
Meaning, shape and service 
Designers and technicians, as well as marketers and strategists can prolong 
product life. All they have to do is give attention to product quality itself, and create 
stories and services around it. The three exploring expert meetings that Eternally 
Yours organised in November and December last year, show that common sense 
and good intentions can lead us half way. Gathering experience is not easy, but 
then again, it is not as difficult as it seems. 
The three meetings were organised according to the three themes to be used at the 
Eternally Yours congress in April. Every meeting was attended by some 15 
specialists in different design related fields. The theme of each meeting was 
introduced by a lecturer and discussed on the basis of concrete examples. 
In Signs 'n Scripts the main topic was the creation and control of stories around 
products. Shape and Surface provided the insight that meticulous care for quality 
and detail with which new products are developed, is more likely to determine 
product longevity, than specific geometrical characteristics, style, or features. But a 
lot has still to be learned about the relation between behaviour of product surface 
and change in time.  
The last meeting was about Sales n' Services. Some companies, most of them in 
the realm of professional products, appear to already  shift the emphasis in their 
activities from just selling new products to maintaining a relationship with 
customers. In view of this change there is a new kind of employee, called 'relation 
manager'. In sustaining relations the material product mainly serves as a 
conversation piece that keeps on generating turnover for years after its birth. 

Commodities 
Philosophers have been analysing the relationship between man and object for 
quite some time. Peter-Paul Verbeek, who is currently working on his Ph.D. at the 
Department of Systematic Philosophy of Twente University in Enschede provided 
the attending experts with some interesting and useful notions in this field.  
For instance products or 'devices' can be defined as objects consisting of part 
machinery -the technical components that are responsible for its functionality-, and 
part commodity, the service they provide to users. Over recent times there has 
been a gradual shift towards the commodity aspect. Machinery gradually 
disappears into the background and the abstract functionality takes over. A clear 
example is the open fire, which is being replaced by the stove, which in its turn is 
being replaced by central heating systems. Supposedly the shift towards 
'commoditiness' causes a decrease in user engagement and weakens the bond 
between users and products.  
The discussions about this vision in view of an old fashioned mechanical camera 
and a modern digital one, made clear that the question is more subtle. There is a 
difference between engagement with an object's mechanical transparency on the 
one hand and its use on the other. A digital camera may be more engaging in its 
use, because pictures can be instantly viewed and changed and sent all over the 
world, whereas a mechanical camera provides more insight in how it works. The 
effect on the bond between user and object may be the same in either case. This 
matter clearly needs more exploration. 

Signs 
Not entirely unknown among designers who are interested in the language of shape 
is the subject of product semantics. According to this doctrine objects carry three 
types of signs.  
The first kind derives its meaning from complementarity. For instance wear, dirt and 
obvious repair spots may indicate the way in which a product is used. For the 
Eternally Yours theme this concerns product surface and skin quality, as well as the 



product concept which shows how it is put together. This subject will be addressed 
later on. 

Metaphors 
The second way in which a sign can refer to something is by likeness. Details in 
form can make different objects belong together and may be made to look like 
something we feel we can relate to.  This is where style comes in. Also the entire 
shape of an object can clearly or vaguely look like something familiar.  
This has over the years become a fairly complex issue. Whereas objects used to 
have to look just like their archetypal selves, these days the electronic machinery 
has become so advanced and tiny that designers feel the need to design shape 
according to relevant metaphors. For some reason this often involves animals or 
human faces. This choice is supposed to provide sophisticated technical products 
with character. And it often does. Still, the question remains if this kind of likeness is 
the only way to provide products with some kind of personality. 

Diversity 
Closely related to the issue of character we find product diversity which has several 
interesting aspects. The supposition that an individual can learn to feel more 
attached to an object if it is especially made for him or her is justified. On the other 
hand department stores use an overwhelming suggestion of diversity to seduce 
people into buying stuff which can be considered an anti-eternal policy, since it 
involves speeding up material turnover. 
Product variety can also be experienced as frustrating, because it is not always that 
obvious. The difference between products in certain technical categories, tv-sets, 
computers, vacuum cleaners is hidden in smallprint.  
Vacuum cleaners and cars can be considered to gradually loose authentic 
personality as well as to become conceptually less diverse. They allow for lots of 
personal choices when buying them, but in fact individual preferences are limited to 
superficialities like colours, features and motor power. 
Because of its complexity product diversity remains a very interesting subject to 
explore in combination with product character. The only way in which this kind of 
study can be successful is starting off with concrete examples of product 
categories. 

Stories 
The symbol, the third kind of sign, refers to something by convention. There is no 
traceable link between the object and its meaning. It is just something some people 
happen to know. Maybe it is just that a product belongs to a certain family of 
products, as was suggested by designer Marcel Wanders in the Shape 'n Surface 
meeting. In this way products are the carriers of stories. Their origin, the reputation 
of their designer, the kind of people who use it, events in which they are involved, 
weddings, celebrity ownership, commercial success, all influence product value and 
its being able to survive. 
Interestingly this phenomenon is hardly ever used on purpose to prolong the life of 
a product after it has been sold. However, according to communication expert Paul 
Mertz, it is an important and feasible option. There have been some advertising 
campaigns showing some twenty year old product that still performs well. And 
newspaper articles about Volkswagen Beetles, Rolleiflex cameras, Wassili chairs, 
Swiss Army knives and other classics, provide pride to people who own these 
products. But the appearance of this kind of information has been mostly 
accidental. 
The biography of a product, however, can to a certain extent be planned and 
designed. Whereas now practically all communication efforts stop after the 
supreme moment of the product being sold, it must be possible to write a product 
life scenario in which some important future events are outlined. This may enrich its 
existence as a symbol. Why not plan a coffee maker exhibition 15 years after its 



first introduction? Or any number of them could be donated to some charity 
institution or may be given as a present to some future Oscar winning actress.  

Scripts 
Most philosophers tend to overlook the communicational qualities of man made 
objects. They view them as autonomous entities with which humans interact, or 
don't. Designers, however, realise that there is a different type of relation, in which 
products mediate between designer and users.  
At this point Verbeek provides us with an interesting notion, the so called 'script'.  It 
is the built in manual that every object carries, on the individual as well as the social 
level. An obvious example is the plastic coffee cup. Within our culture its design 
implies that it can be thrown away. Also it presupposes an infrastructure for 
gathering discarded cups and recycling or burning them. 
Philosopher Hans Achterhuis, who will lecture at the congress, sees the script as a 
means to create products with built-in morality that can relieve consumers of 
responsibilities. He apparently does recognise communicative properties of 
products. 
This does not imply that all scripts are easy to 'write'. A built in speed limiter for cars 
is no problem, but a 'durability script' is a complex composition of different kinds of 
signs and only some of these are subject to the designers influence. Still the 
understanding that products carry scripts may prove to be an important help in 
conceptualising new durable objects. 

Shape 
The lecturer in the second meeting was Niels Greiff, who is a senior designer with 
the Dutch Railroads. He was invited because trains supposedly were made for long 
term use. His lecture was a very surprising one, because this is no longer the case. 
The Dutch organisation first started to involve designers and architects in the early 
sixties and trains became gradually more consumer oriented. That is: these days 
railroads want to compete with automobile transport and this is interpreted as 
providing trains with a car like atmosphere and building them in such a way that 
their interiors can be changed every seven years or so, even although there are 
indications that these changes are not appreciated by travellers. 
The need for regular change is partially and justly based on evolution of functional 
needs. For instance some ten years ago the need for phone booths inside 
carriages was expected to increase, whereas now this need is eliminated by the 
massive growth of cellular telecommunication facilities. 
The question remains if the ability for functional change should be accompanied by 
drastic interior updates. Ironically the railroad marketers derive this need from the 
fact that people tend to regularly buy new things. The marketing policy of 
continuous change may have evolved into some kind of addiction. So far there has 
been no market study on the particular question if people really want trains to 
change every seven years. As the matter of fact this subject is being researched 
right now. 
Not all train interior parts, however, are meant for regular change. Some, like for 
instance the handrails along the stairs are supposed to remain in use during the 
entire carriage exploitation period.  
The designers have tried to express this by shaping these parts in an 
unpronounced 'neutral' way. Supposedly simple form lasts longer. 
Now this is not something everyone agreed upon. For one thing there are lots of 
lasting products, design classics even, that may be clear and simple to use, but do 
not have a simple shape by rational modernist standards.  
A new example is set by the range of four Philips Alessi household products that 
was awarded the Dutch Kho Liang Ie Prize in 1996. Some consider their shapes 
and colours retro or even disgusting, others love them. They do however sell well in 
the niche market they are meant for. And they do radically break the habit of 
designing and marketing ever more of the same for a lower price. One important 



aspect this brings out is exclusiveness, which is of course closely related to the 
issue of diversity. 
The products are intentionally and carefully designed for longer life. Their finish and 
quality of detail stand out among competition and they are much more expensive. It 
is unclear if they really will be used for a longer period of time, but people who love 
them are likely to try and get them repaired if necessary, rather than getting them 
replaced. 
The consequence of their introduction has been a slowly starting wave of lookalike 
competition by Guzzini and, ironically, by Philips itself. Some other companies have 
started to copy just the colours. According to designer Gijs Bakker this will always 
happen to successful products. 
He also came up with another example: the interior design of Schiphol Airport by 
Kho Liang Ie Associates in the early seventies. It is renowned for clarity. It allows 
for gradual functional change over time and because of this policy the differences 
between its first implementation and new additions are hardly noticeable. 

Intention 
There are two keywords in the previous sentence, the first one being 'policy' and 
the second one 'gradual'. Durability policy can be applied to the mentioned Philips 
Alessi products: if products are to be designed for durability, this will work like any 
other design constraint - maximum weight, recyclability, target group, heat 
resistance, and so on. It appears to be more a matter of common sense and the 
intention to carefully design for a long period of use, than of certain eternal shape 
characteristics, that would have to be established once and for all.  
Shape does of course play a part in providing a product with personality. We have 
seen this in the discussion of metaphors. But it is simply impossible to discuss it in 
general. In every separate case it has to be reinvented and rediscovered, 
depending on the product to be designed, the state of technology, the state of the 
art (literally), and on the design team's momentary insights. 

Gradual 
The keyword 'gradual' in the discussion of Schiphols quality in essence indicates 
that change over time is a slow process.  One strategy that may be derived from 
this is to keep on using archetypal shapes that have proven themselves over the 
years. 
The Eternally Yours graduation project done at the Academy for Industrial Design in 
Eindhoven by Sigrid Smits, about wear of textile materials did already show that 
surprise doesn't work. There has to be a certain mutual aesthetic link between new 
and old. Or put differently by designer Marcel Wanders: old objects should refer to 
their newness and vice versa. And by designer Nicole van Nes: products must be 
capable of keeping their promises. 
Publicist Renny Ramakers suggested the optimum speed of change may be 
derived from life itself. That might be one reason why materials that have been alive 
during some period of their existence, like wood and leather, are able to age with 
dignity. The change of life is continued in them. 

Surface 
It does remain difficult to establish what kind of wear is acceptable. One key may 
be that the concept must be capable of bearing deterioration, which notion is not 
unlike the one that intention and common sense are important starting points. 
Growing old is an aspect of the skin function that should be built in. 
Renny Ramakers came up with the example of fashion designer Ann 
Demeulemeester. She designed three working tables with a surface made out of 
simple painting canvas thus commenting on the design taboo of transitoriness. 
They are subject to wear and difficult to clean. But if the tables become really 
despicable they are easily painted over. 



Extreme though this principle may be, it does roughly illustrate how dignified ageing 
may be achieved by paradox: acceptance of imperfection and openness to simple 
care and repair. It relates to the simple truth that perfection is vulnerable. 

Relation management 
Environmental economist Wim Hafkamp lectured on the expert meeting on Sales 'n 
Services. He is a professor at the Research Centre for the Environment at Erasmus 
University in Rotterdam and prepares a bill on the combination of economical 
growth and shrinkage of material production for Dutch Government. 
The first part of his lecture consisted of evidence that, in order to survive, 
companies have to listen very carefully to what their customers want. Arrogance is 
stupid. Marketers should constantly monitor social developments in order to be able 
to define and refine their strategy. An interesting example is the VCR. Apart from its 
being a notoriously difficult commodity, Gert Staal, adjunct director of the Dutch 
Design Institute quoted futurologist James Woudhuysen in observing that in lots of 
families the VCR serves as an electronic nanny. Strangely enough consumer 
electronics manufacturers fail to see this. 
But more and more companies, especially in the segment of professional products 
are shifting towards a system called Total Quality Management, a strategy of 
constant improvement. The major Dutch copier company Océ succeeds in growing 
rapidly not so much by selling copiers, but by guaranteeing an optimum 
price/volume ratio for copies. Machines, in this case 'just conversation pieces', are 
readily replaced if necessary. And superfluous machines are taken apart. The parts 
are reused or recycled within a carefully organised system. Interestingly this 
strategy of relation management provides Océ with the reputation of being 
environmentally friendly, without this being an explicit company policy. 
Whereas relation management traditionally fits rather well in the culture of 
professional products it is much more difficult to implement in the world of mass 
consumption. In most areas however, like housing, mobility, agriculture and 
telecommunications, the potential of changing consumption and company 
strategies with it, does exist, because of government influence.  
However, change is not easy to achieve. Involved parties tend to wait for the other 
ones to take the initiative. Applied to the longevity option: companies do not take 
the risk of investing in implementing an unconventional strategy and consumers 
tend to live by what is being offered. And if replacing is cheaper than upgrading or 
repair, so be it. If there is no incentive to choose durable products, nothing 
happens. 

Services 
The only way out is a shift towards dematerialisation, which in actual fact is 
happening. For one thing the contents of what is being marketed has changed. In 
the mere beginning of mass consumption the attention was focused, like before the 
industrial revolution, at just tangible products per se. Later on the discipline was 
broadened slightly, with the addition of packaging, instructions for use, etceteras. 
These days marketing involves a proposition which includes literally everything that 
products are associated with, including company image, service and all stories that 
may be attached to them. 
The service content of propositions happens to increase. According to Hafkamp 
some products, mainly in the realm of information technology are even entirely 
replaced by services, like answering machines as well as money. Also there is an 
increase in product related services, like tool rentals and auto lease systems. 
The service content of products themselves is mainly where Eternally Yours comes 
in. There are two aspects to this. One is of course the already mentioned shift from 
machinery to commodity. The second concerns the embedding of products in 
related services like repair and upgrade, all of which may serve to increase turnover 
without adding material. In this area we find the option of attention for relation 



management instead of the rat race of just trying to convince the consumer to buy 
your product over and over again. 
And there is another trend. This involves gradual decrease of 'material intensity of 
production'. Wim Hafkamp mentioned Mac Donalds and Coca Cola as perfect 
examples. What the consumer pays for is more and more determined by myths and 
ideas and less and less by physical product properties. 
As user goods cannot be expected to last longer by decreasing the amount of 
applied materials, the goal of Eternally Yours may be fitted within this development, 
as was suggested earlier, by increasing information content to support product 
longevity. 

Continuity 
Without claiming to be all complete and correct, the mentioned ideas to prolong 
psychological product durability suggest an abstract scenario of development for 
continuity: 
If a new product called EY is to last long, every aspect of the item itself and of 
company activities around it should be directed towards long term quality and long 
term support. This involves the design of a relevant product intended to last, with a 
surface that is invulnerable, by hardness or by imperfection. But also attention 
should be given to the design of the product biography and all the stories involved.  
For this lasting object EY a organisational context has to be developed, involving an 
upgrading strategy, a servicing network, a strategy for availability of parts and an 
information control network. The context should involve all phases in EY's period of 
use. Second hand products don't deserve to be left alone. They have experience 
and are valuable because of this. 
 


