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Introduction

Learning objectives

• Question how appearance affects how products are perceived.

• Explain the importance of a reliable styling process.

• Outline ideation techniques such as MAYA and Osborn’s Checklist.
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Introduction

Product styling is the considered act of giving form to an idea, ‘a skill used by designers to add value to products without changing their technical performance’, as Mike Baxter puts it in his textbook Product Design (1995). Styling perception must be developed if the designer is successfully and efficiently to design products that will strike a chord with the target customer. Some designers are blessed with natural styling instincts, but those without this gift can learn it. This book breaks down the styling process into its main constituents, with explanations and illustrations to inform designers of all levels.

In the early stages of concept design, product designers are expected to produce a range of solutions from a design brief, considering many different requirements along the way. At this stage it is common to focus on functional innovation and styling, since those are what will sell the concepts to the client. As the product is developed, the original form may need to be adjusted to satisfy certain requirements more successfully. Consumer products are a compromise of many elements, including function, ergonomics, environment, manufacturing, cost, serviceability and aesthetics. But any one of these can become a focal point, thereby influencing the final appearance, and considered styling perception is crucial if you as a designer are to select the most suitable visual options.


Product styling is the considered act of giving form to an idea.



Some concepts will not require additional visual elaboration, because their functional form may be characterful and distinctive enough already. The customer may even prefer a design that is visually ‘quiet’ and blends into its environment, as illustrated by fig. A. An adjustable spanner, for example, is a distinctive and interesting-looking product, yet it has not been styled (fig. B). Its form is purely functional and cost-effective. So if a product looks favourable against the competition with a functional form (fig. C), it may be a good idea to leave it that way.
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A Designed to blend into its environment: Brother HL-2240D printer
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B Purely functional: adjustable spanner
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C Functional design: Anglepoise Type 75 Mini lamp





The goal of product styling is not always to create beauty. A more visually robust, playful, quiet or brand-focused style may be appropriate in some contexts. Regardless of the chosen theme, the design should always appear harmonious. You must learn to spot and improve unappealing details, or risk creating products that consumers perceive as undesirable or low-quality.

By targeting the customer’s aspirations and creating several styling options for review, you can reduce the subjectivity of product styling, and ‘move logically towards an “ideal” design’ that will appeal to the majority of the chosen market (see Del Coates, Watches Tell More Than Time, 2003). The challenge for the designer arises when styling functionally innovative products that may have odd proportions, but the arsenal of styling techniques, knowledge and references in this book will enable you to achieve good results with even the most demanding of design briefs.

We have included several examples of car design in this book. This is because of the commercial importance of the automobile’s appearance, and to expand into more complex styling methods than are commonly found in product design. Automotive designers have been developing complex styling techniques for decades, and some can be effectively applied to other categories. Once you understand these methods and have a reliable styling process, you will be able to explore complex solutions more quickly.

It is important for designers to develop their own styling process and preferences if they are to stand out and drive future styling innovation. The classic Lamborghini Countach is anything but dull, but if every product resembled it they would all appear generic. It is often the perceived originality of a product that makes it appealing, and that is why styling innovation is so important. Products that resemble the competition can be successful, but will struggle to stand out, risk design infringement prosecution and not fulfil their potential. For a brand to be distinctive it must lead with its design and styling, not follow.

Sketching allows designers to suggest several solutions quickly, as well as being an invaluable visual tool for exploring and communicating design proposals. Many books are available to help you improve your technique in this area, but dedicated practice is key. Without a basic level of sketching it will be difficult to evolve a product’s design and styling, but not impossible. Some celebrated designers produce very rough-looking sketches, while others rely on handmade prototypes, CAD (computer-aided design) or the Adobe suite (Photoshop and Illustrator).

This is not a book about how to sketch. Instead, it breaks down a structured professional styling process into digestible stages, guiding you through styling your own consumer-focused products successfully. It is aimed at helping design students and professionals (as well as engineers, teachers, marketers and entrepreneurs) improve their understanding of the subject, and enabling them to style their own products. Each stage will examine and illustrate what designers should be focusing on, how to evaluate what has been designed, and how to optimize it if required. You will become better versed in critiquing the styling of competing products, as well as your own work, and can use this awareness to produce superior designs confidently and quickly.

How to use this book

As you read, have a sketch pad and pen to hand to gain a practical understanding of each stage. Be aware that not every styling stage will relate to all categories of product. Some personal judgement and experimentation will be necessary to select the most suitable styling stages for a particular product. For new products, it is preferable to begin styling once the functional elements have been defined. This allows you to establish the constraints you have to work with, as well as the areas where creative freedom can be expressed. From a design perspective, it is good practice to consider styling early in every project, so that the proportions can be optimized. If styling without constraints, be aware that the design will almost certainly need modification as it continues its journey towards production. Try to expand on the contents of this book by challenging and innovating as much as possible, since innovative ideas can generate unique styling trends that will make the future of product design more exciting. It is likely that you will not agree with all the information in this book, so embrace your opinions and record them for testing on future designs; they will help you to develop a more distinctive style.

Start looking

Before starting the styling process, it is important to realize that product designers are visual people, who use their eyes to examine and question all kinds of objects that they encounter every day. If you are new to the subject, get into the habit of observing, questioning and visually dissecting products when out and about or around the home. Question everything: Why is that attractive? What makes something else unpleasant? How could it be improved? What does the appearance say about the product? Seek out exciting new products, or classic, iconic products. Examine them in real life to understand their form better and work out what makes them special. This is how you will develop your ‘styling eye’, which will enable you to detect and remedy flaws in your own designs. Look at fig. D. The styling of the razor at the top appears more modern owing to the use of contemporary themes that were not typically associated with this product category before 2007. The tapered silhouette, aerodynamic handle, textured grip, flowing lines and shiny digital display all make it stand out against the more dated design below it, and the functionally innovative cutting head, designed to allow maximum movement, naturally provides a new appearance.
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D Philips Norelco Arcitec Electric Razor, 2007, and Philips Philishave HQ4411/88, 2001





The styling process

The concept generation stage is when designers are expected to produce several concepts that demonstrate functional innovation and visual prowess, and which could ultimately be manufactured. Designing concepts requires an awareness of the target customer and the competition, as well as a disciplined visual awareness. Having a reliable styling process will help you to create more visually appealing concepts in less time. Once a visual direction is chosen, you will feel confident in justifying the aesthetic reasoning behind your decisions, and suggest viable solutions when functional modifications are required. The following styling stages expand on the most important areas of product design styling. It is advisable to experiment by sketching to understand and absorb the information fully. Visual examples of each stage can be found at the end of each chapter, and in series at the end of the book for greater clarity.

Styling innovation

Styling is all about experimentation, since there is more than one way to style any product. Use the following information as a guide to develop and inform your own unique styling process.

Styling innovation is what excites customers visually and helps manufacturers to stay ahead of the competition, but it is common to feel at a loss for design ideas. The list on the following page is based on ‘Osborn’s Checklist’ and can spark design and styling inspiration. The original list was compiled by Alex F. Osborn, an advertising executive who developed brainstorming as a creative tool in 1953. Go through it and use the suggestions as inspiration to create various styling options.

You can also try changing or omitting one or more of the styling stages described in this book to create a different aesthetic. Stretch your imagination and try to be unpredictable.

MAYA

The term MAYA, which stands for ‘Most Advanced Yet Acceptable’, was created by the industrial designer Raymond Loewy in the 1940s and is still relevant today. It suggests that designers should innovate as much as possible during the concept stage, regardless of the type of product or the preferences of the customer, then simplify the design, keeping only the most innovative features. The amount of simplification will depend on the customer’s preferences. The design should also possess enough ‘common form’ (stereotypical form commonly associated with the product type) to bring it close to the customer’s visual expectations. This creates the confidence that it will be fit for its function.


Osborn’s Checklist:
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	Substitute

Try another approach, position, shape, surface or material. Can you combine the elements, shapes, purposes or ideas?
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	Adapt

Change the silhouette, proportions, shapes, lines or surfaces. How else could it be used? What else is like this?
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	Modify

Alter the proportions, colours, meaning, motion or shape. Can you give it a new angle?
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	Magnify

Can it be duplicated, multiplied or exaggerated? Can anything be added? Height, length, strength?
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	Eliminate

What can be removed? Made smaller, lighter, lower or split?
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	Rearrange

Swap components, alter the pattern or layout, go backwards, upside down?
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	Combine

Combine ideas, purposes or appeals? A blend, alloy or ensemble?





 

Based on Alex F. Osborn, L’arte della creativity: Principi e procedure di creative problem solving (Milan: Franco Angeli, 1992)




‘ I have always wondered quite how designer Flaminio Bertoni ... managed to clear his mind of every preconceived idea of what a car should look like, and design a shape like ... nothing that had ever been seen before.’

Peter Stevens, automotive designer
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