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The installation DESIGN × SCIENCE at 
Designblok ‘23 presents a curated selection 
of six exceptional doctoral design research 
projects from the Faculty of Architecture 
and Design at the Slovak University of 
Technology in Bratislava.

TR1MTAB.com is a communication and 
networking platform founded by Michala 
Lipková to actively seek new industry  
partnerships and accelerate design-driven 
technology transfer and multidisciplinary 
collaboration across (and beyond)  
STU’s faculties.

The concept of functioning as a ‘trimtab’ 
is inspired by the American inventor 
Buckminster Fuller; he believed that small 
actions deliver global impact. Under the 
tagline Prototyping Change, the platform 
aims to contribute to systems-level change 
toward more sustainable and just futures.

DESIGN / CHANGE 

Design has an extraordinary power to make 
ideas tangible. It allows us to experience 
abstract solutions through our senses and 
make them understandable through mod-
els, prototypes, and other visual clues. Also, 
for this reason, in today’s world of ‘wicked 
problems’ (Buchanan, 1992), design as an 
output, a thinking and work process, or as a 

strategy finds applications in a wide range 
of fields, far beyond the boundaries of its 
original professional classification, under-
stood primarily in the context of the art  
disciplines.

As a result, the term design is used exten-
sively in often significantly different con-

SymaLITE® boards donated by 
Mitsubishi Chemical Group
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texts. We use the word design so frequently 
that it is nearly meaningless. Moreover, 
while another self-serving comparison of 
existing design definitions is the last thing 
we need, we must admit that our language 
no longer fits its purpose. 

The bad news is that our understanding of 
the concept of design is far from the only 
thing that very soon needs to change in the 
face of accelerating ‘polycrisis’ (Lawrence 
et al., 2023). 

Climate change is very well document-
ed. As the team of researchers from Dark 
Matter Labs stated in their recent invita-
tion paper on the new European Bauhaus 
economy, even our most ambitious pledges 
(IPCC, 2023) lead to climate disaster (Kemp 
et al., 2022). The authors argue that “apart 
from design and creativity, our new reality 
could require new ethics, governance, insti-
tutions, accounting regimes, regenerative 
investments, smart services and systems.” 
The collective sees exploration of “what is 
emerging at the intersection of the mate-
rial and immaterial” and “establishing new 
relationships between tangible and intangi-
ble assets” as one of the ways ahead to sup-
port the shift towards a regenerative fu-
ture for our built environment (Johar, 2023).

One thought repeatedly comes to the fore-
front in the global transition design dis-
course: only a radical worldview and behav-
ior shift — on the individual, institutional, 
and organizational level — can lead to the 
necessary scale of transformation. 

How can doctoral design research become a 
laboratory for the emerging design practice 
that does not seek minor adjustments to the 
existing system but is capable of reimagin-
ing and transforming it? Which research 
questions are worth asking, and what kind 
of design research can contribute to the 
transition to a future we actually want? How 
can design enable and accelerate cross-sec-
toral dialog?

By being both a creative and a pragmatic 
action-driven profession, design can practi-
cally contribute to the change in how man-
ufacturers, entrepreneurs, researchers, 
scholars (and any other stakeholders) think 
and work together towards common goals. 
Using a couple of examples, design research 
can be useful in providing critical points of 

view, identifying the one problem to solve 
by a single project in a given time, and divid-
ing large challenges into smaller, actionable 
steps. Design naturally brings an iterative 
mindset, creative curiosity, and collabora-
tion. 

We do not pretend to have all the answers, 
but one thing is clear: The scale of the prob-
lems we face requires paradigm-oriented 
design methods, and we need to speed up 
learning how to use them together. Such a 
need has led us to create a platform that 
allows the accumulation of collective intelli-
gence and facilitates collective action. In the 
situation when we have a lot to lose by not 
trying, accelerating collaboration offers an 
actionable way to go.

DESIGN > PROTOTYPING 

Buckminster Fuller has inspired generations 
of architects and designers even though 
he did not receive formal architectural or 
design training. Scholarly sources refer to 
Fuller using countless adjectives: architect, 
system theorist, writer, designer, inventor, 
futurist, or philosopher – reminiscent of the 
contemporary concept of ‘antidisciplinarity’ 
(Ito, 2014).

Contemporary media is rediscovering Full-
er’s concept of being a ‘trim tab’ — the leg-
endary metaphor of a ship’s miniature rud-
der. A small part that can influence a large 
system (Fuller, 1962) inspires young people 
to reshape their immediate surroundings 
actively. In today’s reality, which can eas-
ily induce helplessness, the idea of being  
a ‘trim tab’ resonates even more.

Fuller’s concept of acting as a ‘trim tab’ 
inspired the name of the recently found-
ed platform for design research and tech-
nology transfer at the STU in Bratislava. 
Built on the belief that small actions deliver 
global impact, the platform promotes the 
idea of design-driven innovation under the 
motto of Prototyping Change. This com-
munication and networking platform aims 
to actively seek new industry partnerships 
and accelerate collaboration across STU’s 
faculties.

Another of the many famous (overquoted 
but still inspiring) thoughts by Buckmin-
ster Fuller tells us never to try changing 
things by fighting the existing reality, advis-

Manual heat bending of 
SymaLITE® boards
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ing us to “build a new model that makes the  
existing model obsolete” (Sieden, 2011, 358). 
Fuller himself was a tireless maker, using 
experiments and business activities to test 
and develop his ideas in the real world — be it 
a radical view of low-cost housing or his un-
conventional vision of energy-efficient car. 

British designer Pascal Wicht compares 
the act of prototyping during the design 
process to “creating hypotheses that can 
continually be shaped and refined” (Wicht, 
2023). The emphasis on ‘prototyping’ within 
the platform’s communication strategy is 
intentional. By intentionally avoiding using 
the term ‘design’ at the forefront of the 
narrative, we switch attention to design 
as a process — a research activity to test 
ideas, a process to learn from, rather than 
supporting the idea of producing polished 
artifacts. 

Under the tagline Prototyping Change, 
the platform aims to contribute to sys-
tems-level change step by step. We have 
replaced the subject “I” in the name of the 
‘tr1mtab.com’ URL with the number “1” to 
emphasize the importance of a single step 
if taken in the right direction. 

Prototyping Change refers to design’s abil-
ity to bridge disciplines and help innovative 
ideas ascend across the ladder of technol-

ogy readiness levels by producing tangible 
outputs of research processes that are 
otherwise hard to comprehend from the 
outside and challenging to communicate to 
potential partners. When we use the term 
‘technology transfer’, we refer to the big 
picture and the general notion of trans-
ferring results from scientific research or 
technological inventions from academic en-
vironments to business applications — be-
yond the formal processes of IP registra-
tion of patents or utility models.

DESIGN × SCIENCE 

The curatorial selection of six doctoral re-
search projects in the study program De-
sign at the Faculty of Architecture and 
Design, Slovak University of Technology in 
Bratislava (FAD STU) represents a retro-
spective of successfully defended disserta-
tion projects, which were in the making af-
ter 2014 or are still ongoing. However, much 
more than that: The selection reflects an 
undeniable generational shift on the one 
hand, and the other, it illustrates trajecto-
ries of ongoing transition. All projects bring 
their own view of the new position of the 
designer - be it a role in a multidisciplinary 
scientific team, entrepreneurial endeavor, 
creative community, territory of philoso-
phy, or computationally enhanced product 
development. 

“Contemporary media is rediscovering 
Fuller’s concept of being a ‘trim tab’ —  
the legendary metaphor of a ship’s 
miniature rudder. A small part that can 
influence a large system (Fuller, 1962) 
inspires young people to reshape their 
immediate surroundings actively. ”

Installation DESIGN × SCIENCE 
at the The Trade Fair Palace 
during Designblok 2023 in Prague
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The current study program Design at the 
FAD STU stems from an industrial design 
agenda originally developed at the Faculty 
of Mechanical Engineering three decades 
ago. Early understanding of industrial de-
sign at STU saw the discipline as a strictly 
form-oriented, convergent view of design 
practice, comparable to the Danish Design 
Ladder model’s first step of “design as styl-
ing” (Kretzschmar, 2003). While the execu-
tive profession of industrial design styling 
is no doubt still needed and should not be 
underrated, the current strategy of STU’s 
Institute of Design and FAD supports a di-
versity of approaches to design creation in 
its full spectrum of formal outputs, under-
standing design as a “first and foremost  
a thinking process” (Rams, 1995, 152).

The biggest opportunity we currently rec-
ognize is the focus on strategic and system-
ic positions of design. Therefore, at FAD 
STU, we aim to elevate local doctoral design 
research as an opportunity for an ‘upgrade’ 
towards interdisciplinary and cross-sec-
toral collaboration, focused on supporting 
technology transfer by design-driven inno-
vation. At the forum of Prague’s Design-
blok, we illustrate our vision with six tangi-
ble examples.

The installation DESIGN × SCIENCE is a re-
sult of a collective effort. The production 
team of doctoral students and graduates 
worked hard to find the best way to frame 
messages of complex research projects at-
tractively and comprehensively. The instal-
lation’s title was first mentioned in a group 

discussion by Petra Hurai, coming up from 
a collective brainstorming about choosing 
the right message for the show - one suit-
able for arguably a short attention span of 
mass design fair visitors. We use the math-
ematical sign of multiplication between the 
words ‘design’ and ‘science’ to represent 
the metaphorical amplification that design 
can offer for different fields of science and 
research. 

Each of the presented projects bridges dis-
ciplines differently. Tibor Antony dives into 
insights from chemistry and psychology, 
developing an exemplary integration of nat-
ural and engineering sciences for an ambi-
tious biotech startup. Petra Hurai provides 
actionable critical reflection stemming 
from cross-sectional problems of time, 
exploring philosophy, physics, biology, cog-
nitive psychology, neuroscience, and other 
disciplines. Matej Dubiš brings a detailed 
insight into possible integrations of compu-
tational tools into human-centered product 
development. Vlasta Kubušová challenges 
cross-disciplinary material research in bio-
based materials with their future applica-
tions and environmental effects in mind. 
Martin Mjartan has become a ‘trimtab’ of 
the creative community, aiming to develop 
a resilient platform for collaboration be-
tween academia, creative industries, and 
disappearing crafts. Soňa Otiepková spot-
lights surface coloring as an ignored prob-
lem of material science from the perspec-
tive of commercial scalability of industrial 
applications of bioplastics. 

“Under the tagline Prototyping Change,  
the platform aims to contribute to systems-
level change step by step. We have replaced  
the subject “I” in the name of the ‘tr1mtab.com’ 
URL with the number “1” to emphasize the 
importance of a single step if taken in the 
right direction.”

Installation DESIGN × SCIENCE 
at the The Trade Fair Palace 
during Designblok 2023 in Prague
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Trimtab | Prototyping Change
www.tr1mtab.com

Trimtab is a platform for design-driven technology transfer 
and multidisciplinary collaboration at the Slovak University 
of Technology in Bratislava. Founded by Michala Lipková, 
the platform seeks opportunities to prototype innovative 
solutions with positive impact and bring added value to the 
production loop.

Spatial transformation of the 
double meaning symbol T/1, 
present in the logotype of the 
Trimtab platform

The installation concept DESIGN × SCIENCE 
started to be formed even before the final 
technical details of the six selected doctor-
al research projects on display were speci-
fied. The authors of the installation design, 
František Dorko and Martin Sombathy, 
agreed to participate in developing a mod-
ular exhibition display, potentially usable in 
the future for other occasions. 

Experimental prototyping of the exhibi-
tion display became part of their ongoing 
research in circular design. The design re-
search project initiated by Martin Som-
bathy maps sources of locally available re-
sidual material from industrial production 
in Slovakia that are not being reused or 
recycled for various reasons. The goal of 
Sombathy’s mapping is to discover the op-
portunities to close open loops of local in-
dustrial production by product design.  

The installation uses SymaLITE® boards 
provided by Mitsubishi Chemical Group. Sy-
maLITE® is recycled low-weight reinforced 
thermoplastic used for producing three-di-
mensional components utilizing low-pres-
sure molding, finding multiple applications 
in the automotive industry such as car un-
dershields, engine and gearbox covers, etc. 
(Mitsubishi, 2023). While the material life 
cycle is designed to reuse the scrap edge 
trims, the production cycles exceptional-
ly leave local subcontractors with extra 
boards in stock with minor imperfections 
that fall outside of the acceptable produc-
tion tolerance limits. Trying to avoid unnec-
essary recycling of unused industrial inter-
mediate products, Dorko and Sombathy 

were looking for possible applications in 
small series production. The DESIGN ×  
SCIENCE installation display became one of 
these design opportunities.  

The modular display system, used for the 
first time in the DESIGN × SCIENCE in-
stallation, works exclusively with local-
ly available resources. The system uses 
heat-bent spare SymaLITE® as the main 
display surface. The construction is made 
of beech wood rods, connected by custom 
3D printed PLA components and standard 
bolts and nuts inspired by joints used in 
construction scaffolding. Each part of the 
exhibition system is replaceable and fully 
demountable, allowing for future adapta-
tion, reuse, or recycling.

The installation DESIGN × SCIENCE, pre-
sented at the 25th edition of Prague Inter-
national Design Festival Designblok, is the 
first group presentation of doctoral design 
research projects from FAD STU abroad. 

In other words, it is itself a prototype. Let us 
give the format a chance to open an ongo-
ing conversation and become an invitation 
to collaborate!
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