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FOR PEOPLE

We bear in mind that the object being worked on is going to be ridden in, sat upon, looked at, talked into, activated, operated, or in some other way used by people individually or en masse.

When the point of contact between the product and the people become a point of friction, then the industrial designer has failed.

On the other hand if people are made safer, more comfortable, more eager to purchase, more efficient—or just plain happier—by contact with the product, then the designer has succeeded.
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Perhaps the greatest pleasures gained from writing this book were the memories stirred by reviewing my twenty-five years as an industrial designer. They renewed my deep sense of obligation to my partners, Julian Everett, Rita Hart, Robert Hose, Doris Marks and William Purcell. Without their encouragement, criticism, stimulation and, above all, their creative contributions, the work described on these pages could not possibly have been carried forward.

H.D.



FOREWORD

DREYFUSS is completely right when he talks about the responsibility of industrial design in Designing for People, which I now consider a classic and a must-read for every businessperson who cares about quality. He wrote about the conceptual framework for this book in the Harvard Business Review in 1950, over fifty years ago, and the book was first published in 1955. Think of it: His thesis was given to business, and to all of us, that long ago and we still don’t know the value of industrial design. His message was simple: Every point of contact between what is designed, and the customer/user, must be positive, a delight—it must make us happier.

I agree with what Dreyfuss writes about how good design gives to the user self-assurance, efficiency, and satisfaction. But he doesn’t stop there—he emphasizes how industrial designers need to understand the producer’s viewpoint as well. The republication of this classic gives us all the opportunity to understand and utilize the power of industrial design.







	Read it!!
	TOM PETERS, author of
In Search of Excellence







PREFACE

“IT must be borne in mind that the object being worked on is going to be ridden in, sat upon, looked at, talked into, activated, operated, or in some way used by people individually or en masse. If the point of contact between the product and people becomes a point of friction, then the designer has failed. If, on the other hand, people are made safer, more comfortable, more desirous of purchase, more efficient—or just plain happier—by contact with the product, then the designer has succeeded.”

—Henry Dreyfuss, Harvard Business Review, November 1950

This statement by Henry Dreyfuss provides the cornerstone to his philosophy and thinking. I have always kept it around my office and thought about it in regard to design management and management in general. As managers, the relationships we have with our fellow workers should be of the same nature—each encounter having constructive and positive impact. I am often surprised how we can take each context and commensurate effect for granted. How many product or service experiences have you had lately that included some point of irritation? How many simple interactions as a manager have you had lately that had an element of irritation to them?

This book provides a broad, charming, and simple look at the fifties from the perspective of a key founder of the industrial design profession. Simultaneously, the details are full of bits of wisdom for managers today.

At the end of this book from 1967, Mr. Dreyfuss makes the following prophetic statement:


Somehow, we must find again our sense of individual values, lost in this century of enormous technological advance. This very freedom that mechanical aids are giving us has welded us into unmanageable megalopolises, where people are anonymous numbers and where communication with our fellow man seems a minus quantity. We must restore the warmth and spirit we had in the smaller community. I hope that, in our leisure time we will once again know our neighbor—and if everyone knows his neighbor and learns to live with him, the entire world will be at peace.



This book needs to be in every manager’s library. Enjoy!

EARL POWELL, President

Design Management Institute, Boston



INTRODUCTION

One of our theories as publishers is to bring out the kind of books we would want to read—even if we did not publish them. So, when the manuscript of Designing for People came to the office, it became evident after reading the first ten pages that this was one of those one-out-of-a-hundred occasions: to have the first reading of a book I would buy if it were published elsewhere—even in a foreign language.

I had known the author casually, and had realized that he had made my life comfortable and pleasant by having designed a number of things I had enjoyed: my R.C. A. radio, for instance, the Twentieth Century Limited, which so often carried me to Chicago, the Lockheed airplane which, when I was in a hurry, carried me comfortably across continents and oceans, the Ingraham alarm clock, which each morning performed the disgusting job of waking me up with a minimum of aggravation. Here, in this manuscript, I could read at first-hand how and why the author had made those plane rides so comfortable, or why my wife actually enjoyed vacuuming the living room with a Hoover. And it was especially fascinating to realize what my friend, H.D., had done at the Bell Telephone Laboratories to help keep their millions of subscribers happy as well as their telephone operators so uniformly cheerful and tolerant.

As the publisher, I would like to share my all too scant knowledge of the author with the reader of this book. How, for instance, can one man know all those things about engineering, human anatomy, the psychological effect of color and aesthetics on the human soul, advertising, cost accounting and that vague concept of merchandising called “consumer preference”?

There is one general answer to that question: genius. Genius, at least in accordance with my private definition of that much-misused word. A genius, it seems to me, is a man or woman who combines an enormous amount of “know-how” with the purity of outlook of a child. Somehow, somewhere, Dreyfuss acquired a formidable accumulation of technical information in such diverse fields as plastics, theater, industrial production, floor coverings, sound, psychiatry, double-entry bookkeeping, painting and farm machinery. Yet, he has always harnessed this formidable knowledge to a youthful—almost childlike—approach to what makes all these things tick. A shorter equivalent of the preceding sentence can be found in that wonderful word, empathy. For empathy Dreyfuss most notably has—with an engineer in a factory in Dayton, with a housewife on a budget where a dime is far more important than its use as a piker’s tip, with a grandmother who is plain scared of going up in one of those newfangled airplanes, with our General Staff in Washington when it became the nerve center of an apparatus charged with fighting World War II.

His biography is relatively simple. He was born in 1904 in New York City and (except for two years at the Ethical Culture School) attended the New York City Schools. By the time he had reached his mid-twenties he had become one of Broadway’s most successful stage designers, and was pioneering in the then fledgling profession of industrial design.

When Dreyfuss opened his first office, he bought a 25-cent philodendron plant. Over the course of the next twenty-five years, this plant has grown to fantastic proportions, but it still breathes its air in the otherwise dignified and sumptuous surroundings of the present Dreyfuss office. Henry is sentimental about it and is therefore very happy when clients and friends who know about the plant’s history come in and pay even greater attention to it than to the latest blueprints or mock-ups of new industrial designs he is working on.

These, then, are some of the simple facts of Dreyfuss’ beginnings. Like most biographies, they omit many far more interesting things that lie beneath the surface. Many of these will be found in the chapters of Designing for People. As a background, a report of a few personal characteristics of the author might be in order.

H.D. flies about 100,000 miles each year—mostly in planes he designed himself. His West Coast office is in South Pasadena, about a hundred yards from his home; his East Coast office is within a stone’s throw of the Plaza Hotel in New York. He wears only brown suits, and nothing will make him change. He loves shopping for strange articles in strange stores. He insists on sharing credit for his success not only with his wife and associates, but also with every engineer, executive and advertising man with whom he works on a product. He drinks little. He doesn’t smoke, but always has every brand of cigarette available for his friends.

There is no obvious evidence in his life of any hobbies except that of an abiding and intensive interest in the daily lives of his fellow Americans. Thus, he enjoys walking through department and nickel and dime stores to see what people are buying, and reading books—even unpopular ones. He is forever making mental notes of what people like, and sends an endless series of very special, and often very amusing, gifts to friends—unusual flowers, books on out-of-the-way subjects, paintings and prints, phonograph records, special kinds of coffee, menus from out-of-the-way places in Europe with special inscriptions and drawings of his own. He has developed a technique of drawing upside down so that his companion can see what he is designing or explaining from the other side of the table.* He loves the theater, and sees many shows several times.

But, most of all, Dreyfuss wanders over the world being empathie with service station men, ceramic designers, children, animals, proprietors of snack bars, ships’ officers, owners of houses, renters of apartments. Perhaps this is why his career, as well as this book, is so aptly called Designing for People.

RICHARD L. SIMON

*Dreyfuss made the marginal sketches that appear in this book right side up.



CHAPTER 1. THE EARLY DAYS

SOMEWHERE deep in the shadowy past, primitive man, desiring water, instinctively dipped his cupped hands into a pool and drank. Some of the water leaked through his fingers.

In time he fashioned a bowl from soft clay, let it harden, and drank from it; attached a handle and made a cup; pinched the rim at one point to make a spout, creating a pitcher.

Intuitively, this prehistoric man was following the same principles of utility that guide todays industrial designer who creates for mass production.

In the minds of many persons an industrial designer is a brisk, suave character, brimming with confidence, who bustles around factories and stores, streamlining stoves and refrigerators that aren’t going anywhere, reshaping doorknobs, and squinting at this years automobiles and arbitrarily deciding that next years fenders should be two and three eighths inches longer.

Actually, this is a caricature of the industrial designer. It exists partially because it is only within the last twenty-five years that the profession has come of age, partially because a successful performer in this new field is a man of many hats. He does more than merely design things. He is a businessman as well as a person who makes drawings and models. He is a keen observer of public taste and he has painstakingly cultivated his own taste. He has an understanding of merchandising, how things are made, packed, distributed, and displayed. He accepts the responsibility of his position as liaison linking management, engineering, and the consumer and co-operates with all three.

MY BACKGROUND was the theater. When I was seventeen, I was designing settings for stage presentations in the old Strand motion-picture theater on Broadway, in New York.

Designing settings is an exacting art (Photos). It requires a person to visualize and to create a mood. He must be practical in placing entrances and exits and be considerate of the actors who will populate the settings. He must be an expert in stage lighting, the greatest magic at his command in creating a world of make believe. Out of the sheer necessity of producing six new sets weekly for 260 weeks came an understanding of what people like.

I didn’t realize then as I do now that my experience in the theater was training for industrial design. In a sense, there was a direct parallel. In the theater my job was to create a set that expressed the mood and the action of the show. With a little strain on the imagination, the producer and the director could have been considered the president and general manager of a client firm. The carpenters, electricians, and musicians could have been the firm’s engineers. I had to learn to carry through my ideas, yet deal with these people diplomatically. I had to be precise in my planning. A doorknob had to turn and a door had to open without sticking when an actor made an entrance or an exit. I had to meet a definite schedule—opening night wouldn’t wait. My set had to be attractive as well as workable. Besides all this, it had to be integrated into the production. And the final determining factor of success was audience approval, measured in applause—another way of expressing the customers’ reaction at the sales counter.

By similar indirection, Walter Dorwin Teague’s background in typography and Raymond Loewy’s training as an engineer prepared them, perhaps unconsciously, for their rise to leadership in industrial design. There were other pioneers in the early struggling days—Norman Bel Geddes, Joseph Sinel, Egmont Arens, George Sakier, Harold Van Doren, and Russel Wright. In the Midwest we began to hear of Dave Chapman, Jean Reinecke, Jack Little, and Peter Müller-Munk.

When talking pictures crashed through in 1927, the Strand abandoned stage presentations. I was immediately hired by a theater a few blocks away, one of a chain, which decided against complete capitulation to the talkie onslaught.

A short time later the managing director looked at a set I had designed and commanded, “Move that tree!” I said it was impossible to move the tree, although it was a prop. The reason was that it covered an iron beam that supported the theater. He said, “There’s no word like impossible,” a proposition with which I agreed. Then he said, “No one can use the word impossible to me.” I was twenty-three years old. I walked out. Two days later I was on the Leviathan, bound for Paris. After a few weeks there I went to Tunis and Algiers. Within two months my funds were gone, and I got a job with American Express as a guide—to make enough money to return to France. On my arrival at my hotel in Paris, I found a great accumulation of letters from R. H. Macy in New York. I didn’t bother opening them, assuming they were ads or reminders. Eventually the manager of Macy’s Paris office reached me by telephone and asked, “Mr. Dreyfuss, don’t you ever open your mail?” The letters were from Oswald Knauth, then a Macy vice-president, asking if I would consider a new kind of job. Would I pick out Macy merchandise that lacked appeal and make drawings in the form, shape, and color I thought would sell better? The drawings would be submitted to the manufacturers, who would be expected to revise their products accordingly. I took the next boat home.

[image: images]

When I reported to Macy’s, I made a careful, two-day study of the store’s merchandise, floor by floor. A five-figure salary awaited my acceptance of the job. I declined. I felt the cart was being put before the horse. The way to improve the merchandise, I said, was to work directly with the manufacturers to learn what machinery and materials were available rather than second-guess them after the manufacturers had finished their costly job. Macy’s was friendly to my idea, but wasn’t prepared to act on it.

A fundamental premise was involved in my refusal—one from which I have never retreated. An honest job of design should flow from the inside out, not from the outside in.

[image: images]

OUT of this Macy’s experience, I resolved to become an industrial designer and opened an office, in 1929, at 580 Fifth Avenue. I took on a series of jobs designing stage sets for big Broadway shows to help pay for the office upkeep. Meanwhile I managed to ferret out small industrial-design jobs—a shaving-brush handle, some perfume bottles, belt buckles, neckties, hardware, garters, and suspenders.

These were the depression years, the early thirties, when economic paralysis gripped the nation. Manufactured goods served the purpose for which they were intended, but they came off production lines with a stagnant sameness. When business reached bottom, companies began to undercut each other. At the same time, some alert manufacturers came to the realization that the answer to their problem lay in making their product work better, more convenient to the consumer, and better-looking.

Some manufacturers were reluctant to accept this point of view. They considered the industrial designer merely a decorator, to be called in when the product was finished. They asked, “Can you fix this up and make it look pretty?” Indeed, for a time in this chaotic period a person who knew how to enamel something black and put three chromium strips around the bottom was considered an industrial designer. In time manufacturers learned that good industrial design is a silent salesman, an unwritten advertisement, an unspoken radio or television commercial, contributing not merely increased efficiency and a more pleasing appearance to their products but also assurance and confidence.

INDUSTRIAL design as practiced today did not spring magically from prehistoric man’s devising of the cup nor flow from the crucible of the depression thirties. It is a heritage of many people and many turning points in the evolution of modern society. To me, Leonardo da Vinci is a symbol; artist, scientist, engineer, rebel—and the greatest of all industrial designers—he boldly put his dreams on paper. I find it fascinating to speculate about what Leonardo’s thoughts would be if he were alive today. Doubtless he would be enchanted by the supersonic jets, but he was not a reticent man and his interest would probably be tempered by his conceit at seeing his prophetic vision come true. Conceivably, he would sit down and doodle a space ship of 2391, which is the same distance in years from today as was his flying machine sketched in 1517.

To pursue the anachronism, suppose he could see the things we take for granted—the small black instrument that summons anyone anywhere for a private conversation, the magic box that by the turn of a switch produces actual pictures and sounds, an immense eye that looks into the heavens, a glass bulb that emits a light rivaling that of the sun, a destructive weapon that equals an army of a million men, a self-propelled conveyance available to everyone.

One wonders how the brash, imaginative Leonardo would react to all these things, for he seems as modern as today. And then one realizes that Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519) was a contemporary of Christopher Columbus (1451–1506). While one set out in small, frail ships to cross an uncharted sea, at the peril of falling off a world most people believed flat, the other was recording his detailed thinking of a flying machine.

To look ahead one must learn to look back. Discovering in the past how many dreams of the ancients have come true, we can be hopeful that the scientific prophets of today, with their spotless, efficient laboratories, will be able to dream as accurately as did Leonardo.

In terms of industrial design, the impact that Leonardo’s inquisitive mind gave to his era can be related to the chain reaction of revolt in succeeding generations. Strong-willed men rejected tradition where it stood in the way of utility and comfort.

Benjamin Franklin conceived the famous Franklin stove, which heated the air in a room to even temperature, liberating people from the fireplace, where they had toasted on one side and remained cold on the other. His experiments with kite and key, proving electricity was discharged from clouds, led to the lightning rod still in use on modern buildings. He devised bifocals and the “long arm” for getting books off high shelves, a contrivance used in shoe stores today.

[image: images]

Thomas Jefferson also had a passion for gadgets, many of which can be seen in Monticello. He built a dumb-waiter concealed in the side of a fireplace—full bottles came up one side, empties went down the other. A weather vane on the roof connected with a compass in the porch ceiling. His fabulous clock that marks the day of the week still keeps time. The large double doors between the reception hall and the drawing room were equipped with a hidden mechanism so that when one opened or shut the other swung in unison. He devised a revolving chair with one slablike arm on which he wrote the Declaration of Independence. He designed an improved plow that won him a gold medal from France.

[image: images]

In 1847 Sir Henry Cole, a public-spirited Englishman, startled the Council of the Society of Arts by saying, “Of high art in this country there is abundance, of mechanical industry and invention an unparalleled profusion. The thing still remaining to be done is to effect the combination of the two, to wed high art with mechanical skill. The union of the artist and the workman, the improvement of the general taste of our artificers, and of the workmen in general; this is a task worthy of the Society of Arts and directly in its path of duty.”

In 1869 Catherine Beecher, sister of Harriet Beecher Stowe, made a move to wipe out household slavery by publishing her designs for a compact, efficiently organized kitchen. It was well lighted, with standard-height, continuous working surfaces, surrounded by easily accessible cupboards and utensils. Miss Beecher unfortunately was half a century ahead of the day that mass production, new materials, new techniques, new heat sources, and a shortage of servants made her sensible dream the chromed reality it is today.

All these and many more played a part in alerting society to the prospect of better living, but they were only whispers in the wind compared to the insistent demand in the country in recent years for low-cost, mass-produced objects combining utility, comfort, and beauty. It is characteristic of restless, inquiring, never-satisfied Americans to seek something better than what they have. This driving aspiration has made possible the rise of the industrial designer to a responsible place in American manufacturing. His unseen hand has been at work, reshaping the home, the store, the farm, the office, and the factory.

Gilbert Seldes has defined industrial design as the application of taste and logic to the products of machinery. We all know that a machine-made commodity can be awkward or handy, ugly or beautiful. Industrial design is a means of making sure the machine creates attractive commodities that work better because they are designed to work better. It is coincidental, but equally important, that they sell better.

IT IS for the psychologists and the philosophers to determine whether this drive for something better, for more comfort and convenience, gives people a head start toward happiness or contentment. But we can all agree that increasing their safety and improving the conditions under which people live and work are steps in that direction. There is certainly no question that many more farmers today have their ten fingers than they did a generation ago, because manufacturers have put metal guards on moving parts of farm machinery. Some people have a tendency to disparage such progress. They call it gadgetry. But if the industrial designer can help conserve a person’s time, effort, and nerves as well as prevent injury he is fulfilling an important part of his assignment.

It was not very long ago that many manufacturers called in an “artist” after their products had assumed their final form. He was permitted to add the wreaths of flowers, the bowknots, and the contorted birds and beasts that disfigured so much of our industrial products. This fellow was really a decorator, just one step removed from his china-painting maiden aunt. His monuments were the last generation’s sewing machines with their mother-of-pearl scrolls, the gilded radiators, and the lavatories daintily adorned with rosebuds. He’s still around, but the beginning of the end was in sight for him when automobile manufacturers reluctantly discarded the buggy-whip socket from their cars.

[image: images]

THE industrial designer began by eliminating excess decoration, but his real job began when he insisted on dissecting the product, seeing what made it tick, and devising means of making it tick better—then making it look better. He never forgets that beauty is only skin-deep. For years in our office we have kept before us the concept that what we are working on is going to be ridden in, sat upon, looked at, talked into, activated, operated, or in some way used by people individually or en masse. If the point of contact between the product and the people becomes a point of friction, then the industrial designer has failed. If, on the other hand, people are made safer, more comfortable, more eager to purchase, more efficient—or just plain happier—the designer has succeeded. He brings to this task a detached, analytical point of view. He consults closely with the manufacturer, the manufacturer’s engineers, production men, and sales staff, keeping in mind whatever peculiar problems the firm may have in the business or industrial world. He will compromise up to a point but he refuses to budge on design principles he knows to be sound. Occasionally he may lose a client, but he rarely loses the client’s respect.

IT might seem to some that the designer lays claim to a special omniscience, an infallibility, through which he blithely presumes to offer a solution to any problem. He makes no such claim. He takes pride in a skill based on experience and an alertness sometimes interpreted as vision. He approaches every problem with a willingness to do painstaking study and research and to perform exhaustive experimentation. He is equipped to work intelligently with the engineer, the architect, the physicist, the interior decorator, the colorist, and the doctor. He must know how far to go and when to stop. He must be part engineer, part businessman, part salesman, part public-relations man, artist, and almost, it seems at times, Indian chief.

He operates on the theory that it is better to be right than to be original; therefore, he steers a course somewhere between daring and caution.

If the merchandise doesn’t sell, the designer has not accomplished his purpose. Conversely, one of his greatest rewards is the realization that by producing a good design he is affecting the lives of millions of people. And if he designs enough things in good taste, he brings better living and greater satisfaction.

More than any other, this is the reason I went into industrial design.

[image: images]



CHAPTER 2. JOE AND JOSEPHINE

IF THIS book can have a hero and a heroine, they are a couple we call Joe and Josephine.

Joe and Josephine are austere line drawings of a man and a woman, and they occupy places of honor on the walls of our New York and California offices. They are not very romantic-looking, staring coldly at the world, with figures and measurements buzzing around them like flies, but they are very dear to us. They remind us that everything we design is used by people, and that people come in many sizes and have varying physical attributes. Joe enacts numerous roles. Within twenty-four hours he may determine the control positions on a linotype, be measured for an airplane chair, be squeezed into an armored tank, or be driving a tractor; and we may prevail upon Josephine to do a day’s ironing, sit at a telephone switchboard, push a vacuum cleaner around a room, type a letter. No matter what they are doing, we observe their every position and reaction. They are a part of our staff, representing the millions of consumers for whom we are designing, and they dictate every line we draw.

[image: images]
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Joe and Josephine did not spring lightly to our walls from the pages of a book on anatomy. They represent many years of research by our office, not merely into their physical aspects but into their psychology as well.

Merely assembling average measurements from anatomical drawings would not have been difficult. However, the concern of the industrial designer is with the mass public, and it was necessary to determine the extreme dimensions, for we must consider the variations from small to large in men and women. After all, people come in assorted rather than average sizes.

[image: images]

Joe and Josephine have numerous allergies, inhibitions, and obsessions. They react strongly to touch that is uncomfortable or unnatural; they are disturbed by glaring or insufficient light and by offensive coloring; they are sensitive to noise, and they shrink from a disagreeable odor.

OUR job is to make Joe and Josephine compatible with their environment. The process is known as human engineering. From the mountainous data we assembled, sifted, and translated, we filled the gaps between human behavior and machine design. We have collected detail measurements of heads and of all the extremities and of thighs and forearms and shoulders and every other conceivable part of the body; we are familiar with the amount of pressure the average foot can comfortably exert on a pedal; we know how hard a hand can effectively squeeze; the reach of an arm—for we must know how far buttons and levers can be placed away from the central controls of a machine; size of earphones, telephone operators’ headsets, helmets for the armed services, binoculars—all are determined by our information on head sizes. From these facts we arrived at this maxim—the most efficient machine is the one that is built around a person.

CONSIDER the problem furnished by Josephine doing her weekly ironing. She will spend several hours at the ironing board and unless the iron is “right” she may burn her hand or become excessively fatigued or strain parts of her body.

[image: images]

Before beginning our design, we contemplate the projected iron as an extension or an appendage of the arm. We accept the wrist as a flexible joint and the fingers and palm as a viselike grip that fastens to the handle. The idea is best conveyed by ignoring for the moment which is flesh and bone, which is plastic and metal, and considering the entire linkage as an integrated unit. With this in mind, we turn to our anthropometrical charts for Josephine’s bodily dimensions. Furthermore, we know from talking to many housewives that the aches and pains from a hard day over a hot iron are not always in the hand and arm but in the neck, shoulders and back. We determine the amount of heat a hand can comfortably take and develop a design so that the hand is shielded by an insulating plastic. Verification comes from our consultant doctor. And so we set our sights on a light, balanced iron that will not pull at the vulnerable points of potential strain.

If “feel” is of importance to the housewife at her ironing board, imagine how infinitely more important it is in the artificial limbs of an amputee. We learned a great lesson about this in our work for the Veterans Administration. To try to understand the plight of the amputee, members of our staff had artificial limbs strapped to them. The results were not satisfactory. Such is the taken-for-granted magic of sound arms and legs that they were unable to use these mechanical devices. Eventually several amputees worked with us, taking off their shirts so we could see how they co-ordinated their muscles to operate the steel substitutes for what they call their “meat hands.” Some of them were so expert they could select a dime or a quarter from a collection of coins in their pockets. These men had trained themselves to “feel.” The hook had become part of them, translating touch through cold metal. Through design, the weight of the device was better distributed and it was thus made easier for the wearer further to develop this remarkable ability.
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