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ABSTRACT 
Understanding where industrial design graduates go after earning their degrees can illuminate the 
diversity of roles, industries, and trajectories that define contemporary design practice. This study 
investigates the career paths of individuals who earned university-level degrees in industrial or product 
design. Referencing professional data on LinkedIn, the study identifies patterns in employment 
including job titles, length of employment, and geographic mobility. Preliminary findings suggest that 
industrial design graduates pursue a wide range of roles, including positions in user experience, strategy, 
marketing, and entrepreneurship—fields that both intersect with and extend beyond traditional product 
design practice. 
This research invites reflection on how educators define and evaluate the “success” of a design degree. 
If a graduate builds a career outside of core industrial design practice, does that indicate a limitation of 
the curriculum, or evidence of the discipline’s expanding relevance? By examining graduate outcomes, 
this work offers insight into how design programmes might better prepare students for an ever-changing 
professional landscape. The study also discusses methodological considerations for using publicly 
available data to explore alumni trajectories and outlines opportunities for future research integrating 
larger datasets and longitudinal analysis. In doing so, it contributes to ongoing discussions about aligning 
educational practices with the evolving realities of design work. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
On the first day of the second year of my undergraduate programme, we gathered in a classroom. In the 
midst of a spirited monologue, one of the senior faculty said, “Look to your left and look to your right. 
Only one of you will become an industrial designer.” The subtext was that the only successful graduates 
of the programme would be those individuals with the role of ‘industrial designer’ on their business 
cards. 
As a design educator myself I take a different stance, positioning an industrial design degree as a 
competitive advantage. It is a versatile credential that readily supports a multitude of career paths. While 
anecdotally I am aware of friends and former students landing jobs beyond industrial design, to date 
there has not been a formal study of career paths in industrial design. 
Part of the reason for this gap in scholarship is that alumni records from degree-granting institutions are 
typically private, making it challenging to conduct a multi-institutional study. Publicly available 
information used for online networking offers an opportunity to bridge the gap. A pilot analysis of 120 
LinkedIn profiles across eight universities confirms that individuals earning industrial design or product 
design degrees have a variety of career trajectories. This work investigates the question: How should 
design programmes define and evaluate the “success” of a degree?  
If an alumnus from an industrial design programme builds a career as a UX researcher or a strategist, 
traditional metrics might categorise this as attrition from the field. Alternatively, this could be considered 
evidence of the discipline’s expanding relevance—proof that the core competencies of industrial design 
(including human-centricity, iterative problem-solving, and systems thinking) are highly transferable. 
By examining graduate outcomes across both public and private institutions, this paper offers empirical 
insight into the evolving realities of design work and how curricula might adapt to support an 
increasingly divergent professional landscape. 
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2 METHODS 
This study’s dataset was compiled using quota sampling of self-reported LinkedIn profile information, 
targeting alumni from eight comprehensive, degree-granting universities. One public and one private 
university from four distinct geographic regions are included in the sample. Importantly, the industrial 
and product design programmes represented in the sample range in maturity, with the oldest being nearly 
100 years old and the newest being 46 years old.  
Alumni were grouped into cohorts (with graduation year 2010-2014, 2015-2019, and 2020-2024), and 
the dataset includes five alumni from each cohort for each university (n=120). Alumni were chosen 
based on LinkedIn profile availability, so this is a convenience sample. For each subject, the study 
recorded graduation year, employer history, job titles, and geographic location. 
To analyse the divergence from traditional design practice, career paths were coded into four primary 
pillars: 
1. Core Industrial Design: Roles focused on the physical development of products (e.g., Industrial 

Designer, CMF Designer, Footwear Developer). 
2. Digital Product/UX Design: Roles focused on digital interfaces and virtual ecosystems (e.g., UX 

Designer, Interaction Designer). 
3. Design Strategy/Management: Roles focused on process, corporate leadership, and business 

strategy (e.g., Design Strategist, Design Programme Manager). 
4. Divergent Paths (Outliers): Roles outside conventional design disciplines (e.g., Ministry, Pure 

Engineering, Media).  
Data analysis was conducted using an Augmented Intelligence approach, where initial categorical 
coding and statistical clustering were performed by Gemini 3.0 Flash, a Large Language Model (LLM) 
developed by Google. To ensure data integrity, a manual verification protocol was implemented, cross-
referencing LLM-generated outputs against the raw dataset to correct for grouping errors and ensure a 
balanced sample size (n=120). 
Limitations: Using publicly available LinkedIn data introduces inherent limitations, notably 
"survivorship bias." The dataset captures individuals who actively maintain professional digital profiles, 
which may underrepresent alumni who left the professional workforce or moved into trades that do not 
utilise digital networking platforms. Additionally, the sample size of 15 alumni per institution reflects a 
pilot study rather than a comprehensive longitudinal census. 

3 FINDINGS 
The analysis of 120 alumni profiles across eight institutions reveals an academic discipline in the midst 
of a transition. By comparing initial post-graduation roles with current employment, the data illustrates 
how the industrial design degree has evolved from a specific vocational track into a versatile strategic 
credential. 

3.1 Cohort Evolution and the Digital Pivot 
Analysis of graduation years reveals a generational divide in career trajectories. The "Traditionalist" 
cohort (graduating 2010–2014) exhibits high job stability and a heavy concentration in core physical 
product design, often holding Senior or Principal titles at legacy manufacturing firms. In contrast, the 
"Bridge" cohort (2015–2019) demonstrates the highest career volatility and marks the inflection point 
of the digital pivot. A significant percentage of these alumni started their careers with traditional 
"Industrial Designer" titles before transitioning into UX or Digital Product Design by their second or 
third role. The "Specialist" cohort (2020–2024) further entrenches this shift, with many bypassing 
generalist industrial design roles entirely to enter the workforce as specialised UX Designers, CMF 
(Colou, Material, Finish) experts, or Design Strategists. 
The data reveals that attrition from core industrial design is not a single event, but two distinct 
phenomena: initial divergence (entering a non-ID role immediately) and the mid-career pivot 
(transitioning after a period of traditional practice). 
 Initial Divergence: Among the 2020–2024 cohort (n=40), 18 individuals (45%) secured their first 

professional role in digital product design or strategy without first holding a "traditional" industrial 
design title.  

 Mid-Career Pivot: Among the 2015–2019 "Bridge" cohort (n=40), 34 alumni (85%) began their 
careers in core industrial design. Four of these individuals have since transitioned into UX or 
Strategy roles.  
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Disciplinary Retention in the Traditionalist Cohort 
In contrast, the 2010–2014 cohort (n=40) shows the highest levels of both initial and long-term retention. 
37 alumni (92.5%) entered the field via core ID roles, and 35 (87.5%) remain in the field today. In this 
group, the "Mid-Career Pivot" is rare (5%), with the majority of career movement occurring vertically 
within manufacturing and consultancy firms (e.g., moving from "Industrial Designer" to "Director of 
Design"). 

3.2 The "Outlier" Effect and Transferability 
Beyond the digital pivot, approximately 15% of the total sample occupies "Divergent Paths." These 
individuals hold titles in fields such as visual journalism, creative ministry, and product engineering. 
A key finding within this group is the "Seniority Jump." Outliers who moved into strategy or non-
traditional leadership roles often achieved "Senior" or "Lead" titles faster (average 3.5 years) than those 
who remained in core industrial design roles at traditional manufacturing firms (average 5.2 years).  

3.3 Funding Models and Industry Pipelines 
When comparing the two funding models (public vs. private institutions), patterns of employment 
emerge. With a balanced sample of n=60 for each group, the study found that alumni of public 
universities were more likely to pivot into digital ecosystems. 

Table 1. Employment Categories, Public vs. Private Institutions 

Metric Public Universities 
(n=60) 

Private Universities 
(n=60) 

Total (n=120) 

Initial Core 
Industrial Design 

Role 

44 Individuals 
(73.3%) 

49 Individuals 
(81.7%) 

93 (77.5%) 

Current Core 
Industrial Design 

Role 

39 Individuals (65%) 48 Individuals (80%) 87 (72.5%) 

Current 
Digital/Strategy Role 

21 Individuals (35%) 12 Individuals (20%) 33 (27.5%) 

3.4 Geographic Concentration and the "Hub" Effect 
Industrial design employment is not evenly distributed; it is highly concentrated in regional hubs that 
dictate the nature of the work. The data shows strong regional retention, indicating that a school’s 
geographic location acts as a gravitational pull for its graduates. 

4 DISCUSSIONS: REDEFINING ‘SUCCESS’ IN DESIGN EDUCATION 
The findings of this study directly address the tension outlined in the abstract: does a career outside of 
core industrial design indicate a curriculum’s limitation or the discipline’s expanding relevance? 
The data suggests the latter. As Buchanan posited in his exploration of the "four orders of design," the 
discipline has naturally evolved from the design of symbols and objects to the design of complex 
interactions and systems [1]. The high percentage of alumni pivoting into UX and corporate strategy—
particularly from public universities—indicates that modern industrial design education functions less 
as a vocational training programme for manufacturing, and more as a foundational logic for human-
centred problem solving. 
When an alumnus transitions from designing physical appliances at SharkNinja to mapping user 
ecosystems at Google, they have not abandoned their degree; they have scaled it. The ability of these 
graduates to navigate the "Digital Pivot" speaks to a post-disciplinary agility [2]. Therefore, defining 
the "success" of a design degree solely by the production of physical artifacts relies on an outdated, 
20th-century metric. Success in the contemporary landscape is defined by adaptability. 
However, this reality presents a challenge for design educators. If nearly a third of graduates will 
ultimately work in digital product design or strategy, curricula built exclusively around physical shop 
skills, traditional CAD, and physical prototyping may be under-serving students. Programmes must 
grapple with how to integrate systems thinking, digital UI/UX frameworks, and business strategy 
without diluting the tactile, spatial intelligence that makes industrial design unique. 
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5 NEXT STEPS AND CONCLUSION 
The industrial design degree is undergoing a fundamental identity shift, evolving from a specialist 
credential into a versatile toolkit for navigating complex, multifaceted industries. To better prepare 
students for this reality, academic programmes should consider formally integrating cross-disciplinary 
coursework—such as human-computer interaction and business strategy—early in the curriculum. 
Future research is required to fully understand the implications of this shift. Specifically, longitudinal 
studies utilising larger datasets are needed to track the 10- and 20-year career arcs of alumni. 
Furthermore, qualitative research examining the salary trajectories and job satisfaction of those who 
pivoted to digital roles versus those who remained in physical design could provide crucial context for 
prospective students. Ultimately, by expanding how we measure alumni outcomes, design institutions 
can ensure their pedagogy remains as innovative and adaptable as the professionals they produce. 
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