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Electronics: Design briefs and specifications
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Design briefs
A design brief is a short statement that describes

some or all of the following:

✛ the sort of product to be made and its purpose;

✛ who will use it;

✛ where it will be used;

✛ where it might be sold.

An open brief provides general guidelines and

offers the opportunity for a wide range of possible

outcomes. A closed brief is more specific and

detailed in its requirements. Here are examples of

open and closed briefs for two lines of interest.

Sensing devices
Open design brief:

“Design and make a range

of items that utilise simple

sensing devices.”

Closed design brief:

“Design and

make a

sensing

device that

can be used

to sense the

temperature

in a hen coop and

sound an alarm

should the

temperature fall

below 4°C.”

The open brief

provides the

designer with

the freedom to

explore a wide

range of sensing

possibilities and situations. The

closed brief provides opportunity to

produce different solutions, but the

nature of the sensing device required is

more clearly defined so the range of

possible outcomes is limited.

Control systems
Open design brief:

“Design and make a product that uses timing

technology.”

Closed design brief:

“Design and make an electronic wristwatch with

alarm facilities suitable   for young people in

the 15-19  age range.”

A wide range of product types is possible from the

open brief, including simple wristwatches, simple

clocks, simple stop watches, and timer units for

microwave ovens. In the closed brief the nature of

the product and the end user are more clearly

identified. This provides a more detailed picture of

what is required.

The closed brief provides the opportunity to

produce different solutions, but the limited ability

of the users, the size, water-resistance

requirement, and probable limits to the purchasing

price constrain the range of possible outcomes.
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Specifying the product
You will need to develop the design brief into a

performance specification. This will provide a list

of criteria against which you can assess your

design as it develops.

The performance specification will always;

▲ describe what the product has to do;

▲ describe what the product should look like;

▲ state any other requirements that need to be

met.

For example:

▲ how it should be used;

▲ how much it should cost to manufacture;

▲ possible production levels – one-off or batch

production;

▲ what materials it should be made from;

▲ what energy source should be used if it needs

to be powered;

▲ ergonomic requirements related to end user;

▲ legal requirements to be met in its

development and use;

▲ environmental considerations and

requirements.

Here are two examples of performance

specifications and products that meet

their requirements.

Intruder alarm specification
What it has to do:

▲ detect break-ins through doors or windows;

▲ sound a loud alarm;

▲ show on a display panel where the break in

has occurred.

What it should look like:

▲ its presence should be obvious and not

hidden;

▲ its visible parts should look hidden;

▲ the display panel should be easy to read.

Other requirements:

▲ it should be impossible to deactivate from

outside the building;

▲ it should be suitable for batch production.
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Remote system for controlling roller-blinds

on high-level windows specification

What it has to do:

▲ control the smooth opening, closing and part-closure of roller blinds;

▲ control blinds in high-level angled, horizontal and vertical windows;

▲ ensure the chosen position of the blind is maintained for as long as is required.

What it should look like:

▲ the casing of the control unit should look appropriate in a range of

windowed environments.

Other requirements:

▲ be a portable control device;

▲ a wall-mounted storage unit

should be included in the

design;

▲ the portable unit should feel

comfortable to use;

▲ the system should be easily

usable by a wide range of users;

▲ the system should have a

very high degree of reliability.


