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The notion of an individual, a child, who is all by itself with the world of objects is a completely 
artificial abstraction. The individual is not simply thrown into the human world; it is introduced into 
this world by the people around it; and they guide it into that world. (Leontiev, 1981, p. 135) 
 
Introduction 
  
“The toilet is the icon of the twentieth century” (Morgan 2002, p. 171). As an industrial object that 
resides in nearly every public and private place imaginable in the United States, the toilet is a 
gleaming example of how form follows function, and how technology engages society to create 
values and practices. Toilets are regularly designed, exhibited, and used and yet they remain a 
taboo object, relegated to the hidden corners of our private and public spaces. An examination of 
this mundane object, used daily by all Americans, offers a potential wealth of information 
regarding the relationship between product and person.  
 
The purpose of this paper is to explore the role of products as vessels for the transfer of social 
practices and norms using a case study. An examination of the ritual of toilet training will 
demonstrate how social roles are transmitted from parent to child, thereby ensuring the 
preservation of culturally determined values and behaviors. Because “the practices surrounding 
toilet training are distinctive for all cultural groups” (Monsen 2001, p. 375) this study focuses 
solely on such practices in contemporary American society and how they reflect an overriding 
social ideology that is continually evolving.  
 
Toilet training is undertaken by parents and child-care providers who determine a method for 
socializing a child to an adult object, the toilet. “Parents and other care givers play a crucial role in 
introducing their infants to the shared/conventional meanings of objects by first drawing the 
child’s attention to the object, and then demonstrating how it is used” (Williams and Costall, 2000, 
p. 98). Strategies vary and recommendations from the pediatric realm of medicine continually 
evolve according to developments in research and culture. The experience between parents and 
child in relation to the toilet offers insight into the complex system of individual and societal values 
that inform adult behavior. "Whatever kind of training took place in the individual family will be 
reflected in the kind of society that these families create” (Satir, 1988, p. 360). 
 
In the field of design, there is a growing recognition of the value of studying objects in the context 
of culture. “Designers have a professional obligation to recognize the cultural meanings they 
produce, and to develop an ethical position and criteria by which they can evaluate not just the 
aesthetic and economic aspects of their work, but also its meaning and application in society” 
(Grant and Fox, 1992, p. 78). As an object that is used daily by nearly every human in the 
country, it is obvious that a greater understanding of the toilet and its societal ramifications can 
offer significant opportunities for impacting our interactions with objects of the built environment, 
our personal relationships, and our social ideology.  
 
Contextual Issues 
 
Designers must recognize that the form of objects controls our ability to interact with them. 
“Indeed, objects intended specifically for children are not simply scaled-down versions of the adult 
article, but are often specially designed to further constrain and guide the infant’s activity” 



Figure 1: A Social System model incorporating the 
collectivity of toileting behavior.  

(Williams and Costall, 2000, p. 99). Unfortunately, in the case of the toilet, the training activity that 
focuses on use of the object will lead to a later adaptation activity wherein the child must learn to 
conform to other, often contradictory, 
norms of toilet use. 
It is also crucial to consider that objects 
create meanings for users that are not 
necessarily embedded in the physical or 
more tangible qualities that designers 
create. “The bond that may arise between 
the user and the product will mainly 
concern the nonmaterial that is 
represented by the product, and not by the 
material thing itself” (Verbeek and 
Kockelkoren, 1998, pp. 30-31). A careful 
study of the toilet and this toilet-training 
process provides knowledge necessary for 
the thoughtful design of these products. 
“This understanding of ‘meaning’, as the 
essential and most important aspect of the 
human condition, can not only give 
purpose to our activities, it can also 
influence the nature of those activities” 
(Walker, 2001, p. 32).  
 
In the following discussion of the norms 
and roles that collectively create 
appropriate toileting behavior, various issues arise that demonstrate an inconsistency between 
toilet training and societal norms of toilet use. These areas represent actionable insights that can 
be used by industrial designers to create more meaningful designs of the toilet—designs that can 
facilitate both adult use and child training.  
Based upon results of a survey conducted of 10 parents and child-care providers and an analysis 
of toilet socialization applying Social Systems Theory, the following suggestions represent areas 
of interest for industrial designers and potential design considerations: 
 

1. A user-centered, universal toilet design that facilitates toilet training. In an era of growing 
importance of universal design, an object of the adult world should be designed to allow 
for easier assimilation by children. 

2. A toilet design that fosters its own socialization, incorporating social norms and roles.  
3. Can industrial designers and innovative products create a new vocabulary for toilet use? 
4. A safe, universal toilet that facilitates the privacy role during toilet training, or creates a 

social environment for the activity. 
5. Hygiene is an important role in toilet use. Can a toilet design solve the problem of 

frequent cleaning of object and person? 
6. The standard porcelain toilet design has changed very little over the past five decades. 

An innovative toilet design could foster new norms for toilet use around the globe. 
7. Designers can utilize Social Systems Theory to better understand the context of other 

objects or the same object within other systems. 
 

Social Systems Theory  
Social systems theory is often used in the social sciences to provide a framework for the study of 
human communication and behavior. Ackoff and Emery (1981), define a system as “a set of 
interrelated elements, each of which is related directly or indirectly to every other element, and no 
subset of which is unrelated to any other subset.” For this research the elemental parts of the 



Figure 2: A Social System model  

Figure 3: Norms 
and roles. 

Figure 4: A collectivity. 

         Figure 2: A social system. 

system under study include the child within the family system and the family as a subunit of the 
greater social system. “The family is always a subsystem of its society and, as such, participates 
in the socialization processes of that society…A central task of the family is to assure that its 
members are sufficiently acculturated to participate in the other societal subsystems that enable 
attainment of societal goals.” (Anderson and Carter, 1990, p. 175)  
 
Because most applications of social systems theory rely 
upon a goal-oriented interactional situation to provide a 
context for study of the behavior, this framework can easily 
be applied to the interaction between child and family 
during the process of toilet training. “Since a social system 
is a system of processes of interaction between actors, it is 
the structure of the relations between the actors as 
involved in the interactive process which is essentially the 
structure of the social system. The system is a network of 
such relationships.” (Parsons, 1951, p. 25) The application 
of social system theory to the socialization of a child to a 
designed object is undertaken to provide insight into the 
role of design in the creation and perpetuation of 
socializing behaviors that form an unwritten code of 
conduct for members of society. Through an 
understanding of the role that the toilet plays in the 
development of children, conclusions can be drawn 
regarding the relationships between person and object and, therefore, object and society. 
 

The primary units of Social Systems Theory also form a system. The 
smallest unit of the system is the norm. A norm is “required or acceptable 
behavior (note singular) for a given interactional situation. Norms provide 
standards for behaving as well as standards for judging behavior” 
(Bertrand, 1972, p. 34). The second unit is the role. A role is comprised of 
an integrated set of norms. Collectivities (or status positions) are systems 
of roles that indicate a status of membership within the system. 
 
Within the social system, the 
family is considered the 
primary social unit that is 
responsible for the 
socialization of its members 

into greater systems (i.e., groups, organizations, 
institutions, and society). The family is also seen as 
a system of roles (a collectivity) that is governed by 
the hierarchical structure it adopts to ensure its 
survival. “The family is recognized as a biologically 
required social institution that mediates between the 
biological and cultural directives of personality 
formation, and a social system in which the child 
assimilates the basic instrumentalities, institutions, 
and role attributions that are essential to his [sic] 
adaptation and integration” (Lidz, 1963, pp. 75-76 in 
Anderson and Carter 1990, p. 158).  
 
In order to examine the toilet as a vessel for the transfer of norms between family and society, the 
elements of this system will be explored according to the roles that form the object-dependent 



Figure 5: The norms and 
role of privacy in toilet 
use. 

collectivity of toileting behavior. Based upon a review of literature and empirical data collected 
from a survey of parents and care givers in Tempe, Arizona, the four primary roles of privacy, 
language, hygiene, and autonomy are considered the essential determinants of a child’s 
successful socialization to the toilet and preparation for membership into the adult world of 
appropriate toileting behavior. 
 
Privacy 
 
Privacy is considered one of the fundamental issues of appropriate 
bathroom behavior. Evidence of this is available in nearly every 
private and public restroom in America, where doors separate the 
room itself and—in the case of public facilities—more doors ensure 
that each individual has a private space within in which to perform the 
process of elimination. In order to understand privacy as a role it is 
necessary to examine the norms that constitute this expectation. "The 
most important attribute of a social system is the social norms which 
hold it together. Norms consist of all the agreements, formal and 
informal, explicit or implicit, which regulate and give order and 
purpose to a system…Norms give stability and a sense of unity to 
social systems, but they are also a major source of conflict in social 
systems." (Longres, 1990, p. 35).  

The four norms that constitute the role of privacy include the act of 
closing the door when entering a bathroom or stall, the expectation of 
toilet use as an individual act, the lack of communication involved in 
appropriate toilet use, and the process of flushing upon completion of 
elimination. Eighty percent of survey respondents reported that closing the door is a step in the 
process of teaching a child appropriate toilet use. The only exceptions to this norm were in 
families where an open door was meant to encourage the multiple children to use the toilet, and 
in a day care center where the provider routinely takes groups of children to the bathroom 
together and consequently leaves the door open. Interestingly, all parents who reported closing 
the door as part of the training ritual also admitted occasionally leaving the door open when they 
themselves use the bathroom.  
 
All respondents reported that children in the process of toilet learning would attempt to 
accompany others to the bathroom. One respondent said that their children did not fully grasp the 
concept of privacy until the ages of 7 or 8, long after they had mastered the actual use of the 
object. Most parents recognized that children were more inclined to attempt to join family 
members in the restroom, although it is not uncommon for a child to try to escort guests into the 
bathroom! Toilet training is “no time for modesty…Eventually children will learn a closed 
bathroom door is proper toileting etiquette” (Stephens, 1999, p. 79). The norm that toilet use is a 
solitary act is compromised during the toilet training process because it is necessary for an adult 
to accompany the child. In day care centers especially there is little chance for a child to enter 
into this activity without the company of others. In fact, “Toileting on potties is actually a sociable 
time in some child care centers” (Honig, 1993, p. 7). It is important to note that one of the primary 
goals of toilet training is to foster a sense of independence within a child through the learned 
control of bodily functions. So, although the goal of potty training is private, socialization to the 
toilet is a public event. 
 
Communication is another essential norm of bathroom behavior that is somehow compromised 
during the training process. While most people avoid carrying on a conversation while in the 
bathroom, and even fewer would consider placing a phone call in the midst of the elimination 
process, parents and caregivers must join toddlers in the bathroom in order to supervise and 



Figure 6: The norms and role of 
language in toilet use. 

communicate about the use of the toilet. In fact, most literature relating to the act of toilet training 
emphasizes the role of communication throughout the process to ensure a positive experience for 
the child. Foxx and Azrin (1973, p. 345) include “detailed and continuing instruction for each act 
required” in their long list of steps for rapidly training a child to use the toilet. It is not clear at what 
age this open communication is pushed out the bathroom door. 
 
When the act of elimination is completed, the final norm of privacy can be heard—the flush. The 
act of flushing the toilet serves numerous purposes. In addition to waste removal and odor 
control, the flush constitutes an unspoken agreement between toilet users that privacy will be 
maintained, that no one entering will be confronted with the wastes of the previous user. The 
flush is an act of implicit agreement with the norm that toilet use concludes with the removal of 
any evidence that use has occurred, and through this act the user is performing the role that 
inducts him/her into the world of socially acceptable toilet use.  
 
While children are socialized to toilet use, the flush can be a frightening experience. Some are 
afraid of the sound or the momentum. Some psychologists report that children may fear the flush 
because they consider their wastes a part of their bodies and do not understand the flushing 
away of these wastes. Others find the mystical disappearance of the waste a scary event, and 
still others fear that they, too, will be flushed away when the handle is pulled. In any event, this 
essential norm of toilet use must be mastered if the child is to truly become an accepted member 
of the family and society of toilet users. 
 

Language 
 
The use of language is a fundamental step in childhood 
development, and this is nowhere more evident than in the 
socialization of the child to the toilet. Most children are fairly 
new to their own oral communication abilities when they 
begin training. By the age of two or three, they have begun 
to assign words to the people, practices, and objects in their 
lives and this becomes an important aspect of their growth. 
The norms that make up this role have been categorized 
into the three types of terminology associated with the 
interactional situation: process, waste, and object. 
Process terminology includes all of the words used to 
initiate and describe the process of toilet use. For example, 
all survey respondents (with the exception of one family that 

speaks a foreign language in the home) report the use of the word potty instead of toilet. Children 
are taught to announce that they have go potty or make a poo poo when the physical urge to 
eliminate arises. At some later stage in life, the child will be confronted with the reality that adults 
use the words bathroom, toilet, and restroom instead.  
 
Waste terminology includes the language used to describe the waste. Although it may be a rare 
occasion when an adult discusses the results of the elimination process, in the child’s world these 
products are very important. The ability to “verbally describe the sensation” is considered a 
stepping-stone towards maturation both physiologically and emotionally (Stephens, 1999). Most 
commonly used words include pee pee, wee wee, BM (bowel movement) and poo poo. 
Terminology is especially significant in the interaction between parent and child because the 
ability to communicate urges is fundamental for childhood development and socialization. It must 
be noted that the use of this terminology eventually becomes an obstacle to overcome when 
entering into the greater social system where adults rarely use the language reserved for 
children. 
 



Figure 7: The norms and 
role of hygiene in toilet 
use. 

Object terminology refers to the toilet itself. All respondents (again with the exception of the 
foreign language speaking family) report that the word potty is the most common. Depending 
upon the toilet training device chosen, the toilet may also be referred to as the throne, the duck, 
etc. The infrequent use of the term potty by adults demonstrates the unlearning a child must go 
through in order to become truly socialized to toilet use. 
 
Another important aspect of language and terminology is the misuse of appropriate words. No 
survey respondents reported using vulgar terms for bodily functions when training their child. This 
language is reserved for the adult world of profanity and illustrates how the power of language 
eventually becomes associated with the toilet and its function. The use of the word shit is 
offensive to some, yet it perfectly symbolizes the importance of teaching children what toilet 
language norms are so that they may fulfill their future roles as appropriate communicators of 
bathroom-related needs. 
 
Hygiene 
 
Toilet-training experiences “give children self-confidence and self-
esteem about bodily hygiene that translate into larger behavioral 
patterns governing responsibility for self, achieving goals, and 
gaining acceptance of peers and colleagues later in life” (Monsen, 
2001, p. 375). Three norms comprise the role of hygiene in toilet 
use. The first is the concept of the toilet as receptacle. The obvious 
goal in toilet training is to teach a child that the toilet is the 
receptacle in which bodily wastes are deposited. When a child is 
unable to accomplish this task this is considered a failed attempt. In 
order for the bathroom to maintain a clean, hygienic appearance, 
the toilet must function as the waste receptacle. Also important here 
is the need to flush away the waste upon completion of the task. It 
is remarkable that most toilet-training devices do not have a flushing 
mechanism; instead they must be emptied manually in to the toilet 
that can then be flushed. This represents another potential step that 
is confusing for a child trying to learn the routine of toilet use. 
 
The second norm of hygiene is that of physical contact. Various 
theories of childhood development discuss the tendency for children to want to play with their 
waste. Toilet training teaches children that this is not an appropriate activity and that waste 
should be deposited in the toilet without any contact. Should a child come in contact with the 
waste, the offensive matter is immediately washed away. Not only does this teach the child 
proper hygiene, it also manages to socialize the child to the idea that their own bodily wastes are 
something to be disgusted or offended by. This is an attitude readily apparent in the adult world of 
toilet use and bathroom behavior. Take for example the pristine appearance of toilets, 
receptacles that have been cleaned until they gleam so that no evidence remains of the 
distasteful waste that the object exists to remove. The white porcelain toilet so common in 
households across America was originally designed as such so that filth would be readily 
apparent and easier to clean, a functional form that signifies a design norm that has yet to be truly 
innovated. 
 
All survey respondents reported that washing hands is a part of the toilet training process. In fact, 
most pediatricians and child-care specialists include this step in their recommendations for potty 
training regimes. This type of behavior is considered proper and essential to the child’s 
understanding of the practice of toilet use and can be considered an essential norm of hygiene. 
Proctor and Gamble has even introduced a line of children’s toilet accessories, aptly named 
Kandoo, which includes fun-colored foaming soaps for potty training kids. Recalling that norms 



Figure 8. The norms and role of 
autonomy in toilet use. 

shape behavior as well as provide criteria for judging behavior, it is easy to understand how hand 
washing is incorporate into the social arena of pubic restroom use. How often have you noticed 
someone neglect to wash their hands?   
 

Autonomy 
 
The final role of appropriate toileting behavior is that of 
autonomy. “It is likely that toileting practices lead to 
autonomy and later, individuation along the road to 
maturation toward adulthood” (Monsen, 2001, p. 375). The 
mastery of toilet use as a lone activity is identified as an 
essential step towards the independence valued in our 
society. Three norms make up the role of autonomy as it 
relates to toilet use. The first, self-control, is both a physical 
and emotional exercise. Not only must a child be 
physiologically capable of controlling their bodily functions, 
but they must be emotionally ready as well. There is great 
debate over the ideal age to begin potty training because 

some children just aren’t physically prepared. Unfortunately rushing into training too early means 
a “…child may feel a panicky loss of control over his or her own body” (Honig, 1993, p. 9). Recent 
studies reveal a tendency to begin toilet training at later ages, due to the ready availability of 
disposable diapers and training pants and the increase in busy, dual-career families (Brody, 
2004; Blum et al., 2004). 
 
Sixty percent of survey respondents reported using some sort of reward system to encourage 
children during toilet training. Rewards can be verbal, including praise and encouragement, or 
more tangible, like stickers, money, and candy. The goal of course is to reward the child for good 
behavior, yet eventually the child will be expected to perform without incentive, with mastery 
being its own reward. Some specialists think that this is an easy exchange, “By learning to control 
bodily functions, toddlers step toward independence, self-reliance, and personal responsibility. 
Pride in new found autonomy is children’s rightful reward” (Stephens, 1999, p. 76). Yet there has 
been considerable discussion about a punishment/reward approach that imbues the child with an 
expectation of immediate gratification upon performance of a task. One hotly debated contention 
is the Freudian notion that a middle-class obsession with potty training encouraged in toddlers a 
love of money and therefore led to the growth of capitalism. (More, 2000) 
 
The final norm of autonomy is that of independence. The goal of any toilet-training practice is to 
encourage the child to learn to perform this act independently of any assistance from others. Most 
contemporary literature on the subject emphasizes the importance of communication with the 
child to promote greater feelings of control and ability to self-help. Once again, this norm poses a 
challenge to traditional training practices where an adult must be present to assist in the 
completion of the task, yet the desired behavior must be initiated and performed alone. 
 
Conclusion 
  
“Designers can learn to recognize their role in producing and reproducing social meanings” 
(Grant and Fox, 1992, p. 87). Optimism regarding the role of designers as producers of social 
values is necessary in the current global market. By studying even the most mundane objects 
that populate our lives, designers can begin to understand the opportunities that exist for 
informing social change and creating objects that have profound significance. “In order to create a 
meaningful material culture, functional products must be created in such a way that they are 
congruent with or informed by higher understanding” (Walker, 2001, p. 39). 
 



With regards to the toilet, a most common household device, there exists a great opportunity for 
designers to address the needs of family systems attempting to socialize children to this symbolic 
object. Any design that addresses this family interaction and influences childhood development 
has consequences that reach into individual adulthood and affect overriding social ideologies. 
The toilet is a repository of social norms that cannot be hidden in the private corners of Industrial 
Design. It is time to bring the toilet, and its socialization, out of the proverbial closet and into the 
open where it can be understood for the overwhelming capacity it has to transfer meaning from 
one generation to the next.   
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