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INTRODUCTION

This course will introduce students to the role of products liability in the design of engineering
products. The design process conducted by U.S. industries is increasingly driven by products
liability law due to the dire consequences of losing major products liability lawsuits. It is
therefore surprising that academic engineering institutions have not responded to this fact and do
not comprehensively cover products liability, the legal system, regulatory standards, product
safety and how these areas will, or should, affect the design process.

The cost of products liability to U.S. industry is continuously increasing and is rapidly
approaching a level which is seriously hindering national competitiveness. The responsibility for
improving this unfortunate situation rests with both legislative bodies and the engineering
community. The current high cost of products liability actions cannot be blamed solely on the
legal and insurance communities; the nation needs a system which discourages frivolous claims,
limits astronomical financial awards, and encourages engineers to design safe, quality products.

PURPOSE

There is a lack of knowledge in the engineering community about the importance of products
liability and product safety. The purpose of this course is to bridge the gap between the legal and
engineering communities and to provide the engineering student with an appreciation for product
safety and its role in the design process. It will do so by having students examine errors made in
the past, through specific in-depth case studies, to illustrate the pitfalls in the design process and
the critical decision making that could have alleviated the problems. In tandem, students will
examine products liability law and be shown how the courts have treated legal actions resulting
from engineering errors. The student will gain insight into the technical, ethical, and legal
responsibilities of the engineering profession, the standards for product safety and performance,
the consequences of failure in the technical and legal sense, and the role that failures, and the
courts, have played on engineering design. Students will emerge better equipped to understand
the technical, financial, and legal ramifications of the design process. It is intended that this
course will be of interest to all College of Engineering students, and it will be open to all
students at the senior or graduate level.



COURSE DESIGN

The course will consist of a mixture of regular lectures by the course instructor, guest lectures by
industry and legal experts, case studies illustrating failures of a wide range of products in all
fields in engineering, failure analysis group discussions, safe product design projects, and an
overall design project to examine in-depth a current topic of interest related to the course
teachings.

In the safe product design projects the students will redesign (or find solutions to) the failed
products studied in the failure analysis cases. The students will be asked to use engineering
fundamentals and analysis tools that they have been exposed to during their engineering
education. This provides a vehicle to connect the engineering fundamentals that the students
have been exposed to over the years with real practical design problems that require
interdisciplinary approaches for successful implementation.

COURSE TOPICS

The following topics will be covered in the regular lectures or by the invited speakers:
e Design, testing, and manufacturing for safety

e Products liability litigation and law

e Evaluation of product design

e Failure analysis techniques

e Design and effectiveness of warnings and instructions

e [Evaluation of defects

e System safety engineering

e Human factors engineering

e Risk assessment

e Guarding

e The product in the field

e The role of the forensic engineer

e Foreseeability

e Regulatory and voluntary standards, the role of regulation
e Liability prevention programs

e Product liability insurance

e Patents and intellectual property

e Records retention policies



STUDENT EVALUATION

Grading and evaluation will be primarily based on four factors: 1) daily discussion participation,
2) written reports on case studies and/or weekly assignments, 3) quizzes based on reading
assignments from the text, and 4) a final project.

Class participation will be judged by attendance and preparation, willingness and ability to speak
freely and thoughtfully, and ability to listen to and consider other opinions.

TEXTBOOK

Goodden, Randall, Lawsuit! Reducing The Risk Of Product Liability For Manufacturers. Wiley
& Sons, New York, ISBN 978-0470177976, 2009.

INSTRUCTORS

Prof. Robert Scheibe, GT Engineering (425) 556-5555, scheibe@u.washington.edu, and Prof.
Per Reinhall, MEB 307, 543-5628, reinhall@u.washington.edu

CLASS WEBSITE

http://faculty.washington.edu/reinhal/MEProdLiab/ME498 599 home.htm
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