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The growth of systemic design as a discipline makes more and more design 

students choose a master’s thesis project in this field. This evolution is also 

visible at the department of Product Development in the faculty of Design 

Sciences at the University of Antwerp and brings specific challenges and 

opportunities for the department and for design education more broadly. To get 

a better idea of those challenges from the perspectives of the students and 

supervisors, they were asked to give their perspective on the guidance of 

systemic design master’s thesis projects (SDMTP’s), their evaluation, the personal 

growth of the students and their satisfaction with the process, the results, and 

the impact. The findings reveal that students struggle with a heavy analysis 

phase and the transition to synthesis and design. They find visualising complexity 

and storytelling challenging, as well as connecting with the actors of the system 

they design for. Secondly, it became clear that the guiding style of supervisors 

and the evaluation criteria for SDMTP’s need to be revisited. Lastly, this type of 

master’s thesis projects asks a certain maturity and resilience of the students, 

and they experience a significant growth process both personally and as 

designers in the world, questioning their own positionality and the impact they 

create in the context of their projects. This opens opportunities to rethink the 

educational program of Product Development, so it maximally prepares students 

to become the designers the world needs to tackle the complex issues of our 

time. This research highlights the possibilities and opportunities of systemic 
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design education and is relevant for design education researchers and design 

educators embarking on a similar journey with their students. 
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Introduction 

Background 

Systemic design is a rather new sub-discipline in the field of design (Jones, 2014) that 

offers existing educational programs a significant challenge and opportunity. These 

existing programs in design, design engineering or product development are facing the 

strategic choice to implement and broaden the design approach towards new 

methodologies for addressing wicked and complex problems (Norman & Stappers, 

2015). If they choose to do so, the programs have to develop new courses and support 

staff and students towards this transition (Meyer & Norman, 2020).    

Unlike traditional design and product development, which focus on creating concrete 

products and services through linear and iterative processes such as user-centred 

design, design thinking, and prototyping, systemic design emphasises understanding 

and addressing complex, interconnected systems. These complex problems are 

recognised by their multifaceted and non-linear nature, involving multiple actors, and 

defying single isolated solutions (Kurtz & Snowden, 2003). To tackle these problems, 

systemic design employs tools like systems mapping, leverage point analysis, and 

methods like participatory design.  

In the 2017-18 academic year, the Department of Product Development at the Faculty of 

Design Sciences, University of Antwerp, introduced an elective systemic design course 

for first-year master's students. After six cohorts, this course has influenced other 

design projects, notably the master’s thesis projects, shifting them from traditional 

product development to systemic design methodologies. 
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Characteristics of the master’s thesis project 

This master’s thesis project can consist of an integrated design project or a design 

research project. When the students choose an integrated design project, they are 

supposed to define and validate innovative new products or services and to design and 

develop them to a solution level in which the major criticalities for development are 

solved and verified.  

The projects are either problem-driven or opportunity-driven. Prior to the start of the 

thesis project, students explore possible project topics. They have to orient in a specific 

search field, such as healthcare or mobility, and address potential problems or 

opportunities as an entrance point to the project. In some cases, the problems that 

students want to address can be considered systemic challenges, for instance, related 

to agro-ecological farming, social interaction among young adults or inclusivity for 

neuro-diverse students. There are problems that cannot be solved by introducing a 

single new product or service. In those cases, students can deliberately propose a 

systemic design approach for their thesis. Alternatively, the teaching staff or supervisor 

can suggest that the student follow a systemic approach because the problem to be 

addressed requires that approach.  

The master's thesis process 

The master's thesis project spans one academic year, during the second and final year 

of the master’s program. However, the students must have their topic approved by the 

end of the first master's year. After selecting a topic, students conduct preliminary 

research to validate this topic. They then present the problem, the context, the added 

value, and a proposed approach that fits the topic to a jury of supervisors. Upon 

approval of the topic, a supervisor is appointed based on expertise and personal or 

professional engagement with the topic. 

The thesis project consists of two major phases: the exploration & definition phase in 

semester 1 and the design & development phase in semester 2. Although both phases 

have proper deliverables, the passage between both phases remains rather fluid and 

iterations over the phases occur as is considered normal in design. Additionally, both 

phases rely on analysis and synthesis. In the first phase, analysis prevails over synthesis 

and vice versa for the second project phase.  
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In systemic-oriented projects, students start with a broad analysis of the wicked 

problem, trying to grasp the complexity of the challenge by mapping the system and the 

actors in the system. This phase results in the definition of leverage points for 

intervening in the system. In the second phase, they have two options. Either they 

choose to focus on developing and designing one concrete intervention for one specific 

leverage point in the system, or they propose a network of solutions that addresses 

multiple leverage points in the system. The deliverables for the second option are more 

high-level strategic options rather than advanced (detailed) design solutions.  

Structure of the supervision 

In the Product Development program, master’s thesis projects are guided continuously 

and individually. All students come together weekly in consultation groups with their 

supervisors. A consultation group consists of one supervisor and 5-7 students. They 

present the progress of that week and get feedback from their peers and supervisor. 

Since the methodology and the approaches for systemic design differ from more 

traditional design and product development approaches and are rather new to the 

department, integrating them in the master’s thesis course is challenging and asks for 

new measures regarding supervision and evaluation. The supervisor group needs time 

to enhance their knowledge of systemic design. To address this, the Antwerp Systemic 

Design Lab provided co-supervisorship for some students and facultative workshops for 

all students with SDMTP’s (Skillslabs). The Skillslabs were organised at four key moments 

in the project journey: (i) how to pitch an SDMTP, (ii) system mapping, (iii) from systemic 

analysis to designing interventions, and (iv) verification methods and transition design.
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 USED METHODS 

PARTICIPANTS Survey Focus group (1h30) 
Semi-structured 
interview (1h) 

Students doing an 
SDMTP 

12 of 12 students are 
doing an SDMTP 

6 of 12 students are 
doing an SDMTP 

/ 

Supervisors guiding 
SDMTP’s 

/ / 2 of 4 supervisors 
guiding SDMTP’s 

 

Table 1. overview of the respondents and the research methods. 

 

Methods 

For this research, we started from the following questions: 

● How did the students and supervisors experience doing an SDMTP? 

○ How did they report on the impact on their development as a designer 

and as a person? 

● How can we adjust the organisation and facilitation of SDMTP’s to better fit the 

needs of students? 

● Which learnings can we take from this research and place in the broader context 

of systemic design education? 

To answer these questions, two semi-structured interviews were conducted with 

supervisors, who guided respectively one and four students with an SDMTP. Although 

both supervisors are experienced designers and supervisors, they were chosen to 

participate because of their limited background in systemic design projects. Of the other 

two supervisors at the department who guided students with an SDMTP, one had a 

similar profile to one of the supervisors we did interview, and the other one is the 

co-writer of this paper.  Both supervisors were asked the same questions about their 

guidance style, the organisation of the master’s thesis projects, their view on the 

created impact and the grading system and criteria to succeed for SDMTPs. The 
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supervisors were also asked about the guidance they would like to receive and the 

knowledge and skills they miss to guide an SDMTP.  

Additionally, all twelve students with a systemic design master’s thesis were invited to 

fill in a survey and participate in a focus group. Six students participated in the focus 

group, and all students responded to the survey. In the survey, questions were asked 

about: 

● General satisfaction with the guidance of both supervisors and other systemic 

design experts at the department. 

● Feelings and personal growth throughout the project. The Ten Principles for 

Resilient Designers (Price & van der Bijl-Brouwer, 2023) were used as a guide to 

develop a series of statements where the students had to indicate to what extent 

they agreed.  

● Their satisfaction with the process, result and the impact they created. 

The survey responses were anonymous, but general results were shared in the focus 

group to deepen the insights into the students’ perspectives and experiences. 

The interviews and focus group were recorded, transcribed and analysed to identify key 

themes. In the next section, those key themes are discussed in detail.  

Justification and limitations related to the chosen methods 

With 12 students and 2 supervisors, the sample size is rather small. This can be 

explained by the fact that the students can freely choose the subject and approach of 

their master’s thesis project. Of 75 students who graduated in the academic year 

2023-2024, 12 of them chose an SDMTP, so although the sample size is small, it is 

complete. The same goes for supervisors: 4 of a total of 13 supervisors guided SDMTP’s 

in 2023-2024. Instead of waiting for a bigger group of students and a more experienced 

group of supervisors, the researchers decided to learn iteratively from this journey of 

evolving systemic design education and follow up this research cycle with a second cycle 

in the next academic year.  
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Figure 1. A visual overview of the results. 

 

Regarding the chosen methods: semi-structured interviews were the most suitable for 

qualitative, explorative and iterative research like this. To avoid leaning too hard on the 

students for data gathering while they were nearing the end phase of their master’s 

thesis project, a survey followed by a focus group was chosen as the most suitable 

method. Additionally, the focus group made it easier for the students to explain and 

recognise their emotions and experiences with their peers.   

Results 

The results section is divided into five parts. Figure 1 provides an overview of these 

parts and outlines the topics covered in each. 

Challenges inherent to a systemic design process  

The process of systemic design comes with specific challenges, and naturally, students 

struggle with them in their master’s thesis project too. These challenges are highlighted 

in the experiences of both students and supervisors and can be categorised into (i) 

analysis challenges, (ii) analysis-synthesis transition challenges, and (iii) design 

challenges, with (iv) visualising and (v) connecting with actors as recurring challenges 

throughout the process.  
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Figure 2. Systemic design process challenges 

 

In the analysis phase, both students and supervisors mention the intensity of dealing 

with high levels of complexity, which can most likely partly be linked to their limited 

experience with systemic design, and partly because the master’s thesis project is the 

students’ first time to go through this process independently. This creates a ‘shock 

effect’ and a chaotic research phase, despite the availability of a variety of analysis tools. 

Bringing all the data of this phase together in a system map is a bottleneck mentioned 

by all students. They indicate that they need more regular feedback and would prefer to 

make the system maps together with peers if they had the time for that. A lack of 

experience in the specific skills needed for system mapping also comes up frequently, 

together with the limited knowledge of the supervisors in this area. One supervisor adds 

to this topic: "Others continue to wander aimlessly, for example, in the system map, and 

never manage to get it completely organised." 

Many students struggle with the transition from the analysis to the synthesis phase. In 

this transition, the students have to make sense of their analysis by interpreting the 

leverage points they uncovered and translating them into an intervention strategy. This 

step seems difficult: on the one hand, they feel like the complexity of their theme 

creates a never-ending stream of new information. On the other hand, the knowledge 

they gathered creates some kind of paralysis, making the students feel powerless as 

designers. 
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These struggles increase during the idea generation and design phase: the students 

must choose intervention strategies while avoiding being reductionist. Some define 

value creation on different societal levels to help make choices, while others indicate 

that this multidimensional and multilevel approach yields new difficulties. Supervisors 

try to guide the students in making well-substantiated choices clearly linked to their 

leverage points, but the supervisors observed that many students' projects lose their 

systemic approach in the design phase. Additionally, some students have difficulties 

with the innovation level of their intervention strategy, stating that “everything is already 

designed”. The supervisors note a common type of interventions appearing, namely 

governmental services, toolkits combined with a service or types of infrastructure. 

Throughout their projects, both students and supervisors mention the challenge of 

visualising complexity, creating narratives, and translating their process both for the 

evaluating jury and the involved actors. One student wonders: “If you've created a 

system map, I'm not sure how to put that into your presentation, to make it visible and 

still show everything.”.Given the focus on integrated (physical) product design 

throughout their education, these difficulties are unsurprising. Students express a 

desire to develop their own visualisation style and skills to work with metaphors and 

storytelling techniques, but a lack of time and insecurities hold them back.  

Lastly, the interviews with students and supervisors made clear that the success of a 

master’s thesis project is dependent on the student’s ability to connect with the involved 

actors. When they propose a project, it is – amongst others – evaluated on the access 

they have to the actors. However, insecurity about their process and their own skills and 

internal pressure about the impact they want to create, inhibit some students from 

actually connecting with actors in different phases of the project. The students who 

have close contact with the involved actors and organise co-creation and verification 

sessions are more satisfied with their project and the impact they create.  
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Figure 3. Challenges of guiding an SDMTP. 

 

Guiding an SDMTP 

As mentioned in the introduction, students are supervised continuously and 

individually, allowing for personal growth. The supervisors value this personal approach, 

providing tools for different process phases and overseeing progress while ensuring 

student ownership of projects. They note that guiding systemic design projects differs 

mainly from integrated product design in the tools and methods used, not in the 

process or personal growth focus. When it comes to providing those tools and methods, 

one supervisor admits to lacking knowledge in systemic design, doubting the adequacy 

of his guidance. Some students also mention this lack of knowledge of both their 

supervisors and the jury members; they often feel misunderstood and need extra time 

to justify their approach. This makes them feel more isolated in their master’s thesis 

journey. 

When asked if it would be better to bring all students with an SDMTP together in one 

consultation group, one supervisor feels this is beneficial for more focused and peer 

learning about the systemic design process. The other thinks the issue is resolved if all 

supervisors have basic systemic design knowledge. Both agree that a culture of advice 

throughout the department, where students have access to the expertise of all teaching 

staff, would greatly benefit the learning process of students.  
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Figure 4. Challenges to planning and evaluation 

 

While available in theory, they admit that few students seek this expertise. The students 

indicate hesitancy to approach teaching staff, presuming a lack of time for the staff or 

doubting their knowledge on the subject. However, all Skillslabs sessions are greatly 

appreciated by the students for the in-depth knowledge, practical support, peer 

feedback, and acknowledgement of systemic design challenges. 

Planning and evaluation criteria 

Both supervisors and students state that there is a clear difference in the approach of 

an SDMTP when it comes to planning and time management. Generally, the students 

need more time for analysis compared to integrated product design projects, but the 

overall time for a master’s thesis is limited to one year. This creates less time for the 

design phase, together with the tendency of the students to keep working on their 

analysis (see systemic design challenges). Most students start building a lag, which leads 

to a feeling of being overworked throughout the year. One supervisor sees this pattern, 

stating that ‘the game is not fair’ for SDMTP’s.  

The students express confusion about the criteria to evaluate SDMTP’s and the 

milestones they need to reach. It is true that both evaluation criteria and exemplary 

master’s thesis projects are still focused on integrated product design, and supervisors 

with less expertise in systemic design tend to hold on to those criteria and examples in 

their consultation moments, for some of the students, which leads to mixed signals, a 

premature design phase, and a danger of reductionism in their interventions.  
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Figure 5. Students in systemic design 

 

The students in systemic design 

When students begin their master’s thesis, they have four years of design education 

behind them. The thesis culminates these skills, allowing them to establish themselves 

as designers. After focusing on integrated product design during their bachelor’s, 

students can choose a systemic design elective in their first master's year, which 

sometimes sparks enthusiasm for systemic master's thesis projects. While the students 

worked in teams during the elective, they tackled the systemic design approach on their 

own in their master’s thesis. Moreover, the elective provided the students with a 

completely new approach and tools in a limited amount of time. Because of this, 

students mentioned they lacked sufficient time to gain the necessary insight into the 

systemic design approach, making them feel ill-equipped to take control over the 

approach of their master’s thesis project. As a result, they experience stress and doubts 

about their ability to complete their thesis: “I think at that time I was still a little scared, 

because you don't know what you're talking about, and you feel so clueless”. Two 

students noted these insecurities hinder them from taking decisive action, while 

another added their stress held them back from engaging with actors. Supervisors 

notice the uncertainty among their students.  

Considering the struggles the students face, one may wonder about the rationale for 

choosing a systemic approach. According to the students, there are two main 

motivations. Firstly, many have chosen topics encompassing problems with a high 

degree of complexity, necessitating a systemic approach. Secondly, a few students are 

drawn to learn about the systemic design approach itself.  
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During the focus group, when students reflect on their process, they start to see their 

personal growth and realise that their insecurities may not be entirely the reality. Two 

students recall discovering during their process that they already possess and use 

various skills and capabilities, the others agreed. They noted this led to more 

self-assurance and independence. Although they still struggle with making autonomous 

decisions, they acquire a certain determination to try. Another important insight is that 

most students experienced the value of involving actors, recognising the motivation and 

fulfilment derived from their trust and support. One way to examine the progress of 

students tackling systemic issues is to observe their approach. Both students and 

supervisors acknowledge that some students become overwhelmed by the multitude of 

tools and methods, hoping for a step-by-step guideline to follow, while others start to 

apply and modify different tools tailored to their specific needs. They experiment and 

assess what is effective.  This can be interpreted as ownership over their design process 

and proactively anticipating the next steps.  

When students discuss their mental state during their systemic thesis, several express a 

sense of isolation, particularly when their peers from their consult group are working on 

integral product design theses. The systemic design students voice their desire for a 

community of all students following a systemic approach – a space to ask questions, 

discuss progress, brainstorm, and confide in each other. Many students found that 

connection in the Skillslabs, one stated: ”At those Skillslabs, before and after. Then we 

saw everybody, discussed what we had already done, told through what someone said 

was interesting to do. Then we would hear from each other where everybody was at. 

That was such a moment that you really came together.” Despite being introduced to 

the others from the beginning of the year through the Skillslabs and encouraged to 

support one another, the students admit they lack the initiative to organise this 

community themselves. In addition to the students' perspectives, supervisors also 

emphasise the importance of student relationships among the systemic design 

students. One supervisor deems exchanging information and ideas crucial to the 

students’ progress, since they are divided between different supervisors.  
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Figure 6. Students in the world. 

The students in the world 

All students choosing a systemic approach disclose that they are driven by a desire to 

strive for a better society. However, some note that this drive is accompanied by 

significant pressure to succeed. One student states: “You've always had to design for 

just grades and an assignment. And now it's really for people and you want to be able to 

have an impact.  And that's kind of the pressure on it, too”. Multiple students mention 

the value and motivation from positive feedback and stakeholder interest. However, 

one student expresses the struggle to balance feedback from design professionals, who 

grade their thesis, and the actors, directly experiencing the issues they seek to address. 

Impact is a keyword throughout the focus group and interviews. However, we noticed 

four different ways to interpret impact are discussed: the impact of the process on the 

actors, the impact of the result on the context, the impact of the student on the process 

and outcome, and the impact of the process and outcome on the student. The impact of 

the process and outcome on the student has already been covered in the part (The 

students in systemic design) and the preceding paragraph. The impact of the student on 

the process and outcome concerns the positionality and attitude of the student. 

Students mostly noticed their limited impact due to their student status and the slim 

chance of thesis implementation. They express feelings of powerlessness within their 

process and societal context, caused by resource constraints, such as limited access to 

actors, one-year time constraints, and a lack of decision-making power outside of their 

thesis. One supervisor observes that, because of their student status, students tend to 

please their actors and struggle to distinguish the relevant from the irrelevant. 

Moreover, these limitations lead the students to believe that the impact of their results 
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on the context will remain rather minimal. According to one student, another challenge 

of estimating the impact of their result stems from the time factor in change processes: 

they understand that tangible change in a systemic design project will require time, and 

direct results are often not visible. 

Discussion and conclusion 

This research shows there are general challenges related to systemic design projects in 

an educational environment, and there are specific challenges related to the context of 

the department of product development. 

In general, systemic design projects are challenging by nature. Comparing the difficulty 

of different design projects is hard, but the complexity and the intention to work with 

this complexity will invariably make such projects demanding. While supporting 

methodologies are available, systemic design projects also require considerate effort on 

the process itself, sometimes at the expense of sufficient focus on the content of the 

challenge. Managing and organising the systemic design process is a design challenge 

on its own. Embracing complexity involves embracing ambiguity, visualising the 

impossible, and struggling with the deep-rooted tendency towards zooming in and 

reductionism. 

We want to highlight some specific challenges and connect them to general systemic 

design challenges beyond the educational context: (i) visualising complexity, (ii) actor 

participation and impact, (iii) maturity and resilience of the systemic designer, (iv) 

expectations management.  

As explained in the results, both students and supervisors recognise the challenge of 

visualising complexity and storytelling in systemic design, partly because of a lack of 

attention to visualising abstract concepts and processes throughout the study program. 

At the same time, this challenge is not new to the systemic design field: systemic design 

approaches tend to be cerebral at the expense of embodied, tangible representations 

of the process. If we want to prepare young designers for tackling the urgent, highly 

complex issues of our time, translating the design skill of visualising and storytelling into 

systemic design equivalents will be essential.  
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The students facing an unfamiliar context present another major challenge to 

stakeholder or actor participation. The systemic design approach requires the process 

to be participative, and this need for participation puts a lot of pressure on both the 

students and the process. Students experience a conflict between meeting the 

expectations of actors and those of their study program. They struggle to reconcile the 

needs of the actors with the evaluation criteria of the master’s thesis project. In 

addition, the participative approach conflicts with the fact that master’s thesis projects 

are individual. Students have to demonstrate what their individual added value is in the 

broad process of innovation. When it comes to the expectations of the actors, students 

also indicate that they are not able to reach a real impact. An explanation for this 

powerlessness may be that the students focus too much on the impact of the outcome 

of their master’s thesis project on society. Since this type of impact is beyond the 

students’ mandate and takes years to manifest, they forget that they do have an impact 

on the process itself, which consequently has an impact on the actors they include. 

During these participative processes, students pursue various activities such as 

identifying and engaging actors, listening to the complex system through actor 

interviews, organising brainstorm sessions, presenting concepts, etc. Together, these 

activities shape their process and have a notable impact on said actors. While these 

activities test the students’ organisational and communication skills, they also require a 

certain level of maturity from them.  

It is already established that dealing with complexity requires maturity. To gain 

maturity, teachers need to train students to build resilience. Van der Bijl-Brouwer and 

Price (2023) identified ten principles to cultivate this resilience in students. Both the 

results and discussion sections directly or indirectly refer to many of these principles. 

Although the importance of these principles is recognised by the teaching staff, 

students are not trained in them yet, which increases the difficulty of pursuing an 

SDMTP.  

The challenges mentioned, partly, are related to expectations management. The 

challenge for the educational staff is to anticipate possible frustration throughout the 

process and support students in the way they define their expectations. On the other 

hand, this also refers to the project evaluation. It is clear that the traditional criteria to 

evaluate integrated product design projects don’t fit entirely the systemic design 
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approaches. Although design capabilities regarding managing projects and 

stakeholders, diverging and converging skills, analysis, and synthesis can be easily 

addressed, it is much more difficult to compare evaluations on the results, the impact, 

or the added value of a deliverable. Managing expectations also means that we must 

question whether all students are capable of designing on such an abstract level. 

Besides capabilities to handle complexity, the student needs to be willing to venture out 

of their comfort zone. Systemic design challenges require students to immerse 

themselves in unfamiliar environments, with many (conflicting) perspectives, and 

navigate through a quite unpredictable process. The students must recognise that they 

become integral components of the system itself and their decisions will impact the 

system, just like the behaviour and dynamics of that system will influence them.  

Regarding the specific context of the department of product development, it is clear 

that a broad approach to design and product development generates a complicated 

situation. It is an advantage to be able to educate designers broadly and differentiate 

according to their proper needs, but it definitely leads to practical problems when the 

staff is expected to stay up to speed with a broad range of specialisations. The wide 

range of expertise of the teaching staff can be a significant advantage if the students 

have the necessary overview of their process to know which kind of advice they need in 

which phase, and if they find their way to the staff.  

Recommendations 

In the next part, we discuss possible recommendations based on this research, and we 

mention how we plan to implement those recommendations in the next academic year 

and next research cycle. The following list of recommendations will be discussed in 

detail below: 

● Create adequate evaluation criteria specific to SDMTPs, focusing on formative 

over summative evaluation. 

● Rethink the timing and planning of the master’s thesis project that will use 

systemic design as a method, compared to thesis projects in integrated product 

design. 

● Make time for visualising complexity and reflective practice, and teach about the 

different ways of creating impact, preferable in a community of peers. 
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The Antwerp Systemic Design Lab made the first steps towards different evaluation 

criteria for SDMTP’s, focusing on formative over summative evaluation. By clearly 

communicating those evaluation criteria, the students will have a better idea of what is 

to be expected of their projects. The question of how much these criteria can differ 

from those for integrated product design projects leads to different opinions among the 

interviewed supervisors. One supervisor is convinced that staying with the three design 

building blocks (people, technology, economy) and their sweet spot of innovation is the 

way forward. Otherwise, it would lead the department away from its core. The other 

supervisor states that those building blocks are completely outdated, not only for 

systemic design but also for integrated product design. In any case, the first version of 

these evaluation criteria was tested in the academic year 2023-2024, and they will be 

reevaluated in the next year.  

When it comes to both timing and planning and reflective practice, the Antwerp 

Systemic Design Lab sees a lot of opportunities in using the Skillslabs as leverage to 

bring these recommendations into practice. Two new Skillslab workshops will be added 

in the next academic year. One workshop at the very beginning of the SDMTPs will 

clearly outline the planning of these types of projects, answer all students’ questions, 

clarify the evaluation criteria and plant the seeds for a community of peers. By doing so, 

the student's expectations can be aligned to ensure they are aware of both the process 

and its pitfalls and opportunities. One of the supervisors had the idea of building a 

library of earlier SDMTP’s with a finished analysis and letting the students choose from 

those subjects instead of starting over from the beginning. This idea will be looked into, 

but we foresee that it won’t necessarily create more time for the students, since the 

analysis phase is both essential for the project and for the students to build the 

necessary understanding of the complexity of the chosen subject.  

The second workshop will also be held at the beginning of the year, but specifically for 

supervisors. By making sure every supervisor has a basic knowledge of systemic design, 

the evaluation criteria and what is to be expected of students, they can adjust their 

guidance style for SDMTP’s. They will also be expected to point the students towards the 

Antwerp Systemic Design Lab and the Skillslabs for more specific questions. Eventually, 

we want to work towards a teaching culture where students are comfortable with not 

only asking for advice but working together with different experts and recognising their 
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own built-up expertise, preparing them to become designers in the transdisciplinary 

teams we need to tackle interconnected, multi-perspective and multi-level challenges. 

Lastly, we want to adjust some of the Skillslab workshops so they are better aligned with 

the previous recommendations. The system mapping workshop will become two full 

days; this way, the students can work together on their system maps, and we mitigate 

the risk of the system map being a bottleneck in the process. All Skillslab workshops will 

start with a moment of reflective practice and end with a visualisation exercise, so the 

students will have at least 6 moments of dedicated reflection on their process 

throughout the year, learning to zoom out and analyse their learning process. The 

visualisation exercise will encourage them to develop a visual style during different 

phases of the systemic design process. We will also encourage the supervisors to 

strengthen the reflective practice in their consultation moments. Through conscious 

thinking about their progress, students might feel more equipped and self-assured 

during their master’s thesis project. 

The adjustments mentioned above are also contributing to a community for all students 

following a systemic design approach in their thesis. All the students desired an internal 

community where they could brainstorm, get feedback, and ask questions. Despite 

being acquainted with one another, none felt they had the bandwidth to initiate such a 

setup. The students are trained for teamwork; however, they lack experience 

collaborating on individual projects together. To accommodate this need, it is essential 

to educate them on collective resilience and the ability to build the right environments 

for feedback. 

Conclusion 

It is clear that a master’s thesis project serves an educational purpose. It is the final 

project of a five-year program in which students have to show they are ready to enter 

the work field. Further, through this project, they grow towards the designer they want 

to become. This research shows firstly that the design practice is opening up to address 

systemic and wicked problems. If students learn about themselves, and about the 

systemic design process and how it affects design in general, they have gone through a 

growth process that adds to their design knowledge, skills, and attitudes. Secondly, 

embarking on the journey of facilitating SDMTP’s has highlighted the ways design 
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education needs to change to prepare young designers to tackle complex problems. 

That means we need a focus on participatory design, rethinking impact, redefining 

visualisation and storytelling skills, training students in resilience, community building, 

and reflexive practice, together with centring formative evaluation over summative 

evaluation. 

Building on these findings, we will work together with the students who take on an 

SDMTP next academic year, documenting the process in a second round of data 

gathering to expand on this research. This research and the following contributions are 

relevant for all design educators embarking on the journey of SDMTP’s. It has the 

potential of becoming a living, constantly changing project, using master’s thesis 

projects in different design schools as a case to influence educational programs with 

academic research and vice versa in a participative way with students, educators and 

researchers.  
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