
example, in 1947 Howard Head developed over 70 prototypes before creating the first laminated metal 
snow ski and revolutionizing the industry. Using the same approach, he developed and patented a line of 
new aluminum rackets and introduced the Prince Advantage in 1976, which revolutionized the tennis 
industry. Tim Niemier, the founder of Ocean Kayak, experimented for years hollowing out surfboards, 
messing with fiberglass, and eventually combining rotational molding and kayak design.  
 

So the question remains: How can one teach entrepreneurism? How can a student 
work through an entire development process from concept to consumer in a 
classroom setting? After posing this question to colleagues in the business college, 
they suggested a handful of interesting courses, various books, and a series of 
workshops that would cover the basics of beginning a business. They also 
suggested that our small business development center could provide guidance and 
additional literature. These suggestions were adequate but were academically 
book-based along with inspiring case studies, which didn’t seem like the most 
effective way to teach entrepreneurship. Adding more courses to our curriculum 
was also not viable because it would mean dropping other courses or it would mean 
adding an extra year to our program. The fact is that most entrepreneurial activities 
are learned through “experience” or, as some say, “the hard way.” With this in mind, 

the new goal became to create a hands-on, academic experience in entrepreneurship; or in other words, 
have design students create their own mini businesses. 
 
Entrepreneurship + Eco-design = ReMade 
Since 1995, our ID program has had a strong education in ecodesign and the 
creation of many one-off ecoproducts. With a desire to incorporate 
entrepreneurship into the program, ReMade was the answer to blending an 
already successful curriculum in ecodesign with entrepreneurship. From the 
design side, ReMade was a material-driven project focused on reusing 
discarded materials and turning them into commercially viable products, or in 
other words, “trash to cash.” From the entrepreneurial side, the projects gave 
students an opportunity to market and sell their products and it was easy to 
justify mass production from materials that were essentially free and readily 
available.  
 
The project began with a collective business plan that simply stated that students would design and mass 
produce useful objects from industrial scrap, etc., and would retail them at a local venue. The project 
began by intercepting a steady source of “raw materials” that were readily available in the form of 
industrial scrap, factory waste, or excess materials leftover from industry, commercial businesses, or 
homes. There was a strong focus on experimentation with the reclaimed, reused, or recycled materials. 
Students got dirty quickly as they cut, formed, glued, and finished the discarded materials and began to 
understand their strengths and limitations. The challenge was to not only incorporate recycled materials 

into the product but to assure that the product they were creating could 
also be recycled once its useful life was over. As the students were doing 
this, they become familiar with the key philosophies associated with 
ecodesign (e.g., life cycle analysis, design for disassembly, post-
consumer waste, etc.). They were also challenged to use sustainable 
practices throughout the production process such as avoiding toxic 
chemicals, finishes, or unhealthy or unsafe fabrication processes. 
 
For the entrepreneurial part of the project students specified a target 
market for their product that identified their customer base. Their 

marketing strategies addressed basic consumer needs, usability, product quality, and identified price 
points for their products. With these issues in mind, students created their first prototypes for evaluation. 
Once a design was chosen, each student fabricated 20 copies of their design. This small “production run” 
was manufactured in a dorm room, apartment, or university facility. The fact that each student had to 
make a quantity of “20” quickly simplified each design dramatically! Students then branded (name, logo, 



etc.) their products and designed appropriate hangtags that included the product’s story of sustainability. 
If packaging was required (e.g., for protection or loose pieces), it was also designed and created by the 
students. Promotion and advertising were carried out through press releases, posters, email lists, word of 
mouth, and publishing the event in the retailer’s newsletter. 
 

Students had the opportunity to “pitch” their products to the savvy buyers at the 
Seattle Art Museum to see which ones they would carry. Only four students’ works 
were selected and purchased outright at a wholesale price (50% of retail). A second 
venue was chosen (Goods for the Planet) to sell the remaining products and required 
the design and fabrication of a point-of-purchase display that was collectively built 
and installed by the students. This second retail space agreed to sell the products on 
consignment for a 2-month period. Each product was inventoried and bar coded so 
sales could be tracked and consignment fees paid. In the consignment agreement, a 
percentage of the sales went to the participating business, which reflected the reality 
of economics in the business world. 

 
Students had the opportunity to observe consumers first hand during business 
hours and solicit feedback from the salespeople in the store throughout the day. 
With this information they often adjusted their pricing (up or down) based on the 
success or failure during the first week of sales. Much to the dismay of some 
students, the final sale was not always the end of the process. Occasionally, 
products were returned by unsatisfied customers, or products were damaged. But 
more commonly, students sold out their entire inventory and were faced with the 
option of taking additional orders (which means back to the “factory”) or saying “no” 
to future orders.  
 
This 10-week project was an indelible entrepreneurial experience for each student whether his or her 
product introduction was successful or not. One product was even pulled off the shelf by the retailer 
because of poor performance. 
 
In summary, the project scope was outlined as follows: 
 
 - Business plan (collective) 

- Collection of “raw materials” from industry, businesses, etc. 
 - Experimentation with material properties (cutting, drilling, gluing, etc.) 
 - Prototyping ideas (creating functional models) 
 - Defining target market 
 - Quick testing of designs and design refinement 
 - Production of 20 pieces 
 - Branding (product name, hang tags, instructions) 
 - Pricing (bar coding and entering each item into store inventory) 

- Invoicing and tracking sales 
 - Point-of-purchase display created by students 
 - Promotion and advertising 
 - 2 months of sales 
 - Additional orders and returns 
 
To date, this project has been carried out for four consecutive years and the results have been extremely 
successful. Each year, most students sell-out their entire inventory and one product has even spawned a 
small cottage industry that is flourishing today! 
 

“Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world.  
Indeed it’s the only thing that ever has.” —Margaret Mead 


