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alk is a series of conversations on issues that
concern us as capitalists and citizens. Talk is not
a periodical; it will be published if and when we
feel there is a need to try to shed some light on a
particular phenomenon or development that has

implications for business and society at large.



s Liza Minnelli sang in Cabaret
“Money makes the world go round...”. In truth
however, in many ways it is consumption that
makes the world go round. Or at least that has
been the case in past decades. As western socie-
ties have become less involved in production,
our economies have increasingly become ser-
vice- and consumption-driven. In 2007, con-
sumption was 72 per cent of the US economy;
the highest level ever, even though real wages
had stagnated over the past few decades. How
could this be? The answer was asset inflation
and household debt.

In past decades, we have replaced wage
inflation with asset inflation and the
ability to borrow and consu-
me. We have been able
to keep the wheels
turning thanks
to the rising va-
lues of our hous-
es and finan-
cial assets, the
_ \ | \\ never-ending

\_ 1 innovativeness
L : of financial institu-
. tions enabling increasing
= leverage and steadily lowered inte-
rest rates and costs for risky assets.
What we have created since 1980 is really
a bubble — a consumption bubble. Consump-
tion is what has driven growth in the world
economy and it has also become increasingly
important as a social factor and a source of iden-
tity. I shop, therefore I am. A hundred years
ago, we lived in producer societies, now we live
in consumer societies. For most of us, all our
needs were fulfilled years ago: we are instead
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driven by our wants to strive for ever-rising ma-
terial standards.

And now the consumption bubble is de-
flating. We can no longer afford to consume
at the rate we have in the past. This economic
reality also coexists with increasing ideological
questioning of consumption and consumerism.
We need to find other values on which we can
build our identities. Our lifestyle is depleting
the natural resources of the earth. Our attitudes
towards consumption are changing, and with
them some of the foundations of western so-
ciety. For better or worse.

We live in times of severe structural crisis.
This moment offers both the threat of destruc-
tive conservatism and, at the same time, an
opportunity for radical change. Fear may lead
us to regress into the false safety of what was
before, that which is most familiar and close
to us; or it may lead us to take the opportunity
that turbulence offers to fundamentally rethink
our models and systems and embrace difference
and alternative thinking.

So, we started a dialogue with designers,
architects and theorists about consumption.
Like many conversations these days, it started
as a physical meeting, but then began to live its
own life in the virtual world. We invited new
people and in turn their friends who joined in a
conversation that went from an initial mapping
of consumption through the participants’ vary-
ing perspectives, through generating scenarios
for future consumption, and finally drawing
up advice for brands and designers facing the
future of consumption. This Talk is a snapshot
of our conversation on consumption, the way it
looked in April of 2009.



INTERVIEW WITH SAM HECHT, INDUSTRIAL DESIGNER,
INDUSTRIAL FACILITY, FEBRUARY 2009

hat will the current financial res-
tructuring mean for design companies in par-
ticular?

SAM HECHT: Itishard to have asingle view.
It does tend to boil down to whether people
start buying again, consuming again. That is
when design flourishes. Design tends to be
dependent on consumption being at the level
needed to keep industries buoyant. Designers
don’t disappear, they still exist, they are people
with desires and aspirations. They will simply
find other methods of making a living, and to
feel that they are contributing to themselves
and to society, and you can even feel positive
about what might develop. Evidently you will
see a lot of them becoming far more pluralistic
because they have to, rather than following the
kind of vocational, skill-based method that de-
signers have been adhering to for so long.
That is healchy, it is a good thing. We can
look at it positively. But whether it brings
any fundamental change, in the perception
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of whether capitalism has been working or
whether it is feasible to keep that engine runn-
ing at the pace that we want it to run, I think
that is the difficult one.

I would imagine that the emerging econo-
mies, in the Far East in particular and Eastern
Europe are still at the beginning of the journey,
enjoying goods and services. So I would ima-
gine that they will feel, “the developed world
has enjoyed it, why can’t we?” I think that in
those countries the appetite will still be there
and they just need the money to be able to do
it. The difference in the developed world is “if
we get the money, do we still want to do it?” It
will be interesting to see what really comes out
from it.

MATHILDA THAM: How do you see the
relationship between emergent markets, such
as China, India, and the West evolving?

SH: I think it is a double-edged sword. We
need them to produce the goods. They need



us to consume the goods. The tricky thing
though, particularly in China, when it starts
on this journey and it starts to develop itself, is
that they themselves will become quite sophis-
ticated consumers at one point, so their market
will become potentially more important than
our market. You can already see that in Japan.
They are already looking more to Asia than to
the United States. They are looking at involve-
ment in China rather than with the USA.

I suppose the other issue is from a designer’s
point of view. Designers are inherently quite
middle class. I am sure Tom Dixon will have a
different opinion about it — but if you look at
the masses, the people who consume products
that have any element of design of reasonable
level, they tend to be middle class, not working
class. I don’t like to bring in the class system,
but it is tied to your financial ability. The pro-
blem is that at the beginning of the production
journey, it was the working class who really suf-
fered because their jobs evaporated. Look at the
UK, factories were closed, skills were lost and
we had to move on. Production was transferred
to Far Eastern countries. Now what is interes-
ting, and potentially quite delicate, is that as a
consequence of this financial crisis, the middle
class will start to suffer because their jobs are
not so much skills-based as based on a combi-
nation of skills and intellect, where education
rather than training is required to be able to do
the job. As China continues to develop itself,
the UK is in danger of becoming a low level
country because what do you do if the design
industry starts to be incorporated within the
production job in China, then what will hap-
pen to the middle class workers, white collar
workers? No one really has the answer to that,
it is a tricky one.

MT: Can you see anything positive coming out
of the financial situation?

SH: Design is by its very nature an unknown
quantity. It is totally unpredictable, the context
of design. No one knows what to expect and we
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thrive from creative surprise and ingenuity and
the unknown and it is very exciting. Generally
the West has done very well in allowing a free
creative spirit to thrive. With the Far East, be-
cause it was an unknown quantity, it was a very
delicate, difficult subject. But the better the
universities, the more professional the job be-
came. That has changed Japan fundamentally
I think. The design industry there has become
a world leader.

So I think that the positive consequence of
it is that because no one knows whether they
will have a job, whether they will be able to
feed their family, creativity actually thrives,
when people have nothing to lose. What is in-
teresting about fashion is that it has no value
whatsoever and yet it has the highest value. It
thrives on creativity. You can buy a sweater for
a few pounds and be warm enough, and you can
get another sweater that costs far more and it
doesn’t feel at all strange because ultimately it
has its own reasoning behind it. It is fashiona-
ble, it is creative, it is exciting, it is new. And
these ephemeral activities, like music and fa-
shion in particular, they have a tendency, I feel,
to lead us out of difficulty.

I think it all goes back to the economist Adam
Smith, who reversed certain reasoning. What
Adam Smith did was he noticed that every-
one put a value on things that were solid, that
couldn’t move, like a building, those kinds of
things that would last for eternity. The things
that were ephemeral, furniture or fashion, tho-
se things which were essentially perishable,
had no value. What he noticed was that if you
switched that around you could actually give
the most perishable things the most value. That
is what creates this kind of creative economy. It
created a form of very successful capitalism.

I don’t know what will happen this time,
but I would imagine that things like music
and fashion have more of a feeling of importan-
ce to us than housing, which if you look has
completely gone off the cliff. Property prices
have just plummeted and it has got nothing
to do with material value, the building hasn’t

changed, but it is more about ephemeral value.
If we apply that, it means that the ephemeral
things — the things that make us feel good and
connected — are potentially more interesting,
more progressive, and there could start to be a
resurgence in that.

MT: One of the themes, sort of adjacent to this,
was when we were talking in the round table
discussion about decoupling use from owner-
ship, and the shift we are seeing towards more
services and towards sharing, such as carpools.

SH: I don’t know if I believe in it entirely.
I think there are mechanisms already that are
successful for a lot of people: the second-hand
market. I mean I would say Ebay is the most
ecological company in the world. It is giving
another life to products which otherwise would
just go to the tip. You can buy some new stuff
as well. You can buy old and new within the
same shop. It is a really bizarre concept, from
that point of view. People can still follow the
patterns of consumption that they have always
done, but they can do it in a way that is slight-
ly more palatable from a money point of view,
from an ease point of view, and probably from
an environmental point of view. But applying
a service economy to all products is just really
hard to imagine.

There are examples where it has been done,
and it hasn’t been very successful. If you look
at mobile phones, you get the phone, but you
get it with a contract, you are renting it, the
phone is given to you through the contract.
It hasn’t stopped people getting a new phone
every six months. In fact, it has made the situa-
tion worse. There is a similar thing with TV
boxes where you sign up for a service, a TV
service and they give you the box. If you look
at the quality, there is none, it is the cheapest
kind of machine you can imagine, because the
company feels you are getting it for free, you
think you are getting it for free, so the whole
role of design has evaporated into this bit of
rubbish, and you are going to have to live with
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it. So I am pessimistic about it because of these
examples where you can really have the lowest
of the low occurring, because ownership is not
determined, it becomes a grey area with re-
sponsibility resting with no one.

But the contradiction to this is that histo-
rically it did work. I mean if you look at the
first telephones that were supplied by the Post
Office, it was something you could have for
a few pounds for renting, and they were very
solid and well designed and repairable and all
those sort of things. But fundamentally China
has made that concept obsolete, because the
costs of production are not realistic anymore.
It is a nice Utopian dream, but I find it hard to
imagine it happening in this way unless there
is political will.

MT: Another theme that was raised was the
tension between the local and the global and
whether we would see some production retur-
ning to the UK. We also talked about the fea-
sibility of having a lot more individually-made
objects emerging.

SH: In terms of production locally, it will un-
fortunately come down to economic efficiency.
As long as products can be made more cheaply
somewhere else, they will be, and if they can’t
be, they will look at other ways. If you look
at the oil prices now, they have plummeted,
and transportation is actually very cheap and
raw materials cost little, but the problem is few
have the desire to buy the stuff. It has created
this huge problem for the economy so in the
UK we are already potentially about to suffer
deflation, where prices are literally falling and
people are not buying because they are waiting
to see what is going to happen. It is not about
it being more economically efficient to produce
in the UK, it is another reason, and the reason is
that people are full-up! They don’t have the ca-
pacity for another serving of product right now,
they are worried about their jobs, and whether
the recession will get to them, whether it will
last a long time.



So if you were to ask me a year ago I would say,
yes I could see signs of that because the oil price
was incredibly high, transportation from the
Far East to a local market became prohibiti-
vely expensive and also commodity prices were
going through the roof. And of course if you
look at many of the products, they are made
from polymers, which are oil based, so they are
also going through the roof. But now there is
not reason enough, you can buy commodities
that nobody wants. The problem is nobody has
really been in this particular situation for very
long. If the oil price got high, or if there was a
political pressure against importing products
like a form of protectionism, for instance if
the government decided that it really wants to
push exports, or they wanted to prevent im-
ports, they would have to create more impetus
to produce here.

MT: Yet another theme was who initiates
change, is it the role of corporations, states and
governments, individuals?

SH: I think in terms of knowledge, or rather
in terms of will, I think that people would like
to be very ethically and environmentally aware
of the things that they consume. But in terms
of making any impact it is really hard to see
that people would make much impact without
political will. So I think it is a political ques-
tion, not a corporate or company question, or
rather they are not going to solve it. I think it
will require political clout to alter the way that
we consume and the way that we value things.
It is already happening, it is just that the real
difficulty is that when you have a real econo-
mic crisis, which we are going through, what
do people do? Well, they try to stand firm. If
you look at the price of goods and services ge-
nerally, those that are more environmentally
and ethically aware are more expensive. It is
obvious because more is involved to produce,
partly because things that are more environ-
mentally sound are more difficult to produce,
so that is the problem. There is always a com-
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parison between the cheaper goods and things
that are good for the environment. Somehow
the economic issues have taken over. If you look
at companies like McDonalds they are doing
well. Cheaper supermarkets are also doing well
yet organic goods are suffering. Organic mar-
kets are suffering. So the government feels that
they are under pressure to allow people to still
follow to some extent the life they are living.
They have already said now that they will not
bring in a higher rate of car tax for poorly per-
forming cars, because we know we will be in
an economic crisis for another couple of years.
It is all political, it really is, so the politicians
hold the key, a big key, to leading companies
and individuals in the direction of being more
ethically and environmentally aware. But they
also hold the key to allowing people to survive
during the economic crisis. It is a very, very
difficult balancing act, it is something of an
oxymoron. Because when the economy starts
to pick up again, then we will be able to start
tackling that issue again.

MT: If you looked ten years ahead in time, do
you think that consumption will have changed
in any way?

SH: Ireally do hope that we are able to in some
way raise the bar for what is produced, in terms
of its quality in every respect. I can only wish
for that. But history has a habit of repeating
itself, so whether we will all just fall back into
the trap of overconsumption, showing off our
wealth through conspicuous consumption, we
will see. I don’t know. But I remain positive.

MT: Have you any advice you would like to
give to brands and design companies?

SH: What they will need to do —and it is the
most difficult thing to do because whilst the
recession is still going on you are not making
money — is to think about the future and stra-
tegise for the future in the most creative, the
most exciting, the most challenging, the most

progressive way you can imagine. And I think
the best companies, the companies that want to
be the best will do that. The ones that are too
petrified about their revenue will find it very,
very hard to move forward when things pick up
again. It is difficult because you are searching
for the future, or trying to devote yourself to
the future to keep yourself relevant, whilst you
know there is little hope of making any money
at the moment. I think that some are doing
this. To the car industry, it is pretty obvious
now that the combustion engine is of a pre-
vious era. The most interesting companies, like
Honda and Toyota, are hoping that the work
that they did before will allow them to at least
keep alive and give them some reason to exist.
To me it is pretty black and white, because if
you look at the American car industry it has
been driven purely by the economic support
they can pull, and any marketing person will
tell you that is the whole reason to do it, but
actually it is not. You can’t just do that, you
have got to also think about where you want to
go, what you want to do and where you want to
be. You have got to do that. And it is time now
to do that more than ever.

MT: Do you think this will also necessitate
different types of collaboration or different
methods of working, will it also affect how
we work?

SH: To do this, companies have to open their
minds, and that might mean new partners. New
opportunities might mean forming new allian-
ces and bringing new people in, changing the
way you work, changing the way you do things.
Taking the fat off and replacing it with muscle.
Companies will have to open themselves up,
and then they will become magnets.

MT: Will we need another breed of designers,
do we need designers with more strategic roles?

SH: Designers never work in isolation so even
if you have a brilliant design team, they have
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got to be able to be in a position to work with
equally progressive minds in a company or in
a manufacturer or marketing or whatever. So
my answer would be that they have to be a bit
better at persuasion than before. They have to
have the vocabulary and the mechanics of being
able to persuade people to move in a particular
direction.

MT: Do you think we need other terms for
consumers and consumption?

SH: I don’t think we will know it until we see it.
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