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Introduction 
Coffee — it is a necessary part of  the morning for many. It is the fuel that keeps 
many a creative industry going. In its most simple form, it is ground coffee beans 
poured over with hot water and consumed. In its most complex forms, beans are 
carefully selected from the specially grown plants, dried and roasted to 
perfection, ground with care to a specific grind, loaded into a filtering vessel 
while water heats to a precise temperature — then when water meets the freshly 
ground beans magic happens. From your basic cup of  joe to the most delicate 
espresso, the core ingredients are the same.  

Drinking coffee in a form that modern caffeine addicts would recognize dates 
back to the 15th century Turkey . As technology advanced, so did coffee brewing 1

methods. Coffee culture and design led us to develop drip pots, French presses, 
the Mr. Coffee, Chemex pour-overs, and the humble yet mighty MOKA express 
espresso percolator. The little Italian espresso percolator remains a ubiquitous 
part of  coffee culture in Italy, but for Americans it has largely gone by the 
wayside.  

Here we shall examine the physical, cognitive, sensory, and functional 
affordances in the percolator’s design; discuss further how cultural constraints 
affect the user’s understanding of  the object’s use; and suggest solutions for 
designers, marketers, and companies to increase awareness and understanding 
of  the percolator for potential home coffee brewers, especially in the United 
States. 

The Bialetti MOKA express 
The MOKA express percolator was designed in 1933 by Alfonso Bialetti at his 
aluminum-goods workshop in Crusinallo, Italy . The Art Deco designed 2

percolator was Bialetti’s big break in the coffee-goods industry. The brand’s 
website credits the MOKA express with “[transforming] the art of  making coffee 
into an action so simple and natural that it has become an essential rite in every 
Italian home.” However, the technology behind the MOKA express is not 
Italian, but rather is a product of  Illinois.  

 Milos, Giorgio. "Coffee's Mysterious Origins." The Atlantic. August 06, 2010. Accessed October 02, 2017. https://www.theatlantic.com/health/1

archive/2010/08/coffees-mysterious-origins/61054/.

 "About our history." Bialetti. Accessed October 02, 2017. http://www.bialettigroup.it/en/our_company/about-our-history.html.2
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The percolator’s place in American history 
The stovetop percolator was patented by Hanson Goodrich, of  McLeansboro, 
Illinois, in 1889.  In his application to the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office, 3

Goodrich described an object that “is a slightly convex circular or supporting, or 
base plate, with a tube rising therefrom, and a cup, secured to the upper end of  
the tube. It is so constructed, so that placed within the coffee-pot, the water, 
when it becomes heated, rises in the tube, escapes into the cup, in which the 
coffee has been placed, and ‘percolates’ through the same, as to extract the 
strength therefrom, finally escaping through the perforated bottom of  the cup, to 
the water below, producing a liquid which will be free of  all grounds and 
impurities so that it is not necessary to use any clearing materials".   4

The percolator was revolutionary in its ability to filter coffee grounds out of  the 
drinkable coffee. It was designed for an open flame or other basic heat source 
making it ideal for use in the home kitchen, camping, or even on the battlefield.  

However, the percolator’s days were numbered in the United States. In 1972, the 
Mr. Coffee brand drip coffeemaker hit kitchen counters across America. The New 
York Times credit’s Vincent Marotta Sr., Mr. Coffee’s creator, with killing stovetop 
percolator use in America.   5

“A mainstay of  American material culture for generations, the percolator had 
changed little since its advent in the 19th century,” The Times wrote. “But that 
small voyeuristic thrill was, in the opinion of  many coffee lovers, the only positive 
aspect of  the experience. Because the percolator circulated the same water 
through the same grounds again and again, what emerged could be a bitter 
third- or fourth-generation brew.” 

Marotta’s drip coffee maker was faster and produced more coffee than the 
average percolator. American consumers traded convenience for ritual, leaving 
percolated coffee and espresso for the Europeans.  
  

 Voss, Veronica. "Inventor Goodrich Was In Our Town." The Times-Leader, March 21, 1968. Accessed October 2, 2017. http://www.carolyar.com/3

Illinois/Newspaper/Goodrich.htm.

 Ibid4

 Fox, Margalit. "Vincent Marotta Sr., a Creator of  Mr. Coffee, Dies at 91." The New York Times. August 03, 2015. Accessed October 02, 2017. https://5

www.nytimes.com/2015/08/04/business/vincent-marotta-sr-a-creator-of-mr-coffee-dies-at-91.html.
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The basic design 
Bialetti’s  MOKA express pot is a 1930s version of  what Goodrich described in 
his patent. The basic Bialetti design has changed very little since the company’s 
early days in Crusinallo. 

Fig. 3: Percolator bottom shows Bialetti “man 
with the mustache” branding, “Made in Italy” 
and S25 lot number etched into surface.

Fig. 2: Percolator filter dish has “Made in 
Italy” etched into surface.

Fig. 1: Percolator top has inner spout for 
espresso to bubble up and be collected. 

Fig. 4: Bialetti 6-cup MOKA Express espresso percolator expanded. 
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Scenario of use 
Our persona, Elizabeth Cohen, 26, is preparing her morning espresso with her 
6-cup Bialetti MOKA express stovetop espresso maker. She was born in 
Heidelberg, Germany, and is a world traveling writer. Elizabeth grew up 
watching her parents carefully brew espresso in their percolator. It is a morning 
ritual she adopted as her own living in Washington D.C. Most of  her American-
born friends are confused by the little aluminum pot when they see it on her 
counter. Many ask if  it is for tea. Elizabeth though takes joy in sharing her ritual 
with friends, especially after a home cooked meal. While the sweet espresso 
percolates, stories from Elizabeth’s childhood in Europe bubble up to the surface.  

Elizabeth’s Bialetti MOKA express is a 6-cup model she picked up at Crate and 
Barrel for $40. It was sold with no instructions, no packaging. If  not for her prior 
knowledge, Elizabeth would be helpless in her pursuit of  quick caffeine.  

For the purpose of  analyzing the percolator’s affordances, the scenario will be 
bracketed as follows:  

• Elizabeth is making espresso by herself  in the morning, demonstrating the 
ease of  use after cultural assumptions are fulfilled by the user.  

• Analysis will disregard the selection and grinding of  the coffee beans.  
See more detailed bracketing marked on the experience map in Appendix 2.  

Affordances 
Even while staying true to the traditional Bialetti design, without considerable 
cultural context about a percolator’s design and intended use, the object is 
rendered nearly useless. 

The design has a number of  physical affordances, even for user without an 
understanding of  the artifact’s cultural context. For example, the handle is a 
standard-issue style that all users are familiar with. The general shape of  the 
object implies that it is intended to be some sort of  vessel for liquid. The spout 
indicates that it is designed to pour the liquid — the handle positioned behind 
the spout reinforces this.  

The knob on the top of  the lid is both a physical and functional affordance. The 
tapered design from bottom to top implies to the user that it can be used to lift 
the lid. It is also a common convention and easy to understand whether or not a 
user knows how to brew espresso with the percolator.  
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 What this particular percolator design lacks is cognitive affordances. There are 
no symbols or text printed or etched on the surfaces of  the object to inform users 
about how to operate it. One may think that the silver pressure valve on the 
water tank is some sort of  release button, but that is quickly ruled out. The 
percolator appears to be a single solid object to most new users.  

The only printing on the object is Bialetti’s signature “Little man with a 
mustache” and the brand’s mark.   

For users without some degree of  familiarity or cultural context for how to use 
the percolator, this is where their user experience ends. They will have likely 
picked the object up, looked at it from all sides, and lifted the lid without finding 
any clear indication about where to put the coffee grounds and where to put the 
water.  

Assuming the user is able to fumble around with the object long enough to 
discover that the top coffeepot separates from the bottom water tank, they are 
still left searching for more information from the object’s design. Inside the water 
tank sits the funnel shaped filter. For users who are familiar with other methods 
of  making coffee, they can rely upon the semantic constraints involved in 
brewing coffee: Ground coffee has to go somewhere, water must pass through it, 
and usually there is a filtering system to keep the coffee grounds separate from 
the brewed coffee. The small holes in the funnel shaped filter are a strong 
enough semantic clue for most users to know that the coffee grounds should be 
placed there. But, what amount of  ground coffee is needed for the perfect 
espresso? How tightly should it be packed?  

Again, the only messaging from the designer is the “Made in Italy” mark etched 
into the filter (See Fig. 2). No fill-level marks are present so even the most 
experienced coffee brewers like Elizabeth Cohen would be making their best 
educated guesses based on previous experiences and personal preference.  

Still missing is where the water belongs. Likely the user will have again gone 
through the process of  turning the object over to examine it on all sides, causing 
the filter to fall out. The water tank has the same deficiencies as the filter: no fill-
level mark. Again, even the most experienced brewers are left guessing about the 
appropriate amount of  water. Depending on the user’s past experience with 
pressurized tanks, they might be able to reason out that the silver “button” on 
the outside of  the water tank is not a button at all, but a pressure-release valve.  

Fig. 5: Bialetti’s “Little man with a mustache” is the only 
printing on the percolator. The character was created in the 
1950s by artist Paul Campani and is applied to all Bialetti 
products. 
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Analysis of usefulness for user 
In this design, semantic and cultural constraints put the user at a disadvantage. 
American users who grew up after the Mr. Coffee machine was introduced in 
1972 are unlikely to have seen a percolator in use, let alone used one themselves. 
That changes if  the user was raised in Europe or in a family of  avid 
outdoorsmen. A user is unlikely to have an immediate understanding about how 
to separate the percolator pieces or how much coffee and water to use without 
having previously watched another person first.  

This is not necessarily the fault of  the percolator’s designer. Don Norman 
explains: “Cultural issues are at the root of  many of  the problems we have with 
new machines: there are as yet no universally accepted conventions or customs 
for dealing with them.”  6

There is no universally accepted way to brew coffee beyond the basic ingredients 
of  coffee, water, and heat. Turkish coffee is as vastly different from Japanese 
Siphon as American drip coffee is from Italian espresso made in a stovetop 
percolator. Cultural constraints dictate how the object is designed to combine the 
ingredients.  

Similarly Norman explains, “Semantic constraints rely upon our knowledge of  
the situation and the world.”  Coffee lovers understand the semantics that 7

brewed coffee uses coffee beans that have been roasted and ground, combine 
with an amount of  water that is often heated. It is when the semantic constraint 
is coupled with the cultural constraints that the different brewing methods 
emerge.  

In the case of  the MOKA Express stovetop percolator, the ideal user will have an 
understanding of  both the semantic and cultural constraints at play in the 
design. Absent that, the user will likely be frustrated and possibly feel like they 
are inadequate. In actuality, the design is lacking for the market the object is 
being sold in and modifications must be made to improve the user experience.  

 Norman, Don. The Design of  Everyday Things Revised and Expanded Edition. New York: Basic Books, 2013.6

 Ibid7
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Possible improvements for user experience 
The first set of  improvements to the design would be adding additional cognitive 
affordances to the object. Rather than only printing the Bialetti branding on the 
percolator, a symbol could be printed on the side of  the water tank to clearly 
communicate to the user that twisting the top and bottom will unscrew them and 
allow the coffee grounds to be added. Similarly, appropriate fill-lines for the 
coffee grounds and the water could be etched into the filter and water tank 
respectively. These improvements would add marginally to the cost of  the object, 
but would contribute to an ease of  use and possible resurgence in popularity, 
especially in American consumer markets. 

Absent improvements made by the manufacturer, retail stores could improve the 
packaging and sales experience of  the percolator. It would be inexpensive for a 
store, especially one on the higher end of  kitchen goods like Crate and Barrel, to 
design and print small instruction cards and tie them to the individual 
percolators. Offering simple instructions would reinforce the idea that the store 
cares about its shoppers having enjoyable experiences with their products and 
increase the likelihood they would return in future.  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Elizabeth Cohen

“Coffee is a necessary part 
of  my morning ritual. 

A day without caffeine is a 
day without purpose.”

Age: 26

Occupation: Freelance writer

Location: Washington D.C.

Place birth: Heidelberg, Germany

Languages: English, German

Education: B.A. English,
M.F.A. Creativing Writing

Biography
Elizabeth Cohen is constantly on the go and never without her favorite cup of  
coffee. As a freelance writer, she spends a significant amount of  time posted up in 
coffeeshops around Washington D.C. either writing, editing or interviewing sources.

She developed a passion for exploring other cultures after growing up on the U.S. 
Army base in Heidelberg, Germany. When she was 16, Elizabeth moved with 
her family to Bethesda, Maryland where she attended high school. She holds a 
bachelor’s degree in English from Oberlin college and an MFA in creative writing 
from the Iowa Writer’s Workshop. Her short stories are based on her experiences 
while traveling.

Elizabeth writes best in the early mornings in her apartment surrounded by plants 
she has grown. Carefully grinding coffee and heating the water to brew craft coffee 
in a Chemex or espresso in a classic percolator is a ritual in Elizabeth’s morning. 
She has the practice perfectly timed so that she takes the first sip right as her 
morning news podcast from The New York Times ends. 

When she is not writing in Washington, D.C., Elizabeth is planning her next trip. 
Recently she has trekked to Everest Base Camp in Nepal, spent a week in rainy 
Seattle, and wandered the streets of  Reykjavik, Iceland.

User group: Young professional Date: October 2017

Hobbies
Writing

Reading

Cooking

Travel

Biking

Yoga

Indoor horticulture

Krav Maga

Brand associations

Preferred coffee brewing methods

Chemex Aeropress French press Pour over Percolator



Elizabeth enters the 
kitchen. 

Removes percolator 
from cabinet

Removes coffee beans 
from cabinet

Experience Map: Brewing Stovetop Espresso in Percolator

Grinds coffee beans

Unscrews coffeepot 
top from water tank 

bottom

Removes inner filter 
from water tank

Fills water tank below 
pressure valve.

Return filter to water 
tank

Fill filter with ground 
coffee beans

Screw coffepot top 
back on to water tank 

botom 

Turn on stove
Place percolator on 

hot stovetop

Wait for water to 
boil and 
percolate 

through object

See steam releasing 
from pressure valve

Open lid

See espresso 
bubbling out of inner 

column

Area of analysis is 
bracketed in green. 

Wait until 
coffeepot is filled

Remove from 
stovetop

Remove espresso cups 
from cabinet

Pour into espresso 
cups

Place espresso cups on 
counter for serving

Enjoy!
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