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Abstract 

It happens instantaneously, upon sight alone: a product’s appealing form evokes a profound 
emotional response in the fraction of a second before rational issues of cost, comfort or 
brand are considered. Terms like ‘love at first sight’, ‘lust’, and ‘passion’ are often used to 
describe the response to these objects, but is the emotional response to artifactual form 
similar to the attraction felt for a member of the opposite sex? Neuroscience has shown that 
human beauty activates reward circuitry in the brain that is similar to the sight of cocaine by 
drug addicts. Is this response shared in the sensory representation of objects? Do convenient 
mathematical relationships, proportioning systems, sacred geometries and patterns ranging 
from phallic symbols to the (female counterpart) vesica piscis hold the ability to produce 
emotional responses in products?  If so, might it be possible to isolate, and use these unique 
qualities for the purposes of commercial gain? These questions illustrate the need for 
primary research involving Design, Cognitive Science, Neuroscience, and Psychology to 
successfully contribute to the existing body of knowledge concerning product esthetics. The 
author’s research agenda includes establishing a series of three-dimensional fragments that 
represent the basic geometric elements of artifactual form. By studying non-verbal 
communication, emotional responses to form can be studied and lead to the dissection of 
the Gestalt object and perhaps the ability to predict esthetic judgment and consumer 
acceptance.  
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The Winter 2001 issue of the IDSA journal Innovation has sparked a debate among Industrial 
Designers concerning the relative beauty of certain products and their ability to evoke the 
uniquely human feeling of desire. 
 
For many years, a number of professional designers have explored the specific feelings that 
the beauty and desirability of products generate in consumers, with the intent of gaining an 
understanding that will allow us to consistently produce such responses. The pressure of our 
field, which requires us to defend our work quantitatively, necessitates that this search be a 
quiet one. There is concern that the search for the human concept of beauty would be 
considered superficial by some, and thus erode the commercial respect that the field of 
industrial design has attained. 
 
For those interested in the psychological aspects of product design, the topic is far from 
superficial. However, what gives these particular products this magical quality, affording 
them unexpectedly broad market acceptance, sometimes even hyper success remains unclear. 
We simply say that the product has "it". 
 
"It" happens instantaneously---before a potential buyer recognizes a brand, before he or she 
becomes concerned with practical issues such as cost, and long before the product is actually 
put to use. “It” is a product's ability to evoke that profound emotional response in the 
viewer, in a fraction of a second, upon sight alone. 
 
In his book, The Brain and Emotion, E.T. Rolls defines emotions as states elicited by rewards 
and punishments. A reward is anything for which an animal will work. A punishment is 
anything that an animal will work to escape or avoid (Rolls 1999). An example of an emotion 
might thus be the happiness that is produced by being given a reward, such as one’s paper 
being accepted for presentation at a conference. Another example of an emotion might be 
the fear produced by the sight of an angry expression on someone’s face. We will work to 
avoid such stimuli, which are punishing, and therefore unpleasant. 
 
This stimulus/response mechanism explains the human tendency to associate the desire for 
a product that seems to ‘leap off the shelf’ to the viewer, with "love at first sight."  Both 
male and female consumers often describe their ‘lust’ or ‘passion’ for a particularly enticing 
object, thereby creating a mental parallel with the human sexual response, and suggesting 
that responses to the human form may be similar to the responses to objects.  For instance, 
a heterosexual male might compare a new 26’ center-console sport-fisher to the beauty of a 
shapely woman, noting ‘her beautiful lines’. 



 
Initially, I suspected that these terms of endearment that we use to describe both people and 
products may have been limited to the English language. However upon making a global 
inquiry on-line, a number of our international (ID) colleagues residing in countries such as 
Greece, Israel, Sweden, Germany and Brazil all confirmed that the condition exists in their 
respective native languages as well. 
 
(As a cautionary side note) Although the on-line forum that I’m speaking of is primarily used 
for issues associated with industrial design, in this case, the fact that I utilized a public forum 
to field the aforementioned inquiry meant that the topic was open to (and drew) sharp 
criticism from a group of feminists who were apparently under the impression that it was my 
intent to perpetuate the worldwide tendency of objectifying women. I assure you that it is 
not, and in the interest of finding common ground, may I point out that there exists a more 
recent phenomenon of women objectifying men---think Marky Mark’s Calvin Klein 
underwear ads. 
 
Although this objectification can work both ways, I found that one point of contention was 
particularly interesting. An individual in France pointed out that most industrial designers are 
men, and that perhaps products more often than not, are designed to suite male tastes. If 
this is indeed true it could enjoy certain commercial advantages. In the book, Love and Love 
Sickness,  J. Money writes; it is undisputed that males possess a lower threshold for visual 
erotic arousal than females. One source of evidence is that explicit erotic pictures appeal 
more to males than to females (Money 1980). If this is true, could males also respond more 
quickly than females to other sources of visual stimuli as well? Theoretically, when a product 
evokes an emotional response in a man, he should (as an animal) work for it (the reward). 
The male emotional response to an object (based on appearance alone) should more easily 
elicit a behavioral response resulting in the purchase of a product, than if the viewer (or 
consumer) were a woman. Obviously these differences would vary widely among individuals, 
and no study has been done to explore the degree to which these threshold differences may 
be culturally induced. Nevertheless, the idea is within the scope of the imagination. 
 
In the corporate sector, the economic implications resulting from the clear understanding of 
this purchase-motivating mechanism, and the ability to predictably and repeatedly produce 
products that elicit emotional responses, would indeed be far-reaching; if we could isolate it, 
we would have truly yoked the elusive Power of the Esthetic Emotions. 
 
In contrast to the ideas discussed thus far, perhaps what we are really talking about is not 
beauty or desire; people may misuse the word "beauty," particularly when they describe 
objects. Philosophers have asserted that objects possessing the ability to elicit a response of 
our esthetic emotions should be referred to as "significant form" (McLaughlin 1976). This 
argument infers that the response to inanimate objects is different from the response to an 
attractive person of the opposite sex. When a man speaks of a beautiful woman, he certainly 
does not mean only that she moves him esthetically. The same is true for a woman speaking 
of a handsome man. The something that we find in an attractive person is often synonymous 
with “desirable” however, the sexual flavor of the word is clearly stronger than the esthetic. 
 
Recent studies in the neuroscience journal Neuron have shown that the perception of 
beautiful human features activates "reward circuitry" in the brain that is similar to the sight 



of cocaine to a drug addict; however, this does not include esthetic assessment (Breiter 
2001). Furthermore, the sensory representation of objects does not share "reward value" 
(Rolls 1999).  Behaviors at this basic level of human need are somewhat instinctive and more 
akin to animal reflexes. Therefore, the human physical qualities that attract us to one another 
are of the first order, and are more directly connected to the function of propagating the 
species than they are to purely esthetic responses, and the esthetic responses to objects that 
do not stimulate reward circuitry are more intellectual. Therefore, if we apply a modern 
neuroscience-based approach of motivated behavior to Maslow's Hierarchy of human needs, 
at the lowest level, in addition to hunger, thirst and sexual behavior, we might also add 
addiction and perhaps even money. Purely esthetic responses would be less instinctive in 
nature and must occur further up the hierarchy. 
 
I have spent a considerable amount of time studying the relationship between mathematics 
and design: The golden mean, Geometric and Arithmetic Growth Progressions, Dynamic 
and Harmonic Series, the Fibonacci Numbers, the Hambidge Rectangles, Oscillatory 
Structures, Fractals and Recursive Geometries, not to mention, a seemingly endless supply of 
sacred geometries and patterns ranging from Phallic symbols to their female counterparts, 
the Vesica Piscis and of course, Crop Circles. Artists, Architects and Designers have credited 
various proportioning systems for centuries, the use of these systems can be a convenient 
and inspiring place to begin a project, however they do not guarantee continuity, balance or 
harmony. Esthetics is not a study in precision or mathematics. In fact, I have found no 
example in nature or artifact that exactly matches any proportioning system. There are a 
countless number of examples and even the most well known comparison, the chambered 
nautilus and the golden mean, are not an identical match. Due to the subjective nature of 
design, beauty, and the emotions, people will always find the convenient mathematical 
relationships that they seek; however, in the end, only the sensibilities of the designer are 
what truly make "it" happen. 
 
The concept of esthetics is far more elusive and nebulous; it resists the simplicity of 
reduction to arbitrary figures. A successful contribution to the existing body of knowledge 
concerning product esthetics will require primary research in this area, where modern science 
will offer rational models that are confirmed experimentally. It will be necessary for this 
research to be a collaborative effort between the Arts and Hard Science which will include 
Industrial Design, Cognitive Science, Neuroscience and Psychology.  
 
My current research interests include establishing a series of three-dimensional fragments 
that represent the basic geometric elements of artifactual form. Primitives will be used 
because even the most complex surface is essentially a composite of simple shapes. Subjects 
will view relationships and combinations of these fragments while being monitored by eye 
tracking and pupilometric instruments in order to study non-verbal communication and the 
identification of emotional responses to form, including esthetic judgment, which will lead to 
the dissection of the Gestalt object. 
 
 
At this point, it seems that we are not much closer to understanding the magic of "it" than 
any of the ancient cultures that shared the same questions. I too, hope that this study will be 
only the beginning of ongoing dialog, debate and study of the subject, for there is much 



work to be done. 
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