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Abstract: The aim of the Brief Encounters Research Network was to explore the potential for new 

and emerging technologies to enable interdisciplinary collaborative design practices at distance. 

This research network was developed in response to current trends in industry, where design is 

becoming an increasingly international activity undertaken with partners in geographically 

distributed locations. As a result design development team members are working 'at distance' in 

virtual cross-cultural, cross-disciplinary and cross-institutional teams, interacting through the use of 

ICTs, such as Web 2.0. To achieve network’s objectives a multidisciplinary consortium of research 

collaborators was established including national and international representatives with diverse 

disciplinary and organizational backgrounds which actively contributed to the network workshop 

activities. 
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1. Introduction 

A recent report by the Council for Industry and Higher Education suggested that globalisation is impacting on 

all workers engaged in knowledge production [1], including designers. These changes mean cultivating additional 

skills in addition to those required in a traditional work environment [2]. These current trends of organisations 

increasingly undertaking new product development activities by distributed design team members inspired an idea 

to conduct a series of workshops with the aim to explore what it means for designers to work in this type of work 

environments and what roles and skills they might need to operate in a virtual networked world. A large body of 

research has signalled the shift from a linear and hierarchical model of product development, where everything 

happened in proximity, to a model of decentralized and dislocated product development, characterized by 

partnerships of geographically distributed organisations [3-5] and the dispersal of the design process. The new 

global division of labour means that product development teams are now scattered across the world as they 

contribute to the different components of the same commodity. Proliferation of Information and Communication 

Technologies (ICTs) is enabling product development team members to work virtually ‘together’, while 

distributed around the globe [6, 7]. O'Sullivan [8] argues that organising virtually has the potential to greatly 

reduce costs, particularly in relation to personnel disruption and travel. He also argues that it makes available ‘a 

world-wide pool of potential partners, thereby giving access to a wider range of competencies than otherwise and 

perhaps more flexibility in the terms under which development risks are shared’… [8, p.94] 

The purpose of this paper is to reflect on workshops undertaken to elaborate on issues in distributed cross-

institutional and cross-disciplinary design. In order to do this, the paper presents an overview of issues associated 
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with undertaking design by distributed product development teams. First, we briefly outline the context of why 

design is undertaken by distributed product development teams. Then, we describe some of the issues associated 

with distributed teams that have been identified and discussed in a series of workshops sponsored by AHRC and 

IED. Afterwards, we discuss some of the challenges faced by designers when undertaking product development 

within distributed product development teams. We suggest that many of the challenges are associated with 

‘distances’ on dimensions of time, technology, geography, culture, and discipline. 

2. Working in distributed design environments  

The increasing globalisation of production, distribution and consumption of goods and services is both the 

condition for, and the consequence of, major changes in the ways consumer products are developed and 

manufactured [9-12]. These changes include an emphasis on increasing flexibility of production, reducing product 

development time and enhancing quality [e.g. 6, 13, 14, 15]. 

It has been suggested that: ‘Through advances in ICT and efficiencies in production and logistics, global supply 

chains are becoming more disaggregated and open to greater competition. A country which understands and 

specialises on specific parts of the supply chain can grow in competitiveness and gain access to new markets.’ [16, 

p. 46] Indeed, it is claimed that ‘recent developments in ICT, such as Web 2.0, computer aided design and rapid 

prototyping are impacting on the design processes and in turn are changing the skills requirements of designers’. 

[17, p. 19] 

Engardio and Einhorn [18] provide examples of consumer electronics companies such as HP, Nokia, Nikon, 

Canon, Sony and Apple who engage other companies to undertake the majority of their product development. 

Thus, product development in these companies is often cross-organisational. For example, the Apple iPod is 

manufactured by subcontractors who source components from around the world, and in turn are designed by other 

companies such as PortalPlayer [19, 20]. Thus, the trend of moving production offshore, the increased cost and 

complexity of new product development, and advancements in information and communication technologies 

(ICTs) and manufacturing technologies, are contributing to the design and development of products to be 

undertaken with partners in geographically distributed settings [21-24]. These types of arrangements are known as 

‘virtual organisations’. O’Sullivan [8, p. 94] describes a virtual organisation as having: …’diverse project 

membership conducting much of its work across time and space boundaries and mostly through horizontal 

communication enabled by distributed technologies’. 

Recent report by European Commission [17, p. 6] states that ‘companies must adapt to globalisation, increasing 

competition and diverse consumer demand. Innovation is a key driver of competitiveness and economic growth, 

and part of the solution to environmental and social challenges.’ [17, p. 7] The report asserts that ‘design is an 

important part of the innovation process. Research shows that design-driven companies are more innovative than 

others.’ [17, p. 14]. For example, ‘in view of growing competitive pressures on global markets, the [European] 

Commission has developed a research strategy for the design and development of consumer-centred and 

personalised products in manufacturing. It aims at the development of tools that enable the design of products 

everywhere — with the customer as co-designer — and the manufacture of these products anywhere in the world.’ 

[17, p. 52] 
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As a result product design and development team members are working in cross-cultural, cross-disciplinary 

and cross-institutional teams, whose interactions are mediated by ICTs [e.g. 23, 25, 26], such as Web 2.0 

technologies [16]. 

Despite significant technological advances distance still matters in collaboration, particularly in corporate 

contexts [27]. Previous projects undertaken between School of Design at Northumbria University with external 

commercial collaborators confirm that at distance collaboration remains difficult because of complex issues, such 

as protecting intellectual property, organisational IT policies and cultural differences [28]. Although, the UK 

design sector is clearly creative, it has been suggested that the ‘workforce lacks diversity and is therefore ill-

equipped to work in increasingly multi-cultural and global markets’ [2, p. 10]. This is supported by research, 

which suggests that it is often a complex challenge to successfully negotiate cross-cultural and cross-

organisational exchanges [29, 30]. 

At this time, literature and discussions on how ICT is impacting on the new product development activities is 

not unified. For example, on the one hand, it highlights the potential of distributed mode of product development 

in the sense of higher levels of creativity and innovation [31, p. 1476]. On the other hand, it also points to some of 

the challenges associated with the geographic distribution of workgroups, i.e. intersection of organisational, 

cultural and disciplinary boundaries in virtual product development teams [32].  

Additionally, the Design Skills Advisory Panel [2] in the UK suggested that: ...'working globally and in 

partnership (both remotely and face to face) with overseas designers and suppliers will require language and 

communication skills that go way beyond current needs, while designing in, and for, different cultures and 

contexts will stretch designers' abilities and methodologies to the limits.'  It is therefore of paramount importance 

to understand all of the discussed intersections in collaborating in global design environments, as it is claimed that 

social and cultural aspects of individual design team members play a significant part during the design process 

[33]. Some of these issues have been discussed and addressed in the three workshops, prepared and executed by 

the Brief Encounters Research Network. 

3. Three Workshops 

 

Supported by AHRC and IED grant, investigators from City University London, Northumbria University and 

Lancaster University brought together academics and practitioners within the design field from all over the world 

in order to discuss the challenges emerging technologies bring to design education, theory and practice. 
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Three structured workshops were held at three separate locations to discuss these challenges and find possible 

ways forward in (re)designing design practice through new technologies. 

3.1 Workshop 1 – London 

The first workshop was held at City University in London in April 2012. One of its aims was to start exploring 

opportunities to improve interdisciplinary design processes over distance by use of existing technologies. 

  

Twenty-one academics, commercial researchers and designers were present from companies as diverse as 

Autodesk, Square One, ICDancing, Philips, Motorola, Mayborn Baby and Child, and Kohler, five of which 

participated remotely. The workshop was structured into two sessions. After an overview of the workshop 

programme from the organizers and brief introductions from all participants, the first session aimed to capture 

details of creative conversations that the participants had been part of within the last four to six weeks. 

 

Figure 1. Introduction cards on the left and working with a participant at distance on the right 

 

In order to improve workshop participants engagement, the team from University of Lancaster incorporated 

entertaining elements through a series of creative conversation prompts that would generate interesting 

stories. These prompts were developed into a comic strip theme that would encourage the participants to describe 

their creative conversations by drawing or writing in blank comic strip cells, see Figure 2 below. The completed 
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comic strips would feed into discussions in the second phase of the workshop around the four themes: the effect of 

supporting artefacts, different media, participant’s background and the overall success of the conversations. 

 

Figure 2. Example of comic strips generated by the workshop participants 

Building on the ‘creative conversations’ the second session involved teams of participants identifying 

challenges that working in distributed environments brings and how these can be tackled by the use of 

technologies at hand (see Figure 3). The introduction to the second session was provided by presentations from 

academic and industrial participants. Short talks focused on the use of communication technologies in both 

professional and educational environments and aimed at boosting discussions among the workshop participants on 

these topics. 

The final result of the second session was a set of roadmaps, identifying how and when technologies need to be 

adapted to aid the design processes. Each group of participants briefly presented their ideas. Furthermore, areas to 

be explored in the Workshop 3 were informed by the groups. 

Ian Thompson, a senior designer at Kohler, said that: 

 

…our design practice and global working methods are evolving 

and the problems we face to stay at the peak of productivity and 

innovation change constantly. Sessions like these bring real world 

context to academic research and combined will develop deeper 

understanding of the current and future landscape and provide a 

roadmap to the future of technologically assisted design practice. 

Ian’s interview is available from this link https://vimeo.com/49751462 

https://vimeo.com/49751462
https://vimeo.com/49751462
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Figure 3. Mapping activities involved co-located and distributed workshop members  

more photos from this workshop are available on from this link http://sdrv.ms/QlHrUd 

Dr. Andy Polaine Lucerne University of Applied Sciences and Arts said that: 

 

Andy’s interview is available from 

this link https://vimeo.com/48744819  

It was interesting for me to take part via Skype and the other 

technologies involved. "Eating our own dog food" in that way 

highlights just what the reality is of involved too many technologies in 

one go. Facetime inexplicably didn't work on the iPad in the location, 

Skype was okay, but displayed all the usual delays and drop-outs of 

Skype, and suddenly there are three or four ways of sending files to 

people. The spectrum of too much technology makes for a stressful 

scenario. Often it's better to simply have a couple of channels and, 

more important, to adhere to some agreed conventions (files go on 

Dropbox, Skype is for chatting live with some kind of text chat back-

channel).  

Actually the social/work conventions were more important than what technology we used, because they are 

transferable across technologies. The other thing that was interesting to me was how we are still socially not 

very competent at including "virtual" or remote parties in group conversations. Often the laptop camera was 

facing away from the table, so I could hear, but I could not see what was going on. We need to develop the social 

skills to have someone taking the remote person by the hand, as it were, and being their shepherd to include 

them actively in the face to face processes. It's all new territory. 

 

3.2 Workshop 2 – Cavtat 

To gain additional information on how designers perceive working in distributed teams and the challenges they 

face with the new technologies as part of their work environment, the Brief Encounters team held a half day 

workshop at the 12th International Design Conference Design 2012 in Cavtat, Croatia. 

http://sdrv.ms/QlHrUd
http://sdrv.ms/QlHrUd
http://sdrv.ms/QlHrUd
https://vimeo.com/48744819
https://vimeo.com/48744819
http://www.designconference.org/
http://www.designconference.org/
http://www.designconference.org/
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Figure 4. AHRC Brief Encounters workshop conducted at 12th International Design Conference Design 2012 

more photos from this workshop are available from this link http://sdrv.ms/Tmmo1j 

Twenty-two participants from academia and industry attended the workshop held in May at this international 

design conference. Similar to the first Brief Encounters workshop in London, the participants were asked to 

outline one of the creative conversations they had in the past months. The major questions this time were, how the 

use of technology helped/challenged them and was there something they could do through the use of technology 

that they otherwise would not be able to do. The participants of this workshop identified similar challenges as the 

participants of the workshop held in London. The main four identified challenges were: Cultures to support 

distributed collaboration; Intimacies; Trust; Use of artefacts and Visualisation in distributed design teams. In the 

second part of the workshop participant worked on proposals to solving these challenges. 

3.3 Workshop 3 – Lancaster 

The results of the first two workshops served as a starting point to the third workshop held in the creative 

facilitation space of ImaginationLancaster, Lancaster University in early June 2012. 

The main objective of the workshop was to determine common research topics that the participants want to 

pursue within the field of (re)designing design practice through emerging technologies. 

In the first part the participants from industry led the discussion on challenges identified in earlier workshops. 

 

Figure 5. Gavin Proctor, Design director Lifestyle Philips Design, participating from a ‘distance’ 

more photos from the workshop are available on this link http://sdrv.ms/YjKzn8 

http://sdrv.ms/Tmmo1j
http://sdrv.ms/Tmmo1j
http://www.designconference.org/
http://sdrv.ms/Tmmo1j
http://imagination.lancaster.ac.uk/
http://sdrv.ms/YjKzn8
http://sdrv.ms/YjKzn8
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The second part of the workshop was structured into three sessions to foster creative discussions. The first 

session was structured group work where each work group was given a task to explore a specific question. The 

participants were allocated into 5 groups and each group included members participating from other geographic 

locations such as China, Denmark, Japan and Netherlands. Each team was asked to explore issues related to one of 

the 5 predetermined questions/challenges (identified in the first two workshops, see Figure 6). The participants 

were asked to map out methods and techniques to manage and overcome these questions: 

 How can we use digital tools to support design creativity? 

 How can digital technologies support Open and Agile design process? 

 What digital tools can we create to transform initial creative process? 

 How will design practice be transformed through digital technologies such as 3D printers? 

 What new skills are needed to support distributed design collaborations? 

 

Figure 6. Five key areas explored during the 3rd workshop 

 

  

 

Figure 7. Exploration of questions 

http://sdrv.ms/YjKzn8
http://sdrv.ms/YjKzn8
http://sdrv.ms/YjKzn8
http://sdrv.ms/YjKzn8
http://sdrv.ms/YjKzn8
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During the second session the participant were asked to outline their interest in regard to future research 

proposals. Each of the participants individually outlined their research interest, skills and competences and 

presented one of the challenges he/she was interested in pursuing in the future. 

 

Figure 8. Workshop participants presenting their research interests 

   

Figure 9. Examples of issues identified by the workshop participants 

The last session was discussion between participants to outline possible research funding proposals. This led to 

the formation of small groups that individually discussed their research interests after the workshop closure. 

Commences from the workshop participants 

Professor Simon Vaitkevicius, IED representative, commented that: 

 

Simon’s intreview can be access at this 

link https://vimeo.com/49168897  

The event was interesting and innovative in its approach to the use 

of collaboration tools. The virtual participants interacted very well 

throughout the day and it felt like they were there in person. There was 

also a definite positive feeling with those participating and the feeling 

that something will come from these events. It was an excellent event 

to network and foster new ideas. Certainly a good breeding ground 

for innovative new ideas in collaboration with Industry and 

Academia. 

 

http://sdrv.ms/YjKzn8
https://vimeo.com/49168897
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Dr Peter Troxler an independent researcher and consultant, in the area of open source and digital manufacturing, 

said that: 

Peter’s interview can be access via this 

link https://vimeo.com/48582259  

Virtual collaboration across distances, languages and time zones 

has become somewhat like second nature to me as an independent 

consultant and researcher. University has never really prepared me 

for that, and even if today's students are all supposed to be "digital 

natives" I'm often stupefied how little virtuosity they show in using 

the various technologies appropriately in different situational 

setting. 

The two workshops I attended were clearly addressing this specific question – how to employ the technical 

means in a way that supports collaboration in the particular situation and addresses the specific challenges of 

the distributed, mediated communication setting. 

Most of us already work remotely in some way or other, cobbling together the sets of tools and applications that 

suit us, that we have to hand or simply those thrust upon us by I.T. departments. It's hard to imagine a work 

environment without e-mail, Skype and some kind of central server or shared space like Dropbox. Some 

applications and services, like Dropbox, are more flexible and lend themselves to a variety of workflows. Some, 

like most of the intranet systems I've ever been made to use, are constraining and force people to confirm to a 

certain way of working. Here is, I think, the challenge. 

There is no shortage of tools and technologies out there – the real task is understanding the human, often 

emotional aspect, of what people are trying to achieve together. As soon as you start thinking in terms of 

abstracts, such as ‘projects’ and ‘teams’ or, worse, in terms of technologies the focus spins very quickly away 

from people's needs. A basic platform that is easily understandable is always more useful than a full-featured 

technology that has a steep learning curve. Too much research has gone into developing technologies – we're 

left with engineers with handfuls of technology looking for uses. What we really need to do is to understand 

more deeply how people collaborate in a much more human-centred way, based around all the messiness of 

human activity and relationships, not an idealised view of project plans and team structures. 

Itamar a designer at Autodesk identified that: 

 

Itamar’s interview is available from this 

link https://vimeo.com/48741789 

One of challenges that we are facing more and more at 

Autodesk is that design teams are collaborating across 

geographies. So, how do you design object interfaces when teams 

are distributed as the interfaces of these product are very 

important in getting the user experience right?  

One of the issues that we have identified during the workshop 

was how do we build an awareness of what each design team 

member is doing at any particular time across the distributed 

design team. This is a very small, but very difficult aspect of 

synchronising teams located in different locations. Another issue 

is the lack of tools supporting the early design development 

stages. 

https://vimeo.com/48582259
https://vimeo.com/48582259
https://vimeo.com/48582259
https://vimeo.com/48741789
https://vimeo.com/48741789
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4. Conclusion 

The aim of the Brief Encounters Network was to identify key research themes in the area of digital 

transformations in Design and to start discussion on possible joint research proposals among the participants. 

Digital technologies are transforming how and with whom designers are able to work. This in turn is stretching 

current design methodologies while at the same time creating new possibilities for designers. Through the 

workshops the participants found that companies ranging from Philips Research to the small but excellent 

Radarstation are all looking for creative ways of practising design across different locations. For example, 

AutoCAD is a company which is developing digital design tools but is also exploring how to support designers in 

the early stages of the design process. 

The five key questions were identified by the participants and are suggested to be a guide to explore research 

areas in respect to digital transformations in Design: 

 How can we use digital tools to support design creativity? 

 How can digital technologies support Open and Agile design process? 

 What digital tools can we create to transform initial creative process? 

 How will design practice be transformed through digital technologies such as 3D printers? 

 What new skills are needed to support distributed design collaborations? 

In addition to the above questions the workshops participants have found out that designers will need to 

develop the capacity to work in cross-cultural teams and abilities to deal with challenges related to working at 

‘cross-distance’. Participants felt that designers will also need to develop an understanding of users’ cultures. 

Co-development and co-production with developing countries was identified as another opportunity which should 

be further explored. It was suggested that development of physical ‘apps’ can help to facilitate remote 

collaborations/communications. How can ‘designing at distance’ be made ‘better’ than ‘design in a room’ was 

identified as a further challenge. 

5. References 

[1] Diamond, A., Walkley, L., Forbes, P., Hughes, T. and Sheen, J. Global Graduates into Global Leaders. 

(The Association of Graduate Recruiters (AGR), the Council for Industry and Higher Education (CIHE) 

and CFE Research and Consulting, 2011). 

[2] The Design Skills Advisory Panel. Design a New Design Industry: Design Skills Consultation. (Creative 

& Cultural Skills and the Design Council, London, UK, 2006). 

[3] Lin, L.-H. and Lu, I.-Y. Adoption of virtual organization by Taiwanese electronics firms: An empirical 

study of organization structure innovation. Journal of Organizational Change Management, 2005, 18(2), 

184-200. 

[4] Ma, H. and Davidrajuh, R. An iterative approach for distribution chain design in agile virtual 

environment. Industrial Management & Data Systems, 2005, 105, (6), 815-834. 

[5] Pawar, K.S. and Dharifi, S. Virtual collocation of design teams: coordinating for speed. International 

Journal of Agile Management Systems, 2000, 2(2), 104–113. 

[6] Ernst, D. and Kim, L. Global production networks, knowledge diffusion, and local capability formation. 

Research Policy, 2002, 31, 1417–1429. 

[7] Gratton, L. Working Together...When Apart. The Wall Street Journal, 2007, June 16, p. R2. 

[8] O'Sullivan, A. Dispersed collaboration in a multi-firm, multi-team product-development project. Journal 

of Engineering and Technology Management, 2003, 20(1–2), 93–116. 

[9] du Gay, P., ed. Production of Culture/Cultures of Production. (Sage, London, 1997). 

[10] Reich, R.B. The Work of Nations. (Vinathe Books, New York, NY, 1992). 

[11] von Hippel, E. Democratizing innovation. (The MIT Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 2005). 



12 

 

[12] Department for Business Enterprise and Regulatory Reform. Globalisation and the changing UK 

economy. London, UK, 2008). 

[13] Bohemia, E. Lean Manufacturing and its impact on the role of Industrial Designers in Australia. Faculty 

of the Built Environment, p. 414 (The University of New South Wales, Sydney, 2002). 

[14] OECD Committee on Industry and Business Environment (CIBE). Global Industrial Restructuring. 

(Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development, Paris, France, 2002). 

[15] Harvey, M.G. and Griffith, D.A. The Role of Globalization, Time Acceleration, and Virtual Global Teams 

in Fostering Successful Global Product Launches. Journal of Product Innovation Management, 2007, 

24(5), 486–501. 

[16] Cutler, T. Venturous Australia: Building Strength in Innovation – Review of the National Innovation 

System. (Cutler & Company Pty Ltd, Melbourne, Australia, 2008). 

[17] European Commission. Commission Staff Working Document: Design as a driver of user-centred 

innovation. (Commission of The European Communities, Brussels, 2009). 

[18] Engardio, P. and Einhorn, B. Outsourcing Innovation. BusinessWeek, 2005, March 1. 

[19] Leonard, A. The World in the iPod. Spiegel Online, 2005, August 8. 

[20] Kahney, L. Inside Look at Birth of the IPod. Wired2004). 

[21] Asokan, A. and Payne, M.J. Local Cultures and Global Corporations. Design Management Journal, 2008, 

3(2), 9–20. 

[22] Bohemia, E. and Harman, K. Globalization and Product Design Education: The Global Studio. Design 

Management Journal, 2008, 3(2), 53–68. 

[23] Hinds, P.J. and Bailey, D.E. Out of Sight, Out of Sync: Understanding Conflict in Distributed Teams. 

Organization Science, 2003, 14(6), 615–632. 

[24] Gann, D. and Dodgson, M. Innovation Technology: How new technologies are changing the way we 

innovate. (NESTA, London, 2007). 

[25] Zakaria, N., Amelinckx, A. and Wilemon, D. Working Together Apart? Building a Knowledge-Sharing 

Culture for Global Virtual Teams. Creativity and Innovation Management, 2004, 13(1), 15–29. 

[26] Brandl, J. and Neyer, A.-K. Applying Cognitive Adjustment Theory to Cross-Cultural Training For 

Global Virtual Teams. Human Resource Management, 2009, 48(3), 341– 353. 

[27] Cherian, S.P. and Olson, J.S. Extending a theory of remote scientific collaboration to corporate contexts. 

CHI '07 extended abstracts on Human factors in computing systems (ACM, New York, NY, USA, 2007). 

[28] Bohemia, E., Turnock, C., Lovatt, B., Harman, K. and Woodhouse, J. The Open ICT Tools. (JISC infoNet, 

Newcastle upon Tyne, UK, 2010). 

[29] Kono, T. and Lynn, L. Strategic new product development for the global economy. (Palgrave Macmillan, 

New York, 2007). 

[30] Diamant, E.I., Fussell, S.R. and Lo, F.-L. Collaborating across cultural and technological boundaries: 

team culture and information use in a map navigation task. In Fussell, S., Hinds, P. and Ishida, T., eds. 

IWIC '09 Proceeding of the 2009 international workshop on Intercultural collaboration, pp. 175–184 

(AMC, Palo Alto, CA, 2009). 

[31] Felgen, L., Grieb, J., Lindemann, U., Pulm, U., Chakrabarti, U.A. and Vijaykumar, G. The Impact of 

cultural aspects on the design process. In Marjanovic, D., ed. 8th International Design Conference: 

Design 2004, pp. 1475–1480 (Faculty of Mechanical Engineering and Naval Architecture, University of 

Zagreb and The Design Society, Glasgow, Dubrovnik, 2004). 

[32] Nambisan, S. Information Systems as a Reference Discipline for New Product Development. MIS 

Quarterly, 2003, 27(1), 1–18. 

[33] Strickfaden, M. Tin Tin, Topographical Map and Whiskey: The 'Cultural Capital' of Design Students. In 

Marjanovic, D., ed. 8th International Design Conference - Design 2004, pp. 1493–1502 (Faculty of 

Mechanical Engineering and Naval Architecture, University of Zagreb, Dubrovnik, Croatia, 2004). 

 

 


