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Abstract

The contemporary landscape of engineering education faces unprecedented challenges in preparing students to 
navigate complex, globally interconnected socio-technical problems. Traditional pedagogical models, which 
often emphasize isolated technical competencies, are increasingly insufficient for developing solutions that are 
both functionally robust and socially acceptable. This paper explores the intersection of systems thinking training 
and  social  legitimacy  as  foundational  pillars  for  enhancing  design  quality  within  engineering  education 
studios. Through a comprehensive mixed-methods investigation, this study examines how integrating systems 
thinking  curricula  with  theoretical  frameworks  of  social  legitimacy  impacts  the  design  outcomes  of 
undergraduate engineering students. The research leverages a semester-long studio environment to implement a 
targeted  pedagogical  intervention,  assessing  student  progress  through detailed  rubrics,  peer  critiques,  and 
qualitative reflections. The findings indicate that students who receive explicit training in system dynamics and 
stakeholder legitimacy produce designs that demonstrate higher levels of technical integration, ethical foresight, 
and community acceptance. By conceptualizing design quality not merely as a measure of mechanical efficiency 
but as a multidimensional construct encompassing social and environmental integration, this study provides 
actionable insights for curriculum developers. The paper concludes that embedding systems thinking and social 
legitimacy into studio-based learning environments is essential for cultivating the next generation of engineers  
capable of addressing complex global challenges.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Background and Motivation

The role of the engineer in modern society has transcended the historical boundaries of mere technical 
problem-solving. In an era characterized by rapid technological advancement, climate change, and intricate 
socio-economic global  networks,  engineering professionals  are  increasingly tasked with addressing deeply 
entangled challenges [1]. These challenges, often referred to as wicked problems, defy straightforward linear 
solutions  because  they  exist  at  the  nexus  of  technology,  human behavior,  environmental  constraints,  and 
regulatory frameworks. Consequently, engineering education is undergoing a critical paradigm shift. Institutions 
are recognizing that producing graduates who are highly proficient in mathematics and physics, yet unaware of 
the broader systemic impacts of their creations, is a disservice to both the students and the communities they 
will serve [2]. This realization has led to a growing emphasis on holistic pedagogical approaches that seek to 
bridge the gap between technical rigor and socio-technical awareness.

Among the various educational environments utilized to foster these comprehensive skills, the engineering 
design studio has emerged as a particularly potent setting. Modeled after the architectural studio tradition, the 
engineering studio is a collaborative, project-based learning space where students engage in iterative design, 
peer critique, and reflective practice [3]. The studio environment mimics the professional world, requiring 
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students to negotiate constraints, communicate ideas visually and verbally, and defend their design decisions. 
However, despite the structural advantages of studio-based learning, the quality of the designs produced by 
students  often  remains  constrained  by  their  cognitive  paradigms.  Without  explicit  instruction  in  broader 
analytical frameworks, students tend to default to reductionist thinking, optimizing isolated components of a 
design while neglecting the overall system architecture and the societal context in which the design will operate 
[4].

1.2 Problem Statement

The central problem addressed by this research is the persistent disconnect between the technical functionality 
of student-generated engineering designs and their broader social and systemic viability. While numerous studies 
have documented the benefits of studio-based education in improving students technical communication and 
teamwork  skills,  there  remains  a  critical  gap  in  our  understanding  of  how to  systematically  elevate  the 
multidimensional quality of their designs. Specifically, when students are tasked with designing infrastructure, 
products, or software systems, they frequently fail to anticipate unintended consequences, neglect marginalized 
stakeholders, and overlook the long-term lifecycle impacts of their solutions. 

This deficiency is primarily rooted in two interrelated educational gaps. First, there is a lack of rigorous,  
integrated systems thinking training within the standard engineering curriculum. Systems thinking involves 
understanding the interconnections, feedback loops, and dynamic behaviors of complex entities. Without this 
lens, students cannot adequately map the socio-technical ecosystem of their projects [5]. Second, there is a 
notable absence of instruction regarding social legitimacy. Social legitimacy refers to the degree to which a 
product, system, or organization is perceived as appropriate, proper, and desirable within a socially constructed 
system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions. If an engineering solution is technically brilliant but lacks 
social legitimacy, it will face resistance, fail to gain adoption, or cause societal harm [6]. Therefore, explaining 
and improving design quality requires a dual approach that equips students with both the analytical tools of  
systems thinking and the empathetic, sociological frameworks of social legitimacy.

1.3 Research Objectives and Questions

The primary objective of this paper is to comprehensively analyze how the intentional integration of systems 
thinking training and social legitimacy frameworks within an engineering education studio influences the overall 
design quality produced by students. By operationalizing design quality as a composite metric that includes 
technical functionality, systemic integration, and social appropriateness, this study aims to provide a robust 
evidentiary basis for curriculum reform. 

To achieve this objective, the research is guided by the following core questions. First, how does explicit 
training in systems thinking alter the cognitive processes and design methodologies utilized by engineering 
students in a studio setting? Second, in what ways do students incorporate concepts of social legitimacy into 
their design iterations, and how does this consideration manifest in their final project outcomes? Third, what is  
the measurable impact of combining systems thinking and social legitimacy on the holistic quality of engineering 
designs, as evaluated by expert reviewers and community stakeholders? By addressing these questions, this 
paper  seeks  to  offer  both  theoretical  contributions  to  the  field  of  engineering  education  and  practical 
recommendations for instructional design [7].

2. Literature Review and Theoretical Framework

2.1 Systems Thinking in Engineering Education

Systems thinking has roots in various disciplines, including biology, cybernetics, and management, but its  
application to engineering is  fundamentally concerned with managing complexity.  Traditional  engineering 
education relies heavily on reductionism, a method that involves breaking down a complex problem into its  
constituent parts, analyzing each part in isolation, and then reassembling the parts to form a solution. While 
reductionism is highly effective for well-defined, closed problems, it is notoriously inadequate for open, dynamic 
systems where the interactions between components are just as critical as the components themselves [8].

In the context of engineering education, systems thinking requires a cognitive shift from focusing on static 
entities to analyzing dynamic relationships. It  involves recognizing feedback loops, delays, and non-linear 
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relationships that govern systemic behavior over time. Educational theorists argue that systems thinking is not 
merely a set of tools, such as causal loop diagrams or system dynamics modeling software, but a fundamental  
habit of mind [9]. When students develop this habit, they begin to ask different types of questions during the 
design process. Rather than solely asking how to make a material stronger or a mechanism faster, they ask how 
the deployment of that mechanism will alter user behavior, how the material can be sourced sustainably, and 
what the end-of-life disposal process entails. The literature indicates that students who undergo rigorous systems 
thinking training demonstrate enhanced problem-framing abilities, a greater tolerance for ambiguity, and a more 
sophisticated approach to multidisciplinary collaboration [10]. 

2.2 The Concept of Social Legitimacy in Design

While systems thinking provides the structural framework for understanding complexity, social legitimacy 
provides the normative framework for evaluating the appropriateness of a solution. The concept of legitimacy 
has been extensively explored in organizational sociology and institutional theory, most notably defined as a 
generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within 
some socially constructed system of norms. Translating this concept to engineering design means acknowledging 
that artifacts are not culturally neutral [11]. Every design embeds the values, assumptions, and biases of its 
creators.

In engineering education, introducing social legitimacy requires students to engage with stakeholder theory 
and ethics. Designs achieve pragmatic legitimacy when stakeholders perceive a direct benefit from the solution. 
They achieve moral legitimacy when the solution aligns with the broader ethical values of the society, such as  
fairness, sustainability, and safety. Finally, they achieve cognitive legitimacy when the solution makes sense and 
fits seamlessly into the daily lives of the users without requiring an unreasonable cognitive load or behavioral  
shift  [12].  Previous  studies  emphasize  that  when  engineering  students  are  taught  to  actively  seek  social 
legitimacy for their designs, they become more adept at participatory design methods [13]. They learn to listen  
to  community  voices,  validate  their  assumptions  through  user  testing,  and  iterate  their  designs  based  on 
qualitative feedback rather than relying solely on quantitative performance metrics.

2.3 Studio-Based Learning and Design Quality

The engineering design studio serves as the critical intersection where systems thinking and social legitimacy 
can  be  operationalized.  The  studio  model  is  characterized  by  its  physical  and  temporal  structure,  which 
emphasizes open workspaces, extended contact hours, and a culture of continuous peer and instructor feedback. 
This environment supports the experiential learning cycle, allowing students to conceptualize, prototype, test,  
and reflect in rapid succession [14].

Design quality within the studio has traditionally been assessed through technical rubrics that prioritize 
feasibility, viability, and ingenuity. However, as the demands of the engineering profession evolve, so too 
must the metrics for design quality. A modern, comprehensive definition of design quality must encompass not 
only technical excellence but also systemic resilience and social equity. Researchers have proposed various 
frameworks for assessing this expanded definition of quality, often incorporating sustainability indices and social 
impact assessments [15]. By embedding systems thinking and social legitimacy training directly into the studio 
curriculum, educators can provide students with the specific cognitive scaffolds needed to elevate their designs 
to meet these rigorous, multidimensional quality standards. The theoretical framework of this study posits that  
systems thinking provides the mechanics for broad analysis, social legitimacy provides the moral and pragmatic 
compass, and the studio provides the necessary crucible for iterative synthesis.

3. Research Methodology

3.1 Research Design and Paradigm

To rigorously investigate the impact of systems thinking and social legitimacy training on design quality, this 
study employed a quasi-experimental, mixed-methods research design. A mixed-methods approach was selected 
because the evaluation of design quality and cognitive paradigm shifts inherently involves both quantifiable 
metrics and deeply qualitative human experiences [16]. The quantifiable aspect allows for the measurement of 
specific design attributes and the statistical comparison of student performance across different pedagogical 
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conditions. The qualitative aspect provides the necessary depth to understand the underlying rationale, the 
evolution of student perspectives, and the nuanced ways in which theoretical training translates into applied 
design decisions.

The research paradigm is grounded in pragmatism, which advocates for utilizing whatever methodological 
tools are best suited to address the research questions at hand. The study was conducted longitudinally over the 
course of a standard sixteen-week academic semester. The core intervention involved an integrated curriculum 
module deployed within a senior-level capstone engineering design studio. By utilizing a quasi-experimental 
design, the study compared an experimental cohort, which received the specialized training in systems thinking 
and  social  legitimacy,  against  a  control  cohort,  which  proceeded  through  the  standard  studio  curriculum 
emphasizing traditional technical design methodologies [17].

3.2 Participants and Studio Context

The study took place at a large, comprehensive university with a well-established engineering program. The 
participants were final-year undergraduate students enrolled in a mandatory capstone design studio. A total of 
one hundred and twenty students participated in the study. These students were evenly distributed across four 
distinct studio sections, each accommodating thirty students. Two of these sections were randomly designated 
as the experimental group, while the other two served as the control group. The assignment of instructors was 
carefully controlled to minimize instructor bias; all instructors possessed similar levels of teaching experience 
and professional background in design engineering.

The students were organized into design teams of four to five members, resulting in a total of twenty-six 
project  teams  across  the  entire  study  population.  The  demographic  composition  of  the  participants  was 
representative  of  the  broader  engineering  faculty,  encompassing  a  variety  of  specialized  majors  such  as 
mechanical, civil, and environmental engineering. This multidisciplinary composition was intentional, as it 
reflects the realities of professional engineering practice and provides a rich context for observing the negotiation 
of complex socio-technical problems.

Table 1: Participant Demographics and Backgrounds

Group Number of Students
Multidisciplinary 

Teams
Prior Systems 

Training
Prior Ethics Training

Experimental Cohort 60 13 Teams None
Standard Introductory 
Module

Control Cohort 60 13 Teams None
Standard Introductory 
Module

The studio environment itself was designed to foster collaboration and intensive project work. Students had 
twenty-four-hour  access  to  the  physical  studio  space,  which  was  equipped  with  rapid  prototyping  tools, 
whiteboard walls for expansive brainstorming, and digital workstations. The central assignment for all cohorts 
was to design a comprehensive urban infrastructure solution to mitigate the localized impacts of climate change, 
specifically focusing on extreme weather events and resource scarcity [18]. This prompt was intentionally broad 
to allow for a wide range of interpretations and to necessitate the consideration of complex systemic variables 
and diverse stakeholder needs.

3.3 Data Collection Instruments

Data collection was multi-faceted, employing several distinct instruments to capture the full spectrum of 
student development and design quality. The primary quantitative instrument was a customized Design Quality 
Evaluation Rubric. This rubric was developed based on established engineering accreditation standards and 
enhanced to include specific metrics for systemic integration and social legitimacy. The rubric assessed projects 
across  five  main  categories:  Technical  Feasibility,  Systemic  Resilience,  Stakeholder  Engagement,  Ethical 
Foresight, and Overall Innovation. Each category was scored on a Likert scale from one to seven by a panel of 
independent, blinded expert reviewers consisting of academic faculty and industry professionals.

In addition to the expert  evaluations, quantitative data was gathered through pre-intervention and post-
intervention student surveys.  These surveys utilized validated scales to measure the students  self-reported 
confidence in utilizing systems mapping tools, their perceived importance of social legitimacy in engineering 
design, and their ability to navigate ambiguous project requirements [19].
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The qualitative data collection involved semi-structured interviews and the thematic analysis of student 
design portfolios. Specifically, two members from each of the twenty-six design teams were randomly selected 
for in-depth interviews at the conclusion of the semester. These interviews focused on their design rationale, the 
challenges they faced in  integrating non-technical  constraints,  and their  experiences  with  the  pedagogical 
interventions.  Furthermore,  the  extensive  design  portfolios  submitted  by  each  team,  which  included  their 
preliminary sketches, stakeholder maps, causal loop diagrams, and final reflective essays, were collected for 
comprehensive document analysis.

4. Pedagogical Intervention and Systems Thinking Training

4.1 Curriculum Design and Implementation

The pedagogical intervention for the experimental cohort was meticulously designed to integrate theoretical 
concepts with immediate practical application within the studio environment. The intervention was structured 
into three distinct phases, spanning the first ten weeks of the semester, designed to scaffold the students learning 
progressively.

Phase one, occurring during the first three weeks, was dedicated to establishing the foundations of systems 
thinking. Rather than relying on abstract lectures, this phase utilized interactive workshops where students were 
introduced to system dynamics and causal loop diagramming. Students analyzed historical engineering failures, 
not merely as technical breakdowns, but as systemic failures where feedback loops and delayed consequences 
were ignored. Through these case studies, students learned to identify reinforcing and balancing loops within 
socio-technical systems [20]. They practiced mapping the boundaries of their design problems, pushing beyond 
the immediate technical requirements to include environmental, economic, and social variables.

Phase two, spanning weeks four through seven, shifted the focus to the concept of social legitimacy. This  
phase introduced theories of stakeholder identification and value-sensitive design. Students participated in role-
playing exercises where they adopted the perspectives of diverse stakeholders, including municipal regulators, 
local community members, environmental activists, and end-users.  The objective was to guide students in 
understanding that a design is only successful if it achieves pragmatic, moral, and cognitive legitimacy within 
the community it serves. They were taught methodologies for conducting participatory research and translating 
qualitative human values into concrete design constraints.

Figure 1: Comprehensive Schematic of Pedagogical Intervention Integration

Phase three, from weeks eight to ten, was the integration phase. During this period, the explicit instruction 
transitioned into targeted mentoring during the studio sessions. Instructors challenged the design teams to 
synthesize their systems maps and stakeholder analyses into their emerging urban infrastructure prototypes. 
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Critique  sessions  were  deliberately  structured  to  evaluate  the  alignment  between  the  technical  proposed 
mechanisms and the socio-technical ecosystem [21]. If a team presented a highly efficient water filtration system, 
the critique would immediately pivot to questioning the supply chain for the filtration materials, the maintenance 
burden placed on local municipalities, and the cultural acceptance of the purified water.

4.2 Aligning Systems Thinking with Studio Practices

A critical element of the intervention was ensuring that the systems thinking and social legitimacy training  
did not feel like tangential additions to the core engineering work, but rather fundamental components of the 
design process itself. To achieve this, the standard studio practices were modified. Peer review sessions, a staple 
of studio learning, were reformatted using structured observation guides that required students to evaluate their 
peers based on systemic and legitimacy criteria. 

Furthermore, the prototyping phase was expanded from merely physical or digital modeling of the artifact to 
include the prototyping of the service and deployment models.  Teams were required to create storyboard 
narratives that traced the lifecycle of their design from initial manufacturing, through daily operation, to eventual 
decommissioning. This exercise forced students to confront the long-term systemic impacts of their material and 
operational choices. By aligning the theoretical training directly with the tactile, iterative practices of the studio, 
the intervention sought to embed these advanced cognitive paradigms deeply into the students professional 
identity and daily engineering habits.

5. Analysis of Social Legitimacy and Design Quality

5.1 Quantitative Results of Design Quality Assessments

The quantitative data derived from the expert evaluations of the final design projects revealed a substantial 
and statistically significant difference between the experimental and control cohorts. The evaluation rubric 
provided a  comprehensive overview of the design quality  across the distinct  dimensions identified in the 
methodology.

The control group, which engaged with the traditional studio curriculum, produced projects that scored 
strongly in Technical Feasibility. Their designs were generally mechanically sound and mathematically verified. 
However, these same projects demonstrated marked deficiencies in the areas of Systemic Resilience and Ethical 
Foresight.  The expert  reviewers  noted that  the  control  group designs  frequently  optimized for  immediate 
performance metrics while ignoring obvious downstream consequences, such as long-term maintenance costs or 
environmental degradation caused by resource extraction.

Conversely, the experimental group demonstrated a far more balanced and elevated performance across all 
assessment  categories.  While  their  scores  in  Technical  Feasibility  were  comparable  to  the  control  group, 
indicating that the introduction of socio-technical constraints did not compromise their technical rigor, their 
scores in the systemic and social categories were significantly higher. The experimental teams excelled in 
Stakeholder Engagement, producing designs that clearly evidenced community consultation and value alignment 
[22]. Their overall innovation scores were also higher, as the necessity to satisfy multiple, often conflicting,  
socio-technical constraints drove the teams to develop highly creative, non-obvious solutions.

Table 2: Pre and Post Intervention Design Quality Scores

Assessment Category Control Group (Mean Score)
Experimental Group (Mean 

Score)
Variance

Technical Feasibility 5.8 5.9 0.1

Systemic Resilience 3.4 5.6 2.2

Stakeholder Engagement 3.1 6.1 3.0

Ethical Foresight 3.5 5.8 2.3

Overall Innovation 4.2 6.0 1.8

The pre and post-intervention student surveys further corroborated these findings. At the beginning of the 
semester, both cohorts exhibited similar levels of confidence in addressing complex problems, primarily defining 
complexity in terms of complicated mathematical or mechanical integrations. By the end of the semester, the 
experimental  group  reported  a  vastly  expanded  definition  of  engineering  complexity  and  demonstrated 
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significantly higher self-efficacy in navigating ambiguous social requirements and utilizing systems mapping 
tools.

5.2 Qualitative Dimensions of Social Legitimacy

The qualitative analysis of the interview transcripts and design portfolios provided deep insights into how the 
students internalized and applied the concepts of systems thinking and social legitimacy. The thematic coding 
of the interview data revealed several core narrative threads. Most prominently, students in the experimental 
group frequently discussed the concept of  unintended consequences.  They described how the causal  loop 
diagramming exercises forced them to visualize how an intervention in one part of an urban infrastructure system 
could cause detrimental effects in an adjacent social or ecological system. This realization cultivated a sense of 
intellectual humility and caution that profoundly influenced their design iterations.

Another major theme was the transition from viewing stakeholders as obstacles to viewing them as essential 
design partners. In the control group, when stakeholders were mentioned in the design portfolios, they were 
often characterized as end-users who needed to be convinced to adopt the technology. The design was positioned 
as the authoritative solution. In contrast, the experimental group portfolios documented a pursuit of social 
legitimacy. These students actively altered their core technical designs based on the normative values of the 
community. For example, one experimental team designing a decentralized energy grid entirely overhauled their 
distribution algorithm not for technical efficiency, but to ensure equitable energy access for lower-income 
neighborhoods, thereby securing moral and pragmatic legitimacy for their project.

The  portfolios  of  the  experimental  group  also  demonstrated  a  sophisticated  command  of  visual 
communication regarding systemic integration. Their final presentations did not just show isolated CAD models 
of their designs; they presented comprehensive socio-technical maps that illustrated data flows, resource supply 
chains,  regulatory  interactions,  and  community  feedback  loops.  This  ability  to  articulate  the  contextual  
embeddedness of their designs was consistently highlighted by the expert reviewers as a hallmark of exceptional 
design quality. The qualitative evidence clearly indicates that the training intervention fundamentally altered the 
lens through which these students viewed the engineering profession and their responsibilities within it.

6. Discussion and Conclusion

6.1 Synthesis of Findings

The findings of this research strongly support the proposition that design quality in engineering education 
can be significantly enhanced through the systematic integration of systems thinking and social legitimacy 
training within the studio environment. The data illustrates that when students are equipped solely with technical 
competencies, they tend to produce designs that are functionally adequate but systemically fragile and socially 
disconnected. However, when students are provided with the cognitive tools to map complex interdependencies 
and the theoretical frameworks to evaluate the social appropriateness of their solutions, the quality of their design 
outputs improves dramatically across multiple dimensions.

The pedagogical intervention demonstrated that it is possible to teach these complex, seemingly abstract 
concepts in a highly applied, rigorous manner. By embedding causal loop diagramming and stakeholder value 
mapping directly into the iterative cycles of the design studio, students were able to practice these skills not as  
theoretical exercises, but as vital components of their professional workflow. The resulting designs from the 
experimental cohort were not only more robust and resilient but also demonstrated a profound commitment to 
ethical foresight and community integration. This synthesis of technical skill and socio-technical awareness 
represents the zenith of modern engineering design quality.

6.2 Implications for Engineering Education

The  implications  of  this  study  for  engineering  curriculum  developers  and  program administrators  are 
substantial. The traditional model of engineering education, which heavily silos technical instruction from ethical 
and social considerations, is inadequate for preparing students for the realities of contemporary practice. There 
is an urgent need to reform engineering curricula to ensure that systems thinking and social legitimacy are  
integrated comprehensively, rather than relegated to solitary, disconnected ethics modules.
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Furthermore, this research underscores the unique value of the design studio as an integrative pedagogical 
space. The studio format provides the necessary temporal flexibility and collaborative environment required for 
students  to  grapple  with  the  messy,  iterative  process  of  designing  for  complex  socio-technical  systems. 
Institutions should seek to expand studio-based learning opportunities and ensure that studio instructors are 
adequately trained to mentor students in systems analysis and participatory design methodologies. 

6.3 Limitations and Concluding Remarks

While the results of this study are highly encouraging, certain limitations must be acknowledged. The research 
was conducted within a single institution over the course of one academic semester, which may limit the 
generalizability of the findings to different cultural or institutional contexts. The multidisciplinary nature of the 
student teams, while beneficial for the study's specific aims, introduces variables related to group dynamics and 
varied prior  knowledge that  are  difficult  to  control  entirely.  Future research should seek to  replicate  this  
pedagogical intervention across diverse university settings and conduct longitudinal follow-ups to determine if  
the cognitive paradigms adopted by the students persist as they transition into professional engineering practice.

In conclusion, explaining and achieving high design quality in engineering education requires a fundamental 
expansion of the pedagogical lens. The challenges of the twenty-first century demand engineers who are not 
only technical innovators but also systemic thinkers and ethical practitioners. By institutionalizing systems 
thinking training and embedding the pursuit of social legitimacy into the core of the engineering design studio, 
educators can empower students to develop solutions that are both technologically brilliant and profoundly 
resonant with the needs of society. This holistic approach is essential for cultivating a generation of engineers 
capable of designing a sustainable, equitable, and resilient future.
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