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It can be difficult to prove whether or not a product is dangerously defective.  What is of 
equal importance in litigation, though infrequently addressed, are any design process 
weaknesses during design or product changes.  A poor design process can lead to a 
product that causes injury or damage.  In some cases proving that the product’s design 
process is flawed can assist in demonstrating that the product itself is flawed.  In other 
words, poor design and management practice failed to adequately consider risks, 
resulting in poor design decisions and a defective product.  
 
Analysis of a manufacturer’s design process can help demonstrate culpability especially 
when there are numerous accidents involving the product. This is accomplished by 
studying how the manufacturer collects, uses, and reacts to historical data about its 
product’s performance in the market place. There is risk in using any product no matter 
how benign it may be.  The question is, did the product’s developers take this risk into 
account and mitigate what they could in a responsible manner during the life of the 
product? 
   
Questions Dr. Ullman can address include: 

 
During product design or re-design did the manufacturer:  

1. Follow design best practices during the initial development or change to the 
product? 

2. Analyze and mitigate risks in a professional manner? 
3. React to incidents/accidents during test and use in a responsible manner? 
4. Follow all applicable codes and standards? 

 
In making product decisions, did the manufacturer: 

1. Appropriately consider the importance of all factors? 
2. Manage uncertainty in a way that minimizes risk to operators and equipment? 
3. Make decisions that not only minimize cost, but minimize risk to customers, 

operators and public? 
 
Credentials 
David G. Ullman holds a PhD in Mechanical Engineering from 
The Ohio State University (1978).  He is the founder of the 
American Society of Mechanical Engineers (ASME), Design 
Theory and Methodology Committee (1988).  For this and 
other contributions, the ASME has awarded him Life Fellow 
status. He is Emeritus Professor of Design at Oregon State 
University, retiring in 2002 yet still teaching an occasional 
product design or aeronautics course. 
 
He is the author of The Mechanical Design Process, a text 
book first published by McGraw Hill in 1992.  The 6th edition of 
this well known design process text was published in 2018.  
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This book is a compendium of best practices.  While 
written for mechanical engineering students, these best 
practices apply across all product technical fields.  
Additionally, Dr. Ullman has managed software 
development and has a TOGAF (The Open Group 
Architecture Framework) certification for Enterprise 
Architecture.  
 
He is also the author of Making Robust Decisions 
(Trafford, 2006).  This book is about how to make 
decisions when information is incomplete, uncertain and 
conflicting.  It focuses on how to manage risks during the 
decision making process.  Risky decisions are common 
during product design and product changes.  How, and 
how well, a manufacturer makes these types of decisions 
is a measure of their risk management maturity and their 
responsibility for product failures or injuries. 
 
As part of the teaching materials included with The 
Mechanical Design Process are thirteen case studies.  These 
studies explore how different companies make use of good 
design process elements in the development of their 
products.  Each was written by Dr. Ullman and co-authored 
by domain experts from each company, teasing out the 
process best practices for students.  The companies included 
in the suite of case studies include bicycle, automobile, 
sound system, and house fan manufacturers; cryo-cooler 
developers; NASA, BMW; and many more.  
 
What is important here is that Dr. Ullman is not an expert in 
any of the case studies’ domains.  The company co-authors 
brought the domain knowledge; Dr. Ullman brought the design process expertise and 
the ability to learn fast and organize the information quickly.  Dr. Ullman learned enough 
about each domain to ask the right questions and find the right references to 
understand and capture the processes used.  His education and broad experience 
allows him to do so with virtually any technical system.  
 
Additionally, Dr. Ullman has been CEO of two companies each of which manufactured 
products he designed. One was hardware focused, the other software.   These 
experiences extend Dr. Ullman’s insight beyond the technical aspects of the design 
process to the management decisions that are made every day in meeting the market 
with safe products.  
 
Dr. Ullman is located in Oregon and you can contact him at: 

ullman@davidullman.com 
541-760-2338 
www.davidullman.com/  
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