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Three basic points! 
Follow the brief; designers who do not answer all that is required of them rarely get paid!  If 
you wish to modify the brief (and the deliverables) then agree this with your client long before 
you submit. Perhaps you believe that your proposal will exceed what is expected (or 
required) but even so check before you deliver a fait accompli that the client does not want!  
[it is good practice1 whenever you believe you have agreed a variation to the brief to seek 
confirmation, from the client, of your understanding of the new circumstances.  This is always 
good practice but essential with any verbal agreement entered into.] 

Sam Goldwyn2 was able to praise a colleague with “His verbal contract is worth more than 
the paper it's written on”.  Sadly you may not be so lucky with those that you work with. 

As Designers you will need intellectual property rights (IPR) to protect your work and your 
clients ability to defend the work they have paid for which become the services and products 
they, subsequently, take to market.  Whenever you rely upon or quote from a source you 
must reference it fully and in a manner acceptable to the University (style guide at: 
http://www.citethemrightonline.com/).  Any failure to reference could result in an accusation 
of plagiarism3, of which the following are among the examples given in the regulations 
(ARNA)4. You sign to accept these regulations whenever you submit work for assessment. 

• the inclusion in a student’s work of more than a single phrase from another person’s 
work without the use of quotation marks and acknowledgement of the sources 

• the summarising of another person’s work by simply changing a few words or altering 
the order of presentation, without acknowledgement 

• the use of the ideas of another person without acknowledgement of the source 
• the unacknowledged use of images (digital or otherwise) music, patents or other 

creative material either in the entirety or in the creation of a derivative work 
• unacknowledged resubmission of work that you have previously submitted to gain 

academic credit at this University or elsewhere.  (ARNA, Appendix 1, para 3.2, p47) 

Notice the mention of images and, implied, trademarks™ both of which are a special sub-set 
of, potentially, protected material with which registered trade-dress5may also co-exist; neither 
must be infringed.  Within the University, and hidden from outside, these materials might be 
useable but it is rarely good practice to do so.  Always, check with your tutor.  However, 
these creative materials must never be used/adopted if the outcome is shown  

                                                
1
  And this does not just apply to your design work – adopt this tactic when you employ tradesbods – 

carpet layers, plumbers, roofers, builders, boiler repairers etc. 
2
  “A verbal contract isn't worth the paper it's written on” is now, generally, acknowledged as either a 

misreporting or apocryphal.  Wikiquote [ http://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Samuel_Goldwyn [Accessed 
03.03.14]  suggests two possible colleagues about who the quotes was made Joseph M. Schenk 
(Boller, Paul F (1990)  John George, They Never Said It (1990) (p42) or Joseph L. Mankiewicz 
(Easton Carol (1989)  The Search for Sam Goldwyn: A biography (1989)..  However, Wikiquote 
reports Sam[uel] Goldwyn (c.July 1879 – January 31, 1974) as aware of and pleased, by the miss-
attribution/quotation. 
3
  Plagiarism – “the unacknowledged incorporation in a student’s work of material derived from the 

work (published or unpublished) of another”  [ARNA, see footnote #4 below] 
4
  http://www.northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/ar/qualitysupport/assess/assproc/assdocstud/ Accessed 

03.03.14] 
5
  Registered colours, straplines, distinctive shapes/finishes/screen icon designs etc. 

mailto:mic.porter@northumbria.ac.uk
http://www.citethemrightonline.com/
http://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Samuel_Goldwyn
http://www.northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/ar/qualitysupport/assess/assproc/assdocstud/
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outside or to people who are not members of the University unless the informed 
consent/permission of the rights holder has, in advance, been obtained.  Always assume that 
IPR exists even if you have not discovered the owner or the detailed conditions applicable.  
Ignorance is never a defence only, perhaps, mitigation! 

Just like Thurber’s Walter Mitty6 you may imagine heroic actions, dramatic deeds and 
accomplishments until a discontinuity in the narrative is triggered and everything ends in 
unimagined catastrophe.  As a practising designer you will expect to use IPR to protect your 
work and to pass it on so that the client7 can defend the work they have paid for8. 

 

The outcome of the brief – the bigger perspective 
The integration of elements (here displays and associated controls) to form a coherent whole 
that supports the users’ decision making by supplying unambiguous, easy to assimilate 
information and the means to take informed decisions and make actions is never easy.  It is 
rarely successful without many iterations. For example read the RAIB report 04/2014 (Tram 
running with doors open on London Tramlink, Croydon. 13 April 2013 where apparently 
simple to understand discrete systems are combined to interact in ways there were not 
foreseen9.  You will also find examples of misunderstandings in communication and how 
illegal workarounds can become routine behaviour. 

You clearly did not have time (or resources) for the methodologies described in either 
Stanton et al (2013)10 or Wilson and Corlett (2005)11.  However, both texts have much to 
recommend them and are best taken relevant chapter by relevant chapter rather than, in a 
single reading of the whole text!  You will find the section in either on questionnaire and 
survey methods particularly informative. 

For this assignment, and similar future tasks, I would suggest you create a design and then 
ask others to demonstrate (role play and mime) completing it.  The questions should cover 
the full range of tasks expected: 

• How do I set the temperature for a spare bedroom, I have a weekend guest staying? 
• How can I compare the energy used for the last five Januaries and make allowances 

for the fact that the weather was warmer this year than for any of the previous four? 
• “Will I get home if I stop for a coffee and thus need to drive the last 30 miles in the 

dark? 
• Have I still got a safety margin if it starts to rain and I need the wipers and the rear 

window heater/demister?” 
• When I arrive at my destination I will need to charge the car before I can return home.  

How do I identify a suitable car park with an empty charging point?  Can I baggsy the 
space or do I risk another person taking it before I arrive?  How long will I need to 
plug in and charge the car before I can use it to drive home? 

                                                
6
  “The secret life of Water Mitty” is short story first published 75 years ago by American humourist 

James [Grover] Thurber (1894 – 1961) and now regarded as a “classic”.  For brief neat introductory 
essay (blog) see Welna, David (2008), The Politics of Walter Mitty, a Giant in His Own Mind, National 
Public Radio, viewed 4

th
 March 2014, http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=88754469 

7
  “Bringing patented products to market cvan prevent others from selling it for a 20-year period.  

That’s the real value of intellectual property.”  Louis Foreman quoted in Kuchler, Hannah and Munshi, 
Neil (2014) ‘Big brands gear up to web chatter’, Financial Times (News Analysis: 14/15 March 2014). 
8
  That was all rather strict – watch local teacher and singer/songwriters take on “stealing my ideas” at: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Eyfi1G37XCc [15.03.14] 
9
  http://www.raib.gov.uk/publications/investigation_reports/reports_2014/report052014.cfm [15.03.14] 

10
  Stanton, Neville, Salmon, Paul, Walker Guy, Baber, Christopher and Jenkins, Dan.  (2013), Human 

Factors Methods: A Practical Guide for Engineering and Design (2nd edition).  Ashgate Publishing: 
Farnham, Surrey. 
11

  Wilson, John and Corlett, Nigel (Editors) (2005) Evaluation of Human Work, [3rd Edition] CRC 
Press: Boca Raton. 

http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=88754469
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Eyfi1G37XCc
http://www.raib.gov.uk/publications/investigation_reports/reports_2014/report052014.cfm
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Watch the participant as they demonstrate undertaking the task – when do they make errors, 
what do they ask, what is clear, what is not?  Then revise the design and test again; repeat 
again and again until the design works and errors do not occur.  Jane Fulton Suri, an IDEO 
Partner, has outlined this and other investigatory approaches12.  If you have the resources 
then Kelley’s “Wizard of Oz Technique” is an option (See p513 et seq in Stanton et al, 
2013)10. David Kelley is one of the founders of the design consultancy IDEO. 

When people are tired (perhaps from a lack of uninterrupted, deep, sleep), contain alcohol, 
street drugs or prescribed pharmaceuticals they will, cogitatively, perform less well, less 
quickly, with greater latency and be more prone to make errors/mistakes especially when the 
work context (environments/controls/displays etc) is, from an ergonomic perspective, poor.  
Night working, even by those on well designed and implemented shift systems are often 
associated with an increase in accidents and their severity.  Thus it is not a coincidence that 
many of the major incidents (often pronounced “accidents”) that become disasters occur in 
the early morning when both the initial error is more likely AND the possibilities of recovery 
before catastrophe less so  Here is one example from each decade of my life – Windscale 
(now Sellafield) (1950s), SS Torrey Canyon (1960s), Three-mile-island (1970s), Bhopal 
(1980s), MS Estonia (1990s) Buncefield (2000s) and the Douwent. (2010s).  Regrettably, 
there are many other incident I could have highlighted; you will, for example, notice that I 
have not listed any plane crashes! 

When poor design is identified then 
those using the equipment often add 
informal notes to label13 the correct 
mode of operation.  Nuclear reactors 
with added beer cans are infamous 
but sometimes the “solution” is just a 
marker note; here, for example, the 
direction of rotation of the drive shaft 
for forward or astern marked on a 
step in the engine room of the 
disastrously designed, poorly 
maintained and under staffed 
Russian flagged multi-cargo ship 
which “reversed” into another ship in 
Immingham harbour. 

“Figure 26: Signage showing the 
direction of shaft rotation in the 
[Alexander Tvardovskiy] engine 
room.”14   

Many students adopted “apps” for 
various ifabs (of whatever format) as either the primary or secondary display and/or control 
panel.  Obviously, those associated with cars worried me – taking one’s eyes of the road is 
never desirable nor is any additional cognitive load as driving requires the brain to undertake 
vast quantities of complex information processing.  There is also the issue of the impact of 
any “common mode failure”15; a risk to be designed/engineered to control/minimise or, best 
of all, eradicate.    

                                                
12

  Suri, Jane Fulton and IDEO (2005)  Thoughtless acts?  Observations on Intuitive design. Chronicle 
Books: San Francisco and an introduction to IDEOs Method Cards at: 
http://www.ideo.com/work/method-cards/ [15.03.14] 
13

  An example of a witness mark.  These are always worth looking for and then considering how the 
design could be improved. 
14

  http://www.maib.gov.uk/cms_resources.cfm?file=/AlexanderTvardovskiy.pdf  [10:03:14] 
15

  Where the failure of one component influences several systems – so, for example, a failure of ifab 
collection would remove control of the house heating systems, the ability to make calls, view web 

http://www.ideo.com/work/method-cards/
http://www.maib.gov.uk/cms_resources.cfm?file=/AlexanderTvardovskiy.pdf
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Specific to the assessed elements – some general comments and observations 
Sketch Design. 
This was expected to be full size but often it was too small or too large.  Always ensure you 
note full size and/or give the scale used.  A common problem was that the full size 
representation did not include an accurate representation of the font/typeface or icon size.  
Fonts might be “too thin” for easy reading or icons too complex for the screen quality 
proposed.  In some cases colour contrasts could also be problematic; yellow on a white 
background, for example.  Remember that images drawn on paper operate by reflected light 
while screens either generate their own or are backlit (or both).  This difference can be 
critical and should always be considered.  The designer should never leave such important, 
usability, decisions to others to make. 

In the case of the car design this change of illuminating modes can occur when moving from, 
traditional pointer/fixed scale speedometer to a digital display mimicking this arrangement.  
When a central heating display placed in a dark cupboard light generating is a massive 
advantage over using a torch! The illuminated display also has benefits when mounted in 
less out-of-the-way places.  If you are proposing a two site solution, perhaps boiler mounted 
with an ifab option then displays/ screens should be shown full-sized. 

Some students also included a page or two of sketchy sketches.  These may be helpful to 
the person creating them but without any indications of what was learnt?  What detail should 
be adopted and what rejected?  Sketches alone are of little use for communication between 
designer and client (as are the rough notes I made before drafting and then typing this 
response)!  Virtually any freehand sketching will often help you resolve matters but unless it 
is refined and, perhaps annotated, it will fail to communicate to others.  Before including your 
rough sketches in the work that you submit for assessment (or to a client) think critically 
about what you intend them to illustrate and whether or not they do so.  Be critical, be 
selective, including all is rarely the best approach! 

 

Display listing and interactions 
I was surprised to see no gestural or voice operated options proposed; why not? 

Listing all the various states that the control or display variable can take generally works 
better than simply adding annotations to the drawn representations alone.  So, for example, 
a single coincidentally placed light might be proposed to show red if the heating was off and 
green if it was on.  However adding the note that about 8% of males may see both as the 
same “brown” problems could arise.  Several of the heating solutions offered the cost of 
energy as a proxy for quantity used but this can be misleading as improved energy efficiency 
or even warmer weather might appear as an increase simply because the cost of energy has 
increased.  Comparing consumption over many years, perhaps with graphed trends, works 
well but you need to investigate and adopt the concept of “degree days”16 (or similar) to 
enable comparisons to made that are less influenced by the weather.  The Carbon Trust 
publication concerns managing the complexity of building heating controller17 is also worth 
considering if you ever re-visit this design problem.  

When notifying the range remaining to the car driver it should not be given as a single 
“average” figure but the most pessimistic of possibilities.  If, for example, the lights, wipers or 
air-conditioning are not required and thus the mileage available greater than is predicted then 
complaints (and embarrassment) will be less than if an optimistic figure is presented by the 

                                                                                                                                                   
pages etc.  One infamous example is the MD DC-10 that crashed into Ermenonville Forest (near 
Paris), France on 3 March 1974 when a cargo door opened in flight and the floor collapsed bring it 
with it all the duplicated links to the rear control surfaces and the, tail mounted, engine. 
16

  You will find the data necessary for this calculation at Oxford University’s Environmental Change 
Institute (http://www.eci.ox.ac.uk/research/energy/degreedays.php#degreedays [15.03.14]) and 
overviews on the Carbon Trust Website http://www.carbontrust.com/resources/guides/energy-
efficiency/degree-days [15.03.14]. 
17

  http://www.carbontrust.com/media/10361/ctg065_heating_control.pdf [15.03.14] 

http://www.eci.ox.ac.uk/research/energy/degreedays.php#degreedays
http://www.carbontrust.com/resources/guides/energy-efficiency/degree-days
http://www.carbontrust.com/resources/guides/energy-efficiency/degree-days
http://www.carbontrust.com/media/10361/ctg065_heating_control.pdf
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display18.  Interactions are often confusing and miss-understood in complex systems, 
famously, for example in how the Three Mile Island power plant behaved when the PORV19 
did not close after a “transient”, the LoCA20 occurred and the subsequent actions of the civic 
authorities21. 

You should also consider your proposal in three modes – the initial set up normal operation 
and when abnormal or rare events occur.  Among the former might be to connect the solar 
panel generation energy and information to the energy use control or setting of time and 
preferred temperature for different rooms in the home, etc.  The car display might be 
adaptable to different driving styles, levels of battery storage efficiency, etc.  Normal 
operation might include going away for a weekend and setting a “frost protection” mode on 
the heating or adjusting for a change in the weather while driving and abnormal events might 
be getting stuck in bad weather or during/after a power cut that stops the central heading 
pump.  Think how your proposal will be used; develop persona that can help you illustrate 
(?storyboard) the various, predicable, cases imagined. 

 

References 
These are expected when you quote from or adopt, the ideas/work of another.  Not just text 
but also from images and while, within the University, a relaxed attitude may be taken to 
acknowledged use of images this cannot be relied upon outside.  Never put images, 
especially registered trademarks, for which you don’t have authority to use, into work that 
may be shown in exhibitions, portfolios or posted on the web. 

The University’s preferred scheme Cite Them Right (a variation on the Harvard approach) 
can be found at: http://www.citethemrightonline.com/; you might need to go via the Library’s 
Skills Plus page and give your password.  Don’t forget we have access to British Standards 
Institution publications (go via NORA) where you may find excellent sources of, 
internationally agreed, symbols and icons adoptable for your designs22. 

 

Comments, observations 
Generally well done but many students found it difficult to keep to the tight word limit concise 
with rigour is the skill you are seeking.  Next year when you will have similar problems with 
dissertations and CJs you may find it helpful to ask somebody to read over your work and 
offer editorial advice.  The family can make excellent editors as the advice they offer will be 
from a good English/language perspective not that of a skilled designer.  The latter group can 
give rise to accusations of academic misconduct; it must never be that any academic  

                                                
18

  Indeed, perhaps you have driven a car on empty and been relieved when you completed the 
journey.  I recall this was a common when I borrowed my parents’ car and the trouble I was in when, 
on one occasion, I did not leave enough fuel in the tank for my mum to get to the local garage! 
19

  Pilot-operated Relief Valve (PORV) 
20

  Loss of Coolant Accident (LoCA) 
21

  A good overview may be found at: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mIWfQTkR6y8&list=PLkv0oC2gTCPfvlkHCZTb4axlD5y6tEWo6 
[15.03.14]  or extracts from the Report of the President's Commission on The Accident at Three Mile 
Island (http://www.tmia.com/accident [15.03.14]). The reasons underpinning the 3MI incident is still 
debated or as now often happens blogged about!  Adams, Rod (2014) ‘Atomic Insights’.  Sabotage 
may have started Three Mile Island accident.  Online at:  http://atomicinsights.com/three-mile-island-
initiating-event-may-sabotage/  (January 18, 2014)  [15.03.14] 
22

  For example: BS ISO/IEC 80416-4:2005 Basic principles for graphical symbols for 
use on equipment — Part 4: Guidelines for the adaptation of graphical symbols for use on screens 
and displays (icons) or BS ISO 4129:2012 Road vehicles — Mopeds — Symbols for 
controls, indicators and tell-tales.  Note that international “worldwide” standards are ISO (International 
Standards Organisation) or International Electro-technical Commission (IEC) while the European 
Committee for Standardization (CEN) confirms EN standards those that are British alone are British 
Standards (BS) 

http://www.citethemrightonline.com/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mIWfQTkR6y8&list=PLkv0oC2gTCPfvlkHCZTb4axlD5y6tEWo6
http://www.tmia.com/accident
http://atomicinsights.com/three-mile-island-initiating-event-may-sabotage/
http://atomicinsights.com/three-mile-island-initiating-event-may-sabotage/
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element of the work is not, entirely, of your own devising.  If in any doubt seek guidance from 
your module or year tutor. 

 

General quality 
Just what it says – for the overall look and coherence of the work submitted.  Think 
designerlyness at all times and in everything you do!  For example, many students used 
storyboards or graphic novel segments to explain the operation of their proposal; an 
excellent idea! 

I was also keen to see what you had worked out for yourself and what you had simply 
identified and adopted.  The latter may appear quick and easy but the result is that 
everything is the same so why should anybody employ yet another designer?!  Indeed, why 
should anybody employ you for your original creative designed solutions?!  

Finally if you have any questions or I can help in any way – either now or while you are on 
placement – just ask.  Remember, that http://designforindustry.wordpress.com/ will get you to 
the latest version of the hand-outs I gave out in the first year. 

Best wishes, 

Mic 

http://designforindustry.wordpress.com/

