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The influence of "fads"
on design
Whenonehearstalk of fadsor somethingthat
is faddish,onegenerallythinks of suchthings
as clothingstyles,music,variousart forms,or
the like. And if suchphilosophicallydebatable
aspectsas the social impact of music, art, or
clothing areoverlookedfor simplicity, fads in
theseareascan be consideredharmlessand
not detrimentalto the socialwelfare.

When fads leave the arts and enter the
sciences,however,theycanbegenerallydetri
mental to the social welfare for the simple
reasonthat relianceupon a fad as the status
quo or stateof the art will inevitably hamper
progresstowardbettersolutions to scientific
problems.Scientificpractitionersleantoward
the comfortableposition of sharpeningtheir
skills on the current fad in preferenceto the
less comfortable posture of seeking better
solutions. The latter situation is sometimes
consideredas a socially undesirableposition
of "opposingthe trend."

Are engineering fads common?
To developthe hypothesis,considerfirst the
question:Are fadsthecommonmodeor state
in engineeringpractice?Therhetoricalanswer
isyes,with a few simpleexamplesto justify it.

A combinationof marketplaceforces have
built faddism into engineeredproducts,
whether they be consumerproductsor less
visibleproductssuchas productiontoolsand
structuralshapes.

Probablythemostobviousconsumerprod
uct is the automobile.Engineereddesignsin
the United Statesfollowed very distinct fads,
commencing,say, in the mid l940s.Looking
back,we seea progressionof fadsfrom lower
to longer to wider to morechrometo higher
horsepower.In this progression,virtually all

engineeringtalent was directedat satisfying
the then-currentfad.

Less evident to the general public, but
certainlyknown to practitionersin the build
ing business,both those in the technicalend
andthosein the financialend is thefaddism
in architecture.Perhapsbecauseof the rela
tionship betweenthe disciplines of art and
architecture,it can be understoodhow the
susceptibility to fads spills over. From the
standpointof financialstability,architectural
fads can be eitheran assetor a liability. A
short-lived fad that quickly "ages"a building
can be disastrousto the investor,whereasa
long-lived fad canstabilize theinvestment.

Turning to a less visible componentof the
building, the mechanicalsystemor the en
vironmental system, fads have been most
prevalent.In the late l940s,hotwater radiant
panelheatingsystemswere faddish.Theywere
dutifully appliedandmisappliedby designers
of systemsfor officebuildings,schools,churches,
homes,and virtually every otherconceivable
typeof building. Ratherthan recognizingthat
themajor problemwith thesesystemsin their
areasof misapplicationwas one of thermal
mass creating a system time constantthat
could not possiblyrespondto load changes,
majorcontrol manufacturersencouragedtheir
continued use and attemptedto solve the
problem by sophisticatedanticipatory load
controls.

As the building fads turned rapidly from
double-loadedcorridor shapesto cubical
shapeswith sealedfenestration,the needfor
total environmentalcontrol arose. The at
tendant need for multiple zones of control
combined with architectural pressuresfor
"volumetricefficiency" and thecoincidenceof
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inexpensiveenergybroughtaboutthe fad of
thehigh-velocitydoubleductsystem.Thishas
beenthe most successfuland long-lived fad
sincethe steamradiator.Even in the days of
"cheap" energy,if thoroughsystemanalyses
had been done, a major percentageof the
high-velocity double duct systemscould not
havebeeneconomicallyjustified.

What forces motivate faddism?

Before discussingcurrentfads, a secondques
tion shouldbeaddressed:Whatforceor forces
in society motivate the engineeringcommu
nity in the direction of faddism?The answer
to this question is not simple since there
are many interacting forces at play. A
simple statementof the major contributions
might be:

* Economicsofmassproduction.From the
standpointof the manufacturer,massproduc
tion is the nameof thegamein costreduction.
Costreductiongainsthefavorableposition in
the marketplace. And mass production re
quires large volumes of items in standard
shapesandsizes.Thus,themanufacturerwho
tools up to producea product say a high-
velocity double duct mixing box must pro
motea marketto assurea volumesufficientto
control the price that the promoted market
can endure.

* Economicsof risk. Once a market is
assuredi.e., thefad is established,thesafest
ventureon the partof any manufactureris to
provide a product that is usablewithin the
establishedmarket. This is the "sure thing"
approach.The examplestatedaboveof the
control manufacturerswho developedprod
uctsto improvetheperformanceof misapplied
radiantpanelsystemsis but oneof manysuch
examples.

* Economicsof cascading opportunity.
This is the catalyst that generally motivates
successin bothof the abovecases.In the vast
majority of situations, particularly in the
building systemsindustry, theconceptual"sys
tem" required productsof several different
componenttype manufacturers.As an exam
ple, with the high-velocitydoubleductsystem,

the mixing box was only one small com
ponent.Along with it was neededlarge,high
pressure Class III fan equipment, high-
pressureduct apparatus,special vibration
dampeningdevices,and acousticattenuators
in the duct systems. Each of these devices
openeda gate to anothergroup of product
manufacturers,all of whomsubsequentlysup
ported the concept! This cascadingoppor
tunity phenomenoncarriedon in many cases
to the energysupplierwho sold the energyto
motivate the system.In numerousfad exam
ples, the energy supplier becameboth the
prime beneficiaryand the prime promoterof
the fad.

With theexistenceof fadsin theengineering
areasof building environmentalsystemsrecog
nized and the forcescausingtheseidentified,
we might now addresscurrent fads. If the
multitude of currentfads could be expressed
in oneword, it would beenergy.Somerather
evident, capsulatedstatementsof thesefad
dish systems and devices are: variable air
volume, variable inlet vanesfans, variable
speed pumps, heat wheels and other heat
recoverydevices,centraldigital computerized
control systems,and a hostof otherproducts
to saveenergy.

Faddism is not the best solution
At the outset,it was statedthat ". . . reliance
upon a fad . . . will inevitably hamperprog
resstowardbettersolutionsto scientific prob
lems." The developmentof this hypothesis
endeavoredto illustratethattheestablishment
of fadsis necessaryto assuresomeelementof
stability in the manufacturingof engineered
products.But nowherein the hypothesisis it
stated that the best solution to any given
engineeringproblem is provided by the reli
anceon or acceptanceof a faddishproductor
system! Thus, if the consumerin the areaof
building environmentalsystemsis to realize
the best and most favorable economicand
performancesolution to his needs,it will not
lie in fads but rather in both system and
product engineeringtailored to the needsof
his specific situation.


