
Switzerland

TIMELESS DESIGN

S
witzerland: great country, great design, great chocolate. Hold on, how 

did the Swiss come to make chocolate? Aren’t cocoa beans grown in 

more tropical climates?

I’m pondering this on a train that’s taking me to the airport in Zurich, as I look out the window and watch the Swiss
countryside rush past. Beautiful hills and mountains are dotted endlessly with cows and modest, traditional Swiss farm-
houses. I am coming back to the US after a week-long press junket covering Swiss industrial design. What I have seen
is making me sit back in wonder. Creaholic, an engineering firm that deals only with the front-end, conceptual part of
design. Alinghi, a sailboat built in a country without a coastline, went on to win the America’s Cup. USM furniture, a
product in manufacture virtually unchanged for six decades. How can this be? After pondering the experience of this
fantastic country, I came to understand the formula that allows these unique Swiss design teams not only to compete
but also to win. 
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Clockwise, starting on left and top right: Flagship Swatch store in Manhattan  ■ Simplissima watch. Images courtesy of Swatch Group.



Switzerland is a country that understands its brand-
ing. With a population of just 7 million, the Swiss are
able to compete and to excel in the world market by
leveraging three things: precision, technological advan-
tage, and dedication to timeless design. Quite unique for
a company, it’s extraordinary for a country to share such
a cohesive and collective design vision. All of the Swiss
businesses I visited compete using these same three
basic principles. Swatch is a great example.

The Swatch is an extremely precise and durable
timepiece. When introduced, it had 52 parts, compared
to more than 100 for other watches at a similar price
point. Swatch has heavily leveraged its design. Unique
designs to be sure. But contrary to popular impression,
most of the Swatches sold in the last 20 years are of the
modernist and timeless design styles, not the ones with
trendy pop graphics. 

Did you ever wonder what happened to Swatch
watches? They used to be everywhere. US market share
decreased because of fierce competition by similar
offerings in the sea of ubiquitous counter displays. But
look for the return of Swatch to the American market in
52 beautifully designed exclusive Swatch stores. The
stores are a way to recapture lost market share by con-
trolling the environment and presentation of product at
the point of distribution. The first US store has already
opened in Manhattan. The stores—and watches—are
beautiful, fresh and clean designs.

Modernism Revisited…Again
In the US, the current design trend is a return to clean
geometric design, to Modernism basically. This interpre-
tation of good design means leveraging early Bauhaus

theory and practices. Simple geometric form, form fol-
lowing function, use of natural material in efficient ways,
etc. Looking at the big picture, one sees a pattern.
Design tends to wander away from its center every 15
years or so, as designers follow fashion and technology-
driven trends. These trends typically go too far, and
designers are pulled back to the core definitions of good
design. We see this trending evidenced in the creation
of Bauhaus theory in the late 1920s, mid-century mod-
ernism in the early ’50, the modernism revival in the late
’60s and early ’70s, and the modernism-influenced suc-
cesses of the ’90s, such as the new Volkswagen Beetle,
Apple computers and countless other products offered
at Target and IKEA and other such places, as well as
high-end design stores. 

I searched for modern thinking in Swiss design and
manufacture, and I was not disappointed. At Schindler,
one the world’s largest elevator manufacturers, the
designs were clean, geometric and stunning, using nat-
ural materials to their best advantage. At Victorinox, the
company that makes the Swiss Army Knife, you could
taste 100 years of metal flake in the air. The century-old
product has evolved into an icon with endless varia-
tions, and the brand has been extended to watches and
now luggage—each one clean, modern and the perfect
blend of aesthetics and function. 

Extending the brand into luggage is potentially dan-
g e rous for this Swiss Uber Brand. The luggage is made
in Asia for cost reasons, and this has the potential to
dilute its image. Still, the bags are beautiful and clever.
The luggage folds open and does tricky things. Sold at a
p remium, technologically advanced…you get the picture. 

I N N O VATI ON  S U M M E R  2 0 0 3 Medical Design 11



Aligned in Quality
From Creation Baumann in fabrics, to Ruckstuhl in nat-
ural fiber carpets, to the magnificent Alpa camera, the
Swiss manufacturers I saw are aligned in quality. They
are companies you are not only proud to visit but you
would be proud to own.

Many of the company presentations I saw were
proudly put on by third- and fourth-generation family
members realizing in today’s global marketplace a
grandparent’s or great-grandparent’s vision. USM, a
Swiss company that makes office furniture, is a classic
example. Sixty years ago, the company built architec-
ture in a way that inspired its furniture. The factory today
is a state-of-the-art example of manufacturing ability.
USM charges a premium for the product, leverages
technically advanced fabrication techniques, gets the
most from a highly qualified workforce and promotes 
the fact that everything is made in Switzerland. 

Facing competitive pressure from countries offering
inexpensive manufacturing is Switzerland’s biggest chal -
lenge in the future. Swiss companies need to be creative
in their methods, while they stick to delivering the core
promise of being “made in Switzerland.” Leveraging the
country’s uniqueness is the key. Look for nanotechnolo-
gy, the development of super-tiny computers and
machines, to be the next big industry here. It fits the
Swiss formula to a tee. 

And the answer to the mystery of chocolate being
made in Switzerland? After all, it doesn’t exactly fit the for-
mula. A long time ago, someone figured out that choco-
late tastes best when the beans are crushed and mixed
with milk. Switzerland has a lot of cows, and it’s easier to
bring the beans to the milk than the other way around.  
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USM U. Schaerer Sons Inc. has been producing timeless
modern furniture for more than thirty years, never submitting
itself to passing fashions or trends. Haller Systems (shown
top) has become a design classic, suitable for use in the
home or office making a clear statement of modernity. Image

courtesy USM. ■ USM manufactured components. Image courtesy:

Mandel.


