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INTRODUCTION

It seems that perfection is reached not when there is nothing left to add, but when there is nothing left to take away.

Antoine de Saint-Exupery

The age of aesthetics

In 1952, the Museum of Modern Art in New York hosted an exhibition titled Olivetti: Design in Industry. Like IBM, Olivetti had started as a typewriter (Fig. 0.1a and 0.1b) and mechanical calculator manufacturer (Fig. 0.1c) and would soon evolve into a digital company able to develop Programma 101, the first commercial desktop computer in history (Fig. 0.1d)1. The MOMA curators’ motivations in organizing this exhibition included the intention to ‘encourage our industries in the battle for good, integrated design by illustrating the excellence of the Olivetti program’ (MOMA 1952: 1). The MOMA bulletin article introducing the exhibition reports a description of some of the Olivetti products on display (MOMA, 1952):


The Lexicon 80 Office Typewriter is the most beautiful of the Olivetti machines. The blank metal envelope in the hands of a sensitive designer has become a piece of sculpture. There is a precision in the balance of planes, in the relationship of curved to flat surfaces, and in the modeling and bold jutting-out of the large handle which moves the carriage. The dip and rise of the hood, tightly fitting over the mechanical parts, enlivens the front plane without interrupting its smooth descent to the keys . . . By this means, a look of order and simplicity is achieved [. . .]

In the Lettera 22 Portable Typewriter, which is light in weight and compact in shape for ease of transportation and storage, the designer has preserved more clearly the appearance of a box. This appearance is enhanced by a subtle integration of parts. Here the uniform putty-beige colour is punctuated by a most effective accent—one single tabulator key of brightest red. The keys themselves are modeled like shallow bowls, a shape inviting both to the eye and to the finger [. . .]

[The Printing Calculator’s] ridged back indicates that the metal envelope not only covers but also follows closely the interior arrangement of mechanical parts. A thin line created by the joining of the hood to the body cuts across the smoothly flowing sculptural indentation at the back. The keyboard on the gently slanting front section is a black-rimmed white field, with keys and levers in black, white, and red. The keyboard arrangement, evaluated for color, shape, and organization of space within a limited field, is an abstract composition which enlivens the entire design.



Olivetti was among the first companies to understand that product aesthetic was not only a feature to please the senses, but also a fundamental design choice to lower the barrier between technology and its users2. Simple, elegant design is instrumental to confer to products ‘a look of order and simplicity’, to generate forms that are inviting and ‘suggestive of their functions’, and to arrange elements of a system following artistic criteria to ‘facilitate understanding and information processing’. Olivetti was also the first company to understand the power of beautiful design in communication, in the design of the workplace environment and human-centred management practices (Iandoli 2021a, 2021b).
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FIGURE 0.1 Olivetti office machines.

(a) Olivetti Lexikon 80 (case design by Marcello Nizzoli, 1949); (b) Olivetti Lettera 22 (case design by Marcello Nizzoli, 1950); (c) Divisumma 14 (case design by Marcello Nizzoli, 1948); (d) Olivetti Programma 101 (case design by Mario Bellini, 1965)



Later, other successful companies followed this idea of combining beauty and technology. Apple comes immediately to mind (Gelernter 1998), but nowadays simple and elegant design has become much more widespread. The Sony PlayStation 4 console comes as a sleek, black monolith (Fig. 0.2a) characterized by the apparent absence of complicated controls. The Bose SoundLink Mini portable speaker (and similar products developed by other speaker companies, such as Bang and Olufsen or JBL) adopts design solutions aimed at removing or hiding unnecessary complexity while embedding sophisticated audio technology into a pleasurable box characterized by rounded edges; smooth, high-quality materials; and a monochromatic, no-frills appearance. All these examples show that the pursuit of simplicity and elegance in design has been rediscovered in the development of consumer products that are supposed to be just as aesthetically pleasant as they are usable for consumers.

A similar trend is in place in management studies and practice. Theories of organizational simplification aimed at eliminating unnecessary complexity in business through streamlined organizational design are receiving increasing attention3. Design thinking has become a pervasive problem-solving discipline that is based on a humanistic view that puts users, and the way they understand the world, at the centre of every design attempt (Brown and Katz 2019). And focus on design is turning into impressive business figures: After analyzing two million pieces of financial data and 100,000 design ‘actions’ for 300 public companies over a five-year period, McKinsey (2018) found that those with the strongest commitment to design and the most adept execution of design principles had 32 percent more revenue and 56 percent more total returns to shareholders.
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FIGURE 0.2

(a) Sony PlayStation 4; (b) Bose SoundLink Mini. Both products are examples of how tech companies are trying hard to beautify technology, in these cases by hiding complexity through streamlined and minimalistic design.



Why is this happening? What does complexity have to do with beauty? How can aesthetically pleasing design help manage this trade-off? Finally, how can we create a complex design that otherwise looks nice, feels nice, and is highly usable and useful? These are the main questions this book addresses.

Beauty and complexity

On the one hand, beauty is not just ornamental or contemplative. On the other, beautiful objects do not necessarily have an immediate practical use. So, what function, if any, will attractive design serve? In this book, we will argue it can help users and designers to deal with complexity.

To understand the relationship between complexity and beauty, let’s consider the impact of digital technologies on our lives. Digital technologies make it easier than ever to embed more information and intelligence into products and services. About 50 percent4 of the cost of an automobile will be based on its electronics by 2030; it was 1 percent in the 1950s, 10 percent in the 1980s, 35% in the 2010s. It will only increase with the development of electric and self-driving cars.

An executive working for Domino’s, who was a guest speaker in one of our classes, told us during the break: ‘People think we are a pizza company; in reality, we are an information technology company.’ He was alluding to the sophisticated technology with which Domino’s digitalizes the experience of ordering and delivering food and capitalizing on the massive amount of analytics that pizza ordering makes available.

These are just two examples from quite traditional industries showing how digitalization changes the production and fruition of goods and services in all the economic sectors5. While digital technologies empower our experience in many ways, this empowerment comes with a price: information overload.

Proper delivery and digital information organization become of the utmost importance, not only for data scientists and app developers but for virtually everybody. Anytime we deliver or collect data through digital media, the relationship between what we want to communicate (content) and how to visually arrange this content (format) becomes even more crucial than it is in nondigital media. For instance, consider the level of editorial curation that Instagram heavy users adopt when posting a picture.

Indeed, increasing competition makes beautiful design a differentiation factor, but there is more than that.

The vast amount of information we are bombarded with, or actively look for, makes us more informed and knowledgeable – and more aware of what we do not know. This awareness makes the world appear complex and makes us anxious. Because simple and useful design is tough to create, average designers react by overshooting complexity and stuffing our devices (and our personal lives) with more features, layers, functionalities, structures and gears. The waste that results from overdesigning – in terms of materials, time, money, frustration and environmental damage – is huge and no longer sustainable.

This book will argue that aesthetic thinking can be an excellent resource to help users cope with complexity and guide designers to achieve elegant solutions while eliminating waste.

Beauty will save the world, once again – this time, from complexity.
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FIGURE 0.3 A Lady Writing a Letter (Vermeer, c. 1665).

The lady seems distracted by someone or something, but at the same time focused and thoughtful. We don’t know if she is gazing into space or observing a person. The painting’s ambiguity is the primary source of aesthetic pleasure.



Elegant design

Recent findings in neuroscience (Kandel 2016; Ramachandran 2012; Zeki 2011) consistently show that the understanding and the enjoyment of artistic work derives from our ability to identify and appreciate non-obvious patterns, and that, when this appreciation takes place, our brains feel pleasure. This research also shows that appreciation of order appears to be a constant that transcends local and subjective variations of what is supposed to be aesthetically pleasant in different cultures and different people (Dutton 2009). Neuroscientists argue that if our brain has developed this universal ability and an associated pleasure-inducing reward system, it means that aesthetic thinking has played an essential role in our evolution as a species (Hoffman 2019; Prum 2017).

Survival requires the mastering of two antithetic basic instincts (Berghman and Hellert 2017). On the one hand, we want to minimize the risks deriving from exposure to novel, unknown situations. On the other, we are excited to discover new opportunities that may be accessible if we engage in risky exploration. This dual thinking is ubiquitous in our decisions: Should we accept a new job? Should we wear more unconventional attire at the event we are planning to attend? Should we try that new dish?

This book will argue that aesthetics is a fundamental driver behind most human choices. No, I won’t accept the new job because it doesn’t feel like the right thing to do at this stage of my life. Yes, I will wear that eccentric outfit because it better fits with the social event I will attend. Yes, I will try the new dish because it looks good. ‘Feeling right’, ‘better fit’ and ‘good looking’ are examples of aesthetic decision criteria. Aesthetic reasoning involves filtering information and making decisions through these types of aesthetic criteria.

Aesthetic reasoning works pretty well because aesthetic judgment contains useful knowledge that has been accumulated and validated through evolution (reproduction and survival), culture (is it socially desirable?) and personal experience (did it work in the past?).

The good news is that aesthetic decision-making is a skill, and as such, we can learn it. To acquire a new skill, we need two tools: first, a method and, second, one or more metrics – the evaluation criteria to assess whether we are doing well.

This book offers both. The method consists of the mastery of eight design heuristics, a set of principles for the organization of visual information. The metric measures how efficiently a design helps users absorb new information (effective complexity).

THE METHOD: EIGHT DESIGN HEURISTICS TO SIMPLIFY AND COMPLEXIFY OUR DESIGN

Honing our aesthetic judgment requires time and energy. It turns out that artistic work’s production and fruition are effective means to help with this task. To illustrate this point, we can resort to an example taken from the world of visual art, something we will continuously do in this book.

In A Lady Writing a Letter (Fig. 0.3), Johannes Vermeer portrays an unknown woman sitting at her desk while composing a note for someone. She appears to be very focused and thoughtful, and her suspended gesture and her beautiful spacious forehead, slightly bent forward and turned towards the observer, introduce an element of perplexity. We are unable to determine whether the woman is staring into the empty space to organize her thoughts or whether she has been distracted or interrupted by someone or something. Who is she writing to? Why is she wearing an elegant dress with fur lapels? Was she perhaps waiting for a visitor, who interrupted or startled her while she was writing?

Surprisingly, the painting’s ambiguity is not disturbing; on the contrary, it
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