AdvanceRIT Podcast Series

Trailblazing Faculty at RIT

Season 2 

Episode 7

Guest:  Hye-Jin Nae

Dr. Malar: Welcome to the Advance RIT's trailblazing faculty at RIT, the podcast series celebrating faculty who are shaping innovation, research and education across disciplines. I am Malar Hirudayaraj and today I am thrilled to be speaking with Professor Hye Jin Nae, an award winning user interface and user experience designer, educator and researcher in the College of Art and Design.
Professor Ney's work spans data driven interface design, healthcare innovation and creative education. From leading design at Yahoo on Kodak to co-directing federally funded research projects with the Department of Homeland Security and Nae, she exemplifies how design can bridge technology, creativity and social impact. Hey, Jin. Welcome. It's wonderful to have you on the podcast.
Hye Jin Nae: Thank you for having me.
Dr. Malar: Sure. So I would like to begin our conversation with your personal journey.
How did it all kind of begin? You began your studies in fashion and textiles in South Korea before moving into digital design in the US. What first drew you to design and how did that path evolve across countries and disciplines?
Hye Jin Nae: Okay, so I have to go back to my childhood first. So when I was little, I wanted to be an actual astronaut or a pilot. My notebook was full of jets and spaceships, you know. But that dream ended fast. I wasn't into constant physical training, plus, you know, one of those like uncles in your family. So my uncle joked that my scar would fail the physical test and I believed him for years.
So that ended. And my older sister is a fine artist in Korea. Watching her mixing Eastern and Western painting styles inspired me to do something creative. But I'm more pragmatic, so. So the design felt like the right fit. Now my niece is studying interactive digital design in Korea. So I guess creativity runs in the family. Yeah. So for me, design is about solving problems with creativity. My journey started with a degree in clothing and textile design in Korea. Fashion taught me how design affects people, like how it fits and moves and feels. During college, I got a lottery International Club scholarship to visit the US. Trip opened my eyes to a bigger world like us. Right. And planted the seed to study abroad. You know, though, like, I'm very grateful my parents supported me with my educational journey. My parents were part of the generation shaped by the Korean War. So giving their children opportunities they never had was a big priority for them. So let's kind of wheel the time.
Yeah. I came to us over five, 25 years ago. I earned a second bachelor's degree in graphic design at the University of Wisconsin. It was tough. Language was a big challenge. My professor there encouraged me to apply to RIT for an MFA and even suggested teaching. I was like, Really? But you know, the teachers are like, you know, I want to follow you. Like, he was my mentor. He saw potential in me before I did. So I really appreciate, you know, that he encouraged me to do that.
Dr. Malar: Wonderful.
Hye Jin Nae: Because of the language barriers, I focus on making my designs intuitive and clear.
So they spoke for themselves without explanation. That was like a critical goal when I was in college.
Dr. Malar: I can imagine.
Hye Jin Nae: Yeah, yeah, yeah. Don't ask me anything. You can see it.
Dr. Malar: I like that.
Hye Jin Nae: So at IT, I studied computer graph design. Moving from paper to digital opened new possibilities and I was lucky to catch that wave. After RIT, I worked on digital interfaces and consumer products at Kodak, Yahoo. And effective UI teaching, though it came later. I remember my mentor suggested that a long time ago. So my mentors ultimately stayed with me.
Dr. Malar: The seeds were planted pretty early.
Hye Jin Nae: Yeah.
Dr. Malar: So how has your early background in clothing and textiles influenced the way you approach digital interfaces and user experience today?
Hye Jin Nae: Yeah, very good. So my background in textile and fashion connects a lot to my work in digital interface design. The Massimo Viganale, he's one of the most influential designers and he said in his book design is one, if you can design one thing, you can design everything. That was his philosophy. That really resonates with me. I think my multi discipline design experience are well embraced by his philosophy. You know, by the way, we have a Figueroni center at rit, so if you are visiting RIT, check out the Figueroni center for Design Studies. It's an amazing resource for anyone interested in rich graphic design history.
Dr. Malar: Wonderful.
Hye Jin Nae: Yeah. Fashion taught me to think about the user's physical experience.
How fabric drapes, how garments move, where things create comfort or restriction.
I work with a pattern, textures and color harmonies to balance aesthetics and function. Similar to digital design, I apply thinking like visual hierarchy, interaction, flow, usability. Like in clothing. Like bad seam in clothing is like poor navigation and interface, it ruins the whole experience. I think about interactive user flow the way I once thought about comfortable movement in clothing.
Dr. Malar: Interesting.
Hye Jin Nae: Yeah. In fashion I researched trends and drew inspiration from everywhere.
Like nature, art, culture, music, you name it. Always with the target audience in mind, down to the details like scenes and buttons.
Dr. Malar: Oh.
Hye Jin Nae: So yeah, if I kind of say like early interface design, we borrowed from familiar physical interactions. Like for example the hamburger menu with three lines and accordion navigate. You see the name is like we all know, but we actually name it user interface design. As an element, we are thinking about how people naturally interact with sex and awareness. So one more thing.
I'm a huge fan of Project Runner. Have you seen it?
Dr. Malar: No, I have not.
Hye Jin Nae: So you gotta watch it. Okay. It's a fashion design competition show. Okay. The designers are constantly iterating from inspiration, sketching, draping, feeding, refining. That's exactly how I approach digital design. Like iteration after iteration until goals and user needs are met.
You know, like at its core, design is about understanding human needs and creating meaningful experiences.
Dr. Malar: Wonderful.
Hye Jin Nae: I mean, whether through clothing, print or screenshots.
Dr. Malar: Yeah, I see, I see that connection. Now that you explain. Wonderful. So after an impressive industry career at Yahoo, Kodak and Effective ui, what motivated you? Your move back into academia? I know you mentioned that your mentor had planted a seed long ago. And how has that shaped your work, your industry experience? How has that shaped your work as both a designer and an educator?
Hye Jin Nae: Right. My time in industry was exciting and diverse, I must say. I was kind of moving from in-house teams at big corporations to fast paced design agencies working with international clients. Starting from Kodak, I designed everything from cameras and kiosks to printers, desktop applications and mobile experience. I was a part of creating the next generation digital experience called Exhale which earned like two IF communication design awards and recognition at CES.
Yeah. So that was quite an experience for me to, you know, design.
Dr. Malar: Amazing.
Hye Jin Nae: Thank you. Moving on to Yahoo. I led visual design for Yahoo Health, worked on Yahoo Food and helped launch Yahoo Shine. After redesigning Yahoo Health, I'm going to give you some statistics to give you kind of the change. So after redesigning, we measured the, you know, statistics regarding how many people come in, how long they stay and stuff like that. So monthly unique visitors like more than like over 5 million per month. That was a huge, you know, change. So it was for us. And I also earned two US design patents there. So it was good. Wonderful.
Dr. Malar: Wonderful.
Hye Jin Nae: Yeah. Thank you. Later at Effective ui, as creative director and lead experience architect, I manage projects for Fortune 500 clients like American Express, Honeywell and Adobe Pepsi. Like Fidelity. And I won multiple awards. Yes. So in that setting, like I, you know, learn not just how to design, but how to lead, manage and deliver solutions at scale.
Yeah. Even though, you know, even while in industry, I was busy. Right. But I stay connected to RIT through guest talks and recruitment visits. We have an annual Creative Industry Day.
So I actually visited that event quite often when I was in industry and I saw how special RIT students were. Yep. So you know, the seed is kind of trying to grow. Okay. You know, when RIT offered me a chance to join academia. So I saw it as an opportunity to bridge industry practice and academic learning. You know, in industry you finish a project and move on, but in teaching, you watch students grow from freshmen to confident designers making an impact. Yeah, I kind of see that now. I am over, you know, decades of teaching, so that rifle effect is incredibly rewarding to me. My industry experience shapes everything I teach. I mean that's also something that I'm also proud of. Being diverse in my background, I bring real world challenges and workflows and expectations into the classroom. For example, one of my classes worked on an industry funded project with Forbes to explore the future of Forbes.com so we had about 33 students in the class and they individually solved the issues and presented their work in person to actual Forbes executive. So the CTO like digital designer and senior front end designer actually came to RIT and sat in the classroom and they went through 33 presentations.
Dr. Malar: Oh my goodness. That was. That must have been a wonderful experience though for the students and for the industry folks, the CEOs as well.
Hye Jin Nae: CTO actually. Sorry.
Dr. Malar: Yeah, CTOs. Okay.
Hye Jin Nae: So it was like a long day that day. But you know, they selected four projects to help shape their future vision. That was quite exciting. Class project and student and I both. Another thing that I can connect is like I give feedback the way the industry would because I'm from industry. So one of my graduates who now works at PNG mentioned in an RIT interview that my critiques felt just like what they experienced in the real world.
Dr. Malar: Oh, okay.
Hye Jin Nae: Yeah. So I was like hearing that like that made my day.
Dr. Malar: Okay. Makes sense. Right? So it is relevant. They may hate you now, but it's relevant.
Hye Jin Nae: Oh, that's true. Very true.
Dr. Malar: You will get it later.
Yeah, yeah. Yes. And I'm sure your students cherish the experience, the industry experience you are able to translate into the classroom and how relevant it is when they walk into the same industry a few years later.
Hye Jin Nae: Yeah.
Dr. Malar: And I see that your projects range from consumer products to data driven systems. What is the common thread in how you think about design? So that given the range of products that you seem to be involved in.
Hye Jin Nae: So the common thread in my work, if I just come up with like, you know, few. I say intentionality, clarity and purpose. I always tell my students, good design goes unnoticed when it works. Like imagine that you don't really think when you start. See the design in front of you, that works for you. Right. Perfect. Yeah, yeah. When it doesn't work, you think, you start thinking and then you squint and you struggle. So there is a book called Don't Make Me Think. Yeah. So whether it's a mobile app or healthcare dashboard, I start with the same questions, like, what problem are we solving? Who are we solving for? What's the effective, most intuitive way to do it? A big part of that is organizing information, like, what's most important and how to show it clearly. Clarity matters because it helps people act and get things done. You know, like, people don't read top to bottom. Typically we skim or scan first, then decide what to dig into.
Dr. Malar: True.
Hye Jin Nae: Oh, yeah. I design for that behavior. So, for example, in healthcare projects, I work with complex patient data streams. My job is to make it easy to understand at a glance so clinicians can make quick, informed decisions. Yep.
Dr. Malar: Wonderful. So given that you focus on the user experience and how to make it easy on the eye for the users, et cetera, you also describe design as a bridge between disciplines. Depending on regardless of where the discipline lies, design becomes a bridge. Could you share an example of how design has helped connect researchers or ideas from different fields?
Hye Jin Nae: Yes, certainly. I believe design is a bridge between disciplines. So, like, over the years, I've worked with human factors engineers at Kodak, like web developers at Yahoo, Hardware and software teams at Effective UI and medical researchers and NIH grants now. And design always connects those worlds. Like, one example is my current NIH project focusing on, like, reducing heart failure, hospitalization. We've got engineers building sensors, computer scientists creating machine learning models, and clinicians who need clear, actionable data.
Dr. Malar: Okay.
Hye Jin Nae: My job is to take all those complex data streams and turn them into a visual interface that everyone can understand.
Dr. Malar: Okay.
Hye Jin Nae: So when the team sees a prototype, suddenly the conversation opens up. Oh yeah, Design has become a common language. So another, you know, example. So I've been working with a lot of researchers for NIH and NSF proposals. It was like all kinds of fields, like, for example, nutrition science, dentistry, like marketing, information science, like even electrical engineering for research proposals. Oftentimes raw data, like big tables, big numbers, doesn't tell the full story.
So that's where I come in. Like, I create conceptual interfaces that show what the research means and how it benefits people.
Dr. Malar: Okay.
Hye Jin Nae: That helps evaluators and researchers get on the same page.
Dr. Malar: Wonderful. Really interesting. I would never have thought about this.
Hye Jin Nae: And you know, another thing, like, recently I led user interface and user experience design for video games at RIT. He was one of the biggest students and faculty developed video game projects from Magic Studio. So it launched on Steam and Nintendo Switch, working with game Developers and artists taught me another lesson. The theme design bridges the creative and technical world, no matter the media.
Dr. Malar: Yeah, wonderful. So. And you're the XOUT creativity project, right? That was very interesting to learn about. So you designed the XOUT creativity project to combat hate and violence online and it earned national and international recognition. Could you tell us more about that? What inspired it and what impact has it had?
Hye Jin Nae: Great. Okay. So I was lucky to have the opportunity to create the EXO creativity projects. The original proposal was from a faculty and group of students. They were no longer RIT.
So my faculty partner Miguel Kadona and I studied a new project on how design and creativity could help counter extremism and hate speech. We knew fighting hate with more negativity doesn't work.
So instead of focusing on what we are against, we asked, what if we empower people to create positive creative counter narratives? That idea became Excel Creativity. The Department Homeland Security funded the project. It was led by our RIT students and faculty in new media design and visual communication design. With the Support Magic center, we built two main tools, a mobile app and website. The mobile app is like a digital handbook that teaches people how to design effective social media content for activism. The other one's the website. It offers an open source media kit with templates like Visual access and style guide so anyone can create and share messages that promote inclusion and reduce hate. Hmm.
Dr. Malar: Wonderful.
Hye Jin Nae: A couple things I noted from the project is a collaborative process. We use Slack, Figma and GitHub to work in real time, giving students hands-on experience with professional workflow. And the content wasn't just theory, it was actionable. Like educators, community leaders and young people can use these resources to make a real difference online. So you mentioned some like awards. So I'm going to kind of brag a little bit here.
Dr. Malar: Okay, go ahead.
Hye Jin Nae: So bear with me. We got like gold awards from the W3 Indigo Design Award, like Communication Art International Design Award and like multiple UCDA Design Awards. So these are all kinds of professional grades. Um, and we got nominated for Webby in public service and activism.
This one, this one was big recognition for us. The Webby is often called the Oscars of the Internet.
Yeah. And my co PI and I presented at Carnegie Mellon's digital forum on terrorism prevention alongside RAND researchers and department Homeland Security officials and also did presentations at Connected Learning Summit and UCDA conferences. But the real impact is in the later stories.
One of our students, her name is Stephanie Liu, said in an RIT interview, this project launched her career. She landed up at Amazon Web Services for me this reinforced something I deeply believe.
Design is just, you know, isn't just about making things look good and pretty. It's a tool for social change. When we apply design thinking to complex problems, like online hate, like we can, you know, create solutions that truly matter.
Dr. Malar: True. So first, congratulations on all your awards and, you know, hats off to you for the amazing work you've done for the society, the community of online users and user interface, etc.
And you have received, in addition to all of these, you have also received RIT's Eisenhut Award for outstanding teaching. What do you think your students value most in your classroom?
And how have all these awards influenced the way you approach teaching in the classroom?
Hye Jin Nae: Thank you. This was very special. This is such an honor. Like, you know, receiving Eisenhower. It was last year. So when I actually read, you know, read through what students said in RIT interviews and evaluations, a few things really jumped out at me. First, I believe it will bring real world experience and connection to the classroom. Students appreciate that I bring industry knowledge into the classroom. I share real challenges from Yahoo. Codec and Effect UI and show how design theory applies to solving those problems. It makes the work feel like relevance,
like when they learn today is what they will use tomorrow. The second thing is kind of I laugh out loud when I say this. Tough love, really tough, but has a love in it. I push students to do their best. I'm known for this, but, you know, I make sure they have the support to get there.
Dr. Malar: Okay.
Hye Jin Nae: I mean, if you're just gonna push, they just gonna go off, you know, go away, Right.
So I'm gonna have them with my range and push, right? Yeah. I give clear, constructive feedback and spend a lot of time helping them improve. Students often tell me how much they have grown because of that feedback. And that means a lot to me. It's not just about pointing out, like, what's wrong when we critique. It's about showing the way forward. I mean, how I preach them with, like, pushing it is like about iteration and persistence. So I always pair. Yeah. You know, design is like music or sports. You don't become great overnight. There's no button to push. You practice, you refine, and you keep going. That mindset builds confidence and resilience. Another thing is that, you know, I tend to have a really loud voice in the classroom. Okay. So they can hear me or they. I wake them up. Energy and passion.
Dr. Malar: Oh, good.
Hye Jin Nae: I call it that way.
Dr. Malar: Okay, wonderful.
Hye Jin Nae: I mean, I love what I do, and I think that energy comes through in my classes. Even at the Eisenhardt ceremony, the provost shared some, you know, students' comments on the podium and the comment was about how much they enjoyed the classroom and felt wonderful. Yeah. So I mean, that's exactly the environment. I want to create a space where students feel challenged and supported and inspired.
Dr. Malar: Excellent, excellent. I'm sure they enjoyed it thoroughly and they learned a lot in that experience. And you spoke about bringing your professional experience into the classroom, into your teaching.
Hye Jin Nae: Right.
Dr. Malar: How do you prepare your students for the changing design landscape shaped by AI and other newer technologies?
Hye Jin Nae: Yeah, I mean this is a big topic. I mean for any field right now.
Dr. Malar: Right. This is a liter in itself.
Hye Jin Nae: We are trying to swim, right?
Dr. Malar: Yes.
Hye Jin Nae: Or just trying to breathe above the water. So, you know, if I relate to my own journey from fashion design in South Korea to paper based graph design and then now digital ui, UX has taught me one thing. Technology keeps changing, but design principles stay constant. I share that perspective with my students. Tools will evolve, whether it's moving from print to digital or from manual workflow to AI. You know, fundamentals remain understanding user needs, creating clear visual hierarchy, designing for accessibility and iterating based on feedback. I mean, I teach students to use AI as a collaborative tool, not a threat. In class we explore how AI can help, like generating concepts, researching topics and content, or testing ideas visually. But always with the designer's creative vision and human centered thinking leading the process. I think critical thinking, empathy and design judgments are hard to automate. Not yet.
Dr. Malar: Yeah, true.
Hye Jin Nae: We don't know. Right. But you know, those are the skills I emphasize because they make designers adaptable and future proof.
I also stress about adaptability in lifelong learning.
Just like I adopted from textile to paper to digital design.
Students need to be ready for whatever comes next.
Yeah. If they understand the why behind the design decisions,
it can apply to any tools or technology.
Super.
Dr. Malar: Yeah, true. Very true.
Hye Jin Nae: As a program, I cannot do it alone. I mean, our new media design faculty are actively exploring how to integrate AI tools in the curriculum so students can be ready to work in an AI augmented design landscape.
Dr. Malar: Great, Great. That is absolutely true what you're talking about. The tools can change, but the principles remain the same. So understanding the importance of the why, why you do what you do is critical regardless of maybe the tool or the platform that you're using. Yep.
Hye Jin Nae: So like when I critique, I always have why. Yeah, they hate it.
Dr. Malar: I can imagine.
Hye Jin Nae: Answer me why?
Dr. Malar: So you spoke about creating a challenging yet supporting classroom environment. And you also spoke about tough love and pushing them so that they can realize their potential and grow further. Looks like mentorship seems to be very central to your work. What lessons have you learned from mentoring students? And how do you help them find their creative voice?
Hye Jin Nae: That's a great question. I think helping students find their creative voice is about the balancing act between foundation and freedom. I make sure they have a strong grounding in design fundamentals like typography, color theory, visual hierarchy. But I don't impose my aesthetics.
I encourage them to experiment and develop their own style. Like, I also teach them in language, in the language of the design. Like, in critique. Like I said, like, why this typeface? You know, how does this color palette help you, your user?
Dr. Malar: Are you a new user?
Hye Jin Nae: What problem does this interaction solve? Like, very, you know, down to the thread of the reasoning. Like, why behind all your decisions, learning to articulate those decisions is critical for their career. Like, another thing that I can share is that recognition is another motivator, not just in the classroom, but I push them. Students submit work to international competitions and engage with the design community. When students win awards like Michelle passed, you know, taking first place in the MOOD international competition, or we actually have a winner and runner up in the same time from the same class and Luca Schultz, so that actually validates their work beyond, you know, beyond the classroom that motivates them. I, you know, yeah, I received, you know, multiple mentorship awards. But, you know, like, real, real reward is seeing students thrive. Like that is just, you know, made me so happy watching them confidently, like, growing, you know, from freshman to the industry leading designer. And they also share, you know, how my feedback changed their approach to design. That's what keeps me going, you know, tough love.
Dr. Malar: Yes, tough.
Hye Jin Nae: More tough. And one more thing. I think representation matters. I have a genetic condition called retinitis pigmentosa, which causes vision loss. It's giving me a new perspective and a lot of empathy for students facing challenges. Like, even though you cannot see it, you don't really know what's happening to that person. So as a woman with a disability in design, I know how important it is to show students from all backgrounds that they belong. And I work really hard to create a classroom where everyone feels valued and capable of doing work.
Dr. Malar: Wonderful. This is just amazing. I have goosebumps finally. I mean, I don't know how to even congratulate you for all your. The work that you do and how you. For all that you do to prepare students for the real world of work and how you kind of expand their boundaries. Right. So thank you. Thank you for all that you do for RIT. My final question to you is, when you reflect on your journey across countries, disciplines and even sectors, what are you most proud of and what is next for you?
Hye Jin Nae: Well, this question, it's like I'm thinking about my memoir. What a good way to end, you know?Sure. Yeah. All right. So reflecting on my journey. So from South Korea to us working at a leading design company, to educator and researcher at RIT, you know, I'm most proud of my persistence, my persistence to keep learning, adapting and pushing forward, no matter the challenge. I mean, anybody, at any point, they can face challenges. What matters is how are you going to approach it and keep moving forward? So, you know, that is actually big part of my,
you know, let's say reflection. And if I want to add one more thing as an educator that I use this phrase when I describe my teaching philosophy, like creating the rifle effect, this really captures my approach. Creating rifle effects that go beyond my immediate work. That's one of the things that also I am so proud of seeing my students out there, like after graduation, you know, they sent me their accomplishments and like projects they led and launched. So proud, like so proud. That's one of the rewards that you will never get, you know, you only get when you're becoming an educator. Yeah.
I mean, looking ahead though, I want to develop new teaching materials and methods to prepare students for an AI augmented future. Yeah. While keeping human creativity and value in the center. That's kind of the, you know, caveat. Right. I've been incredibly fortunate to have such mentors and colleagues who believe in me and also my parents. Now I want to create those same opportunities and support and you know, for others. That's what drives, you know, that's what drives me forward.
Dr. Malar: Wonderful. It's amazing what you have done and what you want to do going forward. Thank you, Hye Jin, for sharing your amazing story, your vision, and your incredible body of work with us. It's been really inspiring to see how design can be a, a force for connection, innovation,
love, and human impact. Right. We are proud to have you with us at RIT and to our listeners.
Hye Jin Nae: Oh, I really appreciate the chance to share my journey and ideas. Thank you for inviting me. 
Dr. Malar: Yeah. And to our listeners, thank you for joining us in this conversation. Stay tuned for more stories of trailblazing faculty who are shaping the future of research, innovation and leadership.


