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interior architecture in 
australia and canada 
part one: a comparative study of a developing profession 

Marina Lommerse and Nancy Spanbroek 

Introduction 
This paper is the first in a series. The series will compare development in Interior 
Design/Interior Architecture in two commonwealth countries - Australia and 
Canada. These countries are of a similar population, size, language, mother 
country and age in terms of western development. The countries therefore share, 
in terms of design development , some of the same opportunities and barriers. 
Little documented research exists concerning the recent developments in Interior 
Architecture in Australia and Canada. Thus this paper was written to provide an 
anecdotal overview of the profession in the two countries over the period 
described . It is acknowledged that this is by no means an exhaustive piece of 
research of this period, but rather an overview and starting point for more in-
depth research. 
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Figure 1: Australi(I 'The Luck'.· Coumry ' is an w1cie11t contin ent wi1h c111 infant Int erior A rchirecture 
c0111munity. The c01111try is rich in aborigina l history, cult ural div ersity. color c111d mat erial s to draw 
on fur de ig11 cont ext. 
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The purpose of this first paper is to establish the professions ' history as a base-
to compare parallels and differences for the purpose of gaining an insight into 
development. From this base discussions are possible on future directions . 
The paper focuses on the past twenty years from the seventies to the nineties. 
Interior Architecture is placed in context with the economic events underpinning 
both countries . It focuses on Australia and Canada from 1977 to 1999, and 
provides a background on the influences of time, place and economic factors on 
the Interior Design profession . A number of these influences are global in scope, 
thereby putting the developments into an international context. The paper 
concludes with possibilities suggested by the current state of the profession and 
recommendations for further research. 
The main centres of Interior Design practice in Australia include Sydney, 
Melbourne , Brisbane , Adelaide and Perth. Each city went through periods of 
intense building activity, downturns and leveling out between 1977 and 1999. 
Australia's population grew from 14 to 18 million between those years. 1 Refer to 
Figure 1. for a map. 
Henderson believed that during the 1970s the profession of Interior Design came 
into its own.2 Firms found they were successfully tendering for larger interior fit-
out projects , particularly in specialist areas such as shopping center and office 
tenancy projects . With their strengthening role in tile industry, Interior Designers 
became confident in taking on larger commissions , at times usurping the role of 
the architect , particularly in building renovations. An upsurge in the economy 
during 1984-85 saw an increase in the number of Interior Design practices. 
In Australia , following the stock market collapse of 1987 and the result ing 
recession , Interior Design practices suffered . Fees dropped , many practices 
reduced their staff to a core group or closed their doors. International practices 
suffering the same fate, looked overseas for potential work . The emerging Asian 
'tiger ' market became their target. Branch offices sprang up in Hong Kong, 
Singapore, Kuala Lumpur and Jakarta . Australian design firms had to share this 
market with their European and North American counterparts . 
In the 1970s and 80s, Interior Design practices with in Australia competed 
statewide or nationally, with the exception of a handful of internat ional practices 
who developed branches in the Australasian region. Local Interior Design practices 
were aware of their competitors and able to compete based on their knowledge 
and experience gained with in their specific area of expert ise. They knew their 
market and therefore could be competitive on fees. Today, practices find they 
compete on a larger scale with unknown competitors , and their clients encourage 
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Figure 2: The map indicate s the Ji Fe main A11s1ralia11 centres where Interio r Architecture is practised. 
The majority of the popu/ario11 resid es around the perimeter of the continent, with the greatest 
pop ulatim1 in the eastern state s. Although the continent is similar in size to Ca11t1da, the population of 
/ \uslmlia is olll)' I 8 million as compared to 29 milli on in Canada. 
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Figure 3: The map indicates the fi ve main Canadian centres where Interior Architecture is pra ctised. 
The majori ty of Canada's 29 million residents reside within 500 kilometres of the Can.adian/U nited 
StOies border. Similar to Australia 1he greatest population is in the eas1em provinces of O111ario and 
Quebec. Canadia11 Interior Architec111re is heavily influenced by the United States- due 10 proximity 
and that the majoriry of building produ ct, Jix1ures and.furnitur e come fr om the United Stales. The 
majority of design publi cations in North Am erica are produ ced in the Stales. 
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competition between practices nationally and internationally. Clients are 
more sophisticated and informed in Interior Design practice , and are 
demanding greater service for lower fees. Clients in large corporations 
"[. ,.] look for skilled and experienced design practices that show them how 
strategic use of design enhances their business units and corporate 
strategies".3 

As businesses are also competing more often on an international level, 
their practice is developing and changing at a faster pace. These changes 
impact on our social, physical and spiritual well being, influencing the way 
we live work and play and therefore affecting our physical environments. 
Clients need to be satisfied that the interior designer is up to date with 
these changes , understanding the trends within the business, social and 
political environment , and has the knowledge and skills to address these 
issues and implement appropriate design specific solutions. 
In 1998 the Australian economy took a beating with the fall of markets in 
Asia . This decline has affected Australian design firms with branches in 
Asia. Additional ly, Australian design/development was affected as the in-
vestment in building by Asians dropped dramatical ly. The bright area for 
design has come from Sydney, where development of facilities to house 
the 2000 Summer Olympic games are keeping designers busy. 
Major Canadian centres where Interior Design is practiced include Mon-
treal, Toronto, Winnipeg , Calgary and Vancouver. As in Australia, each city 
underwent periods of intense building activity, downturns and leveling out 
between 1977 and 1999, while the population expanded from 23 to 29 
million4

• Refer to figure 3. 
Up until the mid-1960s, corporate or institutional owner-occupiers primarily 
built buildings.5 Architects designed the buildings and the interiors in terms 
of partitioning and millwork . In many cases , architects specified finishes, 
and furniture dealers provided interior layouts and furn iture. At this time, 
furniture and product dealers were the primary players, offer ing planning 
and interior design services to help sell their products across Canada. High-
rise architecture began in eastern Canada in the mid-1960s . Expo 67 
brought about a major change in the Interior Design industry. The World 
Exposition in Montreal brought architects , Interior Designers and industrial 
designers to Canada from around the world. With these built environment 
designers came an expanded knowledge of international products, including 
furniture and textiles 
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In 1969, several interior design firms in Toronto pioneered office planning 
independent of furniture dealers . Sloan Branton and AD Pollard were two of the 
first , although the largest firms were still the dealers such as POI and J.C. Preston 
both representing Steelcase Furniture. Other stationery/copier suppliers such as 
Grand and Toy also represented furniture manufacturers and started offering 
design service~. Large department stores such as Eatons and Simpsons opened 
departments across Canada offering office planning as an extension of their 
residential , hotel and retail design business. In Toronto, Nienkamper started 
representing European and international furniture lines, eventually manufacturing 
furniture such as Knoll under license. Teak furniture and Mary Meiko type fabrics 
were available to the domestic market, which was part of the German and Swedish 
influence initiated at Expo 67. 

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, developers such as Cadillac Fairview and 
Olympia and York built speculative high-rises . Banks, law firms , accountfng and 
insurance companies were all expanding and looking for space across Canada. 
This created a boom for Interior Designers with expertise in the area , very similar 
to the situation in Australia . In the US, architectural firms like Gwathamy Seigal, 
SOM and Gensler were growing in parallel, developing strong Interior Design 
arms . High-rise buildings in New York and Chicago such as the Hancock building , 
the Sears tower, and campus buildings for Weyerhaeuser and IBM were being 
built. 
This was the time of 'space-planning ' selling space for developers and realtors . 
The industrial designers were also busy. Steelcase , Sunar, Hauserman and many 
other American furniture suppliers were reinventing office furniture . During this 
time Herman Miller developed the Ao2 Open Office System , and Westinghouse 
produced a similar open-plan system, with the use of vertical space that the user 
could adjust to their liking. Seated and standing surfaces were used with a 
honeycomb-like layout with shared panels that used space efficiently . Hans 
Niewerth brought the philosophy of the German Quikbourner team to Canada, 
opening offices across the land. This was the era of 'open landscape ' planning 
with plants , desks and fabric landscape screens proliferating . Meanwhile , 
Steelcase was selling a ton of its moveable wall ·system and developing new 
systems furniture. The state of technology was still in word processing areas and 
mainframe computer rooms with card punching areas for data entry . Donna 
Cummings expresses MarshallCummings 's experience which appears indicative 
of other practices: 

By 1975 we were in an era of the corporate office reflecting the company 
image . More attention and money was spent on interior architectural 
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details and finishes. Suddenly experience in programming and space-
planning became a very saleable commodity. Knowledge of furni-
ture and how to interpret work needs into functional office environ-
ments was needed. We probably have always learned from the large 
furn iture companies as they did the research for their products and 
taught us. At th is time schools were sti ll teaching what-color . some 
design problem solving and history?6 

A shopping mall disaster (roof collapse in Surrey, BC) in the 80s created 
waves with regard to liabilities. Plan examiners found inconsistencies in 
the drawings. An engineer was found to have stamped the drawings without 
having checked them. He lost his business and his license. This experience 
underscores the need for culpabi lity of bui lding design professionals and 
fast-forwarded the need for Interior Design licensing/registrat ion in matters 
of public health and safety issues. Cummings (1998) continues their story: 

By 1980, image became a big thing. Our experience in period furniture 
and sty le became the saleable thing. The corporation with the most 
marble , the thickest carpet, matching paneling and largest art 
collection won the prize. Knowledge of products gave us the edge, 
as well as space-planning and decorat ive finishing , both 
contempora ry and tradit ional. By the 1990s, some client companies 
were losing ground. The Canada/US Free Trade Agreement (CUSTA) 
was implemented in 1989, with the North American Free Trade Agree-
ment (NAFTA) to follow in 1994. This increased competition for Ca-
nadian firms in Canada, but also allowed expansion into the US. 
The Federal Government implemented a Goods and Serv ices Tax 
(GST), which came into effect in the late 1980s, creating a tax burden 
and an enormous administrative load.7 

The excesses of the 1980s, a slowing economy, the boom of technology 
and global compet ition forced clients to look at their bottom line. To reduce 
overheads, the first and easiest thing was to reduce people and space. 
The period was economica lly driven : the designer who could reduce space 
and use it more effic ient ly per 'profit produc ing person ' was 'king.' The 
focus of interiors shifted to acoustics, techno logy, envfronmenta lly friend ly 
approaches and ergonomics , with much less emphasis on image and sty le. 
People worked harder for less and designers tried to create environments 
that were more attractive , bright, colorful and warm, using few unneces-
sary details. 



From 1995 on technology ruled. Flexibility became the most requested design 
element. Work processes changed and companies couldn't keep up with training 
and reorganising , which became constant. Effectiveness was the issue. Tech-
nology and flexibility were the drivers. Access to information leveled out 
hierarchical structures within client organizations and physical space planning 
and environments had to change to reflect and enable this changed way of 
working. • 
Donna Cummings represented the corporate office design field on a panel of 
four design experts at IDEX/NEOCON in October 1998, discussing change and 
how the design industry can be a leader of change . Her views are summarized 
below, with questions put forward to the panel : 

In the corporate world in the late 1990s, culture and behaviour are the hot 
topics . People and brains are the assets . Ways of working range from 
different work settings for different tasks, less owned space and more 
shared space , with planning concepts such as teaming , caves and com-
mons, and neighborhoods . Mobility is provided through plug and play or 
wireless allowing freedom to work anywhere. Coming together with others 
may be to learn, be mentored or have formal or informal training . Perks 
(provided by client compan ies) are used to recruit and retain good people. 
Food service still tops the wish list, followed by fitness facilities , daycare 
and other amenities . In contrast , as little as two years ago the wish list 
was still for technology, workspace, right to light and ergonomics. 
Design skills require imagination , communication , investigative skills , in-
novation , collaboration with other disciplines [ . .. ] sensitivity to human 
behavior and to color, texture, shape and light. 
At the [Toronto IDEX/NEOCON] seminar , we were all asked what the de-
sign world would be like in our various areas, in 2010. The retail design 
representative thought everything would be virtual ; all shopping , dining 
and other experiences achieved through technology. The hotel designer 
agreed with the virtual experience for travel and sensations , but thought 
some 'real' luxury experiences would be in demand . The facility manager 
thought technology and the 'work anywhere ' idea would result in a virtual 
office . I thought that technology would give us the choice to work virtually , 
something workers of the future will take for granted as we do the tel-
ephone , but humans will want to interact with others for warmth and shar-
ing as well as intellectual growth. 
In writing this , it is obvious the furniture manufacturing industry became 
the teacher of commercial designers. This is even more evident today. Is 
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Figure 4: Canada , 'Th e GreC/1 White North ', is a 'new contin ent ' by compari son to Australia . It is rich 
in natural reso urces and low in population. l,1 parall el to Australia the int erior Des ign community is 
young, in adolescence compar ed to Australia' infancy. Lik e Austra lia, there is much to dra w on in 
terms of a national design contex t: 'First Nations ' cultural histor y, Eu ropean ettlemem , and the 
natural and f'lllt11ra/ environm ent . Canadll '., des ign chall enge is to 1101 be Ol'ertak en by A111ericonis111. 
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this because designers cannot afford research and development? Or be-
cause in most cases we use manufactured products rather than one-of-a-
kind designs? Fortunately, some manufacturers share not only their prod-
uct research, but also their behavioral, ergonomic , and other scientific 
studies. A good career link is industrial and product design with the sales 
and n;iarketing of products. Architects were traditionally trained to research 
and be more investigative . Is this happening today? 

Canadian Interior Design is influenced by the United States as the majority of 
design publications and product manufacturing comes from there. A pooling of 
resources has resulted in strengthened education and practice, however the 
down side is that Canadian design has not developed a unique Canadian identity. 
In summary, design management in Interior Design firms is a big issue in Canada, 
differing from Australia . Australia tends to follow the British tradition of project 
management, where quantity surveyors act as middlemen in interior design and 
architectural projects.8 

Australian Interior Design is influenced by British design in aesthetics and 
professional development. Australian interior designers have struggled to create 
their own identity separate from architecture. The region does not share borders 
with adjoining countries as in the European Community and North America where 
interior designers have joined forces and pooled resources . Fortunately, this 
situation is changing rapidly in the nineties. Communications , increased building 
activity in southeast Asia and Africa, and a stronger design organisation are giving 
strength to much needed changes in education and public views of the profession 
in Australia. 

Conclusions and Recommendations for Further Research 
The last 20 years have heralded an immense change in the profession interna-
tionally, touching all areas of the developing world . Economic downturns and 
changes in working/retail patterns have reduced the need for new buildings, 
slowing down the architectural business . However, swift changes in building 
occupancy, reengineering of businesses , and changes in life-working patterns 
have made Interior Design a more active area with a need for better-educated 
specialists in interior building design. Due to increased work in the area, the 
profession has gained momentum and influence. Communications has allowed 
the international development of a profession that is relatively small in each 
country. The smaller numbers and relative newness of the profession have allowed 
for greater flexibility to maneuver the dramatic changes brought about by the 
information age. 



There are a lot of similarities between the two countries in terms of profes-
sional development , such as: population growth , building booms and busts, 
and a cultural and social basis as British Commonwealth countries . Differ-
ences of note are : Australia offers a more innovative national design iden-
tity and a strong multicultural design base relating to their work in, and 
immigrat ion from , Southeast Asia . 

Reco111111e11datio1u.· fo r f11rl/rt:r research 
We offer rhe followi11g 11.~ pnssihiliries for Jurrlrer research: 

/111erior Designers /rc11·e 1rnrked 1hm11gh rhe mu I rapid 11drm1ce111e11t ofrhe profession el'er. 
and ll'ill \\'Ork 1hro11gh another 20 year. of immenve cha11ge. Clw11ges poim 10 rhe co11cepl of 
a 11·orld-ll"ide eco110111iL· dependency 11"i1h the rnrrenl ( /988)/ailing of Russia, and rhe 
'At/1111 jiu· ending ripple across rile 1,·orld. We n111s1 co11sider hm, · 11·e are cmmec1ed 10 
orhers glub111/_1·. The impact and uppor/11ni1ie.~ pn.~ed hy this reality for i111erior arclritens 
11·011/d l;e a rnliwble area forfunher research; 
111-leprh research 011 rhe de\'elop111e11I of rhe profe sion in rhe Mo coLL11lries; 
Re ·earch the po1e11tial stre11g1hs of Australian /111erior Archi1ec111re i11 rhe co111exr to ·m11/ti 
111/ural d,•sig11 'l'is a l'is tl1e gro11·ing 111ig1·a,io11Jro111, and 11·ork in S0111h Ea.\"/ Asia: 

Research rhe relraionships bei11•ee11 rhe several fie lds of1irofessional de. ig11 activity, 
especially bet11•een Arcl1i1ec111re c111d /11/erior Archilecture; and 
Compare the de1•elop111e11t of the co111111erc:it1I office area of lwerior A rchi1ect11re in No11h 
A111erica a11d Australia. Comparing 1/1e dijJere11ce, ifa11y, of Canadians having the 
il,jl11e11celbe11efi1 of rhe research of lr11ge Nnr1h America 1110,11,facrures, and Ausrra/ia ll'ith 
less of 1his direcr inj711e11ce. 
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interior architecture in 
australia and canada 
part two: a comparative study of the development of university 
education for interior designers/architects 

Marina Lommerse and Nancy Spanbroek 

Introduction 
This paper is the second in a series of comparative studies between education 
and practice in Interior Design/ Interior Architecture between Canada and Aus-
tralia. This paper discusses the similarities in the educational structure at univer-
sittes within Australia and between Australia and Canada causing concern as we 
find ourselves in a global competitive market place. It is paramount that interior 
design education directs industry, and not be dictated by short-term industry 
demands. For this to occur, national educat ional bodies need to examine their 
existing programs in respect to one another , develop a distinctive approach in 
what they teach , and develop better communications with industry in order to 
ensure the sharing of valuable knowledge gained through project work. This 
paper is written to provide an anecdotal overview of the professional education 
in these two countries over the past twenty years. It is acknowledged that this is 
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by no means an exhaustive piece of research of this period, but rather an over-
view and starting point for more in-depth research . 
The first paper established the professions ' history as a base, compa ring paral-
lels and differences for the purpose of gaining an insight into the development of 
the profession. It is hoped that from this series discussions will follow on the 
future directions in both areas as little documented research exists concerning 
recent developments in interior des ign/architecture education and practice in 
Austra lia ana Canada . 

Canadian Undergraduate/Graduate Education Courses 
Canada and the United States share the credit for the maturat ion of formal edu-
cation , CPD and standards for Professional Interior Design Status . According to 
Smith. ( 1987), the New York School of Fine and Applied Arts in 1904 offered the 
first Interior Decorating course ; its name was changed to the Parsons School of 
Design in 1940. Othe r private schools followed suit soon after. The first univer-
sity interiors program was established in the mid-1920s at the University of Wash-
ington in Seattle . In Canada , the University of Manitoba establ ished the first 
Interior Decoration Diploma in 1938, and changed it to a four-year degree in 
1945. However, it was; 

'[ ... ] not until the 1960s and 70s, a time of rapid expans ion in higher edu-
cation, that both graduate and undergraduate Interior Design programs 
became more common in[ ... ] universities througho ut North Amer ica. One 
of the earliest doctoral programs with an Interior Design focus was offered 
in the mid-1960s at Florida State University. The Univers ity of Missour i 
graduated its first doctoral candidate in 1972. The University of Tennes-
see established its multi-disciplinary doctoral program with an emphasis 
on environmental factors in the early 1970s'1• 

The University of Manitoba offered the first Canad ian post-graduate program in 
1994. They offer a Masters of Interior Design, a Masters of Facility Management 
by distance , and an interdisciplinary Ph.D. program . The faculty Is currently de-
veloping a program in teaching , research and service for planning and design of 
sustainable human environments , involving the resources of all five programs in 
the faculty and other units in the university, in collaboration with the municipal 
government. Their research activities involve The Canadian Institute of Built 
Environment Design and their Partners Program. Table 1. outlines undergradu-
ate/graduate degrees operat ional In Canada in 1998. Currently four degree pro-
grams in Interior Design exist, with approximately 130 graduates annually. 
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Table 1: Canadian 
Undergraduate/Graduate 
hllerior Design Programs 
Tl,;s table shows when 
and where Cmwdian 
programs were established. 
It indicates the number of 
annual undergraduares 
comp leting degrees and 
graduaies enrolled. 
There is a nowble 
difference betl\'een nwnber 
of programs offered in 
Canada and Australia. 

Institution 

RMIT 
Melbourne, Victoria 

Swinbourne 
Melbourne, Victoria 

University ofTechnology 
Sydney, NSW 

University Of New South Wales 
Sydney, NSW 
Queensland University 
ofTechnology 
Brisbane, Queensland 

Grifith University 
Brisbane, Queensland 

University of South Australia 
Adelaide, South AustraLia 

Curtin University ofTechnology 
Perth, Western Australia 

Northern Territories University 
Darwin, Northern Territories 

lns111u11on 

Kwantle 
Univer8ity/College 
Surrey, BC 

Mount Royal College 
Calgary. Alberti 

Ryerson 
Toronto Ontario 

University of Manitoba 
\V-Ulnipeg, Manitoba 

Interior Design course 
Established 

Diploma est. 1942 
Degree est. late-I 970s 
Masters est. mid-1990s 
Degree est. 1997 

Diploma est. 1975 
Degree est. 1979 

Degree est. mid-1970s 

Degree est. 1987 
Grad. Dip. ID est. 1990 
MBE (Research) 

Associate Diploma est. 1980 
Degree est. 1987 

Certificate est. 1964 
Degree est. I 983. 
M Arch. and M Design 

Degree est. 1989 
Masters est. 1998 

Degree e-51. 1996 

lnrenor Design Course Undergraduate Duration 1998 Numbers 
EstabLished 1998 

Diploma est. 1970s four years full-1ime/equi1·alenl 20 

Degree e,t. I 991 

Diploma est I 9i0s four years full-time/equivaleni 35 
Degree es1. 1998 ( est. grads in 200 I) 

Diploma est. 1950s four years full-time/cquivalem 60 
Dtgree est. mid-1968 

Diploma es1. 1938 five years full-time,equivalent 16 
Degree est. mid-1945 Five enrolled. no graduates 

Annual estimated graduating undergraduates: I JO 
Total emulled graduates 1998: five 

Undergraduate duration 1998 Numbers 
1998 

4 years full-time/equivalent 45 
l year full-time/equivalent 12 enrolled, 8 graduates 
4 years full-time/equivalenl 30 

( est grads in 2000) 

4 years full-time/equivalent 40 

4 years full-time/equivalent 40 
( est. grads in 200 I) 

three years full-time/equivalent 45 
One year full-timefequivalent 

three years full-time/equivalent 20 

four years full-time/equivalent 25 

four years full-time/equivalent 20 

three years full-time/equivalent 5 
(est. grads in 2001) 

Annual eslimaled graduating Undergraduates 1998: 265 

Table 2: A11strallan U11dergraduate/Grad11ate {,uerior Design Programs 
Tlris table shows when and where Australian programs were establish ed. It indicates the number of annual undergraduates 
completing degrees and gradumes enrolled. The difference berween number of progrnms offered and grad uares in Canada and 
Australia is notable : although tire population in Canada is ten 111i/lio11 mare, they ha11e I 70 less graduates than Australia. 
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Figure 3: Australia11 desig11 sllldio 

Australian Undergraduate /Graduate Education Courses 
The first Australia Interior Design program started in 1942 at the Royal 
Melbourne Institute of Technology in Melbourne . RMIT's and subsequent 
programs started teaching primari ly decorative courses . They were taught 
in technical colleges ,. and students were trained in how to apply materia ls 
and finishes. The seventies boom in Interior Design practice influenced 
these programs , Professionals demanded that graduates being employed 
in Interior Design and Architectural practices had more knowledge of struc-
tures , technical skills , and were educated to dea l with complex issues in 
design. 
The majority of programs offered remained in technical schools until a gov-
ernment policy in the late-80s transformed a numbe r of technical schools 
into universities of technology . At this time Interior Design degrees sprang 
up in most of the states. Queensland , New South Wales and Victoria were 
each offering two degrees by the late 90s. Austral ia offers nine undergradu-
ate degrees , big, in comparison to Canada 's four, considering a ten million 
person population spread (Canada being the largest) . The majority of pro-
grams that started as three-year diplomas in the sixties /seventies became 
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four-year degrees with honors by 1997. This trend supports the international 
education standards of Interior Design/Architecture. Table 2. depicts the 
undergraduate degrees available in Australia. Annually, Austral ian universities 
average 265 Interior Design graduates. RMIT introduced the first Interior Design 
masters and doctorate in the mid-90s. Subsequently, the University of South 
Australia and Curtin introduced Interior Design Masters programs [See Table 2]. 

Underpinning of Undergraduate Education 
The North American adoption of the Bauhaus style of design education in the 
1940s is explained by Droste2• The arrival in the States of Mies van der Rohe 
and Walter Gropius in 1937 brought to architectural schools the 'New Bauhaus' . 
These founders had a pervasive influence on architectural education . Interior 
Design programs offered in Architecture schools in North America and Australia 
were strongly influenced by this Bauhaus education model. Many Architectural / 
Interior Design schools adopted the Bauhaus style of studio-based teaching across 
North America. The Bauhaus model of studio-based learning, which is still used 
today, is evident in the programs affiliated with architectural schools. The educa-
tion philosophy was based on three key areas: 
• An understanding of material and developing craft training to 

express the intrinsic qualities of the materials. Students were 
encouraged to develop a concern for purity and simplicity of form 
and appreciate the properties of materials , colour and texture . 

• The theoretical exploration of design would be discussed at length 
in a studio forum; and 

• The integration of theory and practice as a fundamental principle. 
Design schools at universities do not promote themselves by their philosophy in 
design , nor do they differentiate themselves from other similar programs by 
offering a focus on a specialised field of interior design practice such as tropical 
or environmental sustainable design. When researching the number of interior 
design degree programs in Australia, it is interesting to note that not one 
university commented on an area of specialty. For prospective students to select 
from the various interior design programs available within Australia, it seems 
the ir choice would be influenced primarily by geography. The risk of lowered 
standards is increased due to competition between Australian universit ies for 
international full fee paying students. These universities may be forced to relax 
their standards in order to remain within the education market, as they find they 
are competing wi1h international and/or national universities that may be far less 
rigorous academically than their own. Schools may gain a competitive edge 
through better national promotion of their approach to interior design education 
and their particular areas of strengths and specialties . 
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Current Debates in Formal Education 
There is debate in the industry regarding the university's role in the educa-
tion of Interior Designers . Through practice demands , the boundar ies of 
design education are becoming narrower, asking the educator to deliver 
graduates for production-wh ich has a short shelf life. Schon raises an in-
teresting question '[ ... ] can the prevail ing concepts of professional educa-
tion ever yield a curriculum adequate to the complex , unstable, uncertain 
and conflicting worlds of practice?'3 Henderson suggests that 'the multi-
plicity of voices in de,sign education is due to the confusion in the design 
world in general. Pra1ctitioners regularly cross boundaries between disci-
plines from other fields . As the fight for turf-employment , new projects , 
etc.- intensifies, the blurring of these boundar ies will also intensify. The 
academy inevitably, becomes another battleground'4 • The demand by in-



dustry for education institutions to produce graduates that meettheir current needs 
is irresponsible , and assumes education should take on the role of training rather 
than takfng on the role of exploration and challenging current pract ice by looking 
at the broader picture . 
Current information in the industry is gained primarily through project-based learn-
ing. As firms guard this information closely, it is not fed back into education or to 
other members of the design commun ity. This experience is hidden fn order to 
gain competi'tive advantage in the industry. What practitioners don't recognise is 
that this hoarding of information results in everyone reinvent ing the wheel , and 
therefore , limits industry advancement of a body of knowledge . In educat ion, 
without this valuable resource of information , educators can only rely on their 
own experience and research . The very thing that practitioners want graduates 
to know-up to date knowledge- is actually being withheld from them . Most pro-
fessional Interior Designers have little time to publish their material. Schon (1983). 
recommends collaboration between researchers and practitioners to publish find-
ings on projects , to augment the stylistic information that proliferates the Design 
industry. It is no wonder that students orient themselves to stylist ic approaches to 
Interior Design , as there is little in the way of published literature of substance. 
Practitioners must see a way through this compet ition for the advancement of 
Interior Design. 

Conclusions and Further Research 
The last 20 years have heralded an immense change in the profess ion interna-
tionally, touch ing all areas of the developing world. Swift changes in building 
occupancy, re-engineering of businesses, and changes in life-work ing patterns 
have made Interior Design a more active area with a need for better-educated 
specialists in interior building design . Due to increased work in the area , the 
profession has gained momentum and influence . With demand steadily increas-
ing for specialists in Interior Architecture . Rapid changes in comme rcial interiors , 
be they retail, offices or health-ca re, give scope for research and pract ice that 
has not been there in the past. CPD, graduate education and improved under-
graduate educat ion are now available for individuals . 
There are a lot of similarit ies between the two countries in terms of professional 
development , such as: the underpinning of undergraduate educat ion, populatio n 
rise, building booms and busts, and cultural and social basis as British Common-
wealth countries . Differences of note are: Canada is further ahead in the devel-
opment of graduate education and research , and has higher standards for gain-
ing and maintain ing professional Interior Design status . Australia offers a better 
individual design identity and a strong multicu ltural design base with their work 
in, and immigration from, South-east Asia. 
A body of knowledge in the field will empower the profession. In Australia, much 



needed research has started in the region, with a handful of educators 
doing their Ph.D.s in the country in the past five years. Educators and 
practit ioners need to think about how to advance the profession in order 
capitalise on the vast opportunit ies opening in the field of interior design/ 
architecture . Education has started to respond to these changes by pro-
viding more flexible programs and distance education , involving CPD and 
offering post-graduate degrees in partnersh ip with industry. Universities 
also need to analyse what they teach and identify an area unique to either 
their region or specialise in an area desperately requiring research within 
design practice. However, unless practise Is willing to 'share' industry ex-
perience with education bodies, the information provided at CPD level will 
remain singularly focussed . 

Recommendations for collaborative research between educators 
and practitioners 
Very few case studies exist within the profession of interior design, and 
those that do are secreted by individual design practices . The information 
gained from such studies could greatly benefit the profession and also be 
used as a valuable resource for students and teachers alike. The areas 
need not be all encompassing or all revealing , (as so many design firms 
fear they might) , they need in fact only be in specific areas as some of the 
follow ing examples describe : 
• 

• 

• 

• 
• 

A study of the information gained on each new design project. Are 
staff encouraged to formalise this information , if so how is it 
catalogued and accessed . How is the other staff made aware of this 
information . Is this information built on during each new design 
project? 
An analysis of the structure of the design team and its effectiveness 
at all stages of the design project. 
An analysis of future design projections and how this will influence 
the current university structure . • 
Research new teaching strategies tor long distance educat ion 
An examination of existing interior design programs in Aust ralia, dis 
cussing their similarities and differences and whether these are ad 
dressing current design trends both nationally and internat ionally. 
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