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MGT 129GS: Topics in Business – Design to Product to Enterprise, Italian Style 

Instructor: Michael W. Meyer, Associate Teaching Professor of Design and Business 

Introduction to the Course: 
Design, Product, and Enterprise are inextricably linked. A successful design provides a solution to 
improve users’ lives, and it needs a vehicle to reach the users’ hands. A successful product makes the 
design available, affordable, and attractive for a customer to buy and a company to sell, and it needs a 
business to bring it to market. A successful enterprise enables and guides a sustainable cycle that 
creates new designs, manufactures and distributes them as profitable products, and is in turn supported 
by this cycle.  

How does this complex system come into being and evolve over time? How do the different parts relate 
to each other? How do elements of historical, cultural, technical, industrial, and social context influence 
success and failure? We will examine that in this course, through the lens of Italian Design and Business. 

Two questions ground this course: 

1. What makes a product successful? Is it a design that customers love, a strong company that
others respect, a brand that people admire, or is it something that defies a facile explanation,
something that depends upon the time and place in which the product and company live?

2. How can learning from cases outside our own context help us build successful products
wherever, whenever?

Milan has unquestionably earned its place as the design capital of Italy, which is the 8th largest economy 
in the world and 3rd largest in Europe, widely understood as the home of iconic brands like Alfa Romeo, 
Ferragamo, and Lavazza, and as a world leader in iconic industries like automotive, fashion, and 
espresso. More than this, Milan and its surroundings define the center of Modern Italy’s industrial 
strength, providing an excellent base through which to explore our opening questions and to gain a 
deeper understanding of Italy’s rich history of design and business. 

Foundational to this modern innovation, Italy has a heritage of technical, scientific, social, and artistic 
innovation, stretching back thousands of years from Roman Empire through Renaissance. Surrounded by 
this, we will experience firsthand how tradition and heritage influence a business’ culture and 
communication. Our studies, however, will focus on the formation of Modern Italy’s Design and Business 
context and the concurrent evolution of design and product.  

From unification as a single country in the late 19th century, industrialization at the turn of the 20th 
century, and the rise of fascism, we will understand how the mass industrial base, contemporary business 
and labor practices, and Rationalism / Modernist Design influenced and were influenced by each other. 
Postwar reconstruction, capital investment, and technical advances fueled the Economic Miracle of Italy’s 
1950’s and 1960’s, both enabling and enabled by iconic products like Fiat’s 500 and Olivetti’s 
Programma 101, but also innovative corporate practices such as the Ivrea campus. The continuing arc of 
Italian design history through MidCentury, Radical, PostModern, Memphis, and into the 21st century 
provide a forum for us to explore the interplay of material science, manufacturing technology, and 
changing social and work structures to current day. 
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Learning Objectives: 

The primary goals of the course are to advance students’ understanding of how a company’s products 
and practices are influenced by technical, manufacturing, and cultural considerations, and to develop 
their ability and competence to fit a product to a particular market, as follows: 
 

1. Explore the design and business history of Modern Italy, to develop the ability to discern how 
local culture, context, traditions, and values affect the practice of design and business. 
 

2. Analyze the evolution and pivotal moments of iconic and lesser-known products, to advance an 
understanding of the underlying principles of product design and manufacture, and to develop 
an ability to match them with a company’s competitive position. 
 

3. Demonstrate the importance and impact of pushing past a superficial or stereotyped view of a 
foreign country/culture’s approach to design and business, in order to create effective and 
sustainable products in the global marketplace. 

 

Weekly Lessons, Deliverables and Field Trips 
  
Week 1: Context: Cultural, Technological, and Design History of Italy 

 
Class 1 & 2:  
We begin our study of design and business in Italy by examining an overview of the major 
periods that formed what we now know as Modern Italy, adapted to our focus. From the 
Risorgimento in 1861 that prompted industrialization through the Liberal Period to WW1, the 
Primo Dopoguerra and rise of Fascism that brought the social regimentation reflected in and 
supported by Rationalist Design, the Secondo Dopoguerra that brought capital and technical 
investment and sparked the Economic Miracle, through the Italian Design Movement that 
incorporated various integrations of social and technological change, this overview provides 
context and perspective for the student to ground our studies through the rest of the course.  
 
Field Trips: 
As we begin our time in Milan, we orient the students with visits to two major design museums, 
which embody the history of Italian design through the products themselves and the stories 
crafted around them:  
1) The ADI Design Museum, near the old city gate Porta Volta, houses the complete collection 
of the Compasso d’Oro, placing the prizewinning designs from 1954 to present in the context of 
their success, supported by a curated presentation of archival materials. Rotating temporary 
exhibitions provide additional perspective on Italian design. 
2) A short tram ride towards city center brings us to La Triennalle di Milano, presenting a 
permanent collection spanning the past 100 years of Italian design, along with a robust calendar 
of events, exhibitions, and performances. Where the ADI’s focus on the era of the Economic 
Miracle and subsequent Italian Design Movement likely make it more immediately accessible to 
a current student, the Trienalle is both broader and deeper. A guided tour by museum staff will 
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help make the students’ classroom studies tangible through the exhibits, and a special workshop 
will introduce the practice of scholarly archival research. 
 
Wk1 Assignment:  
Deeper Research – Choose a favorite product from the ADI or Triennale. Write a brief history of 
who designed the product, what inspiration or need drove the design, and why it was successful. 

 
 
Week 2: Co-evolution of Technology, Manufacturing, and Product 
 

Class 3 & 4:  
Most people have no idea how the products we use everyday are actually constructed. However, 
the basic metal and plastic forming, electronic fabrication, and final assembly processes that 
make up the bulk of these products are relatively straightforward, at least at the level required 
for a non-engineer to envision the activities needed to turn a design into a product, and the 
investment needed for a company to do so at scale. 
We will explore these processes and the impact of integrating technological advances in both 
product and manufacturing plant, and the evolution from artisan hand production to mechanized 
mass production. We also introduce the concepts of vertical and horizontal integration and the 
resulting economies of scope and scale, which are well represented in the first company we visit. 
 
Field Trips: 
This week’s field trip takes students to the MUMAC Museo della Macchina per Caffè 
(Coffee Machine Museum) and the LaCimbali factory in Binasco, just outside Milan. Run by the 
same family for over 100 years, LaCimbali traces its origins to a three-person copper workshop 
and has grown both organically, driven by technical and design innovations, and through 
acquisitions, to become the world’s leading manufacturer of espresso and cappuccino machines. 
MUMAC presents the history of espresso machines through the largest collection in the world, 
representing all the important manufacturers and placing them in the social and industrial 
context of the pivotal decades. A guided tour will give students an overview of the arc and 
impact of social change and technical innovation, after which they will explore independently, 
drawing on the rich multimedia experience in this exceptionally well-curated museum.  
The exploded view of LaCimbali’s flagship M100, actual components hanging in space, will 
prime students’ curiosity for a guided tour of the company’s main factory located on the same 
industrial campus. Here they will see, have explained, and gain a tangible understanding of the 
basic and advanced manufacturing processes to construct a complex modern product. 
 
Wk 2 Assignment:  
Deeper Research – Choose a favorite product from MUMAC and explain how it represents a 
pivotal moment in the technology and culture of espresso. 

 
Week 3: Co-evolution of Product and Enterprise 

 
Class 5 & 6: The focus of the third week is how organizations build their capability to design, 
deliver, and support the products and experiences that make them self-sustaining enterprises. In 
contrast to the abstracted labels of human capital, intellectual capital, fixed capital, and 
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shareholder value that shape American approaches to business practice, Italian firms tend to 
think in more humanist terms: people, ways of working, tools, technology, and social 
responsibility. We explore the advantages, disadvantages, and implications of these approaches 
for both innovation and competition. 
 
Field Trips: 
This week’s field trip is an overnight excursion by train to the industrial cities Ivrea and Torino, 
two hours west of Milano. Ivrea is the birthplace of Olivetti, Italy’s flagship information 
technology enterprise, with origin and growth stories interestingly parallel to America’s IBM. At 
its peak, Olivetti was the world’s second largest manufacturer of business automation (just 
behind IBM), its programmable calculators used even by NASA’s Apollo program. The story of 
Olivetti’s design, product, and technology innovation is told through a guided tour of the 
permanent collection in the Laboratorio-Museo Technologic@mente. 
Ivrea the city grew with Olivetti as a planned “company town,” with an underlying philosophy of 
workforce development and well-being, and resultant structure and practices, very different from 
the company towns of Ford and other contemporary American enterprises. Now a UNESCO 
World Heritage Site, the story of Olivetti’s growth as a socially responsible enterprise is told 
through the architecture of the city itself and a guided tour of the company campus by the 
docents of the UNESCO Visitor Centre. 
 
In Torino, we visit the Centro Storico Fiat, newly relaunched in the original Fiat factory, which 
presents the story of the iconic brand and its mass-market cars as a dramatic counterpoint to 
Alfa Romeo. Through a combination of guided tour and independent exploration of Fiat 
airplanes, trains, tractors, bicycles, washing machines, refrigerators, war technology and even 
ship engines, as well as its legendary cars, students will understand a diversified company 
centered on motors and transportation. Multimedia and slices of manufacturing lines place the 
vehicles in social and technical context. 
The Lavazza Innovation Center and Museo Lavazza provide a similarly informative counterpoint 
to LaCimbali and MUMAC. Company representatives guide students through an exploration of 
coffee training, creativity, and research, followed by a visit to the warehouse, logistics hub, and 
manufacturing plant. Independent exploration of the richly interactive multimedia museum 
exhibits caps the experience, and the two provide students with a practical exposition of the 
differences between the enterprises that support B-to-C products vs those supporting B-to-B. 
 
Wk 3 Assignment:  
Broader Research – Compare and contrast Olivetti’s approach to Ivrea with Ford’s approach to 
developing his early workforce (pre-1930).  – or –  
Compare and contrast Olivetti (pre-acquisition by Telecom Italia) to Apple.  
 
 

Week 4: Co-evolution of Product and Brand 
 
Class 7 & 8: In its simplest form, a brand is a promise that a product will provide a certain utility 
to a customer. In fashion brands, that may mean feeling a particular way, projecting a particular 
image, or making a particular statement. We will explore how material science, manufacturing, 
and design technologies enable the fulfillment of these promises, especially when the 
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technology must be hidden and the product must present as artisanal while delivered at a global 
scale. 
 
Field Trips: 
Our week 4 field trip will be an extended excursion to Florence, three hours southeast of Milan 
by train, and home to Ferragamo – its headquarters and main factory. The Museo Ferragamo in 
Florence’s historic city center traces the origins of the company from Salvatore Ferragamo’s first 
shoe (crafted at age 9 for his sister’s first communion), through its primary arc of innovation into 
the 1960’s. Driven by a focus on the biomechanics of the foot and its support of the human 
frame, along with the opportunities presented by new materials, this is an unexpected story for a 
fashion brand and helps the student cut through the myths surrounding the industry. 
The Ferragamo Factory and Archives, just outside the city in Sesto Fiorentino, continues the 
original factory’s focus as both training ground for new craftspeople and as the center for mass-
artisanal production that revitalized the region’s shoe industry in the Primo Dopoguerra. A 
guided tour of the archives and factory will help students fully comprehend the importance of 
material science, technology, and craft in the fashion industry. 
 
Wk 4 Assignment:  
Broader Research – Compare and contrast the manufacturing strategies of a brand like 
Ferragamo with those of a brand like Apple.  
 

Week 5: Putting it Together: Sustainability and Globalization  
 
Class 9 & 10: The final week consists of wrap-up discussions and allows students working time to 
prepare and deliver their final presentation, giving them a capstone to integrate their work of 
the course. 
 
Field Trips: 
Our final field trip is a student-to-student cultural experience imagined and organized by the 
students of the Politecnico di Milano School of Design.  
 
Final Presentation Assignment:  
Students will prepare and deliver a presentation, using the tools, techniques, and strategies 
learned in the accompanying Strategic Communications & Storytelling in Italy course, that: 
a) Synthesizes their learnings about combining a design, product, and enterprise in a self-

sustaining venture matched to its social and technical context; and, 
b) Compares and contrasts the context of Italy with the context of their home country. 
 

Assessments and Evaluation 

 
Weekly Assignment: Each week, students conduct supplemental secondary research and write a 
short (1-2 page) analysis to answer a specific prompt.  
 
Weekly Journal: Students are required to submit a reflection on each field trip and how it 
connects with in-class learning to track their observations and synthesis.  
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Final Presentation Assignment:  
Students will prepare and deliver a presentation, using the tools, techniques, and strategies 
learned in the accompanying Strategic Communications & Storytelling in Italy course, that: 
a) Synthesizes their learnings about combining a design, product, and enterprise in a self-

sustaining venture matched to its social and technical context; and, 
b) Compares and contrasts the context of Italy with the context of their home country. 

 
Course Engagement: Active engagement and full presence in in-class activities, discussions, 
and on field trips. 

 
Textbooks & Readings 
 

1. "Designing the Modern World: Industrial Design in Italy 1860–1980" by Penny Sparke 

o Sparke's comprehensive overview of Italian design traces the evolution of industrial 

design in Italy, offering context for the country's influence on global design trends, 

including the post-war period and the Radical Design movement. 

2. "Made in Italy: Rethinking a Century of Italian Design" by Grace Lees-Maffei and Kjetil Fallan 

o An essential text that explores the history and impact of Italian design from the 20th 

century to the present. This book covers key movements, designers, and the integration 

of design and manufacturing 

3. "Design, When Everybody Designs: An Introduction to Design for Social Innovation"  

  by Ezio Manzini 

o This book is crucial for understanding the role of design in societal changes, focusing on 

social innovation. It provides a global perspective with insights that are applicable to the 

Italian context, especially in terms of sustainability and technology in design. 

4. Other media: Additional readings will be drawn from YouTube videos, podcasts, company 

websites, and other freely available digital materials. 

 

 


