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Connectivist learning theory used to benefit industrial design
A methodology for understanding learning in a digital age













Machines just make things





Industry 1.0



Industry 2.0



Industry 3.0



Industry 4.0



Once they are connected it will change the 
way we design and manufacture products



If a physical product that industrial 
designers create undergoes a 

large revolution in 10-years, 
education must also follow.



20-years ago…



• Strong sustainability focus
• Eco-friendly solutions
• ‘Green design’
• Traditional methods of 

mass manufacture





Method

We conducted an extensive survey of 190 respondents from 53 countries to establish the present state of 
industrial design practice globally and to better understand the priority sustainability is given by practicing 
industrial designers. 
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Continent coded by country of origin (in %). Darker colour = higher distribution. 

European industrial designers made up the biggest 
part of the sample with 44.7 per cent (n =85);
North America with 18.9 per cent (n = 36);
Asia with 13.7 per cent (n = 26);
Australia and Oceania with 11.1 per cent (n = 21);
South America with 9.5 per cent (n = 18);
Africa with 2.1 per cent (n = 4);

Demographics



Findings

Where do you rank the importance 
of the following in regard to your 
design practice? (in %). 



Findings

Where do you rank the 
importance of the following in 
regard to your design practice?

Sustainability by country of 
residence or work (by 
continent)
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Discussion

Data shows a clear disconnect between issues of environmental and social responsibility between industrial 
designers and their opinion of manufacturers.

Manufacturers—in the eyes of the industrial design respondents—were mainly profit and efficiency driven, 
taking on an introspective approach, compared to the holistic stance of the industrial designers.

With the emergence of Industry 4.0 we see a trend for industrial designers to work much more closely with 
their manufacturing counterparts for mutually beneficial, and importantly, sustainable product outcomes. 



Discussion

Junior industrial designers do not currently see sustainability as a priority, establishing a foundation for future 
research to understand why this is the case. 

As Industry 4.0 begins to become the dominant manufacturing paradigm, education and engagement with 
ethical and sustainable practices need to be expanded. 



Now…











Autonomous Transport Robots





Will this mean jobs 
will be lost?



















• Little ‘formal’ knowledge on the machine & material
• Blogs, YouTube, tacit knowledge of lecturers
• Portable file format
• Provides a low cost (approx. AUD$15.00) prosthetic

An example of distributed learning: 3D Prosthetic Foot



Images courtesy of Jonathan Yap



• Students to become more entrepreneurial; creating their own brands
• No longer tethered to traditional manufacturers
• Can be more agile and respond to market influences, new technology 

and processes
• Are more engaged with the discipline

An example of distributed learning: 3D Prosthetic Foot





Give students REAL projects
A case study of Hong Kong ‘nano-apartments’























2 Million products 
produced in 1-year
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