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This paper is predicated upon the belief that value is central to industrial design’s mission—
indeed it may be a fundament of all professions. Different disciplines, however, talk and 
think about value in disparate ways, whether as an abstract concept or as manifest in stuff, as 
Design usually does. Each has its own unique perspective based upon its competencies and 
interests. As design theory is a relative newcomer on the intellectual scene, little has been 
written specifically and theoretically in terms of value. It is used colloquially, most often in a 
hard economic sense or merely as synonymous with “worth.” While industrial design has 
been doing all right thus far, a problematization of the concept could lead us more 
effectively and efficiently to the endgame of producing useful and meaningful artifacts. If 
designers are better able to understand how artifacts engender value for users, then they are 
be better equipped to serve others. In this light, industrial design shines as a noble, 
humanistic endeavor rather than lingers in the shadows as just another profit maximization 
mechanism. Of course, however, and of consequence to all who make their living within a 
capitalist market system, value to the consumer often returns economic value to the 
corporation. Additionally, it should be of particular interest to design educators, especially 
those who teach and critique in studio, that value theory in some cases has be reduced to the 
central issue of determining “what is good?” (Hartman, 2002) 
 
Elsewhere (Tharp, 2002) I have discussed just a few of the myriad perspectives on value 
theorization represented by anthropology, sociology, and political economy in an attempt to 
assist industrial design. Here I will introduce axiology to the mix— philosophy’s relatively 
young (late 19th century), though focused, subdiscipline that deals specifically with value 
theory. A basic conundrum will be addressed, “Are things valuable because we value them or 
do we value them because they are valuable?” (Frondizi, 1971) This question represents the 
opposition between subjective value, where value is understood as being dependent upon 
the feelings or attitude of a subject, and objective value, where value is independent of the 
subject. The resolution of this issue will be of great assistance in bridging the gaps between 
the positions held by the often “softer,” more subjective sciences and the often “harder,” 
more objective ones. Additionally, I will discuss one example of how marketing has drawn 
upon axiology in the development of a theory of consumer value. Morris B. Holbrook of 
Columbia University’s graduate school of business began investigating axiological principles 
over a decade ago and recently produced a typology of consumer value (Holbrook, 1999) 
that may have much to offer industrial design theory. 
 
This paper also represents a small step toward the development of a subdiscipline of design 
studies, that is, design axiology. Very little work (as far as I am aware) has been done in this 
area with the notable exception of the industrial design program at Universidad Nacional 
Autónoma de México. In the early 1980s pioneering design researcher, Bruce Archer, made a 



call for a design axiology as part of a ten-part breakdown of the field of design (Margolin, 
2002), but little development has occurred, especially in industrial design, though there have 
been efforts made in related disciplines like engineering design.  
 
Using Argentinean philosopher, Risieri Frondizi’s text, What is Value? (1971), I will address 
the indefatigable debate between subjectivist and objectivist notions of value. Central to the 
rift, the subjectivist camp believes that value is subjective— completely dependent upon the 
personal-historical experiences of any individual; “Something is valuable because I value it.” 
In opposition, objectivists believe that value is inherent in the object and independent of, 
and a priori to, opinion: “I value something because it is valuable.” Here are two immiscible 
perspectives if taken as stated. Bridging this impasse is increasingly important as more 
tendentiously subjectivist players, like anthropologists, sociologists, and qualitative 
marketers, are invited to sit at the boardroom table to discuss product design and 
development strategy. Design, engineering, and manufacturing have competency and 
concern with the formal object while social science’s forte is with the subject. Also, implicit 
and unexamined (as is probably nearly always the case), one of these positions may dominate 
a designer’s thinking with substantial effect on her approach and the subsequent industrial 
product. But before entering the slippery arena of objective and subjective value, it is helpful 
(if not a logical necessity) to make some distinctions between subjects that evaluate, objects 
that are valued, the process of valuation, and value itself (not that these are any less slippery).  
 
The Greeks were the first to depart from the 6th-century-B.C. Western philosophical 
conception of reality as only that of the external, physical world. Greek philosophers 
envisioned an additional world beyond matter, one of ideal objects or essences. Later, as 
Frondizi notes, psychic existence was recognized, where reality is affected by experience, 
e.g., perception, emotion, attention, and remembrance. These three realms— things, 
essences, and experiences— have all at some point been confused or conflated with value 
(1971, pp. 5–6). Value, however, is not just experience, as manifest in feelings of “pleasure, 
desire, and interest.” Values are not essences, as those who hold this perception are guilty of 
confusing “unreality— a peculiar sign of value, and ideality which characterizes essences” 
(Ibid.). And, things are not values, but carry them— values cannot exist without a value object 
(also “value carrier” or “axioform,” Wagner, 1999). There is no beauty without the object in 
which it is manifest (though there can be the concept of beauty, without substance).  
 
Values are not things, essences, or experiences. Instead, value is a quality. Objects have 
primary qualities, those without which the object could not exist, e.g., volume, density, and 
shape. Secondary qualities are generally subjective and dependent upon the senses, e.g., taste, 
smell, and color. While both these categories of quality contribute to the reality of an object, 
value qualities are of a different type; they are what Frondizi refers to as “unreal qualities” 
(1971, p. 8). They are unreal because they are merely a property of an already existing 
object— they do not constitute the object in which they are manifest (unlike primary and 
secondary qualities). The same physical object may exist independent of value; value may be 
removed from a thing without altering in any way its substantiveness (you could not similarly 



remove volume or color). So, value is a unique kind of quality that is distinct from a value 
object. 
 
A few other concepts and clarifications become important, following Frondizi’s thinking. 
Value is merely potential, it only becomes real when attached to a thing. We can talk about 
the concept of beauty; we can talk about what attributes might constitute a beautiful vase 
(value potential), but it is only when we encounter an actual vase that the value of beauty 
becomes something real. Also, values have a polarity— they can be positive and negative 
(beauty/ugliness). Negative values, however, are not just the absence of positive values. An 
ugly vase does not merely lack beautiful characteristics; it has ugly characteristics. Polarity 
implies that subjects (viewers in this case) cannot be neutral when confronted with value—
the vase is beautiful or ugly: “No one is indifferent as he listens to a symphony, reads a 
poem or looks at a painting” (1971, p. 10). Additionally, both value and value objects are 
hierarchical. When the subject evaluates, preference and ranking are involved: “No two 
poems or symphonies are on the same level; one is better than the other, though it is very 
difficult sometimes to tell which it is” (1971, p. 11). Frondizi is careful to mention that 
hierarchy is different from mere classification; chaise lounges are different from recliners, 
but one is not inherently more valuable than the other. When someone chooses between 
two chaise lounges or even a chaise lounge over a recliner, the choice is made because one is 
preferred, or “higher.” As he elaborates: 

The existence of some ranking among values is a permanent stimulus to creative 
action and moral elevation. The creative and lofty sense of life is based 
fundamentally on the drive for a positive value, as opposed to the negative, of a 
superior value as opposed to the inferior. (1971, p. 11) 

Finally, it should be made explicit that value is different from valuation. Valuation is the act 
of a subject recognizing value in a value object: “value cannot be divorced from valuation” 
(1971, p. 20). In this sense a subject is necessary for the recognition of value. 
 
Before we venture in to the main argument of subjective and objective value, a summary of 
the position held by Frondizi about subjects, objects, value, and valuation is: 

? ?Value is constituted in value objects. 
? ?Value is merely potential value until it “attaches” to a value object. 
? ?Value is a special kind of quality, not a primary or secondary quality. 
? ?Value can be “added to” or “taken out of” an object without affecting its substance. 
? ?Value has both polarity (positive/negative) and hierarchy (higher/lower). 
? ?Value is not neutral— when value is present there can be no indifference. 
? ?Valuation implies recognition of value by a subject. 
? ?Value cannot exist without valuation. 

 
Therefore, both subject and object are necessary— a subject makes a valuation, recognizing 
value (positive/negative, higher/lower) in an object. Values (as opposed to value) may be 
thought of as ideas held by a subject about what is good/bad, desirable/undesirable, 



interesting/uninteresting, and so forth. Values are beliefs (psycho-ethical dispositions) that 
allow the recognition of value in objects. 
 
In turning to the primary discussion of subjective versus objective value, we find that both 
positions have strong arguments, which is what makes the debate so frustrating. Again, the 
subjectivist says: “Something is valuable because I value it,” while the objectivist claims, “I 
value something because I recognize its value.” At the center, the objectivist defends that 
value exists prior to valuation while the subjectivist claims that it is the valuation that 
constitutes value (1971, p. 20). Here we have an analog to the philosophical question, if a 
tree falls in the woods and no one is around to hear it, does it still make a noise? If, indeed, 
value was prior to valuation, how then might we account for the vast difference in 
valuations— wouldn’t there be greater or even universal recognition that, for example, 
onions are good tasting or Jackson Pollack’s works are beautiful? Is it just that some people 
are incapable of, even if temporarily, recognizing beauty? If a few people (or even many) fail 
to recognize beauty or some other value, does that negate its inherent value? Can we not 
argue about value because it is like arguing about taste— some people like things that others 
do not; it’s all just preference? Objectivism also holds the seemingly untenable position that 
values “are absolute and unchangeable, and cannot be affected by any actual physical or 
human event. The nature of the human being, the changes undergone in the course of 
history, the constant flux of his preferences, the vicissitudes of man’s desires and interests—
all of these leave values intact and unaffected” (1971, pp. 134–135). How can an object be 
valuable if no one values it— can value be so removed from the human experience? This 
objectivist perspective that an object has value whether people realize it or not is reminiscent 
of the position of many early modernist architects whose buildings aimed to serve some 
humanist ideal while condemning its human occupants to a miserable inhabitance. 
 
While the objectivist has difficulty accounting for vast difference in preference if value is 
inherent in the object, the subjectivist treads in a sea of relativity. From the subjective 
perspective, whatever is desired is good. If it is only opinion that matters, then we cannot say 
that Bach is any better than Britney. Subsequently, if value is determine by the greatest 
preference or popularity, we may be forced to conclude that Oops I did it Again is superior to 
Toccata and Fugue, at least at this historical moment. As a design educator, is it unethical to 
give one student a higher grade because she produced, for an assignment, what was felt to be 
beautiful GPS device while a lower grade was given to the student whose design seemed 
aesthetically awkward, all other elements being equal? It seems as if there must be some 
degree of objective standard. Frondizi notes: “if we are to define value in terms of desire, all 
desire would be valuable” (1971, p. 132). From classic anthropological research, some things, 
like incest, people nearly universally agree as being wrong. Turning from value judgments of 
taste to those of ethics, Frondizi states: “What sort of judge would allow his verdicts to be 
affected by a stomachache, or by the quarrel he might have had with his wife? Ethical value 
is so forceful that it compels us to acknowledge it, even against our personal desires and 
interests” (1971, p. 27). It seems as if some ethical issues are more objective than matters of 
pleasure. 



 
While the arguments are more numerous (and complex), just from this brief example we see 
that the positions are irreconcilable, though each has merit. Assuredly there are reasons that 
we desire certain things— value is not completely arbitrary. But indeed, one man’s junk can 
be another’s jewels (or even the same man’s, given different spatiotemporality). While 
adherents of each camp have been intractable, Frondizi questions whether this is even the 
right question to be asking— if value subjective or objective. This is similar to the 
wave/particle duality conundrum of physics: “Is light a wave or a particle?” Light, it turns 
out, acts both as a wave and a particle. Perhaps someday we may be able to answer if it is 
truly wavelike or particle like, maybe not. While scientific inquiry and methodology might 
improve to help solve physics’ issue, resolution of subjective or objective value seems 
somewhat less likely. Frondizi concludes: 

Does value necessarily have to be objective or subjective? Aren’t we perhaps 
confused by our eagerness to reduce the whole to one of its essential elements? It is 
possible, for example, that pleasure, desire or interest, are a necessary but not a 
sufficient condition, and that they do not exclude objective elements. This is to say 
that value may be the result of a tension between the subject and the object, and 
therefore represents subjective as well as an objective aspect, deceiving those who 
look only at one side of the coin. (1971, p. 26) 

It may seem as if Frondizi has sidestepped the issue at hand, refusing to answer the question, 
and not contributing to the debate. His position, however, provides an off ramp within a 
circular debate that indeed leads to new theoretical construction. Having addressed the issue 
that value is hierarchical, predicated upon preference and the fact that some ethical values 
seem more objective that matters of taste, Frondizi proposes a continuum of value types. On 
the bottom are matters of pleasure while at the upper extreme are matters of ethics. As we 
have seen pleasure seems highly subjective and contextually dependent. Ethics however, 
tends toward greater objectivity. Between ethics and pleasure Frondizi locates three other 
values: “the useful, the vital and the esthetic” (1971, p. 27). Interesting for the design 
community, with esthetics “the balance between the subjective and the objective appears 
greatest” (Ibid.). So, dependent upon the type of value, it may be either more objective or 
subjective.  

Frondizi’s main theoretical contribution lies with a new conception of the nature of value. 
He admits that value is a complex issue and difficult to resolve fully; this is partially so 
because he proffers value as a Gestalt quality. In his words, “A Gestalt is not equivalent to 
the sum of its parts, though it cannot exist without them. It is not a metaphysical notion but 
a concrete, singular entity… [Values] cannot be separated from the empirical qualities and yet 
neither can they be reduced to them” (1971, p. 160). A Gestalt is greater that the sum of its 
parts and he uses the example of Ikebana flower arrangement to demonstrate this. Individual 
flowers are necessary for the arrangement, but it is the spatial design and interrelation of the 
individual flowers that create its beauty. A symphony is another common example of a 
Gestalt. With value, an object is a necessary component, a subject is a necessary component, 
but neither alone is sufficient for value to arise: “The totality is what counts and a Gestalt 



emphasizes the unity of the multiplicity” (1971, p. 163). It is the combination, the 
interrelation, the tension, between the necessary subject and object that allows both a 
understanding of the full quality or nature of the value itself as well as a more comprehensive 
grasp of value as a concept. 

In brief, value is a Gestalt quality, the synthesis of objective and subjective 
contribution, and which exists and has meaning only in concrete human situations. It 
has a double connection with reality since the value structure springs from empirical 
qualities, and the object in which it is embodied is part of the reality we live in. But, 
on the other hand, values cannot be reduced to empirical qualities that support them, 
nor to the value objects in which they are embodied. (1971, p. 164–165) 

While Frondizi’s axiology may seem somewhat distant from the concerns of the industrial 
designer, it is the incorporation of such axiological thinking that allows Holbrook (1999) to 
conceptualize, within industrial design’s sister realm of marketing and consumer behavior, 
the nature and types of “consumer value.” As I have concluded that the issue of value is 
central to the process and product of industrial design, so too does Holbrook locate value at 
the center of marketing. Using the definition of marketing (here simplified) posited by 
Kotler (1991), marketing is the management of the process by which a 
good/service/money-form exchange occurs wherein both parties give up something of 
value for something else perceived to be of greater value. Despite the criticality of the 
concept, Holbrook finds few forays into the realm of consumer value by his marketing 
colleagues, with relatively few exceptions, e.g., Gale (1994), Broydrick (1996), Woodruff and 
Gardial (1996). Holbrook attempts, guided by Kotler’s definition, to specify the dimensions 
of the market space and the location of ideal points for the target segment in that market 
space. In order that this might be accomplished, it is necessary (and apparently novel) to 
understand both the nature and types of value. His Consumer Value: A Framework for Analysis 
and Research lays out a definition of the nature of consumer value as well as proffers a 
typology of consumer value that is admittedly an introductory schema.  
 
For Holbrook, consumer value is defined as “an interactive relativistic preference 
experience… [wherein] each of the… facets… — interactivity, relativism, affectivity, and a 
grounding in the consumption experience— is intimately interrelated with the other three” 
(1999, p. 5). His notion of interactivity closely follows the conclusions of Frondizi in that 
there is interaction (i.e., tension) between a subject and an object in which value is 
constituted. Holbrook explicitly strikes an “intermediate position” between the subjectivist’s 
position and the objectivist’s citing that taking one side is analogous to holding just one half 
of a pair of scissors— it takes both blades to do the work of cutting. For the relativistic facet, 
Holbrook means that “consumer value is (a) comparative (involving preferences among 
objects); (b) personal (varying across people); and (c) situational. Here, we find the 
subjectivist’s position in terms of variance across individuals and spatiotemporality. In 
Frondizi’s chapter (and section), Value and Situation, he holds the similar position that: “If 
the name ‘situation’ is applied to the complex of individual, social, cultural and historical 
elements and circumstances, then we maintain that values have existence and meaning only 



within a specific situation” (1971, p. 158). This is the subjectivist position that is often 
ignored by economists, designers, engineers, etc. who become focused on the object within 
the studio, factory, or even pristine promotional advertisements— the constitution of value 
demands a subject, but we are stuck with one that is contextually, and therefore 
preferentially, dynamic. 
 
The third facet of Holbrook’s definition is preferential, touted as perhaps most fundamental 
and dealing with judgments. Axiology cannot escape the realm of experiential preference—
as this is the realm of desire and subsequently value (singular). Holbrook, however, is quick 
to specify that his conception does not involve values (plural)— the system of beliefs behind 
individual or collective desire. Here much of the morass of axiology is avoided as the 
“standards,” “rules,” “criteria,” “norms,” “goals,” and “ideals” behind individual valuation of 
objects is ignored. This is understandable in light of the focus and ultimate practicality of 
marketing’s mission, though a more mature and robust conceptualization might make some 
account of this possible. Certainly marketers have been extremely concerned with issues of 
psychographics and other subjective attributes within their deliberate segmentations of 
consumer groups. As well, preference can entail a hierarchy, which Frondizi believes is 
essential for accounting for the differing degrees of subjectivity/objectivity in different types 
of value. The final element of Holbrook’s definition is experience, wherein “value resides not in 
the product purchased, not in the brand chosen, not in the object possessed, but rather in the 
consumption experience(s) derived therefrom” (1999, p. 8). While this position has gained 
relevance in the industrial design community in at least the last decade, at least one marketer 
has made the point as early as 1955: 

The thesis… may be stated quite simply. What people really desire are not products 
but satisfying experiences. Experiences are attained through activities. In order that 
activities may be carried out, physical objects or the services of human beings are 
usually needed… People want products because they want the experience-bringing 
services which they hope the products will render. (Abbot in Holbrook 1999, p. 9) 

Here we see what is probably an enhancement beyond normal axiological bounds. For all of 
the focus on value objects, the point seems valid that these only lead to what is ultimately of 
value for subjects. This weakness, however, is not believed to affect the validity of the 
axiological theory as far as it goes, but a more accurate assessment of human experience 
would seem to demand additional work. 
 
From this definition of the nature of value, Holbrook proceeds to develop his Typology of 
Consumer Value. While a discussion of the typology is beyond the scope of this paper 
(though a rewarding endeavor), it is worth listing his typological framework that takes the 
form of a 2 × 2 × 2 cross-classification of three dichotomies (extrinsic vs. intrinsic value, 
self-oriented vs. other-oriented value, and active vs. reactive value). “Each cell of this 
taxonomy represents a logically distinct type of value in the consumption experience 
(Efficiency, Excellence, Status, Esteem, Play, Aesthetics, Ethics, and Spirituality)” (1999, p. 
12). Examples of these types of value are: convenience, efficiency, quality, success, 



impression management, reputation, materialism, possessions, fun, beauty, virtue, justice, 
morality, faith, ecstasy, sacredness, and magic. What I wish to emphasize by mentioning 
Holbrook’s typology is that axiology can contribute to a conceptual framework (outside of 
axiology) that in turn may lead to tools that can help designers understand the types and 
characteristics of values that their products might address.  
  
Certainly frameworks and checklists can be of help at different stages in the product design 
and development process. One good recent example is Cagan and Vogel’s (2002) Value 
Opportunity Chart that offers a system for qualitative comparison between products along 
different product value dimensions, i.e., Emotion, Ergonomics, Aesthetics, Identity, Impact, 
Core Technology, and Quality. Though a useful tool, the value theorization that 
accompanied the development of the Value Opportunity Chart did not extend from formal 
axiology. I believe that if it were rooted axiologically, it would look differently and would be 
capable of offering at least a different type of utility beyond its present form. As mentioned 
above, one rare example of a specific axiological formulation composed specifically for 
industrial design is that of Marcos Gojman. His axiological structure of industrial design is 
the direct application of Robert S. Hartman’s (1973) “Axiology as a Science” wherein a basic 
axiom of formal axiology provides the foundation— something is good to the degree that it 
fulfills the concept of its class. The Hartman Value Profile (HVP) provides a list of nine 
positive “compositions” and nine negative “transpositions” derived from combinations of 
three axiological dimensions— the systemic, the extrinsic, and the intrinsic. These 
dimensions translate, for industrial design, to Strictly Human Positions, Economic Positions, 
and Technical Positions. Interestingly Cagan and Vogel (2002) mention what they call SET 
factors— Social, Economic, and Technical— that are in a constant state of flux and which 
provide product opportunity gaps as our reality shifts. These are presented as general 
categories while in Gojman’s case they are systematically subcategorized. Subsequently, 
Gojman created a list of twenty areas from which a product might be judged good if it 
complies with the requirements within those categories that are established by nature, 
society, the producer, and the user (Gojman n.d, 2003). While Gojman is successful in his 
application of Hartman’s axiological structure to industrial design, it extends from a very 
particular concept of what is good. This concept conflicts with other views, and as such, 
much more room for development exists from other perspectives. Carlos Soto, from the 
same school of thought as Hartman and Gojman, added another dimension to Gojman’s 
theory, yet it retains the same basic limitations (Soto n.d, 2003). 
 
Again, the intent of the paper is to invite axiology to the table as industrial design theory 
advances. Holbrook, as a marketer and consumer behaviorist, steps in the right direction as 
he formulates a well-founded theoretical framework for further inquiry and development. 
Industrial design can benefit from this work and its example. And, axiological theory is not 
particularly new in explicit relation to industrial design, despite its extreme rarity. It is my 
firm belief that understanding Value is a critical step toward the improvement of the 
discipline and consequently the fruits of its labor. In order to have a full and accurate 
conception of value, it is important to draw upon other disciplines that have had a longer 



and more robust engagement with the issue. Axiology, as the branch of philosophy that 
deals directly with value theory, can play a key role in our understanding of the industrial 
product and the built environment in relation to individuals and society. As we have the 
ability and privilege of transforming nature into culture, this broader, more complex 
perspective warrants our attention, especially if we wish for a noble industrial design. 
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