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Abstract
Collect ive memory is  a psychological  and sociological  

concept.  This theory provides a reference for  def ining 

the character ist ics of  a community from the perspective 

of  memory.  Fur ther  research also shows that  i ts  internal  

connection to culture and community.  This has many 

similar i t ies with user research in product design.  

By focusing on typical  or  iconic products,  objects ,  or  the 

interact ing procedure in a cer tain per iod of  t ime,  the memory 

about a cer tain kind of  product that  shared by a community 

can be found for  which provides product designers with a way 

to understand a par t icular  group of  people and their  product 

preferences.  This ar t ic le mainly  takes China in the 1990s as 

the main research object ,  with a focus on analyzing the core of  

classic products that  providing famil iar i ty  and psychological  

or  emotional  resonance to the new products.

Keywords:  Col lect ive memory,  the 1990s,China,   product design
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1.Introduction
There are always able for  people to write down a l ist  of  c lassic 

products for  a per iod of  t ime,  which ref lects the design style 

and even the l i fe phi losophy of  a specif ic  per iod or  region.  In 

the context  of  global izat ion,  designers are constant ly  explor ing 

new possibi l i t ies to meet people's  needs with a cal l ing for  a 

new way of  thinking and reviewing how people interact  with 

their  objects.

According to Moalosi ,  R.  et  .a l  (2016) ,  as the world becomes 

more connected,  designers are facing local izat ion chal lenges to 

reach foster  cultural  diversity.  In  the context  of  global izat ion,  

the design result  should have regional  character ist ics and 

meets universal  values and publ ic aesthet ic needs.  Today 's 

product design should not be considered as simply choosing 

a product that  adapts to al l  types but to impress people based 

on a ful l  understanding of  different  backgrounds and human 

emotions.  The industr ial ized mass production that  gradual ly  

formed in the industr ial  world requires more "human" as a factor  

in the post- industr ial  world.

They also argue that  designing products has similar  attr ibutes 

as the culture for  which can be both visible (funct ional  and 

aesthet ic)  and invisible (emotional  need).  They also announced 

that  products are able to symbol ic to society.  In  this way,  

products are able to transpor t  the connection between the 

image and the source to the next  generat ion.  By reviewing 

and redefining the product or  objects from the old-t ime,  new 

products may be able to achieve psychological  resonance and 

get  interact ion clues by awakening the users '  memory about old 

objects to meet both visible and invisible needs.  Ross (2002) 

argues that  people are the star t  of  innovation,  not  technology 

which means that  advanced technology is  not  an essential  

factor  in designing impressive products.  This is  theoret ical  

suppor t  to the fact  that  not  al l  products are high-tech in dai ly  

l i fe.   

When i t  comes to reviewing old products in the past  with a 

focus on people's  memory,  col lect ive memory theory provides a 

possible path to explain the causes and ways of  forming classic 

product impressions.
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1.1 Col lect ive memory

Collective memory is a theory that f i rst ly  used by the sociologist  

Maurice Halbwachs in his ar t ic le Social  Framework of  Memory 

in 1925.

According to Jeffrey K.  Ol ick (2008) ,  I t  is  a complex process 

including different  people ,  pract ices,  mater ials as wel l  as 

themes.  David Manier  and Wil l iam Hirst  (2008) have a clear  

def init ion of  ident ify ing the col lect ive memory from the 

knowledge shared in a group of  people:  col lect ive memory 

is  not  a simple combinat ion of  individual  memory but  having 

a funct ion for  a community.  I t  provides a cue for  a group of  

people to create self -construal  and ident i ty.  Jeffrey K.  Ol ick 

(2008) made an addit ion about def ining a col lect ive memory 

that  the process should not star t  with confirming where and 

how col lect ive memory would appear.  I t  is  more impor tant  

to understand the request from different  par ts of  the target  

society.  They also mentioned that  many people are keeping 

some long-lasting tradit ions and r ituals they have unconsciously,  

these people regard cer tain things as natural  whi le not  a 

learned experience.

I t  is  obvious about the relat ionship between culture and 

col lect ive memory which are mentioned mult iple t imes in 

different  studies.  Assmann (1995) talked about communicat ive 

memory and cultural  memory.  Based on his point  of  v iew,  

communicat ive memory is  based on dai ly  communicat ion in 

a community for  which lasts in one generat ion.  Whi le cultural  

memory is  able to keep over generat ions by social  pract ices 

and ini t iat ions.  He cal led cer tain things as ”  f igures of  memory” 

Jeffrey K.  Ol ick classif ied col lect ive memory into a more 

detai led way based on the maintainabi l i ty  over  t ime:  col lect ive 

episodic memory,  col lect ive semantic memory,  and col lect ive 

procedural  memory.  Col lect ive episodic memory can last  for  

one generat ion.  Col lect ive semantic memory is  able to transmit  

across generat ions,  but  i t  is  fragi le and becomes weak over 

several  generat ions.  The only way of  keeping is  to external ized 

by text  or  cultural  ar t i facts.  Col lect ive procedural  memory 

is  more about ski l ls  at  using instruments and tools.  In his 

paper,  he claimed that  col lect ive memory is  over-summarized 

for  products,  pract ices,  and processes.  He also mentioned in 

his research,  col lect ive memory refer  to mult iple product and 

pract ices which is  different  from each other.  

“The former (products)  include stor ies ,  r i tuals ,  books,  statues,  

presentat ions,  speeches,  images,  p ictures ,  records,  h istor ical  

studies ,  surveys,  etc . ;  the latter  (pract ices)  include reminiscence,  

recal l ,  representat ion,  commemorat ion,  celebrat ion,  regret ,  

renunciat ion,  d isavowal ,  denia l ,  rat ional izat ion,  excuse,  

acknowledgment ,  and many others.  “

When translat ing the abstract  psychological  and sociology 

theory into a more visual ized form to be appl ied by product 

designers,  the col lect ive memory for  a per iod of  t ime or  a 

community should be more clar i f ied by specif ic  products or  

behaviors.  When i t  comes to the focus on products,  the user 

experience of  a cer tain product is  able to create a specif ic  

memory that  is  shared with a group of  people who own cer tain 

product for  which also show the ident i ty  of  the owner.  Jeffrey 

K.  Ol ick ’s conclusion draws out the basic range of  the col lect ive 

product memory which is  the base of  this research.  
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1.2 The 1990s of  China

In the 1990s,  China stood in the second decade after  the 

appl icat ion of  Reforms and Opening-up pol icy.  According to 

Rawski ,  G.  Thomas;  et  al .  (2008) ,  large-scale pr ivat izat ions 

lead to the change of  market  share with a huge market  share 

increase of  pr ivate sectors and the market  share decrease 

of  non-pr ivate enterpr ises.  The development of  the market  

economy enabled the Chinese to gradual ly  enjoy the outcome 

of industr ial izat ion and modernizat ion for  which shown by 

improving l i fe qual i ty.  Never theless,  the 1990s of  China was in 

the per iod of  implementat ion of  pr ivat izat ion reforms,  which 

under a shadow of the Soviet  Union market izat ion fai lure and 

disintegrat ion.

From today 's perspective ,  the 1990s of  China can be described 

as a crossroad of  development for  which also ref lected in 

Chinese people's  dai ly  use products.  The tradit ional  solut ions 

and modern industr ial  mass-produced products can exist  in  one 

picture as a miracle.  

As the 1990s is  a special  per iod of  t ime which is  the eve of  

the 21st century,  some scholars even describe this per iod as 

the golden age.  Since this t ime,  people's  l ives have undergone 

rapid changes.  Consumerism encourages people to pursue 

newer products.  As a result ,  people's  select  range of  products 

has exploded over the decades.  With the development of  

science and technology,  a l though product developers provide 

more powerful  products comparing to the past ,  people's  need 

for  psychological  resonance from the emotional  aspect is  

increasing day by day.  I t  is  the performance that  "human" as a 

factor  in the post- industr ial  world.  

The old objects bury deep in the memory create a l ine that  

connects people from an ear ly  age to now,  showing the ident i ty  

of  the owner.  With the famil iar i ty  that  picked up from memory,  

people are able to use the products fol lowing their  own habitat .  
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2. Objective
The research is  to understand the col lect ive product memories 

in the 1990s Chinese dai ly  l i fe.  The product symbol  of  the 

1990s in China would be described by tracking back people's  

memory of  typical  or  iconic products and l i festyles.  The 

fol lowing product design of  this project  would be inspired by 

the col lect ive product memory research of  the 1990s to create 

a psychological  or  emotional  resonance of  the young Chinese 

generat ion to the products.

 

The research quest ion can be described as:  

How can the col lect ive product memories of  the 1990s be 

used to provide psychological  or  emotional  resonance for  new 

product designs in the 2020s?

The sub research quest ion is  as l isted:

-  What kinds of  products or  behaviors are able to represent the 

Chinese col lect ive product memory of  the 1990s?

-  What kind of  proper t ies can be used to describe the Chinese 

col lect ive product memory of  the 1990s?

-  How to apply the 1990s col lect ive product memory into the 

product design of  the 2020s context?
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3.2 Narrat ive research methodology

Mil ls ,  J. ,  and Birks,  M. (2014)  a lso described the narrat ive 

research methodology for  which test  the signif icance of  

par t ic ipants '  experiences based on stor ies.  Since the research 

is  mainly  focused on the col lect ive product memory of  the 

interviewees,  in  order to understand the research content ,  the 

par t ic ipants '  stor ies and opinions are an impor tant  source 

of  information.   On the other hand,  the research context  has 

been l imited in a specif ic  region and a specif ic  t ime per iod.  

The proper t ies of  narrat ive methodology enable the researcher 

to better  immerse in the context  and understand the research 

content.

In case of  the cr i t ical  opinions on narrat ive research about 

par t icular i ty  and inaccuracy from the par t ic ipat ing individuals ,  

this methodology would only be used as a guidance of  content 

extending stages.  In order to f ind a more general  answer 

through the research,  fur ther  data col lect ing and processing 

methods should be appl ied to involve more people.  I t  is  

necessary to fur ther  use the data method to obtain specif ic  

weights or  rankings to test  and describe the story general i ty.

The old objects bury deep in the memory create a l ine that  

connects people from an ear ly  age to now,  showing the ident i ty  

of  the owner.  With the famil iar i ty  that  picked up from memory,  

people are able to use the products fol lowing their  own habitat .  

3. Methodology
3.1 Action research methodology

The act ion research methodology was adopted in this study.  

Mi l ls ,  J.  and Birks,  M. (2014) pointed out that  the act ion 

research methodology is  act ion-or iented and is  often used for  

qual i tat ive research.  Act ion research methodology gradual ly  

guides the improving,  ref ining,  and summarizing of  the research 

f indings through continuous contact  and communicat ion with 

par t ic ipants.  They also mentioned that  the act ion research 

methodology is  suitable for  research including both knowledge 

contr ibut ion and pract ical  improvement goals within a specif ic  

f ie ld.

Fol lowing this methodology,  many different  design research 

methods could be formulated and implemented in order to 

obtain high-qual i ty  data and information.  

The project  progress could be promoted through the 

researchers '  act ive act ion for  which also provide a more 

reasonable workload and a better  schedule.  A higher degree of  

freedom from action research methodology provides the internal  

motivat ion to actual ly  progress the research project.  
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4. Research design
4.1 Research framework

According to the main research content of  this study,  this study 

was a qual i tat ive study.  The research framework was formed 

up in 3 stages as shown in the f igure:  Data col lect ion stage,  

Analysis stage,  and Design stage.
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1) Data col lect ion stage

In order to col lect  and screen the most typical  1990s products 

as much as possible ,  several  different  research methods with 

different  sub-goals were appl ied in different  steps to form up 

the research framework.  The data col lect ion work was mainly  

div ided into three steps.

Step 1:  Background research and f ie ld tr ip.  

This step was aimed at  gaining a br ief  understanding of  the 

1990s products of  China.  The f i rst  round product sample 

col lect ion process would be col lected in this step.

Step 2:  Semi-structured interview.

The semi-structured interview was appl ied with a focus on 

expanding product samples and screening the samples from 

Step 1.  In step 2,  people's  opinions about the 1990s would also 

be col lected.  By combining the information from step 1 and step 

2,  the information would be impor t  into the analysis stage.

Step 3:  Questionnaire.  

Based on the product samples summarized from previous steps,  

a quest ionnaire with a focus on test ing sample accuracy would 

be made and spread into a broader community.  The data from 

the quest ionnaire is  the main source of  ident ify ing the iconic 

product in the analysis stage.  The high volume quantitat ive data 

from respondents would help to analyze and explore the most 

typical  product samples of  the 1990s,  China.  

2)  Analysis stage

Mult iple sor t ing and accounting rules would be set  up to clar i fy  

the typical i ty  and conformity of  the product samples with the 

major i ty  of  people's  product memory of  the 1990s,  China.  

By fur ther  sett ing the screening condit ions,  the qual i f ied 

product samples wi l l  be used to summarize and visual ize the 

most representat ive and memorable proper t ies and key points 

of  Chinese products in the 1990s.  Several  mood boards are 

expected as the visual izat ion of  cer tain proper t ies and key 

points for  which providing inspirat ion for  the fol lowing product 

design.

3)  Design stage

By consider ing as many aspects as possible ,  the design stage 

would be executed as pract ical  test ing of  the research results.  
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4.2 Research methods

4.2.1 Semi-structured interview

As the tradit ional  semi-structured interview procedure provides 

a l imited ask-and-answer t ime,  i t  may not able to carry out  

enough effect ive information for  mining into deeper memories.  

The interview should be processed with extra preparat ion.  

Consider ing t ime management ,  around 10 people were 

interviewed.  The interview with Chinese people could be 

described into 3 stages:
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1) Authorization and introduction

In  this stage,  the interviewee was asked i f  he/she agrees to 

attend the interview and share their  stor ies.  An introduction 

to the research goal  and the whole process was carr ied by the 

researcher.  A quest ion l ist  is  given to them for  the next  stage.

2) Thinking and searching

Based on the quest ion l ist ,  the interviewee should reviewed 

their  memory and selected the story they would l ike to share.  

after  that ,  he/she should searched for  some pictures for  better  

describing their  stor ies.  The quest ion l ist  mainly  included the 

fol lowing quest ions:

(1)  What is  the most memorable product (or  products)  for  you in 

the 1990s 

-  What is  i t?

-  How does i t  work? 

-  Why you use that? 

-  How does i t  feel  l ike?

(2)  What are the products you know were very common in the 

1990s? 

-  What is  i t?

-  How does i t  work? 

-  How common is i t?

-  Do you think i t  is  a symbol  of  ident i ty?

(3)  What mater ials ,  textures,  and colors are most impressive in 

the 1990s?

3) Formal interview

The formal  interview to includes 2 par ts.  

The f i rst  par t  was to answer the previous quest ion l ist  by using 

col lected pictures.  The conversat ion was based on open-ended 

relevant quest ions for  a better  understanding of  interviewees'  

opinions.  By inspir ing the interviewees thinking deeper into 

their  memory and share their  opinions,  more contents input 

was expected to the research.  The alternat ive quest ions in the 

interview framework were as fol lows:

-  What do you think about the products of  the 1990s?

-  Compare to nowadays,  what has been changed? What keeps 

st i l l?

-  Has the culture changed a lot? 

-  Do you miss products from the 1990s? What exact ly  you are 

missing?

The second par t  is  to show them the relevant product puzzles 

that  made based on the background research and the previous 

interviewees answers.  This par t  is  to confirm famil iar i ty  and 

deepen the detai led image of  a cer tain kind of  product.
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4.2.2 Questionnaire

In order to confirm the val idabi l i ty  of  the product samples from 

the interview,  a quest ionnaire was made to involve more people 

into the research for  br inging their  own idea of  the 1990s 

iconic products samples in their  memory.  The quest ionnaire 

was formed by ref ining product pictures from the background 

research and the interview,  with 2 quest ions with 5 different  

levels after  each product.
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5. Data collection
5.1 Semi-structured interview

The interviewee were randomly chosen based on the rule of  

people who experienced the 1990s in China.  For the f inal  

par t ic ipants of  the interview,  9 people from Bei j ing,  Shanghai ,  

J iangsu province,  Shanxi  Province,  with the age range from the 

1970s generat ion to the 1990s generat ion were involved into the 

interview.

Interviewees were given 1-2 days to search for  their  product 

memories and related stor ies from the 1990s.  Their  stor ies are 

shown through product pictures on the Internet  or  their  own 

photos.  The length of  the interview was control led within one 

hour.  Before the formal  interview,  the interviewee was told that  

the interview process wi l l  be recorded.  The recording is  only 

used as an assist  of  memorizing the point  of  the conversat ion.  

I t  wi l l  be deleted after  the research is  completed and wi l l  not  be 

used for  other purposes.

During the interview,  the quest ion framework was basical ly  

fol lowed,  but  some adjustments were made based on the 

interviewees'  interact ion,  including the quest ion order and the 

focus of  the quest ions.  Since the interviewees were al l  Chinese,  

Mandarin was used as the interview language.
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Compare to nowadays distancing feel ings between people ,  he 

showed a strong preference for  the close family  connection in 

the 1990s.  

When i t  came to opinions about the 1990s products,  he said 

that  they fol low the pract ical  requirements despite the lack of  

showing more personal i t ies.

Due to the l imitat ions of  mater ials and f inances in the 1990s,  

Chinese people tended to modify products based on their  own 

using habits by themselves.  They also more treasured their  own 

objects in the 1990s.   

He felt  that  in the process of  rapid social  t ransformation in 

China for  recent decades,  Chinese people inf luenced by western 

aesthet ics about products.  However,  they were st i l l  looking for  

the most suitable balance point  for  them.

5.1.1 Record summary

A, born in 1995,  growing up in Jiangsu Province

Interviewee A mentioned the customize of  old-style bicycles.  

He talked about his parents '  using scenario of  bicycle enamel 

basins and i ron lunch boxes during a regular  workday of  the 

1990s.

He also mentioned that  Chinese summer mats for  which are 

widely used as products in the 1990s summer when the air -

condit ioner was not so popular.  However,  some people bel ieved 

the summer mats are somewhat backward from the aesthet ics 

aspect.

He bel ieved that  personal  ident i ty  cannot be represented by a 

single product.  However,  some products were able to ref lect  

the users '  cultural  background.  He tr ied to describe the ways 

of  t radit ional  Chinese family  dinners in the 1990s from talking 

about old-fashioned square wood tables and benches.

Because of  the single chi ld pol icy dur ing the 1990s,  people 

born in the 1990s were mostly  s ingle chi ldren of  the family,  

especial ly  urban famil ies.  However,  the whole family  was st i l l  

huge.  The family  dinner with most family  members sit t ing 

together around a big table dur ing the Chinese New year was 

the most memorable moment for  most Chinese people.
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B, born in 1993,  growing up in Bei j ing

Interviewee B described the use of  old-fashioned yarn 

cupboards at  home to store tableware,  f ruit  as wel l  as newly 

cooked food to prevent insects and dust.

As for  impressive house appl iances,  the combined stereo 

embodies people's  pursuit  of  fashion and technology in the 

1990s.

When i t  came to products that  are widely used in the 1990s,  she 

mentioned about the brooms made from branches.  The kind of  

broom was known for  i ts  easy making and repair,  as wel l  as i ts  

long l i fe-circle.

She also mentioned the mosquito nets.  because of  the high 

temperature during summer,  the mosquito was very annoying for  

a sleepy person.  The mosquito nets provided a sense of  safety 

to her.

When been asked the descript ion of  the 1990s products,  she 

used the word "old school  fashion".  She said that  the colors of  

the 1990s products were ful l  of  v isual  impact.  People tended to 

use a product for  a longer t ime before buying a new one.  She 

also mentioned about he impor ted products in China during 

the 1990s have a better  look and fashion sense than domestic 

products.  

She missed a lot  about the 1990s products in China since 

people tr ied their  best  to innovate with l imited resources and 

fulf i l l  their  own needs quite wel l .
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C, born in 1997,  growing up in Shanghai

Interviewee C was born in the late 1990s.  He talked about rabbit  

paper lamps,  which was a handcrafted Lantern Fest ival  toy.  As 

the lamp having wheels at  the bottom, he was able to drag i t  for  

playing.

When i t  came to the most memorizing texture ,  he mentioned the 

large-par t ic le engineering plast ic which was frequently  usual ly  

used in electronic products in the 1990s.

He also mentioned about the old-fashioned thermos that  is  

v is ible almost everywhere.  I t  was one of  the most impor tant  

products for  dai ly  l i fe  since stor ing hot water  is  impor tant.  The 

cork par t  impressed him deeply.  

He said that  most products in the 1990s are the necessit ies of  

l i fe.  These products sat isf ied the people's  basic funct ion need 

with the simplest  structure and the lowest pr ice.  

In the 1990s,  the products with the same name were almost 

the same in shapes and funct ions,  no matter  which company 

manufactured them. The purchasing behaviors in the 1990s 

were mostly  replacing the old product which was unable to 

repair  with a new one.  The main purpose is  not  for  updating but  

a replacement.  He pointed out the most memorable things in 

the 1990s are the people related to products,  not  the products 

i tself ,  which means the products are more l ike a container  of  

memory.
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D, born in 1991,  growing up in Shanxi  Province

Interviewee D l ived on the outskir ts of  a ci ty  in  Shanxi  Province 

in the 1990s.  In his memory,  for  China,  the 1990s was an era in 

which modernity  and tradit ion,  advanced and backward coexist .  

In  his memory,  pr ivate cars and horse-drawn car ts were both 

avai lable on the roads in the city.

He said that  s ince the street  l ights were not so popular  in  his 

hometown during the 1990s,  f lashl ights were widely owned as 

a must-have household appl iance.  The shapes were almost the 

same,  with a red button for  the metal l ic  appearance.  

For the other household appl iances,  he mentioned the concept 

of  " three big i tems" ,  which were refr igerators ,  TV,  and washing 

machine.  He said that  due to the popular i ty  of  televisions,  

radios are no longer so popular.  He said that  an aer ial  was 

set  up on every roof to receive TV signals.  As the technology 

l imitat ions,  sometimes i t  was necessary to adjust  the angle to 

improve the signal  qual i ty.

He also said that  tapes were very popular.  In  the 1990s,  

copyr ight  awareness was not so universal  among Chinese 

people.  They usual ly  made their  own copies of  their  favori te 

songs from the or iginal  copies.   

He said that  when he was young,  he l iked to buy cards for  card 

games.  The gaming cards were pr inted with different  pictures 

for  col lect ion and playing purposes.  By tapping with other 

chi ldren on the ground to win each other 's  cards,  he extended 

his col lect ion.  

There were also laser pen for  which regarded as high-tech toys 

among chi ldren,  which can i l luminate different  patterns by 

replacing the laser head.

He described the process of  three meals for  his family  in the 

1990s.  Since the f inancial  condit ion was not as good as today,  

the basic idea of    l i fe  in the 1990s was to save as much as 

possible.  For  example,  lunch was usual ly  made by themselves.  

In the fol lowing decades,  their  consumption idea gradual ly  

changed to eat ing at  restaurants.

The consumption idea and l i fe qual i ty  have undergone 

tremendous changes,  as a result  of  economic development.  On 

the other hand,  their  t radit ional  cooking ski l ls  have gradual ly  

decl ined since fewer pract ice t imes in l i fe.

Regarding snacks,  he mentioned about the old-style popcorn 

machines sel l ing on the side of  the road.  The most impressive 

image was the complex feel ing when the stove was opened with 

a del icious smell  of  popcorn and a loud noise.  I t  was a terr ify ing 

noise for  a kid l ike him in the 1990s.
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When i t  came to a descript ion of  the Chinese products in the 

1990s,  he used the word:  pract ical ,  s imple ,  necessary,  and 

general ly  cheap.  He said that  i t  was easy to guarantee a basic 

l i fe qual i ty  with l i t t le  money.  However,  i t  was very luxury to 

pursue higher mater ial  l iv ing condit ions in the 1990s.  He said 

that  the economic condit ion al lows more people afford more 

commodit ies.  China's economic development br ings more 

choices and possibi l i t ies for  Chinese people's  l i fe ,  but  their  

t radit ional  manual  ski l ls  are not as good as before.  

He was missing the 1990s as that  was a wonderful  era ,  for  

which advanced products and tradit ional  products keep a very 

del icate balance.
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E,  born in 1969,  local  residence of Bei j ing

She mentioned the house appl iances in the 1990s,  including old 

TVs,  combinat ion stereos,  and video recorders.  She mentioned 

the foldable mesh pocket used when buying eggs and the 

insulat ion bag sewn with two towels.  In the 1990s,  different  

mater ials ,  such as plast ic belts and calendar paper were used 

to make different  bags or  baskets.  She mentioned that  the 

food choices at  the t ime were less than that  of  now. however,  

vegetables and meat can be bought direct ly  from farmers 

instead of  going to the supermarket.

In order to save space in urban apar tments,  the furniture always 

provided var ious funct ions to cover more appl icat ion scenarios.  

She mentioned the foldable table which is  unique in the 1990s.  

The foldable table can be standing stored and conver ted 

into the shape between round and square when using,  which 

provides more temporary solut ions for  the different  needs of  

dai ly  meals and family  dinners.

F,  born in 1965,  local  residence of Bei j ing

Due to the vast  terr i tory and cl imate differences in China,  the 

l iv ing habits in the nor th are quite different  between that  of  the 

south.

He l isted a ser ies of  cooking tools ,  including graters ,  plate 

clamps,  and cage drawers.  He bel ieves that  the handmade 

products of  the 1990s have a special  charm that  not  only 

ref lects the Chinese l i festyle but  also ref lects the regional  

differences.  

He also pointed out that  in the 1990s,  Chinese people preferred 

to use the mater ials from nature,  and the easy reaching 

mater ials to carry out  a ser ies of  creat ive productions.
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G,born in 1994,  growing up in Jiangsu Province

He specif ical ly  mentioned the f lashl ight  of  the 1990s.  Since the 

circuits in urban residential  bui ldings at  that  t ime were not as 

rel iable as that  of  today,  the temporary tr ipping often appeared 

at  that  per iod.  The metal  cased f lashl ight  has an adjustable 

red button.  Despite i ts  large size and heavyweight ,  i t  was held 

by most famil ies due to i ts  high br ightness and long working 

hours.  However,  the demand for  f lashl ights has been reduced 

over the decades.  Now it  has been largely replaced by l ighter  

f lashl ights and even mobi le phones f lashl ight.

He also mentioned household sewing machines.  In the 1990s,  

the Chinese were more used to repair ing products when they 

were broken.  As a sewing machine provided more professional  

sewing qual i ty  than manual  sewing,  i t  represented the 

convenience the industry provided for  people's  dai ly  l i fe  in the 

1990s.  

Although the impor t ing products were way more expensive 

than domestic products,  Chinese people st i l l  showed a strong 

interest  in buying these unusual  products for  catching up 

fashion.  

He bel ieves that  in the 1990s the achievements of  China's 

reform and opening-up pol icy have brought tremendous 

improvements to people's  l ives.  

However,  the new and old technologies and concepts were 

integrated,  which may put bamboo benches and Western-style 

leather sofas in one picture.  People have a strong desire for  

better  products,  but  they st i l l  keep a simple and tradit ional  

l i festyle.

When he viewed back from nowadays to the 1990s,  he used the 

word pragmatic to describe the feel ing of  the 1990s products.

The qual i ty  of  the product was ent irely  determined by the 

product i tself ,  rather  than using var ious commercial  operat ions 

to package and promote.  He was missing the pure feel ing of  the 

1990s products.
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H,born in 1994,  growing up in Jiangsu Province

He mentioned that  the shape of  the furniture in his home was 

more squarish with the shape corners.  He st i l l  remembers the 

pain of  hit t ing his head on the corner when he was a young kid.

He mentioned the PVC f loor that  would be used in Chinese 

households in the 1990s.  The pattern on i t  was always wood 

grain.  He bel ieves that  the Chinese have always been very fond 

of  the texture of  wood.  PVC as a product of  the industr ial izat ion 

era is  widely used for  which shows the impact of  the basic 

industry on modern Chinese family  l i fe.

He shared a story of  playing his mother 's  thimbles as a r ing.  He 

also mentioned his father 's precious electronic calculator,  which 

becomes a reason for  not  using tradit ional  abacus nowadays.  

Although as he knew many of  his university  classmates from 

other provinces st i l l  prof icient  in tradit ional  abacus.

He bel ieved that  today 's products provide more funct ions than 

that  in the 1990s.  However,  the 1990s products could provide 

a more simple feel ing and the sense of  the t imes.  Due to the 

popular izat ion of  industr ial izat ion,  industr ial  mater ials such as 

plast ics entered the family  in the 1990s.  Whi le the l imitat ion of  

technology development level ,  the signif icant ar t i f ic ial  feel ing 

often appear on products.   Natural  e lements were also tend to 

be appl ied to a product del iberately,  which br ing a cheap feel ing 

to the users.  

He bel ieved that  Chinese people's  l i fe  changes a lot  In recent 

decades.  During the per iod from 2008 to 2010,  because of  

host ing the Olympic Games and the World Expo in China,  

he could clear ly  feel  the large advanced on scient if ic  and 

technological  before 2008 and the increasing popular izat ion of  

science and technology in ci t izen after  2010.
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I ,  born in 1995,  growing up in Anhui  Province

She did not share much about single products since she feel  

that  she was too young to remember much.However,  she did 

feel  famil iar  when she saw the product picture col lected in the 

previous research.

Based on the products she felt  famil iar  with ,  she shared some 

opinions about the Chinese 1990s products.  She bel ieved that  

the products of  the 1990s contain the memory of  that  era.  The 

products at  that  per iod always have a simple shape and color  

whi le more attent ion was paid on pract icabi l i ty.  Nowadays,  

products are pursuing different  funct ions and sat isf ied the 

aesthet ics of  different  users.  

However,  she did not miss much the products from the 1990s.  

She prefered products with more attent ion to aesthet ics,  rather  

than the high similar i ty  among products from the 1990s.
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5.2 Questionnaire

During the semi-structured interview,  the product pictures from 

the background research (Step 1) ,  together with the product 

pictures provided by the interviewees (Step 2)  were explained 

by interviewees about what i t  is  and how it  is  used.

The product in the product pictures wIth val idi ty  confirmation 

by the interviewees was conducted as product samples for  

inputt ing into the quest ionnaire.  The quest ionnaire f inal ly  

contained 71 product samples,  covering most scenes of Chinese 

domestic l i fe  in the 1990s.  The quest ionnaire was conducted 

in the form of an onl ine quest ionnaire.  Due to the convenience 

and randomness of  network diffusion,  i t  met the requirement of  

the respondents '  l iv ing area.  The quest ionnaire lasted ten days 

in total .  A total  of  179 val id respondents par t ic ipated in the 

research,  cover ing 24 Chinese provinces and direct  ci t ies.

The f inal  summarized product samples l ists were sor ted based 

on catalogs on the next  page.
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6. Analysis
6.1 semi-structured Interview

In order to unpack the information from the interviewees,  2 

forms are been made for  accounting the number about sharing 

opinions and the shared memory of  products.

The form of the products

Around 70 products are f inal ly  found from the interview. The 

interviewees'  answers about the products are counted in scores.  

By accounting the f inal  score for  each product and sor t ing 

based on the mentioning frequency,  the form on the r ight  is  

to describe the mentioning frequency and highly memorized 

products from interviewees.  The score is  counted as fol lows:

5- direct ly  mentioned  

based on pictures provided by them

4- indirect  mentioned

show strong famil iar i ty  when seen pictures

3-  k ind of  knowing

not so famil iar  in  person,  but  many people are using
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The form of opinions

Most of  the interviewees described opinions with a simple 

comparison between the 1990s products and the 2020s 

products in China.  General ly,  interviewees missed the products 

in the 1990s.  They describe the impression of  the 1990s 

Chinese products by the fol lowing words:  pract ical ,  cheap,  

stable ,  repairable and craft ing,  etc.  
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the 1990s'  products.   The interviewees general ly  talked about 

natural  mater ials and more pr imit ive production and processing 

methods when talking about products in the 1990s.  On the 

other hand,  they also expressed that  the cognit ion of  product 

style and design in the 1990s was vague,  which ref lected on 

the “ impactive”  color  combinat ion of  some products.  Some 

interviewees also pointed out that  in the 1990s,  i t  was common 

for  users to modify products based on their  actual  usage habits.  

People who crafted more of  their  own objects in the 1990s are 

more than that  nowadays.  

The interviewees general ly  pay more attent ion to the "people"  

related to a cer tain product.  They hold a similar  opinion that  

their  missed memory of  the 1990s products is  more related to 

stor ies and the people.  They general ly  bel ieve that  a community 

of  people cannot be simply summarized by one or  two specif ic  

(or  iconic)  products.  However,  these specif ic  products can 

ref lect  their  cultural  background and shared emotions.  

Interviewees were able to give corresponding pictures and 

stor ies based on the quest ions in the quest ion table.  They 

provided more stor ies than required by the quest ion l ist .  The 

stor ies are quite different ,  and the 1990s'  objects involved 

are also relat ively  broad,  for  which covers a quite big range of  

user scenarios.  However,  according to interviewees'  general  

expressions,  due to the l imited economic condit ions of  a 

general  Chinese people in the 1990s,  the style of  the 1990s'  

products are not as var ied as nowadays.  Therefore,  when 

referr ing to a cer tain type of  product in the 1990s,  the products 

have a high similar i ty,  which means,  for  products with the same 

name,  the shapes are almost the same,  the purchasing behavior  

in  the 1990s is  more about replacement whi le not  an update.  

Which also means that a cer tain product shape can remind them 

the t ime of 1990s.  However,  the interviewees also indicated that  

there was a huge gap in product purchasing behavior  between 

the 1990s and the present.  Products in the 1990s quickly  

disappeared in the past  decades.  The product as an updated 

i terat ion is  extremely different  from the previous one in the 

1990s.

Although there are some differences in the perception of  the 

products of  the 1990s,  the interviewees general ly  appreciate 

the 1990s'  products '  pract ical i ty  and l i fe-centered proper ty.   

Interviewees mentioned about the unconsciousness about the 

1990s'  products '  proper t ies for  which meanly shown by the 

"of  course"  feel ing when talking about the user experience of  
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6.2 Questionnaire

The analysis of  the data from the quest ionnaire is  based on 

mixing the results from the mode ranking and average sor t ing.

The mode ranking is  obtained by adding the mode of  the two 

quest ions for  each product.  A product with a higher mode rank 

means that  i t  is  iconic in people's  memory and closer to the 

current  using situat ion.

The average sor t ing is  obtained by adding the average of  

the two quest ions for  each product and sor t ing.  The average 

sor t ing is  done among a cer tain rank as a secondary sor t ing 

rule.  A product with a higher average calculat ion score means 

that  more people have used before or  are st i l l  using a cer tain 

product.

The explanation of  different  mode ranks can be found as the  

f igure on the r ight :  
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The product sample rank distr ibution char t

According to the above rules,  a product sample rank distr ibut ion 

char t  can be obtained by comprehensively  sor t ing the data of  

product samples.  From top to bottom is to obtain the product 

sample rank distr ibut ion in pictures according to the mode 

ranking.  From the left  to r ight  is  in  the order of  the average 

score (for  product samples the same rank,  the upper left  corner 

is  the highest ,  the lower r ight  corner is  the lowest) .
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The catalog-based rank trend distr ibution char t  

In  order to understand the product memory differences in 

different regions and different age groups in detai l ,  as wel l  as to 

f ind the product category with the highest possibi l i ty  of  forming 

col lect ive memory,  a catalog-based rank trend distr ibut ion 

char t  is  created by fur ther  analyzing the product sample rank 

distr ibut ion char t .  

Combining the catalog-based rank trend distr ibut ion char t  

from different  screened repl ied quest ionnaires,  the curve that  

shows the appear frequency in a cer tain product catalog can be 

compared over different  region groups or  age groups.  

product sample rank 
distribution chart
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The China region map
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The region-based catalog rank distr ibution char t
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The age-based catalog rank distr ibution char t
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Although the data from the interview and the data from the 

quest ionnaire are different  in the sor t ing of  specif ic  product 

scores,  there is  a similar i ty  in  the distr ibut ion of  products in 

terms of  trends.

In general ,  the major i ty  of  product samples are located in 

Rank A+ ~ Rank B,  and more of  them are located in the B rank,  

which proved the conformity of  products and popular i ty  at  

that  t ime and the magnif icent change and updates among the 

decades.  Fol lowing the same trend,  the ranks of  most furniture 

and household appl iance product samples are located in A 

and B grades,  which shows that  there are high similar i ty  and 

popular i ty  in  these products among the 1990s Chinese home. 

However,  i t  a lso shows that  these product samples have been 

widely replaced by other products in the fol lowing decades.  

Despite the upgrade and replacing trend to most product 

samples from the 1990s,  most of  the products in the Rank A+ ~ 

Rank A is  st i l l  owned and used by today 's Chinese people.

The uneven development of  China in the 1990s is  also ref lected 

in the r ichness of  product categories in different  regions.  In 

the less developed regions such as the nor th-west China and 

south-west China,  more product samples show lower rank in the 

region based form.

The product samples that  belong to furniture ,  e lectronic 

appl iances,  and household tools appear in a higher rank in most 

regions for  which means Chinese people used similar  products 

in these catalogs during the 1990s.

Although the rank of  electronic products shows that  i t  meets 

the memory of  most people ,  i ts  average score is  low for  which 

means the owner is  not  as common as the product sample 

i tself .

076 077



From an age perspective ,  par t ic ipants aged 20-25 who were 

born in the mid to late 1990s have l i t t le  memory of  t radit ional  

or  ear ly  type electr ical  products.  Par t ic ipants over 60 years of  

age showed lower resonance on enter tainment product samples 

such as toys.  Par t ic ipants aged 40-50 showed a high degree of  

s imilar i ty  in  the memory of  the products of  the 1990s.

The product samples in the toy catalog are general ly  low in 

famil iar i ty  and conformity,  except in the age group 20-25.  I t  is  

obvious to see the toy catalog distr ibut ion differences between 

the age group 20-25 and the age group more than 60.
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By fur ther  sor t ing and analyzing the product samples obtained 

after  the screening,  the typical  proper t ies of  Chinese products 

in the 1990s can be shown by several  mood boards.

6.3 Mood board
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6.4 Summary

Due to the l imited economic condit ion in 1990s China,  the 

product styles are not as r ich as they are today.  When referr ing 

to a cer tain name of the product in the 1990s,  the product 

showed a high degree of  s imilar i ty,  that  is ,  a  f ixed style ,  or  a 

specif ic  symbol.  Despite the real i ty  that  the market  has l imited 

choices,  i t ,  on the other hand,  strengthens people's  inherent 

impression and cognit ion of  the styl ing of  products with a 

cer tain name. The 1990s Chinese products are aiming at  more 

people's basic functional  needs.  Although these products do not 

meet the subdivided individual  needs and changing aesthet ic 

needs,  the products designed with a pract ical  and general  

v iew with simple structures for  which suitable for  var ious use 

scenarios and easy maintaining.

I t  is  also obvious that  the Chinese family  decorat ion style has 

gradual ly  changed from similar  to more personal ized.  In the 

decades after  the 1990s,  people upgraded most of  the large-

scaled i tems in their  homes for  which aiming at  long-term use,  

including furniture and var ious electr ical  appl iances.

In the fol lowing decades since the 1990s,  people's  consumption 

concepts have changed.  The select ion of  i terat ive products is  

very different  from the 1990s.  In the 1990s,  more household 

i tems or iginated from their  own customizing,  producing,  or  

maintaining,  only to reduce the cost of  l iv ing as much as 

possible.  Over the past  few decades,  people have gradual ly  

t ransformed into purchases and upgrades.  Nowadays,  Chinese 

people tend to choose industr ial  products that  are special ized 

in mass production to meet specif ic  needs.   Although many 

things have been replaced by different  products,  many people 

st i l l  retain some products or  habits.  The products or  habits 

that  are st i l l  in  use are more belong to accessories,  or  some 

craftsmanship and business only exist  in  a tradit ional  way.

Although people do not attempt to return to the l iv ing condit ion 

of  the 1990s,  the major i ty  of  interviewees and respondents 

to the quest ionnaire showed nostalgia for  the products of  the 

1990s.  Specif ical ly,  stor ies and people related to the specif ic  

product.
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Based on the product sample ranking form and the var ious 

proper t ies summarized in the mood board,  3 different  concepts 

are selected from the ideat ion cloud and formed up 3 design 

works for  which inspired by different  1990s proper t ies.  The 

main target  group of  the design work is  the young generat ions 

in China who experienced the 1990s.

The design process is  also a proving process,  showing the 

possibi l i t ies of  applying different  proper t ies from the research 

results different  way.  

7. Design
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7.1 Antenna lamp
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In  the 1990s of  China,  a l though televisions have become popular  in  

people's  homes,  technological  development l imited Chinese people's  

TV watching experience.  The closed-circuit  antenna is  widely used for  

receiving TV signals.  In order to receive better  s ignals ,  people often 

need to manual ly  adjust  the antenna direct ion.  Therefore,  the closed-

circuit  antenna on the roof of  every house has formed an icon of  the 

t imes.  People have experienced many histor ical  moments around TV 

sets that  constant ly  need to adjust  their  s ignals.

Story
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The lamp is inspired by the impression of  the old closed-circuit  

antenna and the behavior  of  manual  adjust ing antenna.  By extract ing 

and symbol iz ing the closed-circuit  antenna in the 1990s,  as wel l  as 

deploy modern touch control  technology,  the product memory with 

negative user experience is  conver ted to be a clue of  posit ive user 

experience.

106 107



The f i rst  concept
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Interact ion
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6 separted light head

3 different ligh mode

Full-angle joints
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7.2 Belt  chair
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In  the past ,  people often customize tools or  objects by wrapping 

tape,  str ing,  or  belts around par ts or  components for  connection.  The 

soft  wrapped mater ial  on the other hand provides users with a more 

comfor table gr ipping experience.

Story
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The chair  is  inspired by the major  customize behavior  in  the 1990s 

among Chinese people.  The front  and back legs are two independent 

par ts ,  for  which are t ight ly  wrapped and connected by belts on the 

chair  back.
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The f i rst  concept
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Refining
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Flat  package
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7.3 Spool  side table
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In  many 1990s Chinese famil ies ,  people smar t ly  repurposed the 

empty spool  to be a smal l  stool  at  home. The wooden spool  was a 

common waste from the high-speed industr ial  development for  which 

has enough strength for  i ts  or iginal  purpose.  I t  is  so suitable as a 

stool  that  i t  is  even visible in some old generat ions'  home today.  

Repurposing behavior  can also have a sustainable meaning nowadays.  

With a shape and color  comes from a wooden spool  stool ,  furniture 

for  which can switch between a stool  and a side table is  designed.

Story
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Repurposing behavior  can also have a sustainable meaning nowadays.  

With a shape and color  comes from a wooden spool  stool ,  furniture 

for  which can switch between a stool  and a side table is  designed.
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I terat ion milestone
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Adjust ing antenna

f rom the movie "My People ,  My Country "  

7.4 Feedback
from par t ic ipants
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In order to confirm the Back & From furniture set  showing clear  

proper t ies of  the 1990s Chinese products,  as wel l  as knowing 

how people think about the design outcome,  a shor t  second-

round interview was made with 5 Chinese for  which were 

par t ic ipants in the research phase.  

The researcher showed the par t ic ipants with the product 

renderings of  the Back & From furniture set  and asked them how 

they feel  about the design.

Almost al l  the interviewees showed a strong interest  in the 

design outcome and easi ly  recognized the or iginal  story (or  

inspirat ion source) of  each product.  Some of the interviewees 

star ted to talk about their  stor ies about the source product they 

owned before .

The interviewees'  react ion proved the psychological  resonance 

was able to br ing to the Chinese users by researching on their  

memory of  the1990s.  The fol lowing page shows the most 

representat ive answer from the interviewees.
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8.  Discussion 
    and conclusion

By impor t ing par t  of  the col lect ive memory theory,  this project  

conducted a wide range of  design research about the 1990s 

Chinese products.  According to the research results ,  people's  

memory about products is  broad and can be continuously 

described,  subdivided,  and improved by expanding product 

samples.  Due to l imited t ime,  only 71 product samples were 

included for  fur ther  sor t ing and analyzing.  The number of  

par t ic ipants is  also able to expand for  more and accurate data.  

The second-round interview after  the design phase has shown 

the val idi ty  of  the design and research method in this project.  

Due to the t ime l imit ,  only  a few people were involved in this 

par t .  Ideal ly,  a l l  the par t ic ipants in the previous research 

can par t ic ipate in the second-round interview and leave their  

opinions.  

Never theless,  i t  has been proved that  the product samples 

col lected in this research are able to be used to summarize 

basic proper t ies and provide inspirat ion for  the fol lowing 

design.  

Sett ing different  screening condit ions in the research would 

help to div ide the character ist ics of  the different  communit ies 

in society especial ly  for  understanding society with a complex 

populat ion structure.

The differences in product memory caused by different  l iv ing 

condit ions can be located in a more detai led way.  This research 

can be appl ied to explore iconic products used by people in 

different  communit ies in a per iod of  t ime through a different  

setup of  contexts and expanded par t ic ipants.   This research 

project  made an attempt of  studying Chinese product design in 

the 1990s,  for  which providing a possible way of  understanding 

Chinese users.   On the other hand,  i t  is  also able to provide a 

possible standing point  for  explor ing the evolut ion of  product 

design in the Post-  Mao per iod in China.

Based on the summarized mood boards,  i t  can be found that  

Chinese design can not only expand the visual  e lements in 

tradit ional  culture but  also extend the product proper t ies or  

deeper- level  behaviors inf luenced by the social  development 

in a cer tain per iod of  t ime.  Although these internal  factors are 

abstract  and diff icult  to describe visual ly,  they can spir i tual ly  

def ine the difference between a community of  people from 

another.

For Chinese people who have experienced the 1990s,  their  

l iv ing condit ions and consumption concepts have undergone 
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t remendous changes in decades.  However,  people st i l l  general ly  

miss some specif ic  products or  behaviors from the 1990s,  

which provides a potent ial  design oppor tunity.  By ref lect ing and 

reviewing the product style or  features of  a specif ic t ime period,  

i t  is  possible to redesign from a modern perspective with the 

psychological  resonance after  jumping out of  the or iginal  

funct ions of  the old products.  

Taking into account the nature of  the project ,  the design 

process in three different  emphases has compromised with 

each other in order to achieve the set  of  goals.  However,  for  

any formed product design work,  the form and funct ion can be 

extended and ser ial ized under the same proposit ion.

The design process of  the project  also proved that  i t  is  possible 

to use the concept of  col lect ive product memory to deconstruct  

and conduct i t  as a new concept star t ing point ,  which has great  

extensibi l i ty.  

Through the research of  col lect ive product memory,  i t  can 

provide an effect ive idea for  product designers to track back 

the users '  stor ies and products that  related emotional  factors 

for  which increase the chance of  generat ing psychological  

resonance in the products.
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