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9.1 Remediating history through archival 
fragments
This chapter discusses some aspects emerging from one of the nar-

rative paths in the digital platform Design Philology, Research 
Trajectories, dedicated to the historical roots of the PhD in 
Industrial Design at Politecnico di Milano. In line with the phi-
losophy of the Design Philology project, the documentary 
approach went hand in hand with the idea of a plural memory 
made up of di!erent stories and interpretations over time.
With this in mind, we will make visible what is not always overt 

in the documents, but can often be read between the lines: a history, 
or rather, complementary or even alternative histories, related to the 
foundation of the PhD. We intend to approach the analysis of the gene-
sis of the PhD not through a historiographical or chronological lens an-
chored to a timeline, but through two main pillars: the first is the inter-
pretation and interrogation of the sources and documents to highlight 
interstitial but significant elements; the second is the consideration of 
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the sources themselves as speaking objects to generate an imagina-
tive narrative composed of visions, snapshots, and people.

The ex-post reading might lead us to a stance that, while not cele-
bratory, can undoubtedly be asserted in relation to the established his-
tory of the period. Instead, a zoom-in/zoom-out approach, that critically 
reads between the lines of individual episodes, may lead to an expanded 
framework that renders a more varied narrative that is not subversive, 
but also not always as linear as it appears in the macro ex-post recon-
struction, and that may be able to evoke more emotion and engagement.

Moreover, with their work of sorting, classifying (and now digitiz-
ing), archives often function as instruments of normalization of histo-
ry: they are tools whose control sanctions who owns the knowledge, 
but above all the memory and thus the power (Foucault, 1969; Derrida, 
1995). The archive is a device that creates a certain history by select-
ing certain materials and documents to preserve them. It becomes an 
orientation line of inventories and signatures, a static, almost mono-
lithic repository. A palimpsest that, over time, silences a multitude of 
stories in favor of a single narrative to privilege the function of service 
and consultation. However, archives are always «imperfect» (Colom-
bo, 1986), because in their obsession to collect (Deridda, 2005; Eco, 
2019; Ferraris, 2009) they can never fully resolve the dilemma between 
memory and oblivion: Foucault (1969) reminds us that the archive can 
only be described through fragments. On the other hand, since the 
documents were selected at certain times and according to specific 
criteria, they can (and should) be read as views of reality that are often 
incomplete and ambiguous (Baldacci, 2016). We will therefore discuss 
the documents from the early years of the PhD as open and shifting 
traces in order to reframe the founding history of the PhD in a plural 
way and thus mediator of memory (Assmann, 2011).  

When carefully interrogated, the archive is a place that o!ers the 
possibility of questioning hierarchical and temporally fixed narratives 
through an ex-post reinterpretation aimed at finding an assortment 
of non-explicit stories. A narrative that starts from the documents to 
search for other visions, meanings, and stories (about themes, peo-
ple, events, etc.) in which records can become narratives, detaching 
themselves from their primary documentary function and becoming 
activators of memories and suggestions.
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9.2 The beginnings
It was in November of the 1990/1991 academic year that the PhD in 
Industrial Design – Cycle V was established with the first successful 
candidates from the call for applications, but its genesis lies in the pre-
vious two years, in an intense period of discussion and debate.
The first formal document with a proposal for establishing the PhD 

program in Industrial Design dates back to June 1988 ↘: it is 
a typed and hand-stamped document containing a program-
matic proposal that is certainly the result of extensive aca-
demic and institutional concerted work. It is evident that the 
proposal’s motivations aim to outline a scientific-technical 

and theoretical-applicable problem field within architectural culture, 
«as a first step in the necessary adaptation process» to the new real-
ities that are also emerging in connection with the challenges of ma-
jor innovations (microelectronics, information technology, telematics, 
robotics). There is a very conscious a$itude towards the international 
scene and the contemporary nature of product design in relation to 
industry, but also a certain pressure towards the autonomy of a dis-
ciplinary field (industrial design) that was struggling to overcome an 
ancillary position in relation to architecture («a reading of industrial de-
sign that identifies it with the design of furniture objects») and to see 
its strategic importance recognized, as was the case abroad: the doc-
ument explicitly reports that «in Italy, unlike other countries, there are 
no faculties or courses of study dedicated to industrial design», but 
only chairs or specialization courses. The repeated reference to the 
position within the Faculty of Architecture in Milan is perhaps also 
provided with an excessive justificatory emphasis but it is proba-
bly the result of an important institutional mediation in relation to a 
field of research that recognizes its paternity but also claims a cer-
tain independence.

Even such a detailed, even doctrinaire, presentation of the five cur-
ricula can be read, on the one hand, as a proposal for the topics within 
a broad and anticipatory vision of the discipline and, on the other, as a 
necessary delineation of interests and domains of competence that 
also serves as a statement of institutional positioning. The presence 
of so many complementary but also overlapping curricula (and numer-
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ous subdivisions) shows between the lines the great cultural 
debate that must have prompted the drafting of this project, 
in an a$empt to capture the diverse cultural and technical-sci-
entific souls of emerging industrial design through explicit 
naming and detailing (though not exhaustively) in a synthesis 
that was not divisive but positioned it clearly internally and ex-
ternally.

It is not di!icult to imagine the conversations that must 
have animated this debate and to find a symbolic parallel in the 
Philology Project’s Design Convivio exhibition, which stages an 
imaginary dialogue between eight polytechnic Masters about 
innovation, method, and teaching activities1. 

Within the framework of the project, the three-year train-
ing plan provides for a tripartite division of research training 
through theoretical courses in research methodology, training 
in specific research topics and areas, and original research 
work by the PhD student. 

This approach initiates a particular tradition of the PhD 
program in industrial design that will later be institutionally an-
chored, as it will always be a hybrid path of PhD by courses + re-
search2 (although, as we will see later, with di!erent balances).

The PhD coordinator is Ra!aella Crespi, Full Professor of 
Industrial Design, and the faculty includes names of Full and 
Associate professors as well as researchers who have made 
fundamental contributions to the field (Anceschi, Castiglioni, 
Maldonado, Manzini, Marcolli, Trabucco, Zanuso, etc.): even 
the plurality of faculty members working in di!erent scientific 
disciplinary sectors (besides industrial design, environmental 
design, architectural technology, furniture and interior archi-
tecture, tools and techniques of visual communication) leads 
to a convergence of transversal intentions.

On December 6th, 1989, the Council of the Faculty of Ar-
chitecture meets and unanimously decides to activate the 
5th and 6th cycle of existing (at that time national) PhDs and 
in particular those that have their administrative headquarters 
at the Politecnico di Milano, including Industrial Design ↘ (the 
others are Conservation of Architectural Heritage, Technology 

PhD in Industrial Design
(Fifth Cycle) competition.
Event!
Document!
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of Architecture, Technical Innovation and Design in Architecture, Furni-
ture and Interior Architecture).

The call for applications for the PhD program in Industrial Design 
was published in May of the same year, with two positions and one 
place reserved for foreigners. 

The call described the admission exam, a wri$en test and an inter-
view (accessible only obtaining the minimum score in the wri$en test), 
and regulated the passage of the year through the evaluation by the 
Teaching Commi$ee of the activity carried out by the PhD candidate, 
which is presented in a detailed report.

In June 1990, the admission tests took place, and out of six 
candidates, three were successfully admi$ed. These numbers 
tell us something about the examination methods, which were 

based on a small scale at the 
national level, and thus al-
lowed a direct confrontation 
between the candidates and 
the examination commi$ee 
to determine the candidates’ 
suitability for scientific re-
search.
The first two PhDs in Indus-
trial design were awarded 
in 1994: Raimonda Riccini 
with Gli ele!rodomestici 
nella storia degli artefa!i ↘ 
[Household appliances in 

the history of artifacts], and Silvia Pizzocaro with Evolution-
ary approaches to technical products and systems.
These are two research theses that, photographing the his-
torical phase of the establishment of the design research 
school at the Politecnico di Milano, on the one hand, appear as 

foundational, and on the other prove to be precursors in directing the 
development of specific themes such as theories of innovation and 
socio-technical systems, where many theses of the following decade 
will be inscribed. Nevertheless, one can recognize in these two works a 
position of critical inquiry that reflects the need to implicitly define the 
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boundaries of design research through themes related to innovation in 
di!erent ways: the first through a non-chronological typological study 
of artifacts, the second through an evolutionary metaphor of techno-
logical change and technical objects borrowed from the world of the 
natural sciences.

It is interesting to note, as Pizzocaro herself remarks in retrospect 
(Pizzocaro, 2010), that there was not yet a unifying factor of a method-
ological nature in those researches, but rather a tacit research dimen-
sion in design, which is therefore also partial in relation to the topics of 
investigation. Through an analogous heuristic and cognitive process, 
Silvia Pizzocaro’s thesis promotes a shift from the dichotomies organ-
ic/inorganic, natural/artificial to the concept of the technical object as 
a naturalized object and systematizes di!erent taxonomies and hier-
archies of change; Raimonda Riccini’s thesis, which does not refer to 
a periodization but to di!erent typologies that can be traced back to a 
specific environment and a common matrix, is characterized by a highly 
historical-critical approach and proposes an analysis based on the pro-
found analogy between industrial design and material culture, also in 
relation to the development of technologies.

The counterintuitive reading of these two theses, against the 
general expectation of legitimacy of an initial artifacts debate, brings 
to light precise incisions that cannot necessarily be combined into a 
foundational and guiding framework for further research.

9.3 The coordinators
Crucial to the history of the PhD program were the personalities of the 
coordinators, who shaped the development of the program both insti-
tutionally and culturally: they acted as bridges between the academ-
ic and professional communities by establishing collaborations with 
external institutions, organizing conferences and seminars, and pro-
moting the exchange of knowledge and ideas. Tomás Maldonado be-
came coordinator in 1990, with the establishment of the 5th cycle, and 
remained in o!ice until 1997. His multifaceted figure as an intellectual, 
artist, theorist, and designer also places the systemic concept of en-
vironmental design at the center of his doctoral training and research.
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For Maldonado, education was an ideal place where di#erent 
aspects of his personality came together. It was an opportunity to 
exert his influence on young people and to receive from them the 
most stimulating solicitations to continue thinking about the prob-
lems and utopias of the contemporary world. (Riccini, 2022, p. 63)

It is no coincidence, then, that Maldonado was the first coordina-
tor of a program that anticipated other experiences at the national 
and international level and contributed to the legitimization of 
design as a research discipline capable of expressing a specific 
cognitive a"itude, a unique way of «knowing the world» and pro-
ducing new knowledge. (Bertola, 2002, p. 12)

For Maldonado, the problem of design education from the beginning 
was the lack of ideas, and therefore his work constantly aims to devel-
op new ideas (Riccini, 2022, p. 71). The activation of the PhD program 
before the bachelor’s degree was not only an academic and political 
decision, but the intuition of a clearly defined project in which research 
could become a «permanent reference for design» (Maldonado, 2001), 
which should also be considered fundamental for professional activity. 

The proposal for the PhD institution ↘ states that «a PhD pro-
gram dealing with the various aspects of industrial design» is 
an «important, albeit still incomplete, step towards making 
up for lost time and catching up with developed countries, 
as part of a more general strategy for the renewal of educa-

tional and research institutions». Maldonado seems to be aware of 
the importance of research as a fundamental educational tool, based 
on a variety of knowledge, both humanistic and scientific-technical, 
reflecting his conception of the designer as an intelle$uale tecnico, 
«technical intellectual» (Riccini, 2022, p. 70).

The early years of his activities are dedicated to strengthening 
the disciplinary core of design, exploring the relationship between 
technology and artifact, and investigating the nature of design-driv-
en innovation: topics considered central to the disciplinary debate of 
the time (Guerrini, 2010). For Maldonado, the strong emphasis on re-
search is an essential step in developing the subsequent educational 
project. The seven years under his coordination saw environmental 
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and technological design as the macro-themes in which active re-
search was embedded.

Coordinator from 1997 to 2009, Ezio Manzini initiated a substan-
tial renewal process of the PhD program, shifting from a tacit design 
research dimension to an explicit education in design research, in 
continuity with his predecessor (Pizzocaro, 2010). In the years of his 
coordination, there has been a remarkable development of 
methodological and theoretical aspects in the field of design 
(Guerrini, 2010), reflecting a growing commitment to research 
and deepening the con-
ceptual foundations of this 
evolving discipline. In parallel, 
the research topics reflect-
ed in current dissertations 
are experiencing a gradual 
expansion, encompassing 
new areas of investigation 
and application. We saw an 
increasing interest in issues 
such as environmental sus-
tainability, ergonomics, ser-
vice design, social innova-
tion, strategic design, and interface design.

The evolution of the PhD program is not limited to conceptual and 
thematic aspects, but also provides for quantitative growth in enroll-
ment: the program is expanding to accommodate an increasing num-
ber of students, reaching fifteen students per year (Guerrini, 2010). 
This increase in the number of participants reflects the interest in the 
program, but also its rising international recognition. The program is 
gaining visibility and reputation worldwide and a$racting students’ at-
tention from di!erent regions of the world. 

In particular, foreign students from regions such as South Ameri-
ca, the Middle East and the Far East are increasing significantly. They 
find the program a welcoming and stimulating environment to continue 
their studies and contribute to the international academic community.

Tomás Maldonado is Coordinator
of the PhD in Industrial Design.
Event!
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9.4 Active thesis
In relation to the topics of the early research theses, it is macroscop-
ically evident that the two lines in which most of the theses are locat-
ed are environmental design and socio-technical systems: however, 
this overview is readable because we consider the theses within a 
larger framework that historicizes them and relates them back to ac-
quired thematic directions. Looking at the individual documents, the 
theses are very much focused on definitional and methodological as-
pects (Mangiaro$i, 1995, and Morelli, 1995, in relation to innovation 
and environmental issues; Penati, 1996, on technological change) or 
on the delimitation of specific and original niches such as packaging 
(Bucche$i, 1995), light design (Murano, 1995), etc. What looks like 
an oriented path was in reality a much more fragmented, disjointed, 
sometimes even bumpy path: in the search for relationships and se-
quentiality between the di!erent cycles, we can now connect the first 
reflections on perceptions and sensoriality in the new media (Cep-
pi, 1995), on communicative artifacts (Montefusco, 1996), on digital 
technical objects (Ma!ei, 1997) and on synesthesia (Riccò, 1997) as 
the prelude of a line of research that transfers the innovation pro-
cesses of socio-technical systems into the sphere of new forms of 
communication; the abstracts and indexes of the theses, however, do 
not always reflect the awareness or the visionary nature of this frame-
work, but remain focused on the urgency of the emerging relationship 
between ICT and design.

Similarly, the development of research on environmental design 
(Mangiaro$i, 1995; Morelli, 1995) and sustainability (Costa, 1998), for 
example, is not so linear. Today we recognize these established re-
search trajectories and directions thanks to the awareness of the dis-
ciplinary expansion of design: in the complexity of the theses active in 
this early phase, we can see the emergence of a disciplinary pluralism 
represented by what Julier (2000) will define as «design cultures» (in 
homage to Italian cultura del proge!o). In the early years of the PhD 

program, these paths were neither programmatic nor system-
atic, and history was still wri$en in episodes. For this reason, 
the dissertations in the online narrative path ↘ are visualized 
through a mosaic structure.
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This multiverse tendency in doctoral research is also reflected in 
the openness to the international world evident in early dissertations 
dealing with other contexts (Ponzo Dutra, 1995; Cerejio Roibas, 1996).

9.5 The PhD as an activator of research 
lines
Since its introduction, the PhD program has acted as a catalyst and 
incubator for the activation and development of innovative lines of 
research. Some have taken quickly recognizable trajectories through 
increasingly specialized dissertations, while others have evolved over 
time. It is interesting to recognize some of the theses that have marked 
turning points and influenced thinking and practices in the field of re-
search at theoretical, exploratory, methodological, and design levels: 
theses that have transferred concepts from established domains of 
knowledge into the still unexplored space of design (e.g. services, 
food), theses that have exposed themselves to new systems of defi-
nition (e.g. strategic design), theses that have opened the design 
horizons to innovative and forward-looking contexts (e.g. aerospace). 
From an ex-post perspective, the decision to enhance these theses 
in the context of doctoral development is related to the fact that they 
can - today - be categorized in established strands. This does not 
mean, however, that a greater visionary or anticipatory capacity is 
a$ributed to these works, since the consequence and the series 
of connections can only be clearly read today, nor does it give some 
themes an alleged superiority over others. If anything, one should ask 
why it has been possible to develop a research line for some themes, 
broadening the picture to include the events and conditions of the 
time: contextual contingencies (funding, relationships, privileged 
position of speakers, etc.) or macro-political-cultural events, even on 
an international scale.

It remains evident how these contributions have created a solid ba-
sis for developing specific topics in the design field, but also for inter-
nationalization processes and the establishment of research groups.

Elena Pacenti’s 1998 thesis, Il proge!o dell’interazione dei servizi: 
un contributo al tema della proge!azione dei servizi [The Design of 
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Service Interaction: a Contribution to the Theme of Service Design], 
focuses on service as a «defining phenomenon of mature industrial 
societies» in the context of design (Pacenti, 1998). Pacenti points out 
the apparent disciplinary lack of design culture dedicated to services, 
even though they play a growing role as a characteristic phenomenon 
of society. Service interaction design, which appeared in this thesis as 
«an unexplored area of application in the field of service design, a novel 
approach alien to the prevailing culture» (Pacenti, 1998), now emerg-
es as a well-established disciplinary field that has led over time to the 
publication of several other theses (Sangiorgi, 2004; Cipolla, 2006) 
and to a structured course of study (PSSD).
Another focus is strategic design, from the dissertation by Frances-
co Zurlo, the current Dean of the School of Design. The context of 

change described in A Framework for Strategic Design (Zurlo, 
1999) consists of people and active participation, consolidat-
ed within a «scientific community that has matured its own 
understanding of the phenomenon» but is still in search of a 
common definition. A glance at the table of contents shows 

that the first part of the work is dedicated to the definition of strate-
gic design and its relationship with the academic community of the 
Politecnico di Milano, pointing out that it is the result of previous re-
flections, such as those of Anceschi, 1992; Montefusco, 1995; Pacenti, 
1998. It can be understood that this work is the fruit of hypotheses and 
themes already planted in previous years, which are now undergoing 
an organic structuring that opens them up to the future. Further the-
ses on this topic will be published later, increasingly oriented to specif-
ic business models, such as Mortati’s (2011).

Anna Meroni’s thesis (2000) ↘ introduces food to the wide 
world of design but first asks whether industrial design can «fill 
a design gap» with the «desire to discover new connections of 
meaning between products and behaviors». A research that 
starts from action research to transform food, previously con-

sidered a purely industrial component, into more articulated reading 
models suitable for the «complex world of food design, understood in the 
totality of food + packaging». On this topic, activating a recognizable line 
of research is not immediate, but research in this area will be carried out 
in the coming years (Thudichum Vasconcelos, 2008; Simeone, 2009).

A Framework for Strategic Design: 
The Interplay of Design and 

Strategy in Modern Enterprises.
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Design research is also the subject of Annalisa Dominoni’s 2000 
dissertation ↘, which deals with aerospace research, one of 
the most complex and innovative fields on the international 
scene, «dense with potential and design opportunities that 
make it extremely interesting for the scientific community of 
industrial design». As mentioned in the introduction, research 
is in a phase of intense transition, characterized by «major 
changes and transformations due to the need to redefine and 
deepen the role and specificities of the PhD in industrial de-
sign» (Dominoni, 2000), a period in which the interdisciplinary 
orientation is vital, as is the desire to open up to the industrial 
world. A thesis, therefore, that focuses on the aerospace con-
text, but proposes a broader reflection on design universities 
that cannot limit themselves to the world of education, but 
must build a bridge to technical knowledge, the real context 
and customers.

The theses selected here do not o!er an exhaustive overview of 
the research lines opened up in the first years of the PhD program, but 
reading them ex-post can provide the basis for awareness of the roots 
of research in design. On the other hand, there are also theses that 
can be considered punctiform, i.e. specific topics that are limited in 
scope but have nevertheless made significant contributions (De Pao-
lis, 1997; Gabbatore, 2006; Donoso Cisternas, 2007).

9.6 Internationalization of the PhD
If the PhD begins with Maldonado, the «militant professor» and «tire-
less creator of educational projects» (Riccini, 2023), the Design plus 
Research conference, which took place at the Politecnico di Milano 
from May 18th to 20th, 2000, marks a moment of deep reflection and 
critical analysis, or rather self-criticism, ten years after its activation. 
The conference was organized as part of the PhD in Industrial 
Design activities and curated by Silvia Pizzocaro, who, in addi-
tion to publishing the conference proceedings, launched the 
D+R website3, where abstracts and full papers can be freely 
downloaded. This online repository now gives us access to the 

Note 3.
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most important topics addressed by the approximately 150 scholars 
and researchers from 20 countries who are «commi$ed to the com-
mon task of contributing to building the foundations of a research cul-
ture in the field of Industrial Design», «while promoting dialogue with 

the relevant international community»3 ↘. 
The three-day conference o!ers researchers with di!erent 
interests and methods a space to present and discuss their 
findings. These are intensive days of study and discussion, in 

which the changes in the design field are thematized and, above all, in 
which research is reconsidered in its relationship to design. The plena-
ry sessions focused on the overarching theme of research culture, while 
the parallel sessions were based on di!erent perspectives of inquiry: 
the theory-oriented approach, the user-oriented approach, the curricu-
lum-oriented approach, the innovation-oriented approach, and the con-

text-oriented approach ↘. 
A breaking contribution is that of Tomás Maldonado, who ar-
gues in his keynote speech that there are still many theoret-
ical and practical issues in the relationship between design 
and research that are not being addressed with the necessary 

rigor. He wonders how it is possible to think design without research 
and to what extent this view can impact on the PhD itself. He questions 
the title of the conference: 

The fact that the suggestive word plus has been inserted between 
Design and Research would seem to indicate that Research is con-
sidered something that can be added, from the outside, to Design. 
In short Research, in this perspective, is seen for the most part, if 
not exclusively, as a complementary factor of Design, an optional 
factor which, under di#erent conditions, can be added (or not), as 
the case requires. (Maldonado, 2000)

The theme of research in design, which is directly related to the doc-
toral path, is therefore one of the most highly regarded. Victor Margo-
lin, emphasizes how «doctoral education is, of course, a very new phe-
nomenon and we are yet to understand its relation to a wider research 
culture. But the way we structure such education will be extremely 
important as a means of providing new models of research» (Margolin, 
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2000), and picks up by claiming that crucial to the development of this 
culture is the ability to ask meaningful questions.

When reading the proceedings, it becomes clear how necessary it 
is to question established concepts, conventional approach-
es and implicit assumptions in relation to design from within 
the process. Only through 
critical reflection can pre-
vious boundaries be over-
come and new perspectives 
opened up. However, a ma-
ture research community still 
seems to be lacking, and the 
associated opportunities for 
encounters and discussion 
are still too limited. The con-
ference is also a moment of 
strong internationalization: 
the conference made it possible to formalize and consolidate numer-
ous contacts and agreements with di!erent universities around the 
world and to increase the visibility of the PhD.

9.7 The redesign of the PhD
The new millennium began with numerous changes for the PhD pro-
gram in Design at the Politecnico di Milano: in 2000, a process of radical 
revision of the PhD program began, motivated both by the institutional 
changes in the Italian university4 and by the inadequacy of the 
program in answering the latest questions in design research, 
also in relation to the development of an international debate 
on doctoral research in design (Pizzocaro, 2010).

The new program lays the groundwork for the PhD to take on an in-
cubator role regarding potential skills to grasp the critical aspects of 
design research development and the interactions between technolo-
gy and society (Pizzoccaro, 2010).

These changes are also embodied by the panel discussion Do!ora-
to, Ricerca e Mondo Produ!ivo [PhD, Research and Productive World] 

Note 4. 
A PhD School is also established
at Politecnico di Milano %2000).

Design plus Research_001.
Document!

https://designphilology.polimi.it/en/archivio?id=183
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held on March 26th, 2001 to introduce the Reference Commit-
tee, composed of external actors from the economic, social 
and cultural spheres. It can be read in the brochure dedicated 
to the event ↘:

The aim of this PhD program is to train a research personality who 
will conduct research in both the academic and industrial fields. 
Two professional profiles are proposed: a figure launched to the 
planning of research, the production of research culture and the 
dissemination of research, and a figure who is able to work in the 
identification of problems, the selection of research objectives 
and the identification of solution strategies in the production con-
text. (Do"orato, Ricerca e Mondo Produ"ivo, 2001)

In 2002, the 16th cycle, e!ectively a newly activated PhD program, took 
on the name PhD program in Industrial Design and Multime-
dia Communication (DIeCM) ↘. The courses have been rede-
signed in their objectives, content and operating mechanisms 
to ensure e!iciency and adaptation to the new trends in the 
field. Most importantly, the conceptual position of structured 

research training is strengthened by moving from more informal, su-
pervisor-based training to formal teaching (basic training, i.e. research 
training, specialized and elective courses) in parallel with the develop-
ment of the dissertation.

PhD students are required to participate in institutional research 
activities, reinforcing the hybrid model of PhD by courses + research 
that was envisaged when the PhD was founded. A model that will per-
manently characterize the PhD and which, in this restructuring, will 
reach a considerable amount of credits (60 cfu per year), but which 
will be gradually weakened and transformed in the current phase into 
formation more focused on research methods (45 cfu in total).

Comparing the past with the present of the PhD 30 years after its 
introduction, allows a reinterpretation that also o!ers us a future per-
spective, along an axis that, despite everything, shows continuity in 
terms of the pa$erns of design research: we can recognize the chang-
es in terms of the structure of the PhD, teaching perspectives, cours-
es, curricula and methods, but also a common trajectory of a$entive 

Do"orato di Ricerca in Disegno 
Industriale e Comunicazione 

Multimediale %DIeCM).
Document!

Brochure della tavola rotonda 
Do"orato, Ricerca e Mondo 

Produ"ivo
Document!

https://designphilology.polimi.it/en/percorsi/31?id=147
https://designphilology.polimi.it/en/percorsi/31?id=148
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reading and adaptation to the demand for design, which is gradually 
gaining in importance. For example, in 2002 two courses of study were 
established: that of Industrial Design, which accompanies the trans-
formations of industrial and productive culture; and that of Multime-
dia Communication, related to the resolution of complex problems of 
a communicative nature. This articulation responded to a contingent 
need to ascribe in the processes of change guided by design the 
emergence of information, multimedia and multisensory technologies. 
Today, there is no longer any reason for this separation, as the multi-
faceted nature of design research has normalized the close interrela-
tionship with the most advanced digital technologies and post-indus-
trial culture. So much so that in 2009, coinciding with the coordinator 
change, the PhD in DIeCM took on the name PhD in Design, which it still 
retains.

9.8 Conclusions
30 years after the activation of the PhD, it is essential to recognize 

the evolution and contribution of this program to design research. It is 
the first PhD program in this disciplinary field, whose evolution we can 
read from a linearity of data and dissertations. However, this view leads 
us to assume a single, organic past.

The critical approach to documentary analysis used in this essay 
enabled us to gain a more nuanced understanding of the issues ad-
dressed and their subsequent development, but also of the conceptu-
al controversies. Most importantly, we could recognize the complexity 
and richness of the human experience through an empathetic narra-
tive approach, even in an academic se$ing.

Ultimately, maintaining an open and generative approach to the 
history of the PhD program allows us to keep the intellectual and pro-
ductive debate alive within the scholarly community, but also to con-
sider archives as places of interpretation and catalysts for connec-
tions, personal and collective memories. This way, we can ensure that 
this educational program continues to drive innovation and progress in 
design and beyond.
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