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Praise for ICONIC PRODUCT DESIGN

“In this age of accelerating complexity, it is a pleasure to be introduced to Wolfgang’s beautifully illustrated book—to just settle back, smile, and be reminded of the forgotten, simple objects that we live with and enjoyed in the past, present, and future.”

—Charles W. Pelly, former president of the Industrial Designers Society of America and founder of BMW-Designworks

“An amazing time travel machine! This inventory of the iconic objects of our daily life is a reference for all of us, but also for our design schools and their students.”

—Maurille Larivière, cofounder and president of The Sustainable Design School, Nice, France

“This collection is a timely reminder that not everything has been digitally transformed. Talented human beings, designers who care passionately about the people who will use their designs, continue to inspire. Form-making that will become iconic the way these are is not easy; but worth learning how. This is an exceptional guide in the quest.”

—RitaSue Siegel, founder and partner, RitaSue Siegel Resources

“Amazing how he has illustrated the everyday products we use that have become the symbol and representative image in our minds for a whole category of products, e.g., Carousel Projector, Apple MacIntosh, Walkman. Design is global.”

—Dana Wolcott, adjunct professor and lead innovation coach at Rochester Institute of Technology
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Design Creates Memories

Do you remember the first product you bought for yourself? That Sony Walkman for listening to your favorite music? Or the Swiss Army knife you got as a present from your uncle? Can you recall your mother making cake with the KitchenAid mixer? Such products keep us company from the cradle on. Some even find their way into our memories—and our hearts.

This book is about personal relationships with objects, but it is also about the impact designed objects can have on us as a society. Every one of them contains meaning: cultural, historic, social, or emotional. For example, when several German mineral sources get together and decide to have a unified bottle to be more visible on the market, this becomes important for public health, since their product competes with less healthy sugar-based soft-drink choices. To have a common package design makes their product more visible next to international sweet-drink giants.

What makes a product iconic is a common response based on individual feelings. Without emotions, there are no icons. Although emotions are personal, when many people react in the same way, their judgment provides a common ground for evaluation.

I use the term iconic in a different way from linguists or semiologists. A strictly scientific approach to design is insufficient, for designers also care about emotions, and that can rarely be done in a systematic or predictable way. Nor can their approach be called purely artistic, for they also care about function, production, and how the product will find its way into the hands of a customer. It is this duality that makes design such an exciting activity. Blending function and form demands an understanding of emotions as well as logic and science.

Every serious designer aims to create objects that endure the test of time, become coveted and influential. Iconic products are even more valuable—if not directly, then by the value they add to the brand they represent. SONY, for example, has never been more fashionable than during the high time of the Walkman, a product coveted by everyone, but particularly youngsters.

Since I started to work as a designer, I have been interested in what makes design appealing, noteworthy, and, most of all, memorable. There are many good ideas and pretty shapes, but it takes more to make an icon. It is fascinating to see how the designers on the following pages shaped our surroundings and improved our lives through the creation of innovative objects of beauty and desire.





What Makes Products Iconic?

Iconic products are memorable, and to be memorable, they have to stand out and be different. More than that: they have to be better than the rest. What makes products superior and anchors them in our minds is either an innovation or a content to which we can emotionally respond. With these two components, a product can become an icon—a representative of a category, of an era, or of a spirit.

Havaianas are the ubiquitous sandals. These flip-flops have come to stand for beach life—and not only in Brazil. They evoke summer, care-free times, minimalism, and basic comfort.

Only quintessential products give you the feeling you are seeing not just a lamp, for example, but the lamp—if not the top-quality one, then perhaps the one with the most advanced technology, or the one that makes you do a double take and think, This one is special. You feel it.

This is an emotional response to a successful communication between the designer and you. When it is shared by many people, the product has attained “iconicity.”

How does that happen? There are two main avenues: to imbue the product with emotional content, or to stimulate by innovation. Emotional content can be based on function, while innovation tickles our curiosity and arouses desire.

Understanding the user is the key to any design solution. After a new product has been produced and marketed, it has to be sold, but most important, it will be used. This is where human expectations come in. Before we consider a purchase, we look at the object. We try to read it. We expect hints about function, but we are also open to an emotional appeal. We like to like.

As users, we want stuff that works and that we understand. We also want to enjoy the products we buy as long as possible. In other words, we want practical, intelligible, quality products.

Intelligible design helps us see how something works. We appreciate a sophisticated product, but we must be able to understand it. We want to know where the top and the bottom is and how to open, refill, or maintain it. We users need clues. A remote control is useless if we cannot change the batteries when they are dead.

We want quality. But without consumer feedback or expert advice, we have to rely on whether the product looks solid. The real factors that influence sturdiness—the type of material, wall thickness, and construction—are not usually obvious. Expression of quality becomes as important as quality itself.

Aside from making users feel good about a product by matching their expectations regarding its reliability and longevity and assuring them that they do not need to read an instruction manual, what can be done to delight their senses? Understanding of provenance and respect for the environment, if communicated well, incite a positive emotional reaction with everyone. With provenance, I refer to where the product was build, and by whom. The country of origin and the brand that represents the circumstances of production is something we associate with values—something we can relate to. Respect for the environment does not only include sustainability, which people have come to expect; it also means the environment where the product will be sold—we shop differently online from in a boutique, a supermarket, or a high-end department store. And we feel differently about those choices. Every product exists also in a historical context, and if we see the time we live in reflected by the design, then this makes us feel good. And whenever we feel good, chances are greater that we remember it.

New things attract us, but so do familiar ones. Market research shows that user groups tend to prefer the well known, so for new designs, acceptance is always an uphill battle. That means that designers shouldn’t copy existing solutions, but create designs that provide orientation by using proportions, shapes, or details we know. Successful design provides visual clues about the product, but it avoids borrowing an identity from something that already exists.

How to make something new? More important: how to make something better? Innovation is the solution—to apply an existing principle to a new area. Whereas invention makes new use of the laws of physics, innovation is invention’s little sibling and easier to plan. A designer can have three new ideas by next Thursday about how to dispense coffee into a cup. Coming up with new ways to make coffee instead is not that easy. For its manageability, its appeal to people, and its power to impress, innovation is paramount.

Innovation exists on various levels. An alarm clock with a glass cover for travel is a neat little innovative idea. Sometimes the main function is innovative. When the product starts a new category, like a smartphone, then the entire product is innovative. Innovation can also be visual—and should be. Great ideas have to be discernible. When you add a corkscrew to a pocket knife, show it. Then it will be understood and will sell—the prerequisite for becoming useful and adopted.

Form should communicate function. If one is new, the other has to be, too. In most iconic products, however, form and function are both innovative, for function is not only technical: a toaster not only browns bread but is also part of the morning ritual, the home decor, and maybe a celebration when gifted.

There are no appearances without significance or connotation, and our perception of forms is influenced by everything we have seen before. New or familiar, every form means something. It is the designer’s responsibility to ensure that the form he chooses expresses the meaning he wants to convey. Form is much more than “just a shape”—in the words of the French writer Victor Hugo, it is contents rising to the surface. There is always a relationship between what something is and what you see. Form is anything but superficial: it is profound. At least, to be iconic, it has to be.

Communication through form between designers and users of an object is neither obvious nor self-evident. Our emotional responses as users to visual stimuli are individual and, of course, subjective. Design is not science. We cannot measure design, but that makes it only more exciting and challenging. The most important phenomenon in life escapes such quantification—emotions. And though you cannot calculate them, they count. Emotions are the reason why there are no fail-safe paths to make people understand a design. This makes the examples in this book so impressive: these designers managed somehow to leave a note understood by many. Remembered over time, that is what made them iconic.
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