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Within consumer culture, the design profession has been a driver in creating a paradigm 
where products obsolesce with increasing rapidity. This MDP seeks to explore how 
designers can develop longer lasting products that resist obsolescence through the 
development of the idea of ‘Future-Proof’ Design (FP Design).

By examining the nature and origins of a consumer culture founded in obsolescence, as 
well as its social and environmental effects, an argument for the use of FP is developed. 
An alternative basis for consumer culture, in the form of a Steady State Economy, is also 
proposed as a supporting tool for FP design.

A model for analyzing obsolescence is developed which seeks to describe the 
degradation of desirability through the categories of Function, Appearance and 
Emotional Value. This model is then used to examine a variety of products, FP and non-
FP, from which, a set of FP guidelines, using the tools of Technology and Quality, are 
developed for designers wishing to create such products. These tools are then used in 
the development of a series of three design concepts that strive to resist obsolescence.

The designs examine those objects needed for ‘urban nomads’, a user group that are 
owners of many ephemeral products. Specifically, concepts were developed for the 
display, storage and transportation of books; functions normally performed by products 
that are not kept between moves. This application of FP design principles showcases 
their utility, but also their subjectivity, and how they are applied through attention to 
detail at both broad and minute scales in the product development process. These 
tools should provide a departure point for further research in the field of product 
obsolescence and design.

Key Words: Future-Proof, obsolescence, consumer culture, technology, quality, 
emotion, time, atemporal, nomadic furniture, steady-state economics
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Introduction to FP Design

Obsolescence will occur to every product at some point in its life, and for a variety of 
reasons (Packard, 1963). Accordingly, personal possessions are in a state of constant flux 
– people acquire, discard or forget about objects frequently.

Yet there already exist those special products that are labelled by the public and 
designers as ‘classic’. These products are often used, desired and cherished throughout 
their entire life by the people who own them. Rather than obsolesce themselves, these 
products resist the effects of change, and transcend time, exemplifying a philosophy of 
‘Future-Proof (FP) design’ in the process. 

While the existence of ‘classic’ products is accepted and has been catalogued to some 
degree (Doblin, 1970)(Fukasawa & Morrison, 2007)(Byars, 1999), it remains nearly 
impossible to systematically design them. Indeed, it can often seem that ‘classic’ 
products become so purely out of chance – things only become ‘classic’ products in 
time, and judging whether an item fits into this category can take many years, and even 
then, can remain a contentious decision (Doblin, 1970, pp. 9-10). 

If for no other reason than simple curiosity about something so elusive, it is important 
to try to understand what attributes make classic products endure time to become 
‘Future-Proof’. However, for Dieter Rams, it is the main challenge for industrial designers:

“One of the main challenges for industrial designers is to create products with longer life-
cycles so we can buy fewer things.” – Dieter Rams (Durning, 1992, p. 92)

By exploring Future-Proof design, this MDP aims to address the challenge set forth 
by Dieter Rams.  This MDP aims to explore how industrial designers can use FP design 
principles to create long-lasting products, as a counter-argument against the buying of 
more and more ephemeral junk. 

One problem facing designers trying to create long-lasting products is a lack of ‘the 
benefit of hindsight’ throughout the design process. The goal of this MDP is to explore a 
design framework that will provide designers a modicum of such ‘hindsight’, which will 
help them achieve success creating FP products. 

This framework will seek to compliment work already being done by other designers and 
academics (see end of chapter 2c), who also strive to create long-lasting, FP products. FP 
puts a name to this work, but also furthers design of this nature by analyzing it and  then 
providing tools for its practice now and in the future.

“One of the main challenges for industrial designers is to create products with longer 
life-cycles so we can buy fewer things.” – Dieter Rams (Durning, 1992, p. 92)
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Why Design Future-Proof?

What Future-Proof Will Change – Problem Statement

This MDP proposes that the cultural paradigm that promotes consumption, and the 
consumption of more and more things as the path to happiness is inherently flawed 
(Packard, 1963). Rather than approach the problem by re-designing the habit of 
consumption (such as Cradle to Cradle approaches), FP design seeks to fundamentally 
alter our consumptive behaviour.

By proposing to design longer-lasting products, FP design philosophy questions 
consumer culture’s need for change and modern economic’s focus on growth (Daly, 
1977). It seeks to change those needs through the design process. In particular, FP 
design aims to create a cultural change, since it is ‘cultural contributions [that] change 
the world.’ (Mattus, 2008, p. 131)

FP design seeks to provide an alternative growth-based consumer culture; it is a method 
of designing that ultimately strives to encourage people to acquire less stuff, by creating 
objects that create more value for the purchaser. Such objects will encourage consumers 
to keep and cherish their things for longer and in doing so ‘…provide capabilities for 
people to flourish – and in particular to participate meaningfully and creatively in the 
life of society – in less materialistic ways.’ (Jackson, 2009, p. 11)

Our generation of designers has a strong motivation to understand and change our 
culture of consumption – while happiness has been shown to level off when societies 
produce around $10000 GDP per capita (Jackson, 2009), consumer cultures continue 
to produce more (Daly, 1977). Schumacher points out that even though the ‘problem 
of production’ has been solved – we have sufficient know how to produce enough for 
everyone to be happy – we are not actually very happy (Schumacher, 1973). 

While a certain level of production and consumption is required to maintain our standard 
of living (Daly, 1977), wholesale subjection to these two principles, and especially 
to their growth, has created a deeply flawed consumer culture based on ‘change for 
change’s sake’ (Slade, 2006) (London, 1932). Instead of becoming happier, pathological 
consumption has created social and environmental problems (Kasser & Kanner, 2004) 
and (Durning, 1992) (Schumacher, 1973).  At the root of these problems are poorly 
designed products that lack meaning (Carlson & Richards, 2010) and are planned to 
obsolesce (Packard, 1963). 

Currently, the design of many products is such that they function or satisfy their purchaser 
for only a short period of time (Chapman, 2005).  Without longer-lasting alternative 
products, such dissatisfaction becomes chronic, locking people into consuming more, 
instead of less (Jackson, 2009). Further compounding this problem is a financial system 

that encourages the use of debt to finance the purchase of unsatisfying products 
(Jackson, 2009) (Lunt & Livingstone, 1992) – this system creates financial distress in 
consumers. 

Products designed for a limited purpose and disposability have also come to replace 
activities in the family and the community (Durning, 1992) (Bender, 1975). Such products 
promote impulse or passive consumption instead of preparation and work (Durning, 
1992, p. 45) – this diminishment of mutual reliance is weakening sociocultural bonds. 

Products with little meaning or life span increase both the volume and turnover of 
objects (Chapman, 2005), which creates a culture that has a high throughput of materials 
and energy – the result of which is a profound degradation of the environment (Packard, 
1963) (Schumacher, 1973). Complex systems of production and distribution hide the true 
cost of the environmental burden of this consumptive behaviour (Heidegger, 1977). The 
result of masking the burden is that consumers are not aware of how their purchases 
create dependence on seemingly ‘external’ environmental factors (Schumacher, 1973).

While no system can change the causes of malaise that result from the negative 
qualities of humans, one can create systems that encourage the opposite qualities. 
(Schumacher, 1973, p. 219) Thus, the FP design philosophy aims to help solve many of 
these problems (sociocultural, environmental) by providing tools for designers to create 
objects that fight against obsolescing and thus help consumers prevent and remedy 
the consequences of consuming too much stuff. 

Obstacles for Future-Proof Design

Often, consumer culture and mass-culture are considered as one when being subjected 
to critique (Heath & Potter, 2006); and while a mass acceptance of consumer culture 
has led to a mass society of consumers, the problem for FP design lies not in the mass 
acceptance of a good paradigm, but instead in the acceptance of economic growth as 
the basis of a culture of consumption (Jackson, 2009) (Daly, 1977).

Much good has come from economic system, and indeed much of the system is 
efficient at fostering creativity and development (Schumpeter, 2006) – the workings 
of our capitalist economic system are not themselves flawed. Rather, it is our culture’s 
measurement of success solely through growth of GDP that creates an impetus for poor 
choices in product development (Daly, 1977) (Schumacher, 1973) and stagnant levels of 
happiness (Kleiner, 2010). 

The obsolescence of products plays a major role in supporting traditional growth 
economies, by catering to, and creating demand for ‘newer and better’ things (London, 
1932). FP design will have to overcome the deeply entrenched economic focus on growth 
of GDP (Jackson, 2009) by creating products that provide a compelling alternative to 
the status quo.
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The Nature of the FP ‘Problem’

Unfortunately, the ‘problem’ of trying to develop a framework of FP principles for 
designers is inherently ‘wicked’, as defined by Rittel and Webber (Rittel & Webber, 
1975). While there are many problems for FP design to address (see previous section 
on What FP Hopes to Change), there is no definitive formulation of the entire ‘problem’. 
An understanding of the solution, or design principles, is required to help define the 
‘problem’. Further complicating matters is the fact that the choice of explanation of 
the ‘problem’ will determine the nature of solution. Most importantly, FP design exists 
within the realm of good/bad instead of true/false, which grounds the solution, as well 
as the problem, firmly in moral thought, a highly subjective topic, and precludes the use 
of strict logic in solving the problem.

Divergent and Convergent Problems 

The Future-Proof Method

Goals of FP Design MDP
Divergent problems are those that cannot be solved by logic, and convergent are those 
that can be solved using logic. In general, life is a series of divergent problems that 
must be ‘lived’ through, and really have no concrete solution set that can be applied to 
solve similar problems (Schumacher, 1973, p. 79). Convergent problems can be solved 
because they use a process of abstraction – others can repeat these solutions without 
having to expend mental energy to arrive at the conclusion themselves. 

Often our society tries to apply convergent solutions to the divergent problems that 
face humanity (Schumacher, 1973). What is actually needed is a process of reconciliation 
– such as the design process, which has to grapple constantly with opposing constraints 
and information, the hallmarks of divergent problems that require reconciliation.

FP design is a divergent problem (wicked) that can never really be ‘solved’ in the 
traditional sense – the solution will only provide clues at solving future problems. It 
involves balancing wealth and prosperity and environmental stewardship. It will 
propose that we can have it all, if we change the ‘all’. By changing the ‘all’, FP design 
can change our direction from one of social and environmental destruction towards a 
healthier alternative.

Another obstacle for FP design is the nature of modern consumer culture, created 
through its focus on material acquisitions (Lunt & Livingstone, 1992). Designed products 
must respond to a culture of consumers for whom shopping is a leisure activity and 
whose identity is defined through purchased items (Tomlinson, 1990). FP design must 
also reconcile with a culture of consumers that crave constant change (Chapman, 
2005) (London, 1932). Finally, consumer society’s moral acceptance of hedonism, and 
the pursuit of personal happiness through products (Packard, 1963) (Veblen & Banta, 
2007) must be considered when attempting to create FP products. These attributes 
of consumer culture impose both barriers for FP design, as well as a context for its 
implementation. 

The ideas behind the term ‘future-proof’ are rooted in technology; the etymology of 
the word originates in the field of electronic storage, where the design of standards 
and mediums must anticipate future changes in technology, while still maintaining 
compatibility with older stored data. From this point of departure, the MDP will explore 
a framework for industrial designers that will move beyond the original definition 
of ‘future-proof’ to encompass many other characteristics of objects, such as their 
craftsmanship and emotional connections.

To explore the nature and solution of the ‘wicked problem’ of FP design, this MDP will 
first define a general, initial hypothesis of what FP design could be and then thoroughly 
explore the literature behind the justification for FP design. 

Next, this MDP will examine precedents of FP and non-FP design as a means of exploring 
what aspects these items possess that can help designers create existing FP products. 
Following this study are explorations of spectrums of products, each of which have the 
characteristics of disposable and durable products, so as to highlight the properties  of 
objects that make a single type of product FP or non-FP. 

From these explorations of the problem and design solutions a set of refined FP design 
principles will be used to create a framework for designers hoping to create FP products. 
The MDP will conclude by examining how this framework might be implemented by 
designing a product that embodies aspects of FP design holistically.

The FP framework ultimately seeks to reorient the goals of the industrial design 
profession so that they create products that should:

• Make people happy for a sustained period. 
• Be designed with an aim of increasing pride in workmanship, durability, and   
 the larger concept of quality. 
• Instil an attention to FP detail in the creative process, by striving to design   
 products that people will cherish for a long time. 

Finally, this framework strives to compliment its good intentions with a prudence that 
grounds the design work in reality by addressing the needs of four key areas of society 
(as put forth by Schumacher):

• Economic
• Technical
• Social and Cultural
• Political
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A Working Definition of FP Design
The following characteristics embody an initial hypothesis of what traits will increase the 
chances of a designer creating a FP product. These points also serve to help highlight 
what is lacking in the objects of consumer culture, and how those products contribute 
the problems mentioned previously. This definition was developed from an initial 
review of literature and precedent products, and is refined and revisited in Chapter 3b, 
where FP tools are developed. As a point of departure, a FP product should:

Be Resilient to Changes in the Future  

In order to better adapt to changes over time, a designer should have an informed 
vision of the future – one that envisions how our culture will be in 5, 10 and 20 years, as 
well as how the designer hopes to influence cultural progress. 

Products that are designed to be FP should have a degree of atemporality – they should 
be of their age, but be suited to other eras and epochs, both past and present. The 
concept of atemporality will be discussed in depth later in this MDP.  

Be Longer-Lasting

That FP products will be durable is a given, but the nature of this durability is more 
complex than first appears. Designers will have to ensure that their products not only 
function for the life of the product, but that as the product wears and ages, its overall 
desirability is maintained (aesthetics, usefulness etc.), or changes in a positive way. FP 
design views such complex durability under the broader term ‘Quality’, which is further 
explored in its own chapter.

A key element to such quality is the emotional bonding that occurs with products. FP 
design aims to increase the chances of healthy, positive bonds with objects by making 
them last longer, but also to create qualities that will encourage users to cherish their 
FP products. 

Create Development

While FP design should last, that does not mean that its products are incompatible with 
progress. FP objects should, throughout their lives, create progress and development 
with their user and society at large – exemplifying that positive change is not tied to 
turnover of objects. Thus, FP products can fit into society’s paradigm of ‘progress’ while 
simultaneously changing that paradigm.

With a working definition of what FP products should exhibit, we begin the journey to 
explore the context that gives rise to the need and solutions to the problem of Future-
Proof Design.

Problem

Solution

Implementation

Growth

Zero 
Growth

Consumer Culture

Culture of FP Design

FP 
Tools

Nomadic 
Furniture

Design 
Studies

Rise of 
Obsolescence

Attributes

Social and 
Enviro Effects

Obsolescence

Quality

Technology

Empathy

Science as 
Religion

Steady 
State 

Economy

Time and
Progress

Problem
MDP Map

Solution

Implementation
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In moving closer towards a solution, the following section (2c) then explores the broad 
cultural views towards time and progress – those concepts that will influence how 
FP design is implemented, and also received by consumers. Section 2c also highlights 
current efforts towards FP within our consumer culture. In concluding the chapter, 
section 2d looks at some specifics of the FP solution by analyzing how things obsolesce 
currently – indeed, these will be the points FP will have to address. 

Thus, this chapter ultimately seeks to show the reader how and why our growth-based 
consumer culture is consuming itself into oblivion – thus providing an impetus for 
change; it also seeks to show the reader how the situation is not hopeless, and that 
alternatives do exist in the basis for and specifics of FP design – and finally that these 
alternatives can be implemented. The arguments put forth in this chapter will lead into 
the next (Ch 3), which looks at precedent studies, as well as tools for implementing FP 
design. 

It is with this guide that we begin to examine the reasons for FP design by starting to 
look at the base assumptions that underpin a consumer culture based in growth and 
obsolescence.

While a culture of obsolescence has come into being for many reasons, there are key 
points regarding its formation that are relevant to FP design, which will be explored 
in this section. It will first be shown that in our culture, growth is seen as a marker of 
success, and its continuation seen as the most important aim of society. The section will 
then explore how these base assumptions manifest themselves in the importance our 
consumer culture based in obsolescence – what FP design rebels against. 

Very relevant to FP design is the history of how these assumptions came to be. It follows 
that this section will explore society’s faith in science and technological progress, and 
how this faith manifests itself in the need for growth. The argument will also be made 
that this faith in science has also given rise to society’s trust in the economic ‘science’ 
that supports such growth, as well as the scientific method as a means for measuring 
progress. 

The section concludes by examining how our faith in science and growth has manifested 
itself through the use of obsolescence – it provides a short history of how obsolescence 
has been used to create a modern consumer culture based on it. However, we must 
return to the beginning, and examine the basis for our culture – growth as ‘success’.

Rampant Consumption and Growth as ‘Success’

Currently, the key indicator of progress for the modern economy is the ever-increasing 
consumption of either goods or services (Schumacher, 1978, p. 28), which in turn gets 
measured as Gross Domestic Product (GDP).  The continued growth (Daly, 1977) of the 

The FP Argument

A Culture of Obsolescence

“…the present consumer society is like a drug addict who, no matter how miserable he may 
feel, finds it extremely difficult to get off the hook.” (Schumacher, 1973, p. 127)

At its core, FP design simply rebels against the need for more and more consumption 
of goods and services. Yet, the actual justification for a FP approach to industrial design 
is less obvious and indeed more complex than would first appear. In fact, FP design is 
justified by a plethora of circumstances that conflate to form what is known as ‘consumer 
culture’ – specifically a consumer culture that is founded in growth. FP design seeks not 
to alter how consumption occurs, but rather to question why rampant consumption 
occurs and provide a meaningful alternative through FP products.

Given that industrial designers create many of the products that drive our culture of 
consumption (London, 1932) (Loewy, 2002), it is imperative that an examination of the 
role of industrial design in this culture takes place today, so that designers might make 
a re-evaluation of the ultimate goals of their profession. Considering the near-term 
effects of neglecting the problems of our consumptive culture (which will be explored 
in section 2a) designers are compelled to question their role in creating a society that 
is consuming itself into oblivion (Schumacher, 1973). Indeed, since any cultural change 
can take 3 to 4 generations to become ingrained habits (Schumacher, 1973, p. 73), it 
makes the matter all the more pressing. 

Thus, the first half of chapter two examines in detail, the impetus for a FP design 
approach. It begins with a simple assumption that underpins most of modern 
consumer and economic culture – the need for growth. The goal will be to guide the 
reader logically from this simple assertion, through to its development in the fields 
of economics and science and its implementation through obsolescence. Section 2a 
will conclude by showing that the concept of growth through consumption is flawed 
– it will prove this by examining the nature of the complex social and environmental 
problems that it creates.

Having established the impetus for FP design, section 2b begins to examine literature 
that will guide industrial designers in re-orienting their profession. Indeed, section 2b 
begins to explore the solution space of FP design; it examines how an alternative 
assumption – that progress can happen without a growth economy – might create 
a culture ready for FP design and those industrial designers who wish to practice it. 
In examining alternatives to growth, section 2b also strives to highlight some of the 
problems that underpin a growth-based economy.
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value of GDP (and thus, consumption) has become the obsession of nations, who see 
the figure as indicative of not only the health of the economy, but also the happiness of 
the population at large (Kleiner, 2010). 

It is believed that an increasing GDP reflects increased production and/or efficiency, 
which in turn reflect the health of the job market, and ultimately, people. Yet, past and 
current academics are sceptical of how well GDP measures the overall well being of 
a nation (Jackson, 2009) (Schumacher, 1973), and also how a focus on the continued 
growth of GDP has affected society, its consumptive behaviour and consumer happiness. 
But the economics of our culture are not the only culprit. As put by Tim Jackson:

‘Fixing the economy is only part of the problem. Addressing the social logic of 
consumerism is also vital. This task is far from simple – mainly because of the way in 
which material goods are so deeply implicated in the fabric of our lives.’ – (Jackson, 2009, 
p. 10)

Indeed, the nature of the material goods produced by a consumer society, and their 
level of technological sophistication, are seen as markers of the general progress of our 
society (Postman, 1993). Economic growth is seen as a system that supports and drives 
the development of technological progress and vice versa.

Indeed it is consumer culture that has come to be seen as the ultimate necessity in 
supporting economic and technological growth, and thus the happiness of society at 
large (Jackson, 2009). Because of its apparent importance, such consumptive behaviour 
has come to dominate our lives and public concern; yet it has also had profound effects 
on society and the environment – many negative (Lunt & Livingstone, 1992) (Durning, 
1992) (Schumacher, 1973).  

Instead of creating universal happiness (Kasser & Kanner, 2004), consumer culture has 
formed a highly individualistic society, whose happiness and social bonds are rapidly 
deteriorating. Ours is a culture where growth has replaced sharing in society (e.g. 
landline phones vs. cell phones) and where branding and lifestyle marketing have taken 
the lead role in forming consumer personality (Tomlinson, 1990). 

Driving consumer culture, and thus a growth economy, is the use of obsolescence, both 
of products and ideas (Packard, 1963) Because obsolescence is the main strategy that 
modern consumer culture uses to drive growth, the impetus behind the inquiry into FP 
design (a questioning of obsolescence) is thus also a questioning of the philosophy of 
this modern consumer culture and the economic need for growth, which has developed 
largely in the last century (Slade, 2006). 

However, before delving into the use of obsolescence as a tool for growth, it is important 
for the reader to understand the cultural mind set that underlies the need for growth, 

and in fact condones that behaviour. To that end, the following section will examine our 
culture’s faith in the scientific method and its manifestation in technological progress. 
It will seek to elucidate how this faith drives a need for growth, and how that creates a 
faith in the system of economic ‘science’ to support such growth.

The Religion of Science and its Role in Consumer Culture

The supplanting of religion by the field of science as the major cultural paradigm has 
greatly influenced the development of consumer culture and its economics – a topic 
worthy of its own field of interest (Schumacher, 1973) (Daly, 1977) (Postman, 1993), let 
alone a single section. Yet, there are elements of this discourse that are relevant to this 
discussion of a consumer culture based on obsolescence and growth – namely, society’s 
faith in the ‘science’ of economics, and in the religion of scientific ‘progress’ (Postman, 
1993).

The development of science as a religion has occurred throughout the last 3-4 hundred 
years; at the core of this change is a philosophical shift in our view of man’s place in 
nature – with developments in the field of science, traditional religion began to believe 
that humans were not a part of nature, but rather an outside force destined to conquer 
it through the scientific method, its newfound tool (Schumacher, 1973, p. 11). This tool 
was used in the pursuit of the ‘truth’ hidden in nature – as a means of understanding and 
thus controlling the environment.

Through this belief, the pursuit of ‘truth’ became a driving force for both science as well 
as religion. Scientists further conflated the two paradigms by using the biblical passage 
‘Know the truth, and the truth will make you free’ to sanction the pulling apart any and 
everything that aroused our curiosity – despite the fact that in its biblical context, that 
axiom is actually meant to explain the freedom from sin (John 8:31) through following 
Jesus’ teaching (Daly, 1977, p. 46).

While it was under the veil of the pursuit of truth that science was founded, it is under 
the veil of ‘absolute’ truth that is now perceived – thus transforming the ideas of the 
scientific method from means to ends. Science’s gradual supplanting of religion has 
led to the situation where ‘we [now] make an idol of truth itself; [but] truth apart from 
charity is not God, but his image and idol, which we must neither love nor worship’ – 
(Pascal in Huxley, 1944, p 82) Indeed, science has replaced religion as the major source 
of faith since ‘…in defining truth, the great narrative of inductive science [has taken] 
precedence over the great narrative of Genesis…’ (Postman, 1993, p. 50) 

The ‘truth’ that is idolized in science stems from the power of the scientific method, 
which appears to be universally objective. But in reality it can never be objective, since 
a belief in scientific ‘worldliness’ that appears to be objective, actually implies a faith just 
as much as religion does (Daly, 1977, p. 46).
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However, the success of science and its method in finding ‘truth’ is such that its power 
is now used and respected in many fields. Anything that can’t be proven objectively is 
thrown by the wayside. Important concepts, such as societal progress, are cast aside as 
articles of religious faith, since they cannot be ‘determined’ (Daly, 1977, p. 47). Scientific 
knowledge in a particular field also creates those labelled as ‘experts’, and whose views 
are difficult for the average person to refute (Postman, 1993). These ‘experts’ support 
what Postman calls the ‘improbable’ world – where we believe anything that science 
finds to be true, unless one has empirical evidence to the contrary.

The reasons for such faith in the ‘truth’ found through the field of science are not without 
their merits. The field of science largely fuels the progress of technology (Postman, 1993, 
pp. 21-55)(Marx, 1990), and throughout the 19th and early 20th century, technological 
progress genuinely improved the living conditions for many.  Thus science is seen as a 
positive power – one whose methods and assumptions generally improve life through 
its implementation in technology (Postman, 1993). 

There was not an accompanying development of a discerning sense that determined 
what goals technology was serving – ‘The idea that if something could be done it 
should be done was born in the nineteenth century.’ (Postman, 1993, p. 42) (see also 
(Daly, 1977)) Technology, and especially its growth in all forms, was therefore assumed 
to improve life in general. 

Currently, the capitalist economic system supports the growth of science and 
technology through its focus on efficiency gains and the constant changing of business 
technologies to that end (Schumpeter, 2006). Its support of the growth of technology 
therefore confers upon economics and its science, the importance of improving life 
generally (these ideas will be explored in more detail in section 2c). 

Further intertwining the idea of economics and science is adoption of elements of the 
scientific method that economics supports. Economics makes good use of formulas and 
methods in an attempt to predict and influence the course of the economic system. 
Since society has ‘faith’ the power of science (Daly, 1977), it thus respects economics 
(and its basis in growth) as a field that is predictable and therefore, correct. However, 
at its heart, economics is inherently a social science, founded in the irrational actions of 
humans and with a set of basic assumptions and maxims (Schumacher, 1973).

Despite its irrational bases, society has come to only respect economic and technological 
progress expressed in empirical terms (Kleiner, 2010) that can be measured and 
compared. Any views to the contrary are derided, since they ‘[lack] the aura of certain 
knowledge that only science can provide.’ (Postman, 1993, p. 158) Economic gains, 
and technological improvements can be measured, and thus prove that progress is 
occurring. Neither of these ideas could be further from the truth (section 2a). 

However, the science of economics is still held in high regard, not only for its support 
of technological, and therefore, social, progress, but also for its status as a science that 
is powerful and apparently able to objectively predict the economic future. Such a 
viewpoint showcases clearly our faith in the scientific method, and also technology, as 
a means for progress. 

In fact, our faith in economic growth is disturbing, ‘…with its emphasis on progress 
without limits, rights without responsibilities and technology without cost.’ (Postman, 
1993, p. 179) Furthermore, our ‘faith’ in these methods has the potential to be abused: 
‘Modern religious attitudes of technological scientism and growthmania…  …seek 
to subjugate reality and bend it to the… …will and whim of some men.’ (Daly, 1977, 
p. 44) Indeed, the dominance of man over nature is actually a form of man increasing 
dominance over other men – the knowledge and power of science over nature becomes 
the tool of domination (Daly, 1977, p. 44).

One such manifestation of this domination has been the creation of consumer culture. 
In order to support economic and technological growth,  ‘it also came to be believed 
that the engine of technological progress worked most efficiently when people are 
conceived of not as children of God or even citizens but as consumer – that is to say, as 
markets.’ (Postman, 1993, p. 42) Instead, consumer culture satisfies its faithful by trying 
to ‘fill a spiritual void with material commodities and technological razzle-dazzle,’ rather 
than through any sort of meaningful progress (Daly, 1977, p. 44).

A consumer culture based in growth and technology creates faith in itself because ‘it 
promises heaven on earth through the conveniences of technological progress. It casts 
aside all traditional narratives and symbols that suggest stability and orderliness, and 
tells, instead, of a life of skills, technical expertise, and the ecstasy of consumption.’ 
emphasis added (Postman, 1993, p. 179)

And while the faith in science, technology and economics have long fostered a belief 
in growth, and also, consumption, such a mind set has only manifested itself through 
obsolescence relatively recently (Packard, 1963). In the following section, we will 
now examine how obsolescence has been become a tool to create economic and 
technological growth. 

The Origins of Obsolescence in Consumer Culture 

At the end of the 1950’s, in his landmark book The Waste Makers, Vance Packard 
(Packard, 1963) was the first to address the social and economic effects of the increased 
productive capacity of the United States, which was starting to feel pressure to expand 
GDP in an already saturated market. Packard identified the social and environmental 
effects of the economy’s need for increased consumption of the increasing amounts of 
things being produced by a highly efficient industry. 
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Consumption was rapidly becoming a way of life throughout the mid 20th century – 
Victor Lebow famously stated: ‘Our enormously productive economy… demands that 
we make consumption our way of life, that we convert the buying and use of goods into 
rituals, that we seek our spiritual satisfaction, our ego satisfaction, in consumption… 
We need things consumed, burned up, worn out, replaced and discarded at an ever 
increasing rate.’ The use of obsolescence, or specifically, ‘planned obsolescence’, thus 
came into being as a means to promote consumption by spurring demand. 

The idea of planned obsolescence was first put forward during the depression as a means 
of stimulating sales, and getting people back to work (London, 1932). The essence of 
the idea, as described by Earnest Elmo Calkins: ‘Goods fall into two classes: those which 
we use, such as motor cars, and those which we use up, such as toothpaste, or soda 
biscuits. Consumer engineering must see to it that we use up the kind of goods we 
now merely use.’ (Sudjic, 2008, p. 14) These early proponents of planned obsolescence 
worried that ‘People everywhere are today disobeying the law of obsolescence. They are 
using their old cars, their old tires, their old radios and their old clothing much longer 
than statisticians had expected on the basis of earlier experience.’ (London, 1932) 

North American culture was very much at odds with the theories behind planned 
obsolescence – the continent had, from the days of pioneers, initially developed around 
‘hard work’. For a long time, North Americans were a culture obsessed with ‘necessity’, 
choosing, or at least valuing, function over form in our goods (Packard, 1963, p. 138). 
There was ‘no time for high culture when there was a good day’s work to be done.’ 
(Mattus, 2008, p. 107)

It was predicted that if consumers continued to disobey the ‘law of obsolescence’, 
there would be a prolonged collapse of demand, and the capitalist economic system 
would fall subsequently. It therefore seemed important for industry to convert the 
buying public’s habits, to ‘[sell] the public away from the deep-rooted idea it had about 
durability.’ (Packard, 1963, p. 50) Marketers set to their task assiduously; the ideals of 
planned obsolescence had, by the late 1950s, become ubiquitous in industry.

The fashion industry, with its own emphasis on ephemeral qualities and change, was 
ultimately the basis on which most industries modelled their attempts to introduce 
planned obsolescence. Oscar Wilde sums up the ephemeral nature of such fashion well 
– ‘Fashion is a form of ugliness so intolerable that we have to alter it every six months.’ 
Products soon began to exhibit traits of these cycles and themselves began to go ‘in and 
out’ of fashion.

Among one of the most profound early adopters of obsolescence of fashion and style 
was the auto industry – specifically, General Motors, which, during the 1920’s used 
styling to differentiate their cars from the Ford Model T, and eventually, their own 
previous model years (Slade, 2006). Other industries followed suit, and by the middle 

of the 20th century, styling of consumer products, and the changing of those styles, had 
become a large driver of sales figures (Packard, 1963, pp. 59-65). For companies, ‘quick 
obsolescence was a perfectly valid credo.’ (Bender, 1975, p. 9)

In North America the profession of Industrial Design also arose during the depression, 
out of the need to change the appearance of products to spur consumption through 
obsolescence. Designers like Raymond Loewy and Norman Bel Geddes were brought 
in to re-design packaging (such as the Lucky Strike package) and products to increase 
sales (Loewy, 2002). 

Accompanying the rise in the use of styling and planned obsolescence was a new 
field related to industrial design that combined both ideas with a marketing strategy 
– packaging design. Package design had a twofold purpose: to change the purchase 
of bulk items into individual items (Willis, 1991, p. 2), and to promote the sale of new 
versions of older items. Rather than selling foodstuffs by individual amounts, itemizing 
bulk foods this way helped control inventories, but passed on wastage to the consumer.

However, the more profound change to our culture happened as packaging began 
to be used as a form of fashion to promote obsolescence. Products would change 
their appearance (e.g. ‘same great taste, brand new look’) to give the appearance of 
change and thus promote increased sales (Bender, 1975, p. 15). In the evolving, highly 
consumptive society, packaging (and its design) became so powerful in its ability to 
spur consumption through obsolescence that it has evolved to become and ‘end in 
itself.’ (Durning, 1992, p. 93) Packaging revolutionized not only how, but also why we 
purchase products.

Packaging design has also influenced and responded to the social changes of the 
20th century (Bender, 1975). For example, the increasingly mobile culture of North 
American led to the development of single serving foods, as well as the packaging of 
prepared foods to people ‘on the go’. Such packaging also influenced the environmental 
movement, galvanizing concern around the fact that by 1990, packaging created 
around half of all the volume of waste in landfills (Durning, 1992, p. 93).

The rise of packaging design as a marketing tool, and its connection to social change 
has also helped create the idea of corporate branding. In the 20th century, companies 
began to use their packaging as a primary means to communicate the brand to the 
consumer. 

Branding is used to create a set of values that consumers can buy into. Companies 
began to use branding to create or foster values in people, allowing them to define 
their personality through brands – which encompassed a company’s values through 
everything they made, from advertisements to their products (Tomlinson, 1990). 
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Lifestyle marketing developed concurrently with the increasing use of branding – by 
the 1980s, it had become common business practice (Tomlinson, 1990). Once a brand 
was established, it was used to create a lifestyle and then draw people into it. Brands 
were also created around existing lifestyles, so that companies and their products could 
come to symbolize a particular market. Lifestyles also began to evolve and change, 
changing the accoutrements associated with such a life. Such change re-enforced the 
idea of product obsolescence. 

By allowing consumers to define their lives through changing brands and the lifestyles 
marketed to them, companies began to transform North American culture into one 
where, ‘you are what you buy (today).’

The ultimate goal of these combined strategies (obsolescence, fashion, branding and 
lifestyle marketing) was to ‘mass-produce’ consumers (Packard, 1963, p. 189), and it is 
a trend that has continued to this day. The effect of this change in focus by companies, 
towards inciting consumption through obsolescence, has had a profound effect on the 
lives of the average consuming citizen, and has created the North American (and now 
global) culture of consumption.  Yet, obsolescence is also at the core of the profound 
social ramifications that arise from rampant consumptive behaviour. (Packard, 1963, pp. 
45-57).

In order to better understand the problems that arise from consumer culture and its use 
of obsolescence, the following section will first examine the nature of this culture. This 
discussion will also showcase the key attributes that give impetus to FP design,  as well 
as inform its solution.

Attributes of Consumer Culture
The result of the use of obsolescence as a tool for growth, compounded with a faith 
in technology and progress, is that we now live in world defined by acquiring more 
and more ‘stuff’ – a culture of consumption. While a thorough examination of the facets 
and social structures of consumer culture is beyond the scope of this MDP, this section 
will explore the elements that were created through obsolescence, and inform what FP 
design must address in its implementation.

In resisting obsolescence, FP design is fundamentally challenging the elements of 
consumer culture connected with it. Accordingly, this section discusses not only the 
cultural context of FP, but in doing so also examines in more detail what aspects of this 
culture FP design wishes to change.

Indeed, FP design rebels against the idea of product obsolescence, and its 
implementation in consumer culture as planned obsolescence though objects that 
constantly change – items that fade from our conscience, to be replaced by others 
(Packard, 1963). While this aim is achieved through many different methods (explored in 
section 2d), its implementation has created a society where desires become necessities, 

and where these desires change frequently (Packard, 1963). In fact, so much attention 
is focused on our changing consumptive desires and aspirations that it has created 
a culture so obsessed with acquisition that consumption has become leisure (Lunt & 
Livingstone, 1992).  

Unfortunately, behind product obsolescence, and all its implications, are ‘designers, 
[who] help invent the desires that grow to become economically measurable demands’ 
(Hockenberry, 2009). In order to change this status quo in our consumer culture, it is 
relevant for designers to understand how obsolescence drives the change of desires 
into necessities.

The Craving for Change – Changing Wants into Needs

A major source of our culture’s craving for change is our faith in scientific progress. Such 
a paradigm has created an innate need for change and ‘progress’, which is assumed to 
be always good (Postman, 1993). Scientific progress becomes tangible for the masses 
through its manifestation in the objects created through the design and engineering 
professions. The changing product landscape thus becomes correlated with progress 
and indeed the betterment of the human condition (Postman, 1993). Society thus 
becomes accustomed to and expectant for change. New products, with new features 
at a lower price, come along with increasing rapidity and is not unexpected, but rather 
comes to symbolize inevitable steps towards the betterment of mankind.

As technology progresses, what were once wants and desires for one generation 
become necessities and expectations for subsequent generations. Progress comes to 
be symbolized by our possessions; as Durning puts it: ‘people measure their current 
material comforts against the benchmark set in their own childhood.’ (Durning, 1992, 
p. 41) Even when comparing ourselves to other cultures and countries, citizens are 
cognizant that what Western consumer culture deems ‘necessities’ are in fact luxuries 
for others, and therefore symbolize our ‘progress’ (Lunt & Livingstone, 1992, p. 153). 

Because of its association with change, product obsolescence often gets conflated with 
progress (Schumacher, 1973) – its use in spurring consumption partly comes from this 
association, and also its ability to transform wants into perceived ‘needs’.  New products 
are seen to provide ‘new’ or ‘better’ functions that you either need now, or will need 
in the future as society ‘progresses’ through scientific innovation. Desired functions 
become necessary ones as products become more commonplace. Consumers’ wants 
and needs are thus thrown into question with surprising regularity.

As evidence of such confusion, within a consumer society, there is much variation across 
cultures and within them as to what defines a ‘need’ or ‘want’ (Lunt & Livingstone, 1992, 
pp. 150-155). Much of this confusion arises from social factors, which, while related to 
consumer culture, are beyond the scope of this MDP. And yet, while ‘needs are socially 
defined, [they] escalate with the rate of economic progress.’ (Durning, 1992, p. 41).
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However, of particular importance to FP design is the use of obsolescence and its 
concurrent marketing strategies to persuade consumers that whatever ‘needs’ and 
‘wants’ they have must be sated immediately (Packard, 1963, pp. 137-147). Consumers 
under this condition are more likely to purchase newer products rather than keep their 
existing stuff. 

Products that are designed to obsolesce make their newer counterparts appear to 
bring more happiness and technological progress with them and thus appear to be 
‘needed’ immediately (Chapman, 2005).  Further influencing these attitudes is a culture 
that promotes ‘hedonism’ and ‘instant fulfillment’ (Packard, 1963). As more products 
obsolesce and more consumers buy them, such ‘needs’ must be appeased with 
increasing regularity – indeed, the term ‘keeping up with the Jonses’ arises from this 
condition.

The regularity with which society increasingly and frequently satisfies its material desires 
with consumption leads to a state where ‘with consumption standards perpetually 
rising, society [becomes] literally insatiable.’ (Durning, 1992, p. 41) ‘Progress’ marches 
onward, perpetually raising the bar, and thus the ‘needs’ of society, resulting in increased 
material consumption (Schumacher, 1973) and insatiable consumers (Packard, 1963). As 
Aristotle stated, ‘the avarice of mankind is insatiable’ – its supreme manifestation is in 
consumer culture.

Part of this insatiability is the design of products with little meaning (Chapman, 2005), 
which promote obsolescence, and in large part, consumer culture – something FP 
design wishes to address.

Despite the constant change in consumer culture, its basis and manifestation in 
increased consumption is often hollow, creating ‘[consumers who] are still not satisfied. 
Like addicts, we need more.’ (Mattus, 2008, p. 10) The old adage of ‘hundreds of channels 
and nothing to watch’ holds true today – consumer culture creates products with 
nothing meaningful left to consume, and so they obsolesce. In this culture, ‘design has 
become a visual and quantifiable pollutant, in being responsible for the proliferation of 
unnecessary artefacts that respond to no real brief, rather they appear as variations on 
a theme.’ (Carlson & Richards, 2010)

The abundance of meaningless objects creates consumers who become numbed to 
change – ‘…it is all too familiar, and what we need what are, in effect, higher and higher 
levels of design intensity to respond.’ Paul Goldberger in (Mattus, 2008, p. 29) New 
products teach consumers to demand more and more every time. ‘A supreme experience 
results in an expectation of a better experience the next time. We are ever moving the 
bar of excellence higher and higher.’ (Mattus, 2008, p. 57) Obsolescing products thus 
feed a cycle where more and more change is required to grasp the public’s attention, 
and therefore promote further obsolescence and emphemerality in products. 

Indeed, such expectations and habits have led to bad patterns of consumption where 
there is a ‘…propensity for disposable everything. There is no time in history when 
people dismissed and adopted new modes of thinking so quickly.’ (Mattus, 2008, p. 63)  
As products come to mean less and less, consumers require more objects to achieve 
similar levels of stimulus.

The abundance created by such a culture of obsolescence ‘[is] becoming addictive and 
controlling. In many ways, the ‘more’ movement is leading design around by the nose.’ 
(Mattus, 2008, p. 45) It seems, unfortunately, that design has also fallen victim to the 
consumer culture’s requirement for ‘more’. ‘Design has become an addiction. And just 
like any addiction, the more we have the more we want.’ (Mattus, 2008, p. 10) Consumers 
crave more and different design – design has become just another consumable that 
needs to grow ever more. Accordingly, ‘…pressure mounts for [designers] to create 
more and more things that appear new.’ (Mattus, 2008, p. 60) 

A focus on ‘needed’ items through consumption has become so ingrained in a culture 
of obsolescence that obsessing over objects has in fact become leisure, and is such an 
interesting and relevant attribute of consumer culture that it warrants its own section.

Leisure through Consumption
“What about you Peter, what would you do with a million bucks?”
“I would sit on my ass and do nothing.”
“Shit man, you don’t need a million bucks to do nothing. My cousin is broke as shit and he 
doesn’t do nothing!”
Office Space (Scene between Peter and Lawrence)

In a modern culture of consumption, the act of leisure and consumption are tied deeply 
together, so that consumers make cannot differentiate between the two. Baudrillard 
describes the transformation: ‘Work, leisure, nature, and culture all previously dispersed, 
separate, and more or less irreducible activities… have finally become mixed, massaged, 
climate controlled and domesticated into the simple activity of perpetual shopping.’ 
(Lunt & Livingstone, 1992, p. 22)

More than a century ago, Thorstein Veblen coined the term ‘conspicuous leisure’ to 
describe the act of leisure and waste as a status symbol of wealth. Within this idea, 
Veblen described the act of ‘conspicuous consumption’ – consuming for status and 
leisure (Veblen & Banta, 2007). The passage of a century has only intensified such 
consumption for leisure, and today it encompasses all aspects and all walks of life.

Most recently, the bond between shopping, consumption and leisure was famously 
demonstrated during the war on terror, when George bush told Americans to support 
the economy and the war by ‘going shopping’ (Shopping Brigades - Go Shop, 2007). 
Consumption and shopping are perceived as the core of the economy and the Western 
way of life – many people saw that core as under attack, and rallied to support it.
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In order to tie shopping and leisure together, environments for purchasing, such as 
shopping centres, are designed to have tangential activities (day care, food courts, 
movie theatres) to compliment consumption and persuade us to buy, while convincing 
consumers that they are going for a relaxing day out. The shopping mall is thus ‘creates 
a fantasy world in which desires and identities are created.’ (Lunt & Livingstone, 1992, p. 
20) The effect is successful – according to one survey in the same text, approximately a 
quarter of all shoppers are doing so for leisure (Lunt & Livingstone, 1992, p. 90).

Even recreational activities not normally centred on consumption are appropriated by 
the need for economic activity. Instead of enjoying cities, consumers ‘experience’ the 
settings on tours (Tomlinson, 1990, p. 4). Running becomes a culture where you sign 
up at your local store (The Running Room) to pay to have someone run with you – the 
running store becomes the focal point of the community. As Durning states: ‘leisure 
wear has replaced leisure as the rewards for labor.’ (Durning, 1992, p. 47)

In making leisure part of the act of consumption, consumer culture also increases the 
amount of things and services that people buy (Packard, 1963). Such a focus increases 
the need for obsolescence, as more and more things need to be consumed.  And, 
ironically, increased consumption further decreases what genuine leisure time we have 
(Schumacher, 1973). As stated by Schumacher: ‘The amount of genuine leisure available 
in a society is generally in inverse proportion to the amount of labor-saving machinery 
it employs.’ (Durning, 1992, p. 47) 

With leisure and consumption intrinsically linked, there is often no escape from 
consuming in our culture – everywhere people go, they are incited to buy more 
– advertising has spread its fingers into all aspects of life (Packard, 1963, p. 188). We 
accept it as compensation for services – ones that maybe we didn’t even need in the first 
place – and accept advertising as a natural part of our landscape (Tomlinson, 1990, p. 3). 
The inducement to buy more then becomes part of the landscape of consumer culture.

The overall effect of the transition from consumption to leisure is that ‘…people 
emphasize that shopping has become a pleasurable activity, often a family activity;’ 
(Lunt & Livingstone, 1992, p. 149) Thus, the consumption of more and more stuff 
becomes further associated with creating leisure and happiness – things that should 
rather be associated with the experiences that can be created through leisure time.

In outlining the attributes of consumer culture – namely that desires become necessities, 
change frequently and create leisure out of consumption – this section has outlined 
what FP design hopes to fight against. Moving forward, the following section will 
discuss the effects that consumer culture and obsolescence have on society and the 
environment – these are the reasons for undertaking a study of FP design, and why such 
a study is needed currently.

The Social and Environmental Effects of Consumer 
Culture

Society has succumed to the flawed assumptions discussed in the previous section, 
such as allowing ourselves to have false needs, and products that don’t really satisfy our 
real needs. In living such a life, our obsession with our possessions, their acquisition and 
their obsolescence has created problems for society and the environment. 

Perhaps the most obvious effects of consumer culture are the environmental problems 
that have became apparent as such a culture has grown to encompass the globe. Issues 
related to resource depletion and dependence on global supply chains (Gettleman, 
2010) are very much a part of public discourse. These are indeed big, pressing problems, 
and the following section will explore how consumer culture, and obsolescence plays a 
large part in creating and perpetuating these problems.

However, our culture has many social problems – despite a growing GDP, happiness 
has plateaued (Layard, 2003) and dissatisfaction with our condition is pervasive. 
There is also a breakdown of community bonds that have existed in the past, which is 
related to the increasing dominance of hedonism in our culture. Compounding all of 
these issues is the rising financial distress of the populace. 

Other social problems that exist as a result of rampant consumption have not escaped 
notice. In popular literature, authors like J.G. Ballard have discussed what Enzo Manzini 
calls the ‘population of incapables’, whose needs are created and satisfied by the complex 
economic system, rather than by the user themselves (Manzini, 2005) (Ballard, 1996). 

This section aims show how consumer culture, with its focus on obsolescence, is at the 
core of the ill effects being witnessed, and why a rethink of such a basis might help to 
alleviate these problems.

Dissatisfaction

One of the key elements of marketing strategies to promote obsolescence is the 
manipulation of the human emotion of dissatisfaction. Consumers are conditioned 
to desire the newest and latest products (known colloquially as ‘Keeping up with the 
Joneses’), and in doing so, escalate the rate of economic progress. Instead of cherishing 
what they have, the public is never to be satisfied with the possessions they already own 
– happiness is instead found in further consumption. Focusing on newer and better 
products also causes people to avoid and minimize the elements of their lives that  do 
create lasting happiness. 
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Dissatisfaction occurs because consumer culture has made it seem like all of our needs 
are insatiable; renowned economists like Milton Keynes state that the needs of human 
beings can be made to seem insatiable. In reality, people have two types of needs, those 
that are absolute and felt in any situation, whatever the condition of other people might 
be, and those that are relative to others, which are context dependent. Our absolute 
needs are met by our society – the culture of consumption promotes the replacement 
of these absolute needs with relative needs so as to encourage economic growth. 

Satisfaction of relative needs often makes us feel superior to fellow human beings.  Such 
needs are insatiable by general increases in well being, since gains are only realized when 
one gains more relative to another (Daly, 1977, p. 40). When wealth and possessions are 
used as a measurement, we end up with what John Ruskin’s statement that: ‘riches are 
a power like that of electricity, acting only through inequalities or negations of itself.’ 
Thus, when needs become relative, they become infinite in theory, and thus ultimately 
insatiable. It is not a person’s absolute income, but their relative income that becomes 
their measurement of success (Daly, 1977, p. 27) (Layard, 2009).

In order to create our system based on relative wants, cultural mores of consumerism 
have come to accord them the same moral ‘earnestness’ of absolute wants. Thus, 
capitalist society becomes morally neutral for the purposes of spurring consumption. 
Indeed, Keynes stated that for growth to happen, society would have to consider that 
‘foul is useful and fair is not.’ (Schumacher, 1973, p. 19) In essence, economic growth is 
tied to the drives of selfishness, greed and envy (Schumacher, 1973).

The motivation for consumption for relative gain has changed what and how people are 
buying. Consumers find products useful not only through the utility they provide, but 
also from the status that such objects impart to their psyche (Chapman, 2005). As more 
people buy a product, our relative standing is diminished, changing our relative needs. 
Products have only a moment in the limelight, before we become dissatisfied with their 
use and status.

Thus, what were once luxuries soon become necessities, a trend that spans generations. 
Since people measure their satisfaction against what they perceived as necessities when 
they were young, each generation needs more and more to be satisfied. (Durning, 1992, 
p. 41) What results is a world full of objects owned by people unhappy with what they 
have – the fallacy of buying more and more.

And while a certain level of material possessions is helpful in providing the benefits of a 
modern society, the accumulation of artifacts as an ultimate end has a point where the 
accumulation of physical artifacts is useless and harmful. There is only so much time and 
attention that consumers can devote to their possessions – buying more stuff decreases 
the amount of attention being paid to your other objects – which means there is an 
inherent limit to what one can enjoy from more and more stuff. Daly asks, ‘Could it be 
that one of our wants is to be free of the tyranny of infinite wants?’  (Daly, 1977, p. 22) 

In fact, the path to happiness also lies in becoming less greedy and envious by not 
letting luxuries become needs – and by examining if our needs can be simplified and 
reduced, rather than compared to those of our neighbours. (Schumacher, 1973, p. 31) 
Such a maxim is the antithesis of what lies at the core of consumer culture.

Indeed, when measurements of ‘success’ and ‘happiness’ become relative, further 
economic growth becomes futile in satisfying those needs, since it will only lead to 
greater and greater inequality in society (Layard, 2003) (Daly, 1977, p. 27). This trend has 
manifested itself in a rising disparity between incomes in consumerist cultures such as 
in the U.S. (“Social mobility and inequality,” 2010), and also changed how we become 
happy, and whether or not we become happy.

Changes in Happiness 

“The conditions of life which really make a difference to happiness are those covered by three 
sources – social relations, work and leisure… a satisfying state of affairs in theses spheres 
does not depend much on wealth, either absolute or relative.” Michael Argyle (Durning, 
1992, p. 42) 

The fallacy of the relativistic basis for happiness has shown itself in the fact that despite 
a rapidly growing GDP, according to surveys from the National Opinion Research Center, 
the share of Americans who report themselves as ‘very happy’ has remained constant 
since 1957 (Durning, 1992, p. 39). In fact, as consumers accumulate possessions and 
cash, they often become less happy – Schumacher offers one probable cause – ‘it is] 
not wealth, but attachment to wealth, stands in the way of liberation; not enjoyment 
of pleasurable things, but the craving for them.’ (Schumacher, 1978, p. 47) Consumer 
culture is not creating more happiness in the pursuit of more stuff, but rather changing 
how society perceives contentment.

That happiness has become a relative measurement, something that is based in 
comparisons either against your neighbours or against yourself, has been shown in 
surveys. Layard found that the majority of people would prefer to earn less overall, but 
more than their peers, rather than earn more money, but have less than their peers 
(Layard, 2003). In the process of a relativistic pursuit of well-being, traditional forms of 
happiness are marginalized – bonding with humans (family life, work, leisure to develop 
talents and friendships) – while the ever-growing consumption of goods is substituted 
(Kasser, Ryan, Couch, & Sheldon, 2004). 

While studies have shown that people in wealthy societies are happier than those 
who are less-well off (a certain level of wealth is required for amenities such as health 
care, clean water etc.), those who are materialistic are generally less happy than those 
who are not (Kasser et al., 2004). In their study, Kasser et al measured the level of what 
they called a ‘Materialistic Value Outlook’ (MVO) in their sample, and discovered that 
those who scored higher in their MVO were generally less happy than those who didn’t 
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have a materialistic outlook. Further studies also found that certain reasons, related to 
materialistic outlooks, more so than others, contributed to unhappiness in those people 
concerned with materialism (Solberg, Diener, & Robinson, 2004).

Among these factors, a focus on money was found to be a major contributor to 
unhappiness (Lunt & Livingstone, 1992). Indeed, financial problems are, by themselves, 
a major problem created by consumer society, and its need for growth. 

Financial Distress

“People [buy] shit they don’t need with money they don’t have” – George Carlin
“A bill, by the bye, is the most extraordinary locomotive engine that the genius of man ever 
produced. It would keep on running during the longest lifetime, without ever once stopping 
of its own accord.” – Ben Allen in the Pickwick Papers

In order to consume more and more products, borrowing money and going into debt 
has been encouraged (Lunt & Livingstone, 1992). Since the mid 20th century, as consumer 
society has grown and matured, the debt load of consumers has grown dramatically, 
and indeed, in recent years, people have been spending more than they earn (“A 
special report on debt: The morning after,” 2010) (Jackson, 2009). Vance Packard’s book 
‘The Waste Makers’ studied how mid-century American consumers were becoming 
increasingly leveraged. Indeed, society has changed to the point that today ‘people live 
on the interest of their mutual indebtedness [Soddy 1926]’ in (Daly, 1977, p. 45). 

Borrowing and saving are both present resources – one drawn from future income, the 
other from past income (Lunt & Livingstone, 1992, p. 54).  Viewed in such a manner, debt 
may not appear to be a terrible thing to take on, given our belief that our incomes and 
economy will grow over time. However, debts are subject to human economic systems, 
not natural laws, which means that debts to not rot with old age, and instead grow over 
time.

Thus, if debt is constantly taken on, then the owner of that debt must continually 
increase their present income to pay for the increase of their debt over time – this is 
where consumer society creates financial distress. A society that encourages relative 
happiness means that dissatisfied consumers will acquire goods and services to close 
the relative gap between themselves and their peers – even at the expense of their 
financial security, locking them into the debt cycle described above, and forcing the 
growth of the economy.

Lunt and Livingstone found that those people who have the lowest earning capacity 
often take on the most debt to buy ‘aspirational’ items (Lunt & Livingstone, 1992). As 
these consumers buy these items, they are less and less likely to become happy (Kasser 
et al., 2004). Driving and compounding the problem of debt are cycles of obsolescence, 
and products that do not satisfy peoples’ needs for a long time – forcing consumers to 
buy more and more products, often before old ones are fully paid off.

A culture based around debt and consumption has made our society vulnerable to 
shocks that upset the availability and cost of debt, which has culminated in the financial 
crisis of 2008/09, the effects of which are still being felt today (Jackson, 2009). Indeed, 
many consumers have been afflicted by their inability to service their debt during 
this crisis – but as the following section will show, the community and social support 
networks that existed prior to the crisis have also been slowly eroded away. 

Weakening Community Bonds

In the past, others have raised observations of weakening community bonds due to 
the growing influence of a consumer culture (Durning, 1992, p. 43). But it is the recent 
financial crisis that has shown conclusively that affluence and consumer society have 
worn down the bonds of mutual assistance. Contemporary commentators have 
observed that ‘recessions test social capital’ (Brooks, 2010), and how this one highlights 
how our society lacks such proper support structures. ‘Community — a stable job, 
shared national experience, extended family, labor unions — has vanished or eroded.’ 
(Cohen, 2010)

So long as economic growth and employment continued, the degradation of support 
structures went un-noticed. When employment faltered, the whole system fell apart. 
People thought they didn’t need any help, since they found solace in their material 
pursuits, and believed that they had discovered a replacement for their support structure 
and family life (Durning, 1992). There was no reason to think otherwise, since ‘members 
of the consumer class enjoy a degree of personal independence unprecedented in 
human history.’ (Durning, 1992, p. 43) In fact, consumer culture has not provided the 
means for communities to thrive in adversity.

Instead, there is rampant preoccupation with consumption – almost two-thirds of high 
school students polled wanted lots of money and many things, but very few wanted 
to ‘find purpose and meaning in life.’ (Durning, 1992, p. 34) People know what sort of 
material life they want, but not necessarily what they want or need to achieve in order 
to satisfy their morals (Packard, 1963).

In reality, no product can replace the community structures and social interactions that 
accompany them. As David Brooks states: ‘Facebook is great, but social networking sites 
do not by themselves create support networks when jobs disappear and poverty looms. 
Somebody has to provide institutions for unaffiliated 24-year-olds.’ (Brooks, 2010) 
Spending time at the mall does not create the same bonds as events at a community 
hall.

The increasing financial inequality of society further compounds the break down of 
community bonds. When the financial crisis hit, the poor were hit particularly hard 
(“Social mobility and inequality,” 2010), and continue to suffer because of weakened 
support structures (Brooks, 2010). How can rampant consumption create peace if there 
exist the exploited poor, who have nothing to lose (Schumacher, 1973)?
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Community structures have been threatened not only by a preoccupation with 
consumption, but also an accompanying shift towards a hedonistic culture. Indeed, ‘as 
our world grows more modern, we have lost so much of our connectivity with purpose.’ 
(Mattus, 2008, p. 176)  Our society is one that lacks common purpose; it has instead 
become one focused on hedonistic pursuits.

The Rise of the Hedonistic Culture

“Oh unthinkable act, we’d done something selfless for the commonweal, learned to listen to 
each other, accepted differences and argued our way to decisions.” (Cohen, 2010)

Describing a typical American college student in the early 1960s, Packard found that 
studies had shown they were primarily concerned about what material wealth they 
might accumulate after graduating. Of his life, they were, in essence, wondering: ‘What’s 
in it for me?’ (Packard, 1963, p. 209)

Since this study, our culture has, through the promotion of consumption, become even 
more hedonistic. Our ‘… culture is already so heavy with the burden of the glorification 
of ‘self’…’ that consumer culture only feeds a culture based on hedonism (Postman, 
1993, p. 187). 

The reason for this move towards hedonism is that a focus on continued growth has 
persuaded consumers to satisfy their every whim, as soon as possible, with as little 
effort as is necessary. Above all, in consumer culture, satisfying your desires to create 
your own personal happiness is what matters most (Packard, 1963, p. 139) (Cohen, 
2010). Consumers have been educated to understand that ‘morality is bunk’, because 
a capitalist consumer economy is morally ‘neutral’. In such an economy, one’s market 
actions are assumed to affect only the consumer and producer, and not third parties.

However, enjoying oneself is in itself, not a major problem. Rather, problems arise 
when hedonistic tendencies become a major part of life, and in the case of our society, 
the economic and social culture (Packard, 1963). The focus on personal enjoyment 
and fulfillments creates problems, and also allows other social problems to fester 
and develop. The problems discussed previously, such as the consumer’s insatiable 
happiness, financial distress, and the deterioration of community bonds can all be, in 
part, attributed to a culture focused on hedonism (Packard, 1963). 

Consumers are persuaded to buy what they want with credit, so that they might 
immediately satisfy their desires, and worry about paying later, thus creating financial 
distress (Lunt & Livingstone, 1992). The insatiable hedonistic needs of consumers 
compound the problem by locking people into a cycle where items purchased on credit 
are replaced before they are paid off. 

Focusing the consumer’s attention on these problems, as well as their personal 
happiness, and how that might be fulfilled with newer and better products, creates a 
culture of consumers who ignore the benefits that community can create (Kasser et al., 
2004). When the economic system falters, as it did recently, society is left wanting in 
support structures to help those who have fallen on poor fortune (Brooks, 2010).

Our focus on our own hedonistic desires and ourselves has also allowed society to 
ignore the environmental problems, so long as they didn’t affect the average consumer. 
But rampant consumption also has many environmental effects.

Environmental Effects of Culture of Obsolescence

One of the most commonly acknowledged problems of consumer culture is the 
environmental impact caused by this behaviour (Packard, 1963) (Schumacher, 1973) 
(Durning, 1992). Indeed, there is so much written and produced about the various ways 
in which the world’s environment is being destroyed, that it is beyond the scope of this 
document to cover all of them. As such, this section will briefly examine the deleterious 
effects, and instead focus on how the use of obsolescence in consumer culture is at the 
heart of these problems – the base habit, rather than its implementation. 

The reason for this focus is that, commonly, when looking at the environmental 
issues of our culture, much attention is given to how society consumes, rather than 
why we consume the way we do. In fact, the act of consumption and the culture 
of consumptive behaviour are often-neglected variables when examining the 
environmental degradation of the planet. Alan Durning suggests that there are a total 
of three variables that affect the ecological burden: population size, technology and 
finally average consumption. The first two factors are often the primary focus, since they 
are relatively easier to change than an ingrained cultural attitude towards consumption 
and obsolescence. (Durning, 1992, p. 59) 

FP design seeks to focus on average consumption, and in doing so, address two effects 
that are created through the use of product obsolescence – environmental degradation 
and dependence. Obsolescence creates a high throughput of objects, which is putting 
a strain on our natural capital, as well as creating dependence on the external factors 
necessary for global production (Schumacher, 1973).  A culture based in obsolescence 
also creates the cultural views towards the environment that lead to its degradation, 
which will presently be discussed.
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Environmental Degradation

A consumer culture based in growth and obsolescence views environmental resources 
in two particularly troublesome ways; first, natural resources are treated as income rather 
than capital (Schumacher, 1973), and second, that scarcity is a relative, not absolute 
concept (Daly, 1977). Such a cultural attitude promotes the use of obsolescence by 
creating objects that are cheaper to purchase new than to repair – the cost of the 
materials is kept artificially low, and actually quite arbitrary (Daly, 1977, p. 33).

Furthermore, as the efficiency increases for the production of materials, objects and 
their use, the overall consumption of these things, and thus their burden, increases – a 
phenomenon known as the ‘Jevons Paradox’ (“Jevons, The Coal Question, Front Matter 
| Library of Economics and Liberty,” n.d.). This paradox explains why a traditional focus 
on increasing efficiency (part of how we consume) ultimately leads to more resource 
usage. Consumer culture is thus stuck in a cycle of increasing its environmental burden, 
merely through increasing its consumption through growth.

That the earth’s resources are being consumed at ever increasing rates can be seen in 
our ‘ecological debt day’, or the day during the year when society starts to live beyond its 
ecological means (Simms, Johnson, Smith, & Mitchell, 2009). This day has moved from 
Dec 18th in 1987 to Sept 25th in 2009. As consumption grows, efficiency gains will only 
slightly offset our increasingly over-consumption of resources.

Such over-consumption means that society is consuming more than can generally be 
renewed by the earth – scarcity of materials and energy is in fact absolute (Schumacher, 
1973) (Daly, 1977) (Packard, 1963). Furthermore, such use is degrading the environment, 
which plight has been brought into the public’s attention by many environmental 
agencies (Greenpeace, UN, Sierra Club etc.).

Because of the global nature of the modern consumer culture and its economy, the 
effects of over-consumption are being felt across the planet (Simms et al., 2009). Such 
interdependence also creates the situation where societies are dependent on external 
environmental factors (Schumacher, 1973).

Environmental Dependence

The search for resources (both natural and human) to feed increasing consumption and 
obsolescence has created a society that is dependent on nearly the entire planet for 
its way of life (Simms et al., 2009). As consumer culture has spread across the globe, 
the true source of the products that populate the economy is often hidden from the 
consumer. Feeding consumption habits in this manner creates a situation where society 
is vulnerable to external factors beyond its control – creating existential fear where 
there need not be any (Schumacher, 1973). 

A more recent example of this dependence was highlighted when an Icelandic volcano 
interrupted air travel. This event caused thousands of pounds of produce to rot in 
Kenya, since it could not be shipped to the UK (Gettleman, 2010). One ecological event 
triggered a chain reaction that affected a large part of the planet and the economy.

Unfortunately, consumers are kept largely in the dark about their dependence on external 
factors. Heidegger explains the phenomenon as an ‘enframed view’ – a philosophical 
idea where society only values the potential utility of objects, rather than their true 
significance (Heidegger, 1977). Thus, consumers rarely see the connection between 
their use of consumer electronics and plastic bottles and the resulting dependence on 
oil and all of its hazards.

Accordingly, society has become accustomed to accepting its environmental 
dependence, and its resulting fragility. Efforts are made to reduce the impact of 
consumption, but very rarely to reduce or change the base habit (Durning, 1992) 
(Simms et al., 2009).

Towards a Better Way

But are such environmental problems even necessary?  David Pye asks:  ‘Why should 
we all be compelled to keep spending money on renewing our car, our cooker and our 
refrigerator? These things for some people are merely means to other ends in life. Why 
should we not save the money so as to pursue those ends the better: altruistic, learned 
or artistic ends, say?’ (Pye, 1968, p. 43) Why should society accept the environmental 
problems of consumption when other ways of life exist?

FP aims to help alleviate environmental degradation and dependence by offering an 
alternate paradigm of consumption and obsolescence – it strives to alter consumption 
by reducing the rate of its occurrence, as well as its impact, by providing meaningful 
product alternatives along the lines of what Pye suggests. 

In answering Pye’s questions, we begin our exploration of FP design by looking at 
alternatives to consumer culture and all its inherent problems. Our journey starts with a 
look at the concept of a Steady State Economy, and how it begins to re-orient the value 
systems of established consumer culture.
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The Economics of FP Design

“Always saying ‘is’ and never ‘ought’ tends to apologize for the status quo.” – Herman Daly

The previous chapters have outlined the social and environmental problems that result 
from a consumer culture that is based in growth as well as how this culture has led to 
the use of obsolescence to drive that growth. Since our economic system is also based 
on growth, it appears that a symbiotic relationship exists between an economic system, 
its base assumptions, and how the goods of that system are designed.

The basis for FP design, resisting obsolescence, thus creates objects that are at odds with 
the goals of traditional economic growth and the traditional paradigm of technological 
innovation. Proposing to design FP products therefore implies a cultural shift from a 
growth economy towards another economic system, one that exists to serve a purpose 
other than growth. Fortunately, Herman Daly has proposed and explored such an 
economic system, one that fits well with the goals of FP design philosophy. 

Daly has written extensively on what he calls the ‘Steady-State Economy’ (SSE), an 
economic system that is based not on growth, but rather on improving quality of life 
through other means – a main goal of FP design. Those products designed using FP 
principles will aim to work in conjunction with a SSE to help correct the social and 
environmental problems related to a consumptive behaviour based in growth, and thus 
create a healthier, happier society. Indeed, FP products will strive to shift our traditional 
economic paradigm towards a SSE.

Given its importance in creating an economy around FP design, the following section 
will examine the SSE – first by looking at the reasons why society needs to transition, and 
why businesses should adapt SS and FP principles. The chapter then examines a SSE’s 
differences from a traditional growth economy, and follows with an examination of the 
underlying assumptions of the system and how it works.  The section will conclude by 
showing the relationship between FP design and a SSE. 

However, we begin our exploration of a SSE by discovering that it is not such a radical 
concept. Indeed, there is an element of traditional economics that is amenable to such 
a system – that is its ability to handle change.

What is Good in Traditional Economics – Adaptability

It is change that is at the core of traditional economics; Schumpeter famously described 
the heart of economics as a process of change, an idea he called ‘creative destruction’ 
(Schumpeter, 2006). The essence of this form of change is that methods of production 

and consumption are forever in a state of flux, thus ensuring that ideas remain fresh and 
that they are constantly challenged (Schumpeter, 2006). 

Indeed, society’s overall well being is seen as stemming from the economic and 
technological innovation that have been traditionally associated with the process of 
creative destruction. Accordingly, traditional economics holds the process of creative 
destruction in high esteem, since it appears to help effect society’s well-being by 
promoting innovation and growth in the standard of living. However, when used within 
the framework of a growth economy, creative destruction becomes an engine for 
growth by promoting change – regardless if it is good or not.

FP instead design uses Schumpeter’s argument in a different manner – to explain how 
‘creative destruction’ might instead be used as a means to create a new economic and 
social paradigm, one not based on ever-increasing production and consumption. In 
essence, FP wants to creatively destroy the use of obsolescence and create a system 
based more in permanence and development rather than rampant change. A traditional 
growth economy’s ability to handle change also enables it to accommodate a shift 
towards a SSE.

FP Design uses the term innovation for good, by showing that innovation can indeed 
‘change the status quo and create a new one.’ (Mattus, 2008, p. 95) Instead of creating 
something that spurs consumption, which is the status quo, true business innovation 
in the future will be that which reduces consumptive behaviour and creates a self-
limiting principle (Schumacher, 1973, p. 133). Businesses demand innovation, and FP 
will provide that positive innovation, even if it doesn’t fit into a traditional, capitalist 
‘status quo’ of growth.

Indeed, it may not seem apparent to current small business owners that there needs to 
be a change. However, the limits of a growth economy will eventually be reached, and 
therefore it is in the owner’s best interest to change, not only because of these limits, 
but because steady state operations are a more manageable state of affairs. 

The Limits of Growth – Why change?

Despite being at odds with traditional growth economics, many tenets of a SSE were 
actually put forth by ‘traditional’ economists, such as Milton Keynes and Galbraith – 
these men saw that a growth economy would eventually run up against ecological and 
social limits, and that the era of growth would, at some point, have to come to a close 
(Schumacher, 1973) (Daly, 1977). Schumacher sums the essence of this limit: ‘There 
can be ‘growth’ towards a limited objective, but there cannot be unlimited generalised 
growth.’ (Schumacher, 1973, p. 26).

One reason that there cannot be unlimited growth lies within a basic thermodynamic 
principle that cannot be overcome – one can never achieve 100% efficiency. If seen as 
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a throughput of energy (processing materials and energy from low to high entropy), 
then the economy has a limited income and capital of low entropy (Daly, 1977, p. 24). 
Technology is used to exploit this low entropy for some immediate end, yet it can only 
increase efficiency to a limited point. Thus, with limited low entropy and a ceiling on 
efficiency, there exists a limit to the amount of benefit that the flow of energy or materials 
can provide to an economy and society. Furthermore, there are limited benefits that can 
be achieved on the income of low entropy, without eating into our natural capital of this 
resource (Daly, 1977) (Schumacher, 1973).  

Accordingly, at some point there will exist a balance point where inputs and outputs are 
equal – a Steady State where the throughput of energy and materials must equal input, 
without eating into the finite nature of low entropy.

Another related limiting factor to a growth economy is the condition that as the stock of 
goods increases in an economy, there exists a point where the benefits of that increase 
are equal to or less than the costs (Daly, 1977, p. 28). These costs accrue in environmental 
degradation, but also in the human sphere, because ‘growth cannot overcome existential 
scarcity – the basic limits on our time, energy, attention and devotion.’ (Daly, 1977, p. 41) 

Ignoring such limits, traditional economics attempts to create more stock and more 
benefits, all while forever reducing costs through technology – something that 
cannot be done (Daly, 1977). Indeed, efficiency gains actually increase overall goods 
throughput by reducing the costs of each unit (known as the Jevons Paradox (“Jevons, 
The Coal Question, Front Matter | Library of Economics and Liberty,” n.d.)). This increase 
in throughput further taxes our environmental and cognitive resources – negative costs 
to the economy.

Instead, a balance point must exist where benefits to society are at a maximum, while 
costs are low, with steady states of stock levels. This equilibrium point that a SSE 
attempts to reach is an optimum stock level, where additional benefits from more stock 
will be negated by their negative impacts on the environment from their maintenance 
(throughput). (Daly, 1977, p. 35)

The limitations imposed on growth through thermodynamics and decreasing benefits, 
as well as more favourable steady state alternatives, show that assuming that growth can 
continue perpetually, is a fallacy. The ‘science’ of economics might appear to skirt around 
this issue, but at its core, growth economics has base assumptions and simplifications 
that are wrong – they just happen to be forgotten amongst the ‘economic calculus’ 
(Schumacher, 1973, p. 38) (Schumacher, 1973, p. 49). 

Yet why should businesses be compelled to strive towards zero growth, since the limits 
discussed appear somewhat abstract? There are in fact, benefits for a business to be 
steady state, which will now be discussed.

Benefits of a Steady-State Business – Why Change Habits?

Real benefits can be realized for businesses that switch their ethos so that it is in line 
with steady-state principles; all without sacrificing the innovative practices that help 
companies develop. These benefits are further amplified with the use of FP design 
principles for the products and services a business uses.

First, FP design will create loyal customers who enjoy their products. These customers 
will be loyal to the brand and to the product. These users will buy one product for life, 
and use the brand when they need more or replacement products. Because these users 
keep their products throughout their life, businesses can return profits through the 
servicing of these products. Rather than replace these products, owners will seek the 
brand to maintain their items.

Another benefit is that FP businesses will be prepared for future changes, since their 
products are designed to influence the future, as well as react to potential changes. 
Rather than have to re-design product lines, existing designs can be modified slightly, 
reducing costs businesses that create FP products, a concept that currently exists under 
the name of ‘Kaizen’, a management practice which promotes incremental improvement. 

Because FP designs will take longer to develop, but also deliver more value to their 
owners, businesses will be able to charge higher margins for their FP products. Such 
a development cycle also means that businesses can focus on quality, rather than 
quantity, in their business models. Such development will ultimately be more rewarding 
for both the business and its customers.

The Differences – What Will Change and Why

To realize the above mentioned benefits, changes will need to be made to the attitudes 
and goals of our economic culture so as to transition it from one based in growth to 
a steady state. Broadly, the two major changes will involve re-orienting the purpose 
of the economy from growth to development, as well as changing attitudes towards 
resource scarcity. These two changes will challenge the base assumptions of growth 
economics, and therefore drive broad change in our economic culture because ‘above 
all, a new macro-economics for sustainability must abandon the presumption of growth 
in material consumption as the basis for economic stability.’ (Jackson, 2009)

Development vs. Growth

Typically, the use of the word ‘growth’ often refers to the positive change of GDP, a 
quantitative term. Yet, its changes are also associated with the increase of decrease of 
qualitative measures of our societies such as happiness (Kleiner, 2010) (Rosenbloom, 
2010). (See changes in happiness in effects of consumer culture) It is the stated goal 
of traditional economics that ‘growth’ should be pursued, and that zero-growth and 
deflation are bad states for the economy. 
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However, a SSE has different goals and measure of success – within the framework of a 
SSE, the ‘growth’ of the economy is taken to mean the quantitative increase (or decrease) 
of goods and services, and ‘development’ taken to mean the qualitative increase (or 
decrease) of those goods and services, as well as the measures of happiness in society 
(Daly, 1977, p. 17). For a SSE, ‘the essential measure of the success of the economy is 
not production and consumption at all, but the nature, extent, quality, and complexity 
of the total capital stock, including in this the state of the human bodies and minds 
included in the system.’ (Boulding, 1966, p. 9, In Daly, 1977, p. 38) At its core SSE tries to 
maximize happiness – those psychic services an economy provides that cannot always 
be quantitatively measured. 

Towards this end, a SSE keeps the population and artefacts at a constant level, while 
culture, genetic inheritance, knowledge, goodness, ethical codes, are not held constant, 
and instead developed (Daly, 1977). Crucially, in a SSE, the technology, design and 
product mix of total stock is not held constant – instead, the sum total of their size and 
resource throughput is held constant. 

Therefore, the goals of a SSE fit into the reality of absolute resource and existential 
scarcity discussed previously. The attitude of a SSE towards its use of resources is based 
in the maxim that minimizing future regrets is wiser than maximizing present benefits 
(Daly, 1977, p. 35). In order to re-orient the goals of a growth economy to better fit 
within limits, a SSE also re-focuses the cultural attitudes of needs and resources – from a 
relativistic to an absolute viewpoint (Daly, 1977, p. 21). 

Absolute Needs and Resources – Imposing Limits

Using a relativistic viewpoint a traditional growth economy treats all wants as relative 
wants and all scarcity as relative scarcity (Daly, 1977, pp. 21, 27, 40). Such a mind set is 
able to rationalize its requirements for continual growth, since there is, in theory, no 
limits to wants (see previous section 2a) and no limiting principle for resources that 
cannot, in theory, be overcome by economic or technological innovation (Daly, 1977, 
p. 40) – there is therefore, no limit to the desirability for growth (Daly, 1977, p. 42). Since 
the benefits of imposing limits on wants have already been discussed, this section will 
deal with changing the attitudes towards resources.

In a growth economy, nature is treated the ultimate source of ‘income’ for our economy, 
since it provides ‘unpaid’ inputs, when in fact these resources come from the capital of the 
earth (Schumacher, 1973).  Using this framework, the economy can gain materials and 
energy for only the cost of extraction – like when oil is pumped from the ground, there 
is a net positive energy, a gift from nature. (Daly, 1977, p. 33) Thus, natural resources are 
treated as zero cost entities, which only incur the cost of extraction (even while they eat 
into the natural capital of the planet). The cost of resources is thus dictated by demand 
from the economy.

Therefore, a relativistic system of pricing within a traditional economy can handle the 
concept of relative scarcity of resources very well (when the cost of something rises, 
there is a substitution of relatively abundant resources instead). However, this system 
cannot incorporate the reality of the absolute scarcity of the resources (Daly, 1977, p. 42) 
– in such a case, a traditional economy must raise the prices of all resources, resulting in 
inflation and more consumption (Daly, 1977, p. 42).

Using this system, the price of resources, based on current supply and demand, don’t 
take into account the cost of replacing such a resource, or of the future demand 
requirements that will need to be met by the supply. Accordingly, the prices of resources 
in a traditional economy can be considered somewhat arbitrary (Daly, 1977, p. 33).

A SSE instead treats resources as finite entities – natural capital that provides a limited 
‘interest’ within which the economy must live. How this reality is accommodated in a 
SSE is discussed below.

Resources and Their Development

A SSE economy treats capital (goods and services) as accumulated throughput (natural 
resources) that is ‘frozen’ into ordered structures, which can then be used to generate 
services, and which must be maintained or replaced using natural resources (Daly, 1977, 
p. 36). Having assumed a limited input from natural capital, a key goal of a SSE is to 
minimize the total throughput (resource usage) required for the capital stock (goods 
and services), either by reducing the amount of capital, or by reducing the maintenance 
required for capital.

Thus, in a SSE economy, ‘development’ is defined as either the increasing of the amount 
service per unit of stock, or increasing the amount of stock per unit of throughput – 
all without increasing the overall throughput of resources. In a traditional economy, 
‘growth/development’ is used to describe the increase of service by increasing stocks, 
without necessarily changing their efficiency. 

Finally, a SSE attempts to reach an optimum stock level, where additional services from 
more stock will be negated by their negative impacts on the environment from their 
required maintenance (throughput). (Daly, 1977, p. 35) Combined, the goals of a SSE try 
to accommodate the finite resources available for input into the economy.

Given these shifts in attitudes and goals from a traditional growth economy, one 
understands the driving goals for a SSE; but what are its underlying social and cultural 
assumptions? Set within the limits of absolute resources, a SSE reorients the cultural 
concept of ends and means from relative to absolute terms – from ‘intermediate’ to 
ultimate, so as to provide society with a moral compass for its actions so that we may 
live within our natural limits.
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The Culture of SSE – The underlying assumptions

Traditionally, economics has been concerned with satisfying what Daly calls 
‘intermediate’ ends (such as food, shelter etc.) using ‘intermediate’ means (labour, 
products) (Daly, 1977, p. 18). This narrow focus ignores satisfying the ultimate desires 
and goals of society, as well as the ultimate limits imposed on our system. 

Such a view of ends and means is reflected in how traditional economics treats ethics and 
priorities, which is nearly a-moral, and therefore saves it from a rigorous philosophical 
analysis. Anything that maximizes capital is seen as ‘good’, and anything that doesn’t, 
is treated as ‘bad’ – as stated by Schumacher, ‘…as long as you have not shown it to 
be ‘uneconomic’ you have not really questioned its right to exist, grow and prosper.’ 
(Schumacher, 1973, p. 34) Thus, ethics in a growth economy are reduced to the realm of 
personal tastes, where ‘individuals set their own priorities, and economics is [concerned 
with] the mechanics of utility and self-interest.’ (Daly, 1977, p. 20)

Using these ethics, growth-oriented economics treats all human wants/goals as 
insatiable and valid, not appearing to make a value judgment about the order of these 
wants, so as to remain a neutral field of work. (Daly, 1977, p. 40) However, in doing so, 
Daly points out that society is not actually avoiding a value judgment, but rather making 
a poor one, in making relative wants seem as important as absolute ones, and in making 
all of them appear to be insatiable. Indeed, ‘the cultivation and expansion of needs is 
the antithesis of wisdom.’ (Schumacher, 1973, p. 26)

Instead, the ultimate goal of the economic structure (and a SSE in particular) should be 
to satisfy some ultimate ends – something that is ‘intrinsically good in and of itself, and 
does not derive its value from being instrumental in achieving some other end.’ (Daly, 
1977, p. 19) These goals include happiness, wisdom and a sense of sustainability. A 
belief in the existence of ultimate goals begins to provide a moral compass for the aims 
of a SSE economy, and provides existential aims for society. 

Metrics from a growth economy, such as technological ‘progress’ and efficiency 
increases, when judged against their ability to satisfy such existential aims, often come 
up woefully short. If things such as efficiency are prioritized, then the ultimate goal of 
such efficiency is ignored. In doing so, the economy is often efficiently pursuing ‘that 
which should not be done in the first place.’ (Daly, 1977, p. 20)

Indeed, the goals of a SSE economy are a threat to the paradigm that holds science and 
technology as means and ends in and of themselves (through their ability to increase 
efficiency) – it instead shows that a more humble view can be taken, and that the 
biggest problems facing society might have ‘no technical fixes, but only difficult moral 
solutions.’ (Daly, 1977, p. 39)

Making judgements about the goals of an economy is important, because the ultimate 
means for achieving these goals are dictated by our environment, and cannot be 
created by humans, such as energy and raw materials – these are the natural limits of the 
earth. The nature of the existence of ultimate ends questions the benefits of continual 
economic growth, and the nature of the ultimate means dictates the feasibility of such 
growth to satisfy these ends. 

In this questioning ultimate goals and means of an economy, a SSE seeks to re-orient 
the morals society uses to judge economic success. It is by using these revised goals 
(existential satisfaction) and means (limited resources) to judge products that one can 
see how FP products fit well into a SSE.

FP design and the SSE

Because a SSE recognizes the limits to resources, ‘Steady-State Economics channels 
technical progress in the socially benign directions of small scale, decentralization, 
increased durability of products, and increased long-run efficiency in the use of scarce 
resources.’ (Daly, 1977, p. 7) (Emphasis added) Furthermore, in reaching an equilibrium 
point, the SSE posits that ‘… new production of artifacts should equal depreciation 
at low levels so that the durability or ‘longevity’ of artifacts is high.’ (Daly, 1977, p. 17) 
Therefore, FP products, those that fight obsolescence to increase their useful life, by 
their very definition, align with the motives of a SSE economy with regards to resources.

Finally, FP products aim to increase user satisfaction and create bonds with user and 
object – so that the act of consumption not only is decreased, but also so that it becomes 
an act of connection with products, creating happy experiences with well designed 
objects. These goals help to satisfy the ultimate ends of a SSE.

With steady-state economics explored, the economic context that FP strives towards, 
we now begin to explore the current cultural framework that informs FP design – how 
society understands the passage of time through products, and how this idea relates to 
concept of ‘progress’.
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FP design is informed by the cultural context of the measures society will use to judge 
whether or not a product is FP. This context informs what boundaries FP design will exist 
within and highlight opportunities for the design to change cultural attitudes.

Specifically, this section will explore how society views the passage of time, and how it 
affects the perception of products. The related idea of atemporality (or timelessness) 
will be explored, since it is a design’s ability to transcend time that makes it FP. Similarly, 
our culture’s interest in epochs, eras and movements of the design field (and indeed 
many other areas), informs how a design fits into such a changing paradigm. Finally, this 
section will cover views on progress and innovation, and how FP designs feed and 
change cultural ideas of progress.
 
Next, this section discusses how a vision of the future embodies a designer’s views of 
the cultural context of time and progress, yet simultaneously informs their thoughts on 
where the culture is going. A FP design will have to anticipate the future to some degree, 
and therefore a future-vision is an important element to discuss for those wishing to 
design FP products. To conclude, this section examines current efforts towards FP 
design within culture that help inform this vision of FP and guide its development. But 
for the moment, let us discuss that key element to FP design – time and its effects on 
product perception.

A Brief Discussion of Time

The term ‘future-proof’ indicates a concern for effects of time – the word ‘future’ implies 
that thought is given to the time yet to come and the word ‘proof’ implies a concern 
about the effects of time on a product. Indeed, FP design is only validated by the 
passage of time, as the future becomes the present, and a product resists obsolescence. 
In order to design such products it is important for designers to understand the cultural 
view towards the passage of time, and its effects on their designs.

Mattus offers a departure point for the discussion of time’s relation to design, by stating, 
‘True design must be of the moment and last well past it. Design is meant to exist on 
a continuum of all sorts of meaning, one that reaches from ephemeral to permanent.’ 
(Mattus, 2008, p. 45)  FP design must also exist in such a manner, creating objects 
that exist of the moment, and last well past it. Yet, one wonders what cultural criteria, 
related to time, are used to judge whether a product can last from the ephemeral to the 
permanent? More importantly, designers need to know how these criteria inform their 
attempts to design FP products. 

Cultural Context of FP - Time and Progress

Indeed, the passage of time creates these criteria – it forms the categories of ‘new’ and 
‘old’, which are applied to products in our culture (Mattus, 2008). Products are often 
judged based on their actual, or perceived age using the descriptors of either ‘new’ 
or ‘old’. By falling into one of these categories, products are subject to judgement, and 
accordingly, their desirability is assessed using these criteria. The nature of how this 
judgement is made is of concern to FP designers.

Generally, there is ultimately a moral judgment being made using the age of products, 
which results in them being labelled either ‘good’ or ‘bad’. Often, ‘new’ things are equated 
with being ‘good’, and ‘old’ ones with being ‘bad’. There are, of course, many exceptions 
to this rule, as well as gradations between good and bad, such as better or worse.

Valuing ‘newness’ as ‘good’, or ‘better’ arises from the fact that new and different 
products are significant drivers for change, mostly through their association with the 
idea of ‘betterment’, both of the product, user and society. While discussing the nature 
of improvement for the American masses in the 19th century, Tocqueville states ‘… in his 
mind the idea of newness is closely linked with that of improvement.’ (Postman, 1993, 
p. 53) More recently, Mattus highlights the pervasive attitude that  ‘…“new” has become 
the standard to measuring innovation…’ (Mattus, 2008, p. 14) Such improvements and 
innovation in society manifest themselves in products, the ‘stuff’ of the economy, and 
often claim of being ‘better’, ‘faster’ or ‘easier’. 

Consumers seek to benefit from this general progress by ‘improving themselves’ through 
the purchase of new things (the manifestation of that progress); in the process of doing 
so, consumers also come to associate positive feelings with change and newness 
(Chapman, 2005). As people are naturally inclined to change and progress themselves, 
consumers therefore come to associate new and different products as symbols of their 
own personal progress, as well as that of society’s (Postman, 1993).

Fig 1.1 - The Design of the AMC Pacer has not aged well.
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The physical nature of new products and objects also lend to their appeal, which will be 
discussed in the following chapter on obsolescence – their significance as symbols of 
improvement is of most concern for this discussion.

The summation of all of these factors means that by making something new will by 
virtue of being new make something more desirable. But, as time moves along, all 
products transition from being ‘new’ to being ‘old’ – their ‘newness’ becomes less of a 
saving grace. Take for example, these cars from the 70s that at the time might have 
exemplified new design directions and technological improvements, but that haven’t 
aged well (Fig 1.1); their ‘newness’ was their only saving grace. FP designers need to be 
aware that the veneer of ‘newness’ will inevitably fade, laying bare the essence of their 
design.

Value often decreases with age, as products transform into the antithesis of ‘new’ – ‘old’. 
The passage of time ultimately showcases transience, which ‘…antagonizes our desire 
for mastery… by reminding us of our fleeting impermanence’ (Chapman, 2005, p. 46). 
Aged products remind people that we too age. Furthermore, progress is not showcased 
in what are for the most part static products, which are in essence ‘frozen technosocial 
relationship[s]’ of a particular time and cultural paradigm (Sterling & Wild, 2005, p. 68).
 
Not that all ‘old’ products are considered ‘bad’ or ‘worse’ by virtue of their not being ‘new’. 
Indeed, many older items and ideas are valued, for their link to the past, embodiment 
of an era, or of a quality (Doblin, 1970) (Byars, 1999) (Sudjic, 2009). Such an example of 
an ‘old’ item still cherished is in the form of that classic thespian, William Shakespeare, 
whose plays are still performed and valued for their insights. 

Thus, while FP designers should strive for their products to resist the outward appearance 
of being ‘old’, they should also be aware of the value of the link to the past that age 
provides. In fact, FP designers are looking for something that is at once ‘new’ and ‘old’.

While the labels ‘new’ and ‘old’ symbolize the appearance of the passage of time, what 
about those things that are considered neither – those objects that are considered 
‘timeless’? These products and ideas are in some sense that for which FP design strives, 
because only when something has lasted long enough to transcend cycles does it 
come to be appreciated for its true value and meaning (Pye, 1968). For these ideas, the 
term ‘timeless’ implies that something transcends time; something that, while once 
considered ‘new’, never really becomes ‘old’ other than in the sense of its actual, rather 
than its perceived age. 

The notion of atemporality can be defined as something that is ‘existing or considered 
without relation to time.’  Such a term better embodies the concepts of ‘timelessness’, and 
when applied to a cultural state (Sterling, 2009), it creates a context worth examining so 
as to better understand its effects on FP design.

Atemporality – Culture and Design

The perception and nature of our culture, much like objects, is subject to the passage 
of time; the labels ‘new’ and ‘old’ have been applied to ideas, movements and people as 
well as products throughout history (Postman, 1993). However, Bruce Sterling proposes 
that our perception of time in culture is changing, and that ours is fast becoming 
an atemporal (that which is timeless) age rather than another point along the linear 
progression of epochs (Sterling, 2009) – such a view is important in the light of this MDP’s 
attempts to understand the design of FP products that, in a sense, strive themselves to 
be somewhat atemporal.

Sterling sums up the dissonance in our culture’s perceptions of our current era and 
future direction as a result of  ‘our maps [not matching] the territory where we’re 
headed.’ (Sterling, 2009) He states that technology has changed culture’s perception of 
time, a type of ‘territory’; our thinking (the ‘maps’ that guide us) has yet to grasp all the 
consequences of such change to the ‘territory’. Our culture is experiencing a compression 
and expansion of our perception of time. In our age, things and ideas become antiqued 
before they hit the page/screen – the time for ‘eras’ and trends is fast compressing 
(Sterling, 2009) (Mattus, 2008). Further to this acceleration in the perception of time, 
technology, by preserving items and media, has enabled our culture to be very aware of 
both its past, as well as its projections on to the future. The result is that our newfound 
awareness removes any veneer from the past, and can also create doubts about a future 
that is increasingly fleeting; society refuses to be in awe of the future but also does not 
revere the past (Sterling, 2009).

Thus, ours is a culture in limbo, or at a tipping point, looking to its past for guiding 
information about a future that is nothing like what has ever been. Importantly, the 
atemporal nature of our current ‘era’ affects our perception of design; especially those 
seeking to create FP design, which seeks to be atemporal – of an age, but relevant over 
time.

New FP products that are designed today will bear with them that stamp of their age, 
of that sense of atemporality. Those seeking to design FP products, those objects that 
transcend time, must reconcile our culture’s conflicting views of the future with the fact 
that our tools and knowledge for understanding it are based in a largely irrelevant past. 
Yet FP design must make a best guess at what the future holds (see Vision of the Future in 
this chapter), as well as how past eras and movements, as well as our current paradigm, 
will influence what the future becomes. In this idea there also lies an advantage for 
contemporary designers, who have a supreme knowledge of the past, and thus can 
build on that knowledge for the future.

In understanding the nebulous nature of our atemporal age, FP designers will also 
improve their understanding of how FP is a similar nature. Through this knowledge, 
FP designers can better create the FP, atemporal products that transcend eras and 
movements – even the current, atemporal one that we find ourselves in.
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Eras and Movements

One reason that atemporal culture (that which does not fit into a temporal category) 
feels so foreign is that often, society organizes its history into ‘chunks’ of time labelled 
as eras, which represent ideas and norms that were present during that time. The scale 
of time varies in size, from centuries down to decades, but inevitably society will label 
certain ‘chunks’ of time. Most recently, the culture of the 20th century has delineated 
time into decades that are each viewed as representing a set of social and cultural mores 
different from the preceding and following decade. People have a knowledge of what 
era they just came from, and in most cases, a sense of what era they currently in. While 
apparently obvious, this concept has implications for FP designers, which arise from 
the fact that eras are also accompanied by the cultural products of art, (music, visual, 
design etc.); these are also categorized by time, and are often called ‘movements’. These 
elements are affected by and affect the eras that they exist within. 

Design, however, has eras as well as movements that inform the functional and 
aesthetic elements of products (Byars, 1999) (Lidwell & Manacsa, 2009) (Sudjic, 2009). 
Many designers remember ‘Mid-Century Modern’ as well as ‘Post-Modern’; many would 
also argue that we are in the ‘Green Design’ movement currently (Fig 1.2). And while 
most objects can be classified into eras, there are those objects that transcend the era, 
and appear to be contemporary despite their actual age.

FP designers should look for those elements of products that are indicative of eras, 
and be aware of the context they are imparting to the products they are designing. 
FP designers should thus be aware what message their product is imparting through 
its aesthetics and functional goals as eras and movements progress forward. Thus, for 
FP designs, one should aim for their product to focus on those endearing qualities that 
exist in all eras, or if born in their time, are likely to exist well past it. Such goals are also 
accompanied by the onus that the designers actively try to anticipate future eras.

The designer must also understand the reasons that culture organizes time into eras and 
movements; this structure helps culture measure progress, which is, despite its varying 
metrics, the goal of all societies (Marx, 1990) (Schumacher, 1973). Eras and movements 
allow people to notice change, and thus judge whether that change is good or bad. 
This judgement of good or bad creates the general impression of ‘progress’. However, 
because of the moral nature of the decision, the perception of the nature of ‘progress’, 
as well as the drivers for it, varies wildly. The following will examine those measures by 
which society judges whether progress happens, and whether or not it is inevitable.

The Paradigm of Progress

The idea of ‘progress’ is a central cultural concept – that life is steadily ‘improving’ and 
that it should and inevitably improve has been an organizing force both politically and 
technologically (Marx, 1990) (Layard, 2003). Evidence of the influence of these ideas can 

be found in the studies that examine measure our technological prowess, and in some 
cases, happiness (Layard, 2003) (Kleiner, 2010). 

The need for FP design arises from this cultural paradigm that compels designers to 
create improvements in how products are manufactured, designed and used, so as 
to fight against obsolescence and its effects. While FP design is in itself an attempt at 
progress, it is also an attempt to re-orient the cultural ideas around progress, and as 
such, those wishing to practice should have knowledge of the nature of that cultural 
paradigm as it currently exists.

Indeed, the perception of progress is long held, and constantly evolving. Since the mid-
19th century, the notion of social progress has been superseded by the paradigm of 
technological progress (Marx, 1990). Technology has become an end in and of itself, and 
its improvements are assumed have follow-on positive social effects (Teich, 1990) (Marx, 
1990). In Western, and in particular, North American culture, ‘the idea that technological 
improvements are a primary basis for – and an accurate gauge of – progress has long 
been a fundamental belief.’ (Marx, 1990, p. 3) It is within this paradigm of technological 
progress that FP designers must work, and make their mark.

While the topic of science’s role in creating consumer culture was discussed earlier in 
this MDP, here we briefly examine some similar attitudes, as they pertain to faith in 
technology as a symbol of progress. 

Fig 1.2 - Some argue that we are currently in the ‘Green  Design’ movement, or era.
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Technology and Progress

With technology as a symbol of progress, there is an implied shift of focus of ‘ends’ and 
‘means’, as discussed previously in the section on economics. The tendency of a belief 
in technology as progress has shifted its position as a ‘means’ to an ‘end’, which must 
be strived for at all costs. Such an attitude ‘… relegates what formerly were considered 
primary, goal setting values (justice, freedom, harmony, beauty, or self-fulfilment) to 
secondary status.’ (Marx, 1990, p. 9).

That technological ‘ends’ are not perfect, is a given; however, in such a paradigm, any 
problems that are created ‘…by technological solutions can be solved only by further 
application of technology.’ (Postman, 1993, pp. 102-103) In essence, flawed technology 
can only be solved by improving or expanding upon that technology. The fact that in 
reality, technology is a ‘means’, or tool (Postman, 1993), implies that such ‘progress’ is 
only creating ‘improved means to unimproved ends.’ Thoreau in (Marx, 1990, p. 12)

A focus on technology as an ‘end’ not only ignores its nature as a tool, but its true 
revealing power (Heidegger, 1977). As Heidegger discusses in his seminal essay on the 
meaning of technology, our use of technology in fact reveals much more about the 
nature of our culture than we would at normally perceive (Heidegger, 1977).

Designers of products cannot help but be a part of this paradigm of technological 
progress; industrial designers create the products that embody the technology used 
to symbolize progress. As designers, we often focus on the utility of a technology, be it 
manufacturing, materials or functional in nature. 

FP design must avoid the trap of believing in technology as the sole means of progress. 
FP designs must be concerned with ends, rather than the means afforded through 
technology. FP must create progress beyond that embodied in the physicality of object 
(technology and materials) by asking: ‘how does it ultimately improve life?’ The addition 
of another product into an owner’s life creates all sorts of tangential effects, and thus, 
that addition should be carefully considered. 

Thus, the onus on FP designers is to question whether the ‘progress’ created by their 
product is embodied more in the technology of the object or in the influence of the 
object on the owner’s progress toward some social end? The difficulty for FP designers 
will lie in the fact that they must anticipate technological changes that can create 
genuine progress, and then use them for improving the ends of society, rather than 
using the technology as an end in and of itself.

The reason for understanding the nature of the technology in a product, and its relation 
to general progress, is that it is an important factor in determining whether a product 
obsolesces. If the progress of an object is embodied in its manifestation of technology, 
it will inevitably obsolesce once that technology changes towards a new paradigm. 

However, if progress of a product is embodied in its actions, and their facilitation of 
social ends, then this form of progress will be ongoing, continual, and FP.

The Paradigm of Innovation

Closely related to the idea of progress is that of innovation, which defined as the 
concept of new ideas, products or methods; it is innovation that drives our culture of 
progress through the creation of these new things, which hopefully improve upon the 
old. Schumpeter famously described this process in economics as ‘Creative Destruction’, 
which he saw as a natural business phenomenon, and a result of innovation (Schumpeter, 
2006). 

By being a ‘new’ idea, the concept of FP design is itself a subset of innovation. But 
merely being new does not imply improvement through the use of FP design. In fact, 
FP designers must seek to understand that ‘only by questioning the assumption that 
innovation represents progress can we begin to judge its worth.’ (Marx, 1990, p. 14) In 
the questioning of the paradigm of progress, FP designers also inherently judge the 
value of innovation, and how it is measured; ultimately, it re-orients ends and means.

Innovation for FP design involves creative methods and designs for balancing 
conflicting ideas, with the ultimate goal of improving life with less stuff. FP design 
creates innovation by improving what users are doing as well as how they do these 
things. FP might have the trappings of technological progress, but ultimately it will be 
different and innovative, and facilitate defined social ends.

The topics discussed above (time and progress) provide a cultural framework to 
understand the underlying principles of our culture. However, that culture is perpetually 
innovating and changing – what was discussed is but a current context that is mutable 
and which will eventually and inevitably change, something that is recognized in FP 
design. A vision of the future further guides the FP designer by allowing his or herself 
to have an idea not only of where the context has been, but also where it is going, and 
where it should be going.

A Vision of the Future

Given the views on time, and the temporal nature of progress and culture in general, 
one can see how important it is for a FP designer to have an understanding of the past, 
but also the future changes that will occur to the cultural context. FP design demands 
an understanding of these changes, since the products designed in this manner will be 
transcending time, and changes to the culture. The vision that a FP designer holds will 
affect the ability of their products to respond to these changes, and resist obsolescence 
in the process.
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FP designers are not expected to predict the future, but rather to have a guided and 
informed vision of that future. Part of this guide arises from the discussion on progress: 
through the emphasis on ends and means within our culture of progress, a FP designer 
must imagine the ends, and then create responsible means for achieving those 
goals – the design one chooses. Furthermore, there needs to be a reflective quality to 
a FP designer’s vision of the future, in that they should imagine looking at a design 
20 years from now, and questioning how will that culture perceive your product and 
its functionality. It is through these combined reflective qualities that will allow FP 
designers to abductively reason the outcomes of their designs.

The reflection a designer must undertake involves envisioning how ‘ends’ and ‘wants’ 
will change over time (Daly, 1977, pp. 19-23).  Furthermore, FP designers should be 
questioning how ‘means’ change with time to achieve those ends, and whether these 
effect ‘ends’ as well as vice versa.

Ultimately, the task of a FP designer is to ‘create … the perfect product that will make 
consumers believe that they needed it all along.’ (Mattus, 2008, p. 94) While this goal 
is generally the task of an industrial designer currently, FP design demands that the 
designer determine not only what people’s ‘needs’ are currently, but also what their 
needs might be in the future. However, as with all design, these predictions must be 
reconciled with the fact that one will never know the future, it is at best an informed 
prediction within limits. Importantly, FP design will not manufacture needs in users, but 
rather determine what is ultimately useful for a person, both in function and form. 

Currently, there are companies and designers striving to create products that address 
genuine needs of users (as well as address the concerns of a consumer culture), and 
which are also long-lasting. These people address many of the issues of FP design both 
within the marketplace and apart from it. These companies and individuals are thus 
engaged, at least partially, in the process of FP design, and therefore provide part of the 
cultural context for this research.

Because FP design seeks to put a name to this work, and also further design of this 
nature, existing work in this field not only provides examples of FP objects, but also an 
example of how FP design principles fit within the cultural context just discussed. 

Current Work in FP design

Companies such as Braun, Alessi, Apple, Muji, +-0, and Boffi currently strive to create 
long-lasting products for the house, and market them within consumer culture. These 
companies often have a unified design philosophy founded in durability, such as Boffi, 
which, according to its CEO,  ‘take[s] great pleasure in seeing our kitchens still in use 
after 20 or 30 years.’ (Shulman, 2010) However, these companies are all under pressure 
from emerging companies that design less expensive products with shorter lifespans, 
as well as economic forces that demand growth in sales. 

In the past, European car companies such as BMW, Mercedes Benz (and in emulating 
them, Lexus and other Japanese manufacturers) have also attempted to create long-
lasting products (cars) that would aesthetically and mechanically endure (Fig 1.2a). These 
designs, rather than change on a yearly basis, were incrementally improved and refined, 
a process known as ‘Kaizen’. Developed in Japan as a management strategy, ‘Kaizen’ is 
now used in both contemporary design and management with varying success.

Indeed, incremental improvements to designs over long periods of time have created 
products that are known as ‘anonymous design’, or as Fukasawa and Morrison call them, 
‘super normal’ (Fukasawa & Morrison, 2007). Often, it is the work of many crafts people 
that lead to many small improvements in a design - such as the ‘Brown Betty’ teapot. 
Such designs, both through their initial intent, and eventual improvement, embody 
many FP ideals, and often are kept for the lifetime of an owner.

FP design and the idea of obsolescence have also been examined by other designers and 
scholars, within the context of art and culture - such as Robert Bean et. al from NSCAD. 
These artists and researchers examined the effects of obsolescence on our perceptions 
of products and life, both through digital and physical art works.  Such work informs FP 
designers about how the users of their products are affected by its obsolescence, and 
also how society as a whole might be affected by obsolescing products and ideas.

Despite much past work in the FP field, as designers we must push the limits of 
current designs and predictions of the future. Therefore, in order to better inform the 
FP designer’s vision of the future, as well as their understanding of current failures in 
design, they must begin to examine obsolescence. We will now develop a further tool 
for understanding FP design by analyzing why obsolescence occurs. In the process this 
MDP will develop a framework and model for understanding this phenomenon, so that 
design tools and themes can be developed to resist the pull of obsolescence.

Fig 1.2a - During the 1980s, Mercedes Benz designed cars that embody many FP concepts.

29

Chapter 2c



Fig 1.3 - Framework for analyzing obsolescence.
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Obsolescence – defined simply as a state where something is ‘disused’, or ‘out of date’ 
(WordNet) – is a key concept behind both the impetus and the conceptual foundation 
of ‘Future-Proof design’. Objects become obsolete through a personal decision of an 
owner to ‘forget’ about a product, to discard it from their life, and more importantly, 
their conscience. Because FP design tries to resist becoming obsolete – its attributes, 
conceptually, can perhaps be best described as the antithesis of those properties that 
make something obsolesce. 

The ‘quality’ of an object plays an important role in creating FP designs – it is the 
gestalt of an object’s attributes of an object that make it valued, and a part of the 
users’ conscience. Indeed, the term ‘quality’, when applied to a product, can be used to 
describe the value achieved through the combination of any number of its attributes: 
its function; technology; appearance; workmanship or materials and emotional value 
(or any attribute that defines its presence or worth).

It appears then, that the nature of obsolescence and its relation to ‘quality’ are two 
of the main concepts that designers will have to address in creating FP products. 
Accordingly, this section will explore the reasons for a product’s obsolescence – the 
basis on which owners discard products (function, physical appearance and emotion). 
Out of this examination of obsolescence, FP strategies will arise from a discussion of 
what aspects of design intent affect an object’s desirability and value (through the 
tools of technology, quality and culture). As a whole, this chapter seeks to provide the 
framework for a discussion of what makes a product FP or not, and thus will be the basis 
for the design discussion of precedents, tools and concept generation in chapter 3.

What is Obsolescence? Why does it Happen?

“But where danger is, grows the solving power also.” – Holderlin (Heidegger, The Question 
Concerning Technology, 1977)

To understand the ‘danger’ of product obsolescence is, as Holderlin states, to understand 
the solution to the problem as well, and in doing so, ultimately understand how to 
create FP products. Because the concept of obsolescence is so interconnected, this MDP 
will use a modified framework to dissect and understand the problem. 

Packard dissected and analyzed obsolescence using three typologies (Packard, 1963, 
p. 46): function, quality and desirability, using which he sought to describe the reasons 
for how something becomes obsolete. Spanning all of these categories is the concept 
of planned obsolescence, whereby the mode, or act of obsolescence is anticipated or 

A Discussion of FP Design - Obsolescence promoted, and is part of the design intent – the extensive use of this idea was the main 
point of his writings. 

However, using these delineators, (except for planned obsolescence) the analysis appears 
to treat obsolescence as an external force, independent of the user and a property of 
the product and culture, when in reality it is an internal force – it is a reasoned decision 
by an owner to obsolesce a product. Instead, this MDP uses a framework that stems 
from this base assumption that it is a personal decision by an owner to discard and 
forget a product; the analysis arises from trying to understand the reasons for doing so. 

Often, an owner chooses to obsolesce their products for many reasons, not just because 
of those of one category. Products do have attributes that influence a decision, and 
these also augment cultural forces affecting the owner. What is relevant to the designer 
wishing to practice FP design is the combination of what attributes of product cause 
it to obsolesce, and also why and how it happens – in other words, what aspect(s) of 
the design intent as well as cultural forces that, combined, give reason for an owner to 
discard a product.

Building on Packard’s framework, this MDP describes, generally, the reasons for choosing 
obsolescence as the result of changes to a product – both internal and external. 
These changes fall under three categories – function, appearance and emotion 
(attachment). Fig 1.3 – Diagram of framework for analyzing obsolescence.

Internal changes to a product are caused by degradation, which is caused through the 
use of the product, such as parts wearing out. External changes result from cultural 
forces, such as changing technology and fashion. This section will examine the various 
ways that changes to function, appearance and emotion affect the obsolescence 
of products – the what and how of obsolescence. Using this framework, an analysis 
is performed in the following chapter 3(a), so as to understand the reasons of how 
products obsolesce.

From these reasons, the why of obsolescence is then examined in chapter 3b by 
exploring how the design intent can positively or negatively affect obsolescence – this 
analysis provides help developing FP strategies for the designer. For this discussion, the 
two categories of technology and quality are used as umbrella terms to describe the 
attributes of a product that the designer has much control over – these are areas where 
a designer can develop FP tools to aid in the design of FP products.  

Now we begin our look at obsolescence by examining a common reason that products 
obsolesce – their function.

Obsolescence because of Function

Products are often purchased, used and valued because of their apparent utility 
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(Heidegger, 1977) (Postman, 1993). Indeed, products are implementations of technology, 
and they allow humans to benefit from scientific endeavours (Postman, 1993). There 
is also a social dimension to utility in products, which arises from their symbolism of 
‘progress’ as well as their use in satisfying social aspirations (Marx, 1990) (Postman, 1993) 
(Lunt & Livingstone, 1992). 

The functional capabilities of a product are thus of paramount importance in creating 
value in a product for its owner. Accordingly, changes to the function of a product will 
affect its utility, real or perceived, which can reduce its desirability to the owner, thereby 
causing obsolescence. Function can change for a variety of reasons, both internal and 
external, both of which can be influenced by the designer. 

Typically, internal changes will cause function to change through the degradation of 
components with wear and tear. When wear causes function to degrade, or even cease, 
it forces the owner into deciding whether to fix the product or purchase a new unit – 
resulting in an opportunity for the product to be discarded. Although used to describe 
what he called ‘obsolescence of quality’, Packard summarizes such obsolescence well – it 
is where a product ‘breaks down or wears out.’ (Packard, 1963, p. 47) 

While there are many examples of functional obsolescence due to wear, there is one 
category in particular that highlights such changes – disposable products, such as 
paper coffee cups, or plastic forks (Fig 1.4). These products are designed so that their 
function degrades rapidly after one or two uses, such as the seals on paper cups and the 
spikes on plastic forks.

However, products can wear out for cultural reasons as well – our culture of technology 
is always changing, with new functional paradigms forming all the time (Postman, 
1993). With these changes, function degrades as well, potentially causing an object to 
be discarded. Obsolescence due to these external, cultural changes, can be described 
as the instances where ‘an existing product becomes outmoded [by another] product 
[which] performs the function better.’ (Packard, 1963, p. 47). Such a definition can be 
expanded to include those products that do functions differently, but not necessarily 
‘better’. Often it is technology that is a primary driver for this type of obsolescence, 
whereby the underlying components of a product become superseded by another 
(presumably better) type of technology.

A classic example of this form of technological obsolesecnce is the cell phone (Fig 1.5). 
Most people are familiar with the annual changes to models, with more or different 
features than previous generations, as well as the 2-3 year contracts that encourage 
replacement units within that timeframe. 

There is also the interaction of both types of functional changes. For example, a user 
might have a product that wears out, and decides that instead of fixing it, they will get a 
newer, perhaps ‘better’ functioning one, because technological change makes the new 
model cheaper to purchase than repair is for the old model.

Fig 1.4 - Plastic forks  obsolesce due to wear and perceived value.32

Chapter 2d



But it is not only the function of products that degrades and is subject to cultural 
changes – the appearance of objects is also subject to these conditions.

Obsolescence because of Appearance

An object’s appearance is an important factor in determining the desirability of an object 
(Sudjic, 2009) (Tomlinson, 1990) (Slade, 2006) (Loewy, 2002). By affecting desirability, 
the aesthetic quality of an object becomes a highly influential factor to consumers 
considering to purchase or discard products. So much has been written on how product 
aesthetics influences our perception of objects that it is worthy of its own fields of study, 
such as product semiotics. These fields of study cover the multitude of meanings of 
a product’s appearance; how a product looks can be indicative of social factors, such 
as wealth, fashion sense or personal values, as well as physical factors, such as how it 
works, how well it will work and how it will feel. A product’s appearance is, in fact, how 
any person first judges the ‘value’ of an object (Jonathan Ive in (Hustwit, 2008)).

However, when trying to develop FP design, the designer is concerned with a specific 
area of the influence of appearance – the understanding of how changes to aesthetics 
can negatively affect a product’s desirability. For this MDP, these changes are treated 
similarly to those of functionality, in that there are internal and external forces that 
cause appearances to change – either through wear or the cultural paradigm of ‘fashion’. 

Because understanding the impact of aesthetics on a product’s value is such a diverse 
field, it is important to be aware of the complexity and interaction of wear and fashion 
change with the wider areas of aesthetic study. With that caveat, we begin to look at 
how wear can degrade appearance, and ultimately, desirability.

Obsolescence through Degrading Appearance 

The aesthetics of a product often degrade from the moment it is purchased. Deyan 
Sudjic relates such an experience when using his new laptop: ‘The very first time it 
came out of its foamed plastic wrapping, my fingerprints would start to burn indelible 
marks into its infinitely vulnerable finishes.’ (Sudjic, 2009) While wear through use can 
have positive effects on a product, embodied in concepts like ‘Wabi-Sabi’ (Fukasawa 
& Morrison, 2007), physical wear often has negative connotations. It is these negative 
effects of a degrading appearance that reduce a product’s desirability.

At the time of purchase, the many facets of a product’s aesthetics convey a complex 
set of meanings to the user, of which, the aforementioned ‘value’ is of importance to 
FP design. The wear that occurs over time affects those elements of appearance that 
creates value in an object – its sense of ‘newness’, perfection and embodiment of an 
aesthetic ideal (Chapman, 2005) (Sudjic, 2009) (Pye, 1968). Accordingly, wear can 
become an element that degrades an object’s desirability. Thus, the case where an 
object that obsolesces through wear can be defined as when natural degradation of 
aesthetic elements reduces the perceived value of a product.

Fig 1.5 - Cell phones obsolesce due to frequent changes in technology.
Image Source: Chris Jordan Photographic Arts 33
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An important distinction is made here - the idea of contrived wear, or ‘pre-worn’ items 
(both virgin and used), refers to an attribute of a product’s initial aesthetics. Such a 
phenonmenon is better suited to a study of perceptions and cultural values, rather than 
a study of obsolescence.

For wear caused by degradation, Chapman offers one possible explanation why 
changes to aesthetics can reduce a product’s value - ‘Transience antagonizes our desire 
for mastery… by reminding us of our fleeting impermanence’ (Chapman, 2005, p. 46). As 
wear occurs, it further betrays the product’s illusion of being new, and in some regards, 
reminds people of their own age (Pye, 1968, p. 37).

Such a decline in ‘newness’ is important, because ‘newness’ is often equated with quality 
and cleanliness, as well as implying social aspirations and position with the context of 
class and wealth (Pye, 1968, p. 37) (Veblen & Banta, 2007). Furthermore, visual wear is 
indicative of age, and thus an object that is no longer new (Pye, 1968) (Fukasawa & 
Morrison, 2007). There was a point when ‘the traces of life as it lived once seemed to 
add authority to an object…’ (Sudjic, 2009, p. 18) Today, instead of conveying authority, 
products are designed so that wear diminishes the authority of an object by making 
it seem less valuable within the context of newer, ‘shiner’ models. To counter-act this 
effect, owners ‘… can buy a film to wrap the machine in a whole-body condom to 
insulate it from all human contact.’ (Sudjic, 2009, p. 17)

In order to understand how wear can affect desirability both positively and negatively, 
the example of a worn-in couch is given (Fig 1.6). In this example, the leather gains a 
‘worn-in’ look from being sat in, which is desirable and valued, so much so that furniture 
manufacturers will even attempt to create this affect on new couches. Such wear is not 
unlike the polished look of stone steps in a church (Fig 1.7), which implies heavy use and 
memories. However, deep scratches in the leather of a couch, or chips to a wood finish, 
show accidental damage, and decrease the value of the couch.

In spite of the positive and negative changes to the couch through wear, there is also 
another aesthetic factor that can affect value – that of fashion.

Obsolescence through Fashion Change

While wear plays a large role in changing appearances, perhaps no other force is more 
powerful than that of the idea of ‘fashion’ (Slade, 2006) (Sudjic, 2009) (Mattus, 2008). 
Despite being associated largely with the clothing industry, at its core, fashion is about 
change; by constantly moving its own brief, it is an important driver of change, and by 
extension, obsolescence – ‘If you talk about shoe performance, you only need one or 
two pairs. If you’re talking fashion, you’re talking endless pairs of shoes.’ (Durning, 1992, 
p. 96) 

For the designer working on FP, it is important to be aware of the fact that fashion will 
always be driving a change in the aesthetic culture by which their products will be 

Fig 1.6 - To some, this leather couch is desirable, to others, its wear makes it undesirable.34
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judged – by changing the means by which products are judged, fashion manufactures 
a change by making objects’ aesthetics seem less valuable (Sudjic, 2009). Thus, when 
caused by fashion, a product obsolesces through a change to the value of its appearance. 

Perceived value changes because, for consumers, a concern about being out of fashion 
‘is the key feature of psychological obsolescence.’ (Slade, 2006, p. 53) Indeed, changing 
fashion can imply ‘progress’ (see previous section) as well as aesthetic astuteness. Thus, 
to prevent obsolescence by accommodating fashion, it can seem like ‘design is driven 
more by fashion these days, where style is more of a factor than quality.’ (Mattus, 2008, 
p. 111) 

Attempts at using contemporary fashion as a design tool occur because visual 
obsolescence through changing fashion puts the age of a product into relief, which 
reduces its perceived ‘newness’. Such tools can be used intentional, to spur consumption, 
or reactionary, so as to keep a product ‘up to date’. An example of intentional dating 
through visual change is Apple products. Reactionary changes are best summed up by 
the constantly changing packaging of Coca-Cola products (Fig 1.8). It is strikingly simple 
to visually date a product from either company, as well as their design ‘eras’.

However, it is with furniture that fashion-caused obsolescence is most apparent. Take 
again the example of the couch, and the many trends through which this humble object 
has been designed (Fig 1.6). Changes to fashion can easily create a lost in desirability of 
a couch’s aesthetics, and is why so many can be found by the side of the road. 

These discarded couches are also symbolic of a lost love for the product, and also the 
final cause of obsolescence, which is changes to the emotions we feel for objects.

Obsolescence because of Emotion

Apart from appearance and function, emotions can cause a user to discard an object, 
despite there being nothing ‘wrong’ with either its looks or usefulness – such is the state 
when a product obsolesces because of emotions. Conversely, emotion can also persuade 
users to keep products, despite the fact that the object may not be functioning well, or 
might be visually obsolete and worn out. 

The loss of desirability caused through emotions can be understood using the concept 
of love as an analogy. People can grow attached to objects for many reasons apart 
of their functionality and aesthetics, although these play a role in such attachment 
(Chapman, 2005). Affinity for objects parallels many aspects of a human relationship, 
in that attachment, or love, grows over time, but can just as easily fade and disappear 
for reasons unknown. Much like the human parallel, emotional attachment for 
products is difficult for designers to understand, and especially anticipate. Despite its 
nebulous nature, emotion is a strong driver in creating desirability, and thus affects the 
obsolescence of products.

Fig 1.7 - Worn by time, these church steps are an example of wear adding value to an 
object.

Fig 1.8 - The coke bottle has changed over time, but the product has not. 35
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Fig 1.8a - The BIC lighter is designed to obsolesce and is a form of planned obsolescence.

Some emotional phenomenon that are pertinent to FP design have been identified 
by designers seeking to understand what breaks the bonds that form with products – 
‘newness’ and emotional bonding (Chapman, 2005).

Chapman offers the consumption of ‘newness’ as one possible reason for emotional 
detachment from products (Chapman, 2005). The ‘newness’ that is consumed is 
described as the set of new information available to an owner from a product, such 
as how a chair feels the first time someone sits in it. These discoveries are like finding 
out about the history of a new person. Often, as an object ages, the amount of new 
information decreases until there is nothing left – leaving little reason for an object to 
be kept (unlike a person, which generally evolves and grows). For Chapman, society 
has been trained to consume the ‘newness’ of products, and then move on to newer 
products and repeat. In consumer culture, people ‘deflower’ the products they consume, 
absorbing all that is new in them and then moving on to new experiences (Chapman, 
2005). In such a scenario, ‘newness’ becomes an end in itself. 

The ‘newness’ of fashion can also fill the void that consumers need for change, while 
providing further fun in the process. Fashion achieves its goals through two maxims – 
to ‘make people discover for themselves that there’s fun and pleasure in changing their 
décor.’ and to ‘establish a standard based on changeability and not on permanence.’ 
(Packard, 1963, p. 142) As such, society has transformed into one where everything 
becomes disposable, from products to culture, as the ‘newness’ is consumed quickly 
and for fun. 

Compounding the habits of such a disposable society are products without much 
meaning too give the user.  Having very little ‘newness’ and emotional meaning ensures 
consumers only get temporary satisfaction from the products they buy. Also, in many 
cases, products are not designed to grow and evolve with the user, and thus, the 
emotional bond degrades, promoting obsolescence. 

The lack or degradation of an emotional bond is a related reason for decreased 
desirability. Emotional bonds form through many years of use, and for reasons beyond 
the designer’s control. However, when products are designed with little to offer the 
consumer, the chances of a bond decrease (Chapman, 2005).

Because designers understand that owners consume the new (create change) and 
seek new bonds, there also arises the opportunity for designers to plan a decline in 
desirability, and in doing so, to manufacture all of the aforementioned reasons that 
products become obsolete. 

Planned Obsolescence

Designers are influenced by a society where ‘…it [has become] culturally permissible 
to throw away objects that could not simply and conveniently be consumed by flames.’ 

(Slade, 2006, p. 24) It is not morally objectionable to create products that obsolesce, and 
in fact, has, to some degree, been promoted as a means of creating general well being 
(Packard, 1963) (Slade, 2006).

Thus, the final reason that can reduce desirability and create obsolescence is through the 
designer’s own intent. Designers can intentionally choose to create obsolescence in any 
of the aforementioned areas – function, appearance and emotion. Fields such as ‘value 
engineering’ have created products that wear-out prematurely, become unfashionable, 
or offer little to the user (Packard, 1963). FP design aims to change this fact.

But just as obsolescence can be planned and intentional, and even condoned by a 
culture, it can be anticipated, and fought against. Designers can choose to design for 
long-term ownership; they can choose to design FP products. Having examined the 
reasons for obsolescence, we will now examine those areas where designers have 
control, influence, and interpretive abilities – Technology, Quality and Emotion – so 
that one can understand how to fight obsolescence. In order to begin this discussion, 
the following section will outline the design studies undertaken not only to apply this 
model of obsolescence, but to learn about the tools for fighting it.

36

Chapter 2d



Method

Up to this point, this MDP has examined the impetus for FP design, the cultural context 
that informs such design, and finally, developed a model to explain obsolescence. While 
these elements are critical to understanding obsolescence, this chapter will now show 
how one can use this model to analyze how actual objects obsolesce –  a model that 
applys the background literature discussed previously. Out of these studies, trends 
emerge in traits that either help products resist, or become more likely to obsolesce.

The analysis involves enumerating as many possible reasons how the product either 
obsolesces or resists obsolescence, under the categories of function, appearance and 
emotion. The range of inquiry covers both individual products, which may or may not 
be FP, but also products that have both FP, and non-FP incarnations, which set up the 
ends of a spectrum.

These products were chosen with an attempt to balance objects that at first glance 
appear to be not FP, with those that appear to be FP. In making such decisions, an initial 
guess was made as to whether these objects might be FP or not, based on the staying 
power of the objects. The difficulty in choosing objects for analysis is as indicative of the 
nature of FP as the information learned from that analysis.

Indeed, at present there do not exist any measurements of FP, and ultimately, there is 
no way of determining whether something is FP, only that it leans towards resisting 
obsolescence or not. This problem of measuring FP design, while partially elucidated 
here, will be further examined in Chapter 5, during discussions on the whole MDP. 

The information discovered in this analysis was used to develop tools for FP designers, 
which are detailed in the following section 3b. Initially, the information from this analysis 
will be listed in table and list form for the reader. Common trends will be summarized 
at the end of the section, and then further expanded upon in the following section 3b.

Precedent Studies Design Studies and Explorations

OBJECTS

Coffee Cup
Lack Table
Light Bulb and Socket
Bic Lighter
Phonograph
Toaster

SPECTRUMS

Forks - Silverware
Forks – Plastic

Pens – Mont Blanc/Rotring
Pens – Bic Pen

Chairs – Leather chair
Chairs – Plastic garden chair

Mixer – Kitchen-Aid
Mixer – Hamilton-Beech
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Obsolesces

Function

Appearance

Emotion

Resists
Cannot Re-Use

Paper seal breaks down
Plastic becomes functionally soiled

Cannot be cleaned

Lightweight
Recyclable

Paper becomes visually soiled
Plastic becomes visually soiled

Changing company logo
Uniformity (branding)

Inexpensive to replace
Not unique

Designed to be ephemeral

Brand connection
Archetype

Obsolesces

Function

Appearance

Emotion

Resists

Legs cannot be re-used many times
Legs can be broken easily

Relatively bulky

Lightweight
Flat-pack

Easy to assemble/disassemble
Good as table

Chips in veneer and scratches
Colour fades and soils

Basic, timeless design
Variety of colours

Inexpensive to replace
Not unique

Low perceived value

Can be ‘first’ item of furniture purchased
Ikea brand

Used frequently

Coffee Cup

LACK Table

Key Lesson Form and function are FP. Choice of manufacturing methods results in low quality.

Key Lesson Form is FP, but materials are not. Function and appearance degrade as a result.
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Obsolesces

Function

Appearance

Emotion

Resists
Needles degrade

Motors wear
Auto-play mechanism breaks

Vinyls degrade
New technology appears

Repairable
‘Pure’ sound

Limited tracks
Simple construction (mechanical)

Design can be ‘neutral’
‘Retro’ appearance

Stand-alone units are furniture

Housing chips
‘Style’ becomes dated

Large size

Size in house
Skips and bumps

No connection with ‘progress’

Cover art
Ritual of vinyl

Memories of music
Vinyl hand-downs

‘Quality’ of music (pops/scratches)

Obsolesces

Function

Appearance

Emotion

Resists
Cord frays

Spring mechanism wears
Timing mechanism

Faster toasters
Efficiency gains

‘Toasting’ function doe not change
Durable components

Repairable

‘Retro’ looks
Archetype

Simple aesthetics

Chrome/plastic scuff
Blackened slots

Crumbs
‘Dated’ appearance

‘Dated’ appearance
Generally not unique

A necessary appliance

Part of routine
Memories of use

A necessary appliance

Phonograph Player

Chrome Toaster

Key Lesson Form and function are FP, but technology underpins product. Technology is not FP.

Key Lesson Basic form and function are FP. Obsolesces because of poor quality and added tech.
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Obsolesces

Function

Appearance

Emotion

Resists
Different standards

Housing cracks
Leads break

Corrosion on connections
Not repairable

Standard sizes
Durable
Simple

Re-usable
Multi-use

Hidden
Simple aesthetic

Archetype

Housing soils
Bulbs soil

Inexpensive
Hidden (little interaction)

Not unique
None

Obsolesces

Function

Appearance

Emotion

Resists
Unrefillable
Flint wears

Crack in fuel housing
Button wears

Not easy to use with low fuel

Lightweight
Portable

Easily changed (branding)
Customizable

Archetype

Corrosion
Fading plastic

Low cost
Easily lost

Portability creates attachment (always 
with user)

Memories of use
Colours of housing

Light Socket and Bulbs

BIC Lighter

Key Lesson FP results from use of standards. Further re-enforced by quality manufacturing.

Key Lesson Materials choice and functional design are not FP. Designer chooses to make non-FP.
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Function

Appearance

Emotion

Obsolesces Resists

Bends
Tarnishes

Reusable
Durable

Wears little

‘Classic’ aestheticFashion changes
Soils when not cared for

‘Old fashioned’
Need to ‘start fresh’ with new set

Memories of use
Handed down

Unique

Obsolesces Resists

Breaks
Can’t wash Lightweight

Easily changed
Variety of colours and shapes

Soils
‘Cheap’ feel

Low cost
Not unique

Designed to be tossed
Used on picnics

Silverware Plastic Fork

Key Lesson The form and technology of this product are FP. The choice materials and manufacturing methods determine whether or not it is FP.
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Function

Appearance

Emotion

Obsolesces Resists

Nib wears
Clip wears

Refillable
Replaceable nib

Nice writing

Wears well
Simple aesthetic

Fashion changes
Soiled and worn with use

Does not keep up with idea of ‘progress’

Valued materials
Expensive

Used frequently
Memories

Unique

Obsolesces Resists

Cannot refill
Cannot fix ballpoint

Lightweight
No spills

Easily changed
Archetype form

Case wears
Cap gets lost

Inexpensive
Not unique

Can be gifted easily
Memories of other similar pens

Mont Blanc BIC Pen

Key Lesson The basic form of this product is FP. The choice of materials and manufacturing determine whether it is FP. The attention to functional details also affect FP.
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Function

Appearance

Emotion

Obsolesces Resists

Not as comfortable as other chairs
Difficult to fix

Weld joints can fatigue

Leather retains firmness
Leather retains subtleness

Mirror finish does not wear much

Leather wears well visually
General appearance is timelessFashion changes

Not sat in, but admired
Associated with designer
Memories of using chair

Key piece in room’s aesthetic

Obsolesces Resists

Unreparable
Cracks or wear

Lightweight
All-weather
Recyclable

Easy to change appearanceSun/weather degradation
Fashion changes

Inexpensive
Not comfortable
Disposable item

Memories of outdoor events
Initial outdoor furniture purchase

Barcelona Chair Plastic Outdoor Chair

Key Lesson The function is FP.  The form can be FP, but depends on the user’s preference. The choice of materials and quality of construction are also factors in the FP of chairs.
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Function

Appearance

Emotion

Obsolesces Resists

Technology changes (more functions)
Only single function

Durable
Reparable

Simple to use
Modular

‘Classic’ appearance
High wear resistance

Fashion changes
Chips in enamel

Soiling

‘Old-fashioned’
Often handed down
Memories of cooking

Worth repairing

Obsolesces Resists

Mixers wear
Motor not durable

Irreparable
Performs function adequately

Changed easily
Contemporary styling

Wear to housing
Inexpensive look

Inexpensive
Only functional

Not worth repairing
First appliance

Kitchen-Aid Mixer Hamilton Beech Mixer

Key Lesson The function and form are FP. The choice of quality of construction and materials are very important for creating FP function and appearance in these products.
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Key Lessons

Based on the above matrices, which elucidate the reasons these products obsolesce, 
several common trends were found, and are listed below. The key lesson for each 
analysis is summarized in the table at right.

Technology and function

• The level of technology in a product has a large effect on whether it obsolesces. 
• The reliability of a product is important, but is not absolutely critical. 
• Reparable products are more likely to be kept, although repairs should be less than 

the cost of a new one and relatively easy to understand.

Quality

• The level of craft, and the amount of uniqueness, has a large role in how the quality 
of a product is perceived. 

• The quality of construction and materials selection is important to FP designs.
• The attention to manufacturing details is important to FP.
• A product’s reaction to wear is a large factor in whether it will obsolesce or not.

Emotion

• Emotion is beyond the designer’s control when it comes to making a product FP.
• The best a FP designer can do is to attempt to balance the quality and technology 

of a product so as to increase its chances of becoming endearing by making it last 
longer, and thus increasing the chances of an emotional bond occurring.

Perhaps the real interesting discovery of this analysis is that most products can be either 
FP or not. It is how a designer chooses his attributes that will dictate whether or not a 
product is FP – it is a choice made by the designer. It appears that there are no products 
that cannot be made FP if sufficient thought is put into the design. FP designs arise 
when sufficient thought is given to not only the broad level functionality and form, but 
also to the details of manufacture (construction) and materials selection, which give 
rise to an overall quality. Non-FP products arise because the designer is either ignorant 
of the details, or chooses to make these details such there is a lack of quality.

The following section will build upon the lessons learned in this analysis, and build a 
set of tools for the FP designer to use, so that the choice for FP products will be made 
somewhat simpler.

Form is FP, but materials are not. Function and appearance degrade as a result.

Form and function are FP. Choice of manufacturing methods results in low quality.

Form and function are FP, but technology underpins product. Technology is not FP.

Basic form and function are FP. Obsolesces because of poor quality and added tech.

FP results from use of standards. Further re-enforced by quality manufacturing.

Materials choice and functional design are not FP. Designer chooses to make non-FP.

Coffee Cup

LACK Table

Phonograph

Chrome Toaster

Light Socket and Bulbs

BIC Lighter

Key Lessons from Matrices

Silverware/Plastic Fork

Mont Blanc/BIC Pen

Barcelona Chair/Plastic Outdoor Chair

Kitchen-Aid Mixer/Hamilton Beech Mixer

The form and technology of this product are FP. The choice materials and 
manufacturing methods determine whether or not it is FP.

The basic form of this product is FP. The choice of materials and manufacturing 
determine whether it is FP. The attention to functional details also affect FP.

The function is FP.  The form can be FP, but depends on the user’s preference. The 
choice of materials and quality of construction are also factors in the FP of chairs.

The function and form are FP. The choice of quality of construction and materials are 
very important for creating FP function and appearance in these products.
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Tools for FP Designers

“What has really changed is our relationship to our possessions. They are losing their ability 
to grow old with us.” – Deyan Sudjic in Children of Raymond Lowey (Hockenberry, 2009)

Having looked at the analysis of a variety of precedents to examine how obsolescence 
occurs, this MDP will now take the lessons learned from that exercise and discuss the 
tools that designers can use to help create FP designs. These tools fall under three broad 
categories: 

Function & Technology
Quality
Empathy (or Emotion)

These tools are by no means completely independent of each other, as they have areas 
of interaction. However, this section will deal with each tool’s main effects on whether 
or not a product fights obsolescence. We begin by examining an important tool for 
product designers – function and technology.

Function and Technology’s Role in FP Design

The function of a product is of the utmost importance for many a designer. Indeed, such 
is its importance, that designers often seek new and novel functions, as well as new and 
novel ways of performing existing functions (Lidwell & Manacsa, 2009) (Loewy, 2002). 
Often, designers will use new and novel technology to achieve the functions for which 
they are looking.  With regards to FP design, there are many implications from the use 
of technology in design, of which, designers, and in particular, FP designers, should be 
aware. 

At its core, technology affects the how of what people are doing, since it is ultimately a 
tool towards some goal. But technology can become an end in and of itself, regardless 
of its use or effects on society (Postman, 1993) (Teich, 1990). FP designers should try to 
avoid this mindset, and be judicious in their use of technology, and most importantly, 
understand how it will affect the utility and desirability of their product. The use or 
misuse of technology is a large factor affecting how FP a design can be. But first, a 
designer must understand the types, or levels of technology, available for use. 

Levels of Technology

Schumacher discussed what he calls ‘intermediate technology’; a level of technology 
that is well beyond primitive techniques, but which is not as advanced as the highest 

levels of technology (Schumacher, 1973, p. 128). Using this category as a starting point, 
one can further delineate technology along the lines of low, medium (intermediate) and 
high. These categories seek to describe the level of knowledge required to understand 
a technology’s function, as well as its manufacturing methods; the level of technology 
increases along with the amount and sophistication of the knowledge applied to a 
function or manufacturing technique. 

While Schumacher initially used intermediate technology to describe culturally 
appropriate technologies for developing countries, these expanded categories are 
useful for FP designers, who need to understand the effects that technology and 
function have on their design’s propensity to obsolesce. 

Such an understanding is necessary because there is a large cultural drive towards 
‘progress’, and in particular, the need to showcase this progress through technology, 
which is imbedded in the products our society produces (see chapter 2c). Accordingly, a 
prevailing attitude exists amongst designers to use the latest technology in their work. 
Indeed, high technology provides much useful functionality. However, FP designers will 
have the temper this urge to use high technology by understanding its drawbacks, and 
learn to apply technology judiciously.

Perhaps one of the biggest drawbacks of higher levels of technology is that they are prone 
to change (Postman, 1993). A FP designer should be aware of the changeable nature of 
high technology, and judge its use in their products accordingly. If high technology must 
be used in a design, then considerations should be made to accommodate its malleable 
nature, otherwise the product will obsolesce along with the technology that underpins 
it. In these cases, allowing for modular use of the technology can help accommodate 
such change. This modularity can be implemented through either user-serviceability or 
through service centres owned by the product’s manufacturer.

Furthermore, the ability of users to repair high technology products is less than or lower 
than their ability to repair medium technology. Because of the specialized knowledge 
required for this type of technology, the average user has little ability to understand 
a high-technology product’s function. When high technology does break down, then 
function can be severely impeded.

For example, a broken iPhone is of little use to a society or person who is incapable 
of repairing the electronics. It becomes just a solid piece of material with no apparent 
function until it is remedied by a specialist. Conversely, a broken stool can have its 
ailments diagnosed and repaired by most people, thus restoring its function. Even 
if the stool cannot be fixed, it can often be used as scrap lumber, or burned in a fire. 
Thus, FP designers must avoid un-repairable technologies where possible; if they can’t, 
they should attempt to make those technologies non-essential to the functioning and 
aesthetics of their design.
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In addition to being innately difficult to repair, the changeability of high technology 
and a culture of functionalism actively dissuade the repair of products. Functionalism 
has lead to the state where: instead of facilitating repair, and making parts repairable 
or changeable, these acts are no longer economically valued. New products are either 
hard or impossible to disassemble for repair, and even if they can be disassembled, 
are designed so that they cannot be repaired. Added functionality should instead be 
designed in a manner that facilitates repair, or, if possible, removes the need for repair 
altogether.

Related to the un-reparability of high technology, is the dependence this crutch creates 
through the high knowledge barrier (see chapter 2a for economic and environmental 
dependence). An ignorance of the function and manufacturing methods for these 
goods, as well as their complex supply chain, means that society and users become 
dependent on external factors to repair or supply the means for a product’s function 
(Heidegger, 1977). For example, if a mobile phone is taken outside of service range, or if 
the standards for these phones change, it ceases to function and thus, obsolesces. 

Accordingly, where possible, the FP designer should avoid using technologies that create 
dependence on external factors. If it is impossible to avoid using such technologies, 
then designs should try and accommodate changing external factors, and internalize as 
much of the functionality as possible.

The final drawback to high technology is that it can be at odds with simplicity and 
understanding (Maeda, 2006). High technology often adds unwanted or confusing 
functionality. Most can relate to setting the clock on a VCR, or the more contemporary 
conundrum of sifting through DVD settings menus via confusing remotes. Adding 
complexity lowers the bond that users feel with a product, and also increases the 
chances of breakdown in functionality. FP designers must cautiously approach added 
functionality, and must design it in such a way as to be easy to use. 

High Technology’s Drawbacks to FP

Changeability
Reparability
Dependence
Complexity

Given its potential to degrade how FP a product can be, when possible, FP designers 
should use simpler medium and low technologies, rather than attempt to accommodate 
the peculiarities of high technology in their products. These more direct and simpler 
technologies not only have fewer drawbacks, but they also have several inherent 
advantages that will help FP a product.

Fig 1.9 - Chef’s knives are timeless. And good. 47
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Medium/Low Technologies Benefits to FP

Simplicity
Consistency (Lasting technology)
Direct functionality
Reparability
Independence 

At the core of many of the advantages to these types of technologies is their simple, 
rather than simplistic nature. Some of these technologies are usually unseen, and 
are at times described as ‘elegant’ (Postman, 1993). Furthermore, in many cases these 
technologies have been perfected over many years, such that their original designer or 
engineer is unknown (Fukasawa & Morrison, 2007). 

Having been perfected, these technologies are less susceptible to change, and therefore 
have a degree of consistency, and resistance to change. Adding to their resilience is their 
basic nature, which also means that often there is little room for change in their design.
An example of this simplicity, perfection and therefore consistency in low technology is 
the chef’s knife; the technology and design of this item does not change frequently (Fig 
1.9). A Zippo lighter (Fig 1.10) is an example of medium technology that has reached 
a steady state, through its simplicity, but also through the directness of function of its 
components, which is yet another benefit of medium and low technology.

Indeed, due to their simplicity, medium and low technology are generally a more 
direct means for users to achieve their goals. Having a direction connection to the 
function means that these technologies are better understood by the average user. This 
knowledge of how a product functions empowers the user, and to a degree, creates the 
potential for self-actualization through this knowledge. Furthermore, by having direct 
function, there are fewer components, which then decrease the likelihood of the failure 
of the overall mechanism.

An example of this phenomenon, occurring in medium technology, but not in high 
technology, happens in the kitchen on a daily basis with the ritual of making coffee. 
Some people use coffee machines that must be programmed, and hide the machinery 
for making a pot of coffee (heating water and its movement through the grounds). 
Others use a French Press coffee machine, where function behind the placement of 
grounds and water, along with the press, is apparent to the user (Fig 1.11). Whether the 
user is aware of it or not, with the French Press, they have an innate comprehension of 
its function. The minimal number of components for the French Press also means that 
this device is less likely to malfunction.

If medium and low technology do malfunction, they are generally reparable, because 
they are easy to comprehend, and have simple functioning components. Here is where 
the manifestation of the potential for self-actualization occurs, as the user attempts 

Fig 1.10 - A Zippo lighter is an excellent example of the staying power of medium technology

Fig 1.11 - A French Press coffee maker makes its function apparent to the user.48
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to repair or maintain their product. Here, a Zippo is again a good example – its 
maintenance, the replacement of flints and fluid, can be performed by the user. A Zippo 
can also be repaired easily, since it consists of but a few parts, which can be supplied by 
the company. 

Their simplicity and directness of function also means that medium and low-level 
technologies have less dependence on external factors (Heidegger, 1977). Such a 
phenomenon is the converse of that experienced by high technology products, which 
was discussed earlier. Medium and low technologies internalize their functions, so that 
they provide much of the utility inherently. 

Having less dependence on external factors also means that the functionality of 
products using these technologies is less likely to degrade, or change due to reasons 
beyond the designer’s control. An example of this independence can be seen in the 
products that use batteries, which are subject to changing standards, or even the basic 
availability. Those items that can be powered by hand, or other means, immediately 
loose their dependence on external factors, and thus are less likely to obsolesce. 

For examples of the difference between how the use of medium or high technology 
affects FP through their benefits or detractions, one needs only to look at the modern 
automobile, which has been filled with electronics as of late – high technology. If an 
engine computer malfunctions, the whole unit must be replaced, which must be done 
at the dealer. Rather than individual, mechanical, components that can be fixed or 
fabricated at home (with attainable knowledge), electronics must be mass-produced – 
thus becoming the crux for repairing the automobile.

However, medium and low-tech objects do have drawbacks through their lack of 
functionality – they simply cannot always provide the utility that high technology 
can impart. While higher-level technology has, to its advantage, a high degree of 
functionality, this focus on function is the product of a ‘technocentric’ society, which 
has blind faith in the functionality that a technology provides (Heidegger, 1977) 
(Schumacher, 1973) (Marx, 1990) (Postman, 1993). Unfortunately, designers have 
become increasingly ‘technocentric’ as well, and often technology ‘[takes] centre stage 
at the expense of other less tangible, though equally potent, creative considerations.’ 
(Chapman, 2005, p. 11) 
 
FP designers should seek to reverse the trend of technology driving design, and 
have their designs dictate what technology should be used. FP design will have a 
clear understanding of the reasons for its utility, and its use as a tool for progress. It is 
important for FP designers to understand true utility of their products, not only because 
society can get obsessed with novel functionality, but because, paradoxically, at the 
opposite end, the simpler the function, the more variety there is of an object (Sudjic, 
2009) (Hustwit, 2008). The use of medium and low technology does not guarantee a FP 
product – there seems to be no end of novel, non-FP chairs. 

Thus, FP designers must also examine the true nature of the utility their product is 
imparting to the user or owner, by re-examining the ends that their designs are trying 
to achieve, and questioning the means for achieving those. In doing so, FP designers 
will answer the question of why their product exists.

The Utility of Technology

For FP designs, the use of technology has the primary goal of lightening the burden 
of man so that we may stay alive and develop our potential; as Heidegger mentioned, 
technology is as much a process of revealing the truth about our abilities and soul as it 
is utilitarian (Heidegger, 1977). Often, society focuses on the utility of technology, losing 
focus of technology, and humanity’s, overarching goals (Daly, 1977) (Marx, 1990). While 
the utility of technology is in fact a means to ends, it often becomes an end in itself 
(Postman, 1993). 

Those wishing to design FP products must be careful not to fall into this mind set; while 
focusing on the inherent utility of a given technology, designers can forget that there 
could exist unintended requirements and dependencies for that technology, which are 
not immediately apparent to the designer. A given technology might provide the means 
for some intermediate utility, but through its dependencies, might not improve the 
user’s overall life. Such products will ultimately obsolesce because they are ineffectual at 
efficiently achieving a user’s ultimate ends. Thus, for FP design, the utility of technology 
should be tempered with an understanding of the ultimate ends for which it is being 
used, so that its total effects can be taken into consideration and judged.

There are two lines of inquiry that FP designers can use to help judge if a technology is 
in fact enabling a user to successfully achieve their ultimate goals. The first is to assess 
whether the utility of the technology they use will ultimately simplify their users’ lives, 
either through a reduction of the amount of things they have to own, or through the 
reduction of the complexity of what they own. In order to achieve these ends, designers 
should be asking themselves how their products simplify the attainment of ends for a 
user. 

An example of how this line of inquiry might reveal how unintended effects of a 
technology (or product) can create complexities for the user is the iPad. This product 
and implementation of technology requires a computer for use, as well as a wireless 
connection to the Internet. Furthermore, it requires a power source for charging, and 
a carrying case for use. If the ultimate aim of the user is to read books, then is an iPad 
really simplifying their life compared to the purchase of book, or borrowing one from 
the library? 

Thus, FP designers also need to consider the tangential requirements that arise from the 
use of a technology in a product. These requirements should help designers determine 
whether they adding unnecessary complexity, or actually simplifying a user’s life. It is 
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important for FP designers, and industrial designers in general, to follow this maxim, 
since ‘any third-rate engineer or researcher can increase complexity; but it takes a 
certain flair of real insight to make things simple again.’ (Schumacher, 1973, p. 129)

Finally, when considering the utility of a technology, FP designers need to reconcile 
whether a technology represents a genuine improvement – does the utility of the 
technology provide opportunities for personal and societal progress? For FP design in 
particular, practitioners should be questioning for how long a technology allows for this 
progress – does the utility degrade? 

FP designers must therefore strive to understand what goals are longstanding, both for 
the user and society. Something that is FP is something that is constant, and these are 
the goals FP designers for which are looking. A good starting point for the designer is too 
look at what enables a person to self-actualize, and determine how a set of technologies 
and products can help them achieve those goals.

A simple example of a product and technology that embodies this understanding is the 
mechanical pencil. The capture and application of knowledge is a constant in society – it 
is often achieved through the written medium. A pencil enables a person to add to, and 
apply their knowledge throughout its life, despite changes to external technologies. 

By removing themselves from a culture that values the face utility of a technology, 
designers can take steps to better understand how the true utility of a technology can 
help to simplify a user’s life, now and for a long time.

Function as it Relates to Desirability

Apart from its symbolism of progress (Marx, 1990), the reason society prizes technological 
utility is that there is lust for the new and for the novel (Pye, 1968); novel technologies 
provide the newness that people crave, and which they consume (Chapman, 2005) 
(Heath & Potter, 2006). When the newness in a product is consumed, the desirability 
of what was new and novel, often that which new technology provides, will wear off, 
thus increasing the chances of obsolescence. The newness of technology wears off both 
because of the constant change of technology, which creates a different ‘newness’, as 
well as because of the natural aging that occurs to any product.

Given that the novelty of any new technology will inevitably wear, it is the job of the FP 
designer to question the necessity of what the technology is ultimately enabling the 
user to do, especially over time. Just because a technology is new and different, does 
not mean that it will age well over time, or be useful in the long term. Thus, a FP designer 
will have to judge whether a technology is necessary and useful for a user, above and 
beyond its novelty – this is a moral judgement, which will use terms such as good or 
bad, and is therefore subjective. If the FP designer is sympathetic to the users’ needs, 
then they are more likely to use technology that will remain desirable over the life of the 
product. Again, this requires the designer to have a grasp of a user’s ends. 

What FP designers will run up against is the cultural need to use new technology in their 
products. Instead of using whatever technology is new, designers will have to strive 
to make the alternative of using less technology, seem preferable, or even ‘new’, to its 
rampant use. FP designers will have to convince the public, through their products, that 
there is a benefit to less. 

John Maeda has attempted to start this trend by extolling his ten rules of simplicity, 
and how they can benefit products and life in general (Maeda, 2006). Products such 
as those from Apple, often try to pair down the amount of technology they use to 
a bare minimum, and thus, only provide what is essential and endearing to users of 
their products (Fig 1.12). Ultimately, FP designers will have to temper the lust for new 
technology with wisdom of what technology can do for the user in the long term.

As this discussion has shown, technology has a multitude of effects on whether or not 
a product obsolesces – but it is only one element that a designer uses when creating 
products. There is also the quality of the design intent and the craftsmanship of the 
product to consider. This MDP will now discuss how quality – those physical attributes 
created through design intent and workmanship – can be controlled by designers and 
harnessed to help create FP products.

Fig 1.12 - Apple’s wireless keyboard exemplifies simplicity in design.
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Quality’s Role in FP Design

Using the word ‘quality’ to describe an object is imprecise because the idea of ‘quality’ is 
inherently subjective, and can be used to imply a variety of meaning. Despite its various 
meanings for different people, it is commonly used to describe something of value, or 
worth. Because FP objects are those that remain valued despite the passage of time, it is 
important for designers, and this MDP, to explore the realm of what quality means, and 
how it might be wilfully created.

While exploring the idea of ‘quality’ and all its facets, the term ‘quality’ will be defined as 
something used to describe either: the properties that define an object, or the worth 
of an object (“WordNet Search - 3.0 - Definition of term ‘Quality’,” 2010). However, to 
avoid confusion, what are sometimes called ‘qualities’ (properties) will be referred to 
as ‘attributes’. The effective feeling that a person feels about a product will be called its 
‘quality’.

This section will be discussing how designers can create attributes that combine to 
create ‘quality’ in an object, as well as the nature of that ‘quality’, and how and why it 
might change from person to person. To achieve these ends, the discussion will begin 
by looking at how ‘quality’ is viewed, followed by an examination of its relation to design 
intent, and conclude with a discourse on how design intent gets implemented through 
workmanship and materials to ultimately give a product ‘quality’. 

The Nature of Quality

The FP designer should understand the reasons why the idea of ‘quality’ is so subjective 
and imprecise, since it will be a moving target that designers must try to hit. As a result, 
rather than guaranteeing ‘quality’ in an object, this discussion will, at best, help improve 
a designer’s chances of hitting that target.

At the core, the subjectivity in the idea of ‘quality’ arises because a judgement about 
quality is essentially a moral judgement, often determining how ‘good’ or ‘bad’ 
something might be. Because of its foundation in morality, quality is relative in nature 
– it is not the same depending on the person who is describing the product or its 
attributes. Often, an equal amount of people will describe a product as ‘good’ as they 
do ‘bad’.  

Adding to the confusion surrounding this relative perception of quality is the fact that 
it can exist and yet not be actively appreciated. Quality might also be appreciated after 
something has passed from existence/use.

Thus, quality is also of a temporal nature, in that it changes over time. Accordingly, the 
quality of an object is always in flux, with some products increasing their quality, and 
others decreasing it. Each product possesses initial qualities as well as lasting qualities. 

As time progresses, some attributes, which are not seen initially, reveal themselves, 
while other attributes fade away as the product ages. 

Given its elusive, changing nature, one might question why FP designers should even 
attempt to understand ‘quality’, and instead let it be a desired, but not prescribed 
outcome of the design process. The importance for FP arises because the goal of FP 
design is to change or influence morals – making objects valued for their longevity, and 
the intangible connections to us that make us want to keep them. Importantly, a FP 
designer can only convey what ‘quality’ is if he or she truly understands it (Mattus, 2008).

Behind these moral goals, however, quality can also be about doing something well 
for the sake of doing it well, much like one keeps themselves clean and well dressed; 
this is because quality also relates to personal satisfaction, and reflects a FP designer’s, 
workman’s or person’s priorities, and indeed a modicum of moral judgement about the 
longevity of our products.

These reasons for practicing FP design combine together to give rise to a morals-based 
design intent, which then gets translated into design parameters for the physical 
creation of an object. However, often there exists a disconnect between design intent 
and quality, with good design not necessarily translating into good quality (or FP 
design). 

Indeed, in many instances, quality can be measured as a difference between the 
intent of the designer, and how well an object carries out that intent (Pye, 1968, p. 13). 
Thus, for FP designers, we must also understand how our noble intentions and design 
instructions can be interpreted correctly, and how we can allow leeway for the worker 
to create intangible quality beyond the design intent.

Quality and Communicating Intent

The key to creating FP products is to ensure that the essence the FP design intent is 
communicated to the worker, and furthermore, is maintained once the product is made. 
However, FP designs are only half created through intent – many can have ambiguous 
attributes, so there will always be room for interpretation by both the manufacturer and 
the user.

Differences between intent and object arise because it is a worker (or machine made 
by one) that is often charged with translating intent into physical reality; it therefore 
warrants a discussion of how ‘workmanship’ affects the quality of a product. Such a 
discussion is necessary because it is the interplay between intent and physical quality 
that combine to create that intangible quality common to FP product, that mixture of 
the intent behind the object, how it is made, who makes it, and who perceives it (Pye, 
1968) (Chapman, 2005). 
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Workmanship can be considered as an interpretation of the designer’s intentions, and is 
thus never an exact method, since nothing can ever be precisely detailed in its entirety. 
When considering workmanship, one must remember that ‘design is what, for practical 
purposes, can be conveyed in words and by drawing: workmanship is what, for practical 
purposes, can not.’ (Pye, 1968, p. 1) 

The relationship between intent and production is best described by Pye, who sees 
design and workmanship as analogous to the relationship between a musical composer 
and the musicians who perform a piece. For design, just as ‘the quality of the concert does 
not depend wholly on the score… the quality of our environment does not depend on its 
design.’ (Pye, 1968, p. 1) Part of understanding how to create FP designs is to understand 
not only how one’s design intentions can better fight against obsolescence, but also 
how their interplay with workmanship can further enhance a product’s resistance to 
obsolescence. Workmanship’s ability to enhance FP designs through its many facets will 
now be discussed.

Quality and Workmanship

Process 

Above all, the workmanship of an object is a process, whereby someone must progress 
from rough phases to arrive at the final product. Along this spectrum, there exist many 
acceptable states for a product. Sometimes the rough work is sufficient to convey the 
idea without wasting too much time on the details – this rough work can give a ‘quality’ 
to the object through ambiguity. Just as a rough sketch can be filled in by the mind, 
too much prescription will stifle the variations on interpretation that allow for subtle 
perceptions of the product. A ‘finished’ product is not always the most endearing object.

Within the steps of creation from rough to finish product, both free workmanship and 
highly regulated workmanship are used (Pye, 1968, p. 17) – the difference is in the 
precision or repeatability of the craftsmanship. Free workmanship has more variety, 
and can be less precise, while regulated workmanship is highly precise, and reflects 
the designers’ intentions exactly. Often, free workmanship is used for rough work, and 
regulated workmanship for finishing touches.

During manufacturing, regulated workmanship can be achieved by either mass 
production or by handcraft; often it takes much longer for handcraft to achieve such 
work (Pye, 1968). However, the converse is not true – at present, it is impossible for mass 
manufacturing to create the variety available from more handcrafted free workmanship.

The FP designer will have to determine the level of precision with which their product 
will be manufactured, depending on its use and materials. This choice means that the 
designer will have to choose a mixture of workmanships to achieve the desired level 
of ‘finish’ for their product. Indeed, one of the reasons why this decision is critical to a 

Fig 1.13 - Diversity can exist at all scales of viewing, from the material’s texture...

 ... to the overall form of the design.52
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product’s quality is because both the state of finish, and the manufacturing method 
used will create different amounts of variation, which gives objects more endearing 
and multifaceted qualities.

Variation and Diversity

Variation can be best understood by examining the parallel between our perceptions of 
products and how we perceive the things in our natural environment. In nature, there 
are species of plants and animals, each with ‘recognizable pattern characteristic[s]’ (Pye, 
1968, p. 30), and yet each is individual, with individual idiosyncrasies. There is a common 
thread in natural objects – a leaf is a leaf, but each one is slightly different than the others. 
We perceive objects in a similar manner; users can identify the underlying essence and 
typology of an object whilst recognizing its individual expression, should it have one.  

However, society has mixed feelings about variation in their objects. Before we became 
masters of nature, people used to take solace in precision, because it spoke of only 
man and excluded nature (Pye, 1968, p. 31). Indeed, precision and regularity were once 
seen as symbols of mastery over nature. It was also used as a symbol of power and 
wealth, since it was, for a very long time, difficult to achieve by the layperson. Yet, in 
contemporary society, precision and uniformity are ubiquitous in most manufactured 
wares.

Mass produced objects are like uniform notes played over and over (Pye, 1968, p. 2). 
Such objects are at odds with our perception of the individualistic aspect of nature. 
Thus, there is an innate need for variation in products to make them interesting and 
enjoyable. Precision is not always connected with ‘quality’. Society’s obsession with 
antiques and old products are partially a manifestation of our longing for diversity and 
spontaneity in our lives. FP designers should strive for this variation in their products.

Pye calls the variation created through ‘controlled freedom’ of workmanship diversity. 
Variation can thus be created through free workmanship. Often, it is the improvisation 
that occurs in process of free workmanship that creates the variety that gives a product 
‘quality’.  Improvisation can occur even while we impose order on objects – much like 
nature’s ‘order permeated by individuality.’ (Pye, 1968, p. 71) Diversity must also be 
contrasted with uniformity, to create an overall effect of variety in an object, such as a 
polished and crafted block of wood (Pye, 1968, p. 36). 

This variation imparted to an object through workmanship exists at different scales of 
viewing. For every element of an object, there is an effective maximum and minimum 
effective range. The ‘quality’ of an object arises from creating ‘diversity’ at all scales of 
viewing, from the texture or surface quality, to the overall form of the object (Fig 1.13). 

FP designers can program different levels of diversity into their designs through their 
choice of the method of production and materials selection. Yet, these two areas also 
have opportunities for creating further ‘quality’ in an object.

Method of Production

When a designer decides how their product is to be made, there exists a spectrum of 
production methods at their disposal, ranging from mass mechanical methods to craft 
production. Each end of this spectrum will create different types of ‘quality’ in an object. 
The task for the FP designer is to determine the best combination methods that will 
leverage the advantages of each.

Mechanical, mass production is a process where objects are produced in large numbers 
from machines designed for specific functions. Using these means can help impart a 
sense of perfection to a product, which is achieved because it creates the attributes of 
uniformity and precision (Pye, 1968). Thus, mass production is of a high quality, but it is 
of a uniform quality (Fig 1.14). Mass production also creates objects that are relatively 
inexpensive – a quality that many consumers seek.
 
At the other end of the spectrum, craft production is usually used in creating ‘one-offs’ 
that require many man-hours and skills to produce. Products created through the crafts 
are separated from mass production by the fact that they are often of an extremely high 
quality, but not produced in large numbers, and are often relatively expensive. Because 
of their low numbers, and intense manpower requirements, those products produced 
through craft are usually very unique, and thus, cherished. The working hours that go 
into craft production means that it also imparts a ‘personal’ touch through the object’s 
connection to its maker, which can often bond the end consumer with the producer of 
a product in a way that a mass produced product cannot. 

Fig 1.14 - Mass produced objects are of a high, but uniform quality. 53
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Yet, there still exists an element of craft within mass production. Here, free workmanship 
is used to create the tools of mass production (Pye, 1968, p. 5). Here there is much risk 
involved, since the outcome is uncertain. The precision created at this point is like 
storing up ‘workmanship capital’ that can be drawn upon later to create perfect or near-
perfect products. In mass production, care and free workmanship do indeed still exist, 
but in a different manner.

FP designers must balance the benefits of each method of production, or seek creative 
ways of combining the two processes. There needs to be an element of risk in mass 
production, or at least an attempt to create the variety that free and craft workmanship 
imparts, because otherwise mass produced objects can seem monotonous. FP designers 
must also retain the physical quality (precision) of mass production while adding variety, 
imperfections and the personal touch that craft production creates.

Closely related to the choice of the method of production is the choice of materials a 
designer makes, which will help dictate the mode of production, but also affect the 
diversity, variation, and quality of an object. 

Material Choices and Quality

The type of materials used in a product has a direct effect on ‘quality’ through their effects 
on perceived value, diversity, and response to wear. FP designers will have to select 
materials based on their ability so as to create quality both through their attributes, but 
also how these materials affect the modes of production for the product.

The perceived value of material is related to its physical attributes and its availability. 
Physical attributes such as weight, appearance and strength all contribute to a product’s 
quality. But the value arising from attributes is difficult to judge because their effects 
are context specific – the weight of a material can sometimes signal quality, or, in other 
circumstances, signal poor quality (Fig 1.15, Fig 1.16 – bike frames vs. furniture). 

Adding to this difficultly is that materials’ value is also based on social constructs (such 
as gold) that arise from their physical attributes and rarity (Sudjic, 2009). For example, 
natural materials can be valued more than man-made materials, due to their rarity and 
appearance, but specialized man-made materials are can also be rare, and also valuable.

Because of the subjective nature of a materials’ value, it is impossible to proclaim which 
materials are valued more than other. FP designers must be judicious in their choice of 
material, and understand that its value will be dependant on its use context. A good 
tool for a FP designer to use is a spectrum, such as defining materials as ‘heavy’ or ‘light’, 
and then comparing how changing the materials at each end will affect the perceived 
value of the object. However, a more concrete tool for FP designers is to make use the 
diversity of materials, which is a more objective attribute in the creation of value. 

Fig 1.16 - For furniture, heavier materials are generally considered to be of high quality.

Fig 1.15 - For a bike frame, lightness is considered a sign of quality.
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Diversity arises from the texture of a material, which can be inherent, or through the 
manufacturing process used in its creation. The surface texture of an object is very 
important to our perception of the item, and can be as important, if not more, as the 
colour or form of an object; its quality is a critical indicator of the overall ‘quality’ of a 
product (Pye, 1968, p. 58).
 
The reason that this diversity created through texture is important is that people need 
clues about the surface texture to indicate the boundaries of the surface (Pye, 1968). 
The textures of materials can also be used to contrast with the uniformity of man-made 
objects, thus creating visual variety.

Natural and artificial materials have different types of texture. Natural materials have 
diversity inherent to them, such as wood grain or the texture of stone, or even the polish 
of metal (Fig 1.17, Fig 1.18). Artificial materials, such as plastic, can be given texture 
through moulding processes, although there is always be a degree of programming 
to create that effect. Thus, FP designers have a useful tool in texture, although it must 
always be tempered with the knowledge that it is context specific, and that overall 
variety is important, not just in the material.

Finally, material choice will affect how wear shapes the appearance of a product over 
time. The physical attributes of a material (such as its hardness, chemical make up etc.) 
will determine its response to wear, both visually and functionally. FP designers must 
have an idea of how their products will wear out, so as to understand how their materials 
will change the look and function of their product. For example, if something is to be 
touched frequently by human skin, materials that respond well to oils can be chosen, so 
that the appearance does not degrade, but rather is polished to a shine.

As can be seen from the preceding discussion, the effect of materials on ‘quality’ is 
highly subjective. FP designers must make predictions about their material’s context-
specific value, as well as balance the diversity created through materials selection. Yet it 
is possible for FP designers to better predict the effects of wear on their products – the 
following section will discuss some of the ways wear affects the quality of an object.

Quality and the effects of Wear

As every object is used, it experiences wear and degradation, both to its appearance and 
its functionality (degrading functionality can be labelled ‘durability’, and is discussed 
in the following section). The wear that occurs to the appearance of the product is a 
combination of the method of production, material choice, design intent, and use (Pye, 
1968). Wear can be defined as anything that thwarts a design’s soundness of comeliness 
of appearance. And while the wear that occurs to a product’s appearance generally 
implies degradation, FP designers must harness this change for its positive qualities. 

Fig 1.18 - Concrete has diversity inherent in its texture.

Fig 1.17 - Metal has a diversity that is apparent in its polish and texture.
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Indeed, FP designers can look to Japanese culture, where the positive effects of wear 
are embodied in the concept of ‘Shutaku’ – that objects are polished through use, thus 
improving their appearance and giving the object soul (Fukasawa & Morrison, 2007). 
In an attempt to analyze wears effects on the ‘quality’ of objects, this MDP looks at 
the diversity, individuality and emotional attachment that gets imparted to products 
through wear.

The wear on an object inflicts ‘damage’ to surfaces, which can add diversity that it lacked 
previously. The uniformity of materials can be broken by the signs of usage – the wear 
a leather couch undergoes, or the polishing that a keyboard achieves after years of use 
can make otherwise uniform materials become visually diverse. Yet, while such diversity 
is well understood as an advantageous aspect of a product’s life, it can be very difficult 
to control during the design process (Pye, 1968) (Fukasawa & Morrison, 2007).

Thus, FP designs, while imparted with a level of diversity at the time of their production, 
can also take advantage of the effects wear has to create further diversity.  Materials and 
forms can be chosen to promote the creation of diversity, such as denim over plastic 
fabrics, or metals that polish to a shine rather than soil with use. However, the difficult 
task for FP designers is to determine the difference between that wear which creates 
beneficial diversity, and that which degrades the appearance of the materials used in 
the product.  

Regardless of its propensity to affect diversity both positively and negatively, wear 
almost always imparts individuality and uniqueness to a product. The wear on an object 
is a mark of individuality, since products all wear in a unique fashion. Often, only the 
user of a product perceives such uniqueness, unless it is pointed out to other people. 
Much like knowing the only way a broken door works, the wear that occurs due to use 
will endear that product to the user. These marks due to wear cannot be prescribed, but 
objects can be designed in such a way that the way these marks add to individuality 
overcomes their apparent degradation of the appearance of the product. An example of 
such individuality is the wear marks that form in jeans during their use. A mobile phone 
stored in a pocket will create a unique mark that showcases a history unique to the user 
(Fig 1.19). A choice of materials, as well as the design intent behind the product, can be 
prescribed by the FP designer, and thus utilized to highlight the positive effects of wear. 

The individuality that wear imparts on an object is also related to the effects that wear 
has on creating an emotional bond to the product, which occurs in many ways. At a 
broad level, Pye suggests that the overall aging of a product is seen as a reflection of 
our own ageing, something that can be seen as good or bad, depending on how the 
user views ageing. New products might be purchased because when these objects are 
renewed we are in fact ‘renewing ourselves.’ (Pye, 1968, p. 37) Thus, there is an innate 
emotional association with objects, and how they age with users. FP designers have the 
opportunity to re-enforce that the ageing of an object through wear is indicative not of 
degradation, but rather an accumulation of wisdom. Users should ‘discover its beauty 
not just in how it ages, but in how we age with it.’ (Fukasawa & Morrison, 2007, p. 111)

Fig 1.19 - A mobile phone stored in a jeans pocket will create a unique mark.

Fig 1.20 - A car’s faded paint contrasts with its intent for perfection.56
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In order to achieve these aims, FP designers should seek to develop the emotion that is 
associated with the ‘Wabi-Sabi’, or inner soul of an object (Fukasawa & Morrison, 2007). 
Imperfections are part of human nature, and despite their attempts to master nature, 
products are imperfect as well. The wear an object undergoes can be symbolic of the 
imperfection of the designer’s intent, the flaws in materials, and a reminder to the user 
of the human condition. FP designers should thus not be overly concerned with their 
product’s degradation, but rather, they should harness its decline in such a way that is 
a subtle indication of this idea. Much like the paint on an old car will fade (Fig 1.20), the 
intent for perfection, and its contrast with wear, will always be apparent.

Thus, while the effects of wear are largely unpredictable, FP designers can use their 
inductive reasoning skills to guide its effects when creating their products. Wear cannot 
be predicted, but it can be guided, and thus FP designers should at least attempt to 
harness its positive qualities.

Durability – Quality’s Effects on Obsolescence

The final aspect of quality is a product’s durability, which can be defined in a number of 
ways, but here we will be used the physical sense of the word, in that an object should 
be functionally and aesthetically durable – when these attributes endure the effects 
of time, thus fighting against obsolescence. The durability of products is the ultimate 
goal of FP, and is the one aspect of ‘quality’ combining all of its elements  – a product’s 
materials, intent, method of production and workmanship – and how well they 
combine to accommodate changes over time. Indeed, durability is nearly the gestalt 
of the concept of ‘quality’, as described here, and how it relates to FP design. From the 
above discussion, it can be seen that there are many areas where FP designers can affect 
the ‘quality’ of an object to improve its chances of being durable. And yet, durability by 
itself cannot guarantee a product to be FP. FP products must not only be durable, but 
they must also touch a user’s heart through emotion – perhaps the most difficult task 
for any designer. 

Emotions and Desirability’s Roles in FP Design

The emotional bonds that users form with their products is a complex field of study, 
one that is beyond the scope of this MDP. Indeed, it is nearly impossible for designers 
to prescribe what emotions will be elicited from a product. However, it is known that 
users develop rich relationships with objects over time as they become part their lives 
(Fukasawa & Morrison, 2007) (Chapman, 2005) (Norman, 2005) (Sudjic, 2009). For FP 
designers, it is important to be cognizant that these relationships will develop, and also 
to be aware of how it occurs, since it is the emotional bonds these elements create that 
help fight against obsolescence. FP designers should understand that in forming these 
relationships, products will become a large part of personal narrative for the user, as 
they form bonds and develop meaning with their products. 

Fig 1.21 - Craftspeople bond with their tools, such as this micrometer.

Fig 1.22 - Many writers cherish their pens or pencils. 57
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Narrative of Products

Products are symbolic of our lives, which are in constant flux. Owners of products 
use them to express their changing personalities, tastes and aspirations, and are thus 
symbolic of personal narrative (Tomlinson, 1990) (Chapman, 2005) (Lunt & Livingstone, 
1992). Because the intent behind FP products is to last the course of their owner’s life, 
the role of personal narrative in products is thus of concern to FP designers. 

While products are a part of the narrative of our lives, they also have their inherent 
narrative, or ‘personality’ (Norman, 2005). A narrative of a product’s appearance and 
function can embody many values to an owner, such as a cherished pen for a writer, or 
a set of tools to a craftsperson (Fig 1.21, 1.22). FP designers should be aware of how the 
narrative of their product will not only symbolize the owner’s current life, but how it will 
have an effect on their personality, and vice versa. Furthermore, due to the changing 
nature of personalities, FP products should be able to age with the user’s personality. It 
is here that a vision of the future (see Chapter 2c) will help the designer anticipate how 
their product will affect and be affected by the owner as an object ages.

As FP products age with the user the narrative of a product also helps users to form 
bonds with their objects, which is a key quality for fighting against obsolescence.

Bonding with Products

While users form bonds with products for many reasons that are beyond the designer’s 
control, there is a relation with the quality of design intent and the physical quality of 
an object. FP products will hopefully help build emotional bonds with the user, both 
through their physical attributes and functionality. The key aspect of bonding that is 
relevant to FP design is the idea of bonds forming over the lifetime of a product.

The longer a product is kept, the more likely a bond is to form. FP designers must 
understand that a well-designed product will come to represent parts of the owner’s 
life that they want to remember, since it becomes associated with memories as they 
move throughout life. The only tool available to FP design for creating bonds is the fact 
that if a FP design is executed well, bonds will naturally form.

Meaning of Products

As users form bonds with products, they can become associated with multitude of 
meanings, such as memories or status (Chapman, 2005)(Sudjic, 2009). However, it is 
the meaning of value that is most important for FP designers. The value of an object, 
whether monetary of emotional, is always of importance to the user. Value can be 
seen as the gestalt of the emotions and physical qualities related to an object, and it is 
important since if something is not valued, it is less likely to resist obsolescence.

There is initial and lasting value in an object, and ‘… it is only when a design has survived 
long enough to go out of fashion and be forgotten for a time that it can be appreciated 
or rejected for what is really in it.’ (Pye, 1968, p. 43) What Pye implies is that there is always 
a veneer of newness, a ‘honeymoon’ with objects (Chapman, 2005), which creates a type 
of value. Initially, the price of an object is of great importance in its ‘value’, at least as 
perceived by society, but as time passes, users forget about the cost of a product, and 
other factors take precedence (Fukasawa & Morrison, 2007). There is also the thrill of 
purchasing an object that is desired, which quickly fades afterwards. Mattus questions 
the importance of such value in the unattainable – ‘does the ability to acquire a once 
unaffordable luxury such as high design make it lose its appeal?’ (Mattus, 2008, p. 113) 
True value is only apparent in the long term.

Because of the power of initial ‘value’ in an object, FP designers must not fall into the 
trap of marketing value in products – ‘and so the balance of business expenditures 
shifts from product research to market research, which means orienting business away 
from making products of value and toward making consumers feel valuable.’ (Postman, 
1993, p. 170) Instead, FP designers must attempt to create lasting value in an object – by 
designing them in such a way that their use, physical qualities will continue to create 
value and worth long after a product is purchased. Value of this nature will endear a 
product to its owner, and thus resist obsolescence.

Having examined the tools available for FP designers, this MDP will now discuss 
their implementation in a design, which also takes into account the theoretical work 
previously discussed. Thus, we begin our exploration of nomadic furniture design.  
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This section outlines an attempt to implement the principles of FP design, (see Chapter 
3b) into a series of product concepts. The following discusses an attempted journey 
through the FP process. The process begins with an exploration of what a vision of the 
future might reveal, which was used to choose an appropriate area for intervention, but 
also to prepare the final designs for future changes to culture and context, as well as use, 
over time. A discussion follows which explains why the formal elements of the design 
concepts were chosen. In the following chapter, the design concepts are analyzed to 
understand how well these attributes seek to improve the chances of the concept 
designs becoming FP themselves, and judge how successful they might become.

Future Visioning

The near future will see an increasingly mobile population, as information becomes 
more portable, and more people start to work in the information-based service industry 
(Bell, 1976). While the idea of a service economy is not recent, some surmise that society 
is now at the dawn of a new era where information is a product (Sterling & Wild, 2005) 
(Leadbeater, 2010). Yet, despite technological advances that increase creative potential 
and make it more affordable and mobile, there is still a need for earlier, tangible forms 
of technology. As a designer, one wonders how creative workers and their environment 
will react to these changes, and conflicting developments?

As the world economy becomes information based, it is also trending towards 
globalization. In such a global, information economy, the worker can become stationary 
in a virtual world, which allows them to be nomadic in the physical world. Accordingly, 
workers are becoming increasingly free to move around the globe as their career takes 
them either to their next project, or in many cases, employer.

In particular, a demographic known as the ‘urban nomad’ has taken advantage of the 
increasing mobility of society. While the term ‘urban nomad’ itself is not new, it is currently 
forming its modern definition within culture (Hunting, 2003) (Fleming, 2010). The 
modern ‘urban nomad’ does not wish to be ‘tied down’ to a physical place or career, and 
is likely a member of the younger generation (18-26). Young people have traditionally 
been pre-disposed to be mobile, and because of changes to the economy and culture, 
the coming generation is no exception, especially with those in urban areas (Dion & 
Coulombe, 2008) (US Census Bureau Systems Support Division & Population Division, 
2003). Lastly, ‘urban nomads’ are likely to work in services or the creative industries and 
seek career opportunities around the globe; this demographic is accustomed to change 
and even craves it.

Nomadic Design - FP Implementation
Yet, while the careers of an ‘urban nomad’ have become easier to transport, most of 
their possessions have not escaped their physical foundation. Frequent travellers 
already understand that to avoid hassle, trouble and a sore back, one must keep their 
possessions to a minimum when moving often. In the world of the ‘urban nomad’, every 
object that is owned will be evaluated critically to determine whether it is essential to 
the user’s life – ‘urban nomads’ try to own very few objects permanently, since they are 
difficult to move. 

But owning fewer objects permanently does not mean that ‘urban nomads’ don’t buy 
products wherever they settle temporarily. Because of their inclination to minimal 
possessions, there is a danger that ephemeral, non-FP products will be used as temporary 
solutions to an ‘urban nomad’s’ needs in these situations; this potential problem reveals 
an impetus for FP design intervention. In addressing this issue, FP designers wishing 
to create the few objects that surround ‘urban nomads’ (those which give rise to their 
creative and mobile potential) will have to take into account how these items change 
the user’s lifestyle as well as the nature of their work. Thought was given to these issues, 
and a brief was developed.

Development of Design Brief

At the onset of this FP design problem, an attempt was first made to determine what 
objects in a nomad’s life were most likely to be ephemeral, and which were most likely 
to yield insights to the FP design process. From this study, it was found that currently, 
there are many objects that are not as physically mobile as these users, such as large or 
heavy items, which are mostly items of furniture. Somewhat unexpectedly, it was also 
discovered that printed material is an item that is very heavy, and in large quantities, 
not portable. 

However, the common element amongst these ephemeral items was not physical in 
nature – it was rooted in either the expense of an object and/or its lack of utility. The 
expense of an item was often low enough to justify its re-purchase at a new location, 
such that while a nomad might always own a product, it would change from locale to 
locale. Lastly, the utility of an object was sometimes so low, or the product not important 
enough to be transported, and thus preened from the user’s collection permanently. In 
all of these cases, there was a lack of emotional bond with the products, and thus other 
factors took precedence in determining whether an object was kept or not.

To determine what objects were not likely to be ephemeral despite their apparent 
physical impediments, a subjective element was also included in this analysis of a 
nomad’s products, which looked at what physical possessions people would likely 
cherish in a virtual world despite their difficulty in being transported. To enumerate 
these options, the question was asked: ‘what are the key objects that users want, or will 
want, to haul around the planet with them?’ 
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The design process thus began by looking at general precedents within portable 
furniture – traditionally called both nomadic and campaign furniture. It was fascinating 
to discover the objects that populate living environments so as to ground people 
when they change place. Many clever designs were unearthed in this exploration, but 
while the products were themselves fascinating, it was another common object that 
was noticed in many of these nomadic dwellings – the book, or printed material. Yet, 
the book had very little in the way of creative, nomadic products in which it could be 
displayed and stored.

Indeed, printed material is very close to being FP itself, since it does not obsolesce very 
easily. Despite advances in e-ink and e-readers, users still cherish, and will continue to 
cherish printed text. As e-readers supplant books, ephemeral literature and texts will 
cease to exist in printed form, and the only printed items that remain will be important 
information or graphics, which will thus become all the more cherished (e.g. sketchbooks 
and favourite novels). 

The reduced amount of printed material, and its increasing connection with the user 
implies that they will want to take these items on their nomadic journeys. The FP design 
question thus becomes: ‘how will these items be displayed and stored in each place, 
and how will they be transported from location to location?’

Design Brief

Rather than have the user buy temporary display and storage products for their books 
every time they move, this FP design exercise seeks to create an item the performs these 
functions, yet is bought once, and stays with the owner throughout their life.

This product should be something that will allow ‘urban nomads’ to move, store and 
display their printed material, yet grow old with the user as their lifestyle takes them to 
different locations.

This design will aim to be FP through a reduction in the amount of stuff purchased, both 
by helping the user only buy one set of storage and display items, as well as reducing 
the number of books bought. Finally, this product will help the user connect with a 
product that is very much FP – books. 

Design Process

The design process and explorations began by examining the general attributes of this 
category of object that could help in its fight against obsolescence. In this process, the 
preliminary rules of FP were examined within the context of the user, the ‘urban nomad’ 
(outlined above), and from that exploration, a general set of guidelines were developed 
(Fig 1.23). 

These generalized set of attributes helped guide the design explorations. As more 
concepts were developed, these guidelines were revisited, further refined and expanded 
upon. Thus, throughout the process, each new concept or detail was often compared 
against the FP principles, and the principles against the design (indeed, this was a large 
factor in how the general FP principles were developed). 

Thus, each concept revealed subtle clues about how it could address the initial concerns, 
but also how each design had certain attributes that would fight obsolescence uniquely 
and subtly. Every design attempts to pay homage to the guidelines established, by 
incorporating the general attributes in a variety of ways, some more successfully than 
others. These are examined in the following chapter, for each concept design.

First, the specifics of the common design elements are here discussed. These were 
some of the tangible attributes that arose from the generalized guidelines, and which 
influenced the design generation.

Common Design Elements

Function (Utility)

Given the lifestyle of the target user, it was determined that every design must be 
portable to some degree. This form of utility is important to ‘urban nomads’, who have 
lifestyles that demand that their possessions move with them. Furthermore, each is 
designed to accommodate an eventual move of the user, and their books.

The concepts are sized and engineered to hold 8-10 books (15-55 lbs, depending on 
the size of the printed material). This is likely an ideal amount, since it is roughly the 
maximum weight that can be carried by a single person. This weight is also well within 
the limits of most standard wall mounting systems using 2-3 mount points. Because 
the combined weight of the shelves and books will be within these weight limits, each 
design can accomodate a variety of mounting positions and wall types.

Each design is also modular, in that additional items can be added to increase storage, 
or to decrease it, simply, if necessary. This requirement is chosen because the ‘urban 
nomad’s’ life is constantly changing. While these users may have few possessions, that 
does not imply that they will not want to add more at a later date – this requirement 
presupposes that ‘urban nomads’ will be varying their level of books, and possessions 
throughout their lives, a FP assumption.

Function (Durability/Reparability)

Durability is a given for most FP design, and it is no exception for ‘urban nomads’. Every 
concept developed is done so with durability in mind. Materials are chosen that will not 
loose their function, and construction is such that it was sturdy. These users’ lives are 
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Quality

Diversity

Reparability

Aesthetics

Natural materials
Finish of materials
Use in many settings
Wear through moves
Attention to manufacturing details

Few components
Modular construction
Simple construction

Simple aesthetic (form follows 
function)
Wear does not affect quality
Changeable aesthetic
Many contexts of use
Attention to manufacturing process

Emotion

Narrative

Value

Bonding

Embody lifestyle choice of nomad
Printed materials; relation to users
Change happens to object and 
user

Use after travels
Save time in the long run
Less objects in life
Develop collections of printed 
material

Connection with history of moves
Wear in object connects to 
memories
Connection with books and life’s 
goals

Function

Utility

Durability

Technology Level

Direct function
Simple Function
Modular (add what is needed)
Beyond Function (enable lifestyle)
Simplify ultimate goals

Materials
Construction
Reparability
Utility does not degrade

Medium technology
Not likely to change
Simple
Easy to manufacture
Direct function (few 
dependencies)

Resists

Fig 1.23 - Design guidelines developed for the exploration of designs for the Urban Nomad 
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filled with movement and change, and these designs’ durability is key to withstanding 
the effects of these lifestyles.

In addition to being durable, these concepts are also designed to be simple to repair, 
and thus given direct functionality – functions are made as simple as possible, so that 
repairs would also be as simple as possible. Modular and simple construction is also 
specified to facilitate repair. The combination of these design features is picked so that 
the user will not only be able to, but would want to repair item.

Function (Technology)

Medium technology is used as much as possible, both in the function of the product, but 
also the material choices. Medium technology facilitates repair by keeping function and 
manufacture as simple as possible. Furthermore, if the designs use high-tech materials, 
it would create dependencies on external factors in the product. Finally, using medium 
technology maximizes the user’s ability to understand the function, and thus creates 
empathy with the designs, and facilities their repair.

Quality/Appearance (Materials)

Natural materials are specified for their inherent diversity. They are also used for their 
wear qualities, which create unique, endearing patterns. Generally, wood, fabrics and 
metals are used. These materials are also widely available, when the need for repair 
arises.

Quality/Appearance (Broad Aesthetics)

Two forms of aesthetics are considered, from the obvious, broad form, to the subtle 
manufacturing details. Broadly, simple aesthetics are specified for these design concepts. 
Fashion degrades the desirability of a form as it goes through its natural cycles, and thus 
these concepts are to exist apart from fashion. As much as possible the mantra ‘form 
follows function’ is used.

Quality/Appearance (Manufacturing Details)

To create overall quality in these objects, much attention is paid to the details of 
manufacture and their effects on form, both subtle and obvious. Considerations are 
made about everything relating to manufacture, from the materials selection, and its 
implications for manufacturing, to the finish, texture and edges of parts created by 
different manufacturing techniques. Subtle design details are also specified, which 
while not immediately obvious, serve a purpose either functionally or aesthetically. By 
considering all of these details, the overall quality, as well as aesthetics of the object, 
are greatly improved, increasing the chances of these objects becoming ‘precious’, and 
therefore, FP.

Emotion (Narrative)

These concepts are meant to embody the lifestyle of movement, and of the ‘urban 
nomad’, and thus, portability is an important feature. Portability and mobility are the 
essence of a nomadic life, and thus, every product strives to embody this element in 
some regard, in the hopes that it will endear these products to their owners.

Similarly, change is also part of the nomadic lifestyle, as contexts and personalities 
change with each move. The concept of modularity is used in these designs, so that 
they might change with the user. Whether it is adding units, or changing function, these 
concepts will change, just like, and hopefully with, their user.

Emotion (Value)

In order to appeal to ‘urban nomads’, these concepts are also designed to save time and 
money for their users. Rather than buy objects after every move, these designs are such 
that the user does not have to spend actual time, nor spend their ‘saved time’ (money) 
acquiring new objects. This is one respect in which these designs are meant to embody 
value to their owners.

These designs also embody value through their use. These designs specify that they 
be used before, during and after travels, and are thus designed so that a maximum of 
function might be achieved through minimal use materials and time.

Emotion (Bonding)

Bonds with products cannot be contrived, but these designs have the advantage of 
having a connection with books and book culture in general. Any ‘urban nomad’ who 
values printed material will connect these designs not only with their lifestyle, but with 
their love of books as well.

Finally, these designs are specified to have a connection with nomadic life through their 
function and formal elements. These concepts should wear and exist long enough that 
they will embody that history associated with a nomadic life.

Nomadic Design Explorations

The specific details of each design are briefly discussed here, along with graphics 
outlining their form and function. For each design, specific elements that address 
FP design principles are outlined. The following chapter will discuss how well these 
concepts achieve the goals of FP design.
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FP Design Explorations

63

Chapter 3c



Description

This design started with the idea of a book bag, and how its form and context are both 
changeable, much like the life of an urban nomad. The material of a book bag is usually 
fabric – a material that is simple, but multi-purposed. Fabric is a unique material, since it 
has a variety of uses using minimal parts – an idea that underlies this concept. This design 
plays with the mutability and simplicity of fabric as it relates to books, and book bags.

The product functions simply – it involves mounting two pegs to any wall, or using two 
pegs from a freestanding structure (not developed here). The design is such that the pegs 
should mount between two 16” studs. However, because the combined weight is under 50 
pounds, the pegs can also be mounted into appropriate wall anchors in a variety of wall 
surfaces.

The fabric component is then wrapped around the pegs, and is such that it can be left to 
tension itself. Mounted in this manner, there are two ways in which the user can put books 
onto these ‘shelves’ (Fig 1.24, 1.25). When the user needs to move the shelves, or their entire 
life, the fabric can be removed from the pegs, and tightened using a strap, or in a pinch, a 
belt, which then can be used for carrying the shelf like a book bag for transport (Fig 1.26).

Because of the form of the design, and the materials used, this product is lightweight and 
small in volume. The system has many different configurations, depending on where the 
pegs are placed, and it can be expanded easily.

The aesthetics of this design are simple, and do not arise from fashion, but rather, from 
the mutability of the fabric itself, as a response to the books on the shelf. The design and 
materials are a nod to the natural material of books; the intention of the design is to show 
how these materials will still exist in the future, just as printed material will even though 
e-readers hold most of our books. The aesthetics ultimately aim to remind of the past, 
while moving forward our lifestyles.

Details

The fabric used in this design is durable – the main piece is a form of canvas, and the 
carrying strap made of webbing – and can be changed or repaired if one wears out. The 
belt loop that constrains the carrying strap is made of leather. These materials will wear 
well, and are lightweight. These materials have rich textures, which help create visceral 
and visual quality.

The structural pegs are made from stainless steel, and mount to the wall using combination 
machine/wood screws into studs or anchors. These have a fine finish on them, with a slight 
knurl where the fabric will contact, so as to prevent sliding. These are of such a high quality 
that they might be used for other purposes.

FP Elements

• Can be repaired easily by replacing fabric or pegs. Fabric can also be patched in a 
pinch.

• Durable materials, canvas, leather and metal, are specified. These should last a long 
time, and they will have diversity in their texture, but also in how they wear.

• The pegs are high quality, creating durability and preciousness.
• The stitching of the fabric is french seamed, to hide any rough edges.
• The function of the design is simple and direct. It is easy to understand, and creates a 

simple aesthetic which should transcend fashion cycles. It can also be scaled up.
• This design is multi-purpose, and as such, embodies a life choice. Books can be taken 

to work, or across continents, depending on how nomadic the user is.

Book and Bag plus Wall
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Fig 1.24 - The fabric will deform to accommodate different configurations of books.
 (Mounted 16” centre to centre)
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Fig 1.25 - The fabric will deform to accommodate different configurations of books.
 (Mounted 12” centre to centre)
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Fig 1.26 - When taken off the pegs, a strap or belt can be used to 
create a book bag to transport the materials.
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Function

Utility

Durability

Technology Level

Only three parts
Multiple shapes
Allows for easy moves (form and 
weight)

Stainless steel
Tough canvas
French seams
Strap attachments easily replaced

Fabric and metal are Med Tech
Fabric and metal are FP technology
Manufacturing process is simple
Function only requires wall

Quality

Diversity

Reparability

Aesthetics

Texture of canvas
Texture of metal
Variety of forms
Contrast of metal to fabric

Fabric can be patched
Components can be replaced with 
others
Easy to understand and fix

Knurl details on pegs
French seams hide edges
Canvas weave signifies durability
Mutable overall form
Fabric wears with use, like clothing

Resists

Fig 1.27 - The main canvas will be french seamed to hide edges, while 
creating a  durable connection.

Fig 1.27a - The carrying strap will be constrained with leather squares, 
which are highly durable.
Image Source: theBookbelt.com.au68
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Fig 1.28 - The  design of the mounting pegs is makes the object both precious and useful. 

The pegs are made of stainless steel, and are knurled to help grip while mounting to the 
wall, and to prevent the fabric from sliding off the ends. The end is slightly radiused to keep 
the fabric in place.

When not mounted to the wall, the center pin can be unscrewed to keep the jagged edges 
of the woodscrew hidden. The center pin can be turned using an allen key.

The inside of the peg is machine threaded, so that when mounting, the user can utilize an allen 
key to secure the machine/wood screw into the wall. (#8 wood screw (3/8”) and 1.5-2” length)

The peg mounts to the wall - either into a stud, or into an anchor suitable for the material 
of the wall, and for a weight of 50 pounds. 

Anchor/Stud in wall.
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Description

The booktray is a very simple variation on a classic design for carrying books (Fig 1.29a). 
Although the original design is very strong, its heritage was an excellent starting point for 
the creation of some FP design for the ‘urban nomad’. 

This design modifies the robust leather strap, which can now be mounted to the walls, 
or used to secure the books into the bottom tray (Fig 1.29, 1.30). The carrier mounts to 
the wall through eyelets in the strap (which must secure into anchors in the wall, due to 
their spacing being less than the 16” used in studs). When secured with the leather strap, 
the books can be transported or stored (Fig 1.30). This functional design is minimal and 
lightweight.

The aesthetics are almost unchanged from book carriers of the past, and instead it takes an 
otherwise single use design and makes a simple modification to the strap. Perhaps some 
‘urban nomads’ already have a carrier similar to this design – using this design instead 
would mean that they could also display their books on the wall as well as store and 
transport them.

Details

The materials used are all forms of leather, which is natural and wear uniquely. These have 
been proven in other book carriers, and thus should serve this design well. These materials 
also pay homage to the leather used originally for book covers - leather on book covers 
develops a unique texture, which will add diversity to this design over time, much like a 
book. The leather tanning process for this leather should use vegetable tanning, which is 
eco-friendly, and creates a soft, flexible material.

This design adds a small piece of leather, which prevents the design from tipping over. 
- the leather strap mounts at one of two points (see inset Fig 1.29) using dome buttons, 
providing rotational stability when mounted to the wall.

FP Elements

• The minimal number of components of this design, as well as their material choice, 
means that this design can be repaired easily.

• Durable material, leather, is specified. This should last a long time and has inherent 
diversity, which only gets better with wear, much like a leather jacket.

• Construction is solid - eyelets prevent tears to the leather when mounting to wall and 
double stitching prevents tears.

• Can be repaired easily by replacing leather, since the internal structure (wood core) 
should last for a long time. Fabric can also be patched in a pinch.

• A simple aesthetic which should transcend fashion cycles. This design is also a variation 
on an archetype, which makes it less likely to obsolesce.

Booktray

Fig 1.29a - The leather bound carrying case is already a well-established design.
Image Source: New York Times70
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Fig 1.29 - The product can be attached to the wall using its leather strap and some wood 
screws into wall anchors (inset). A small section of leather provides rotational stability (inset).

71

Chapter 3c



Fig 1.30 - The leather strap can be tightened around books to 
create a ‘classic’ carrying case.
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Quality

Diversity

Reparability

Aesthetics

Texture of leather
Wear of leather
Many contexts for its use

Leather can be softened
New straps can be attached
Eyelets can be replaced

Leather ages like a book cover
Form and materials are connected 
with the motif of books
Simple, functional aesthetics

Function

Utility

Durability

Technology Level

Two parts (simple)
Can hold a number of books
Less items to own

Leather resists abrasion
Sturdy wood under frame
Eyelets resist tears in leather
Leather can be maintained and 
repaired

Leather manufacturing is an 
established technology
Attachment to wall is simple
Eco-friendly leather tanning 
process

Resists

Fig 1.31 - Leather texture and stitching detail.

Fig 1.31b - Leather texture detail.

Fig 1.31a - Wooden under frame gives the design rigidity and strength.
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Description

‘Traditional’ bookshelves are a somewhat ubiquitous design, found in many variations 
and in many homes. These shelves are, for the most part, very static, and relatively bulky. 
With this concept, the designer asks the question ‘why should a person have to move their 
shelves and their books separately?’ Instead of finding storage for one’s shelves, and a box 
for one’s books, there is an opportunity to combine the two features. Thus, this design 
capitalizes on something that is needed anyway (boxes for books), and combines that 
need with another (that for shelves) such that both are eliminated for the user. The shelf-
boxes design takes a common design and tweaks the formal and functional elements to 
help FP the design for the ‘urban nomad’.

These shelves mount to the wall using woodscrew/machine thread combinations (Fig 
1.32). These screws must secure into anchors in the wall, due to their spacing being less 
than the 16” the spacing between wooden studs - these anchors can also be used in a 
variety of wall surfaces.

The Shelf-Boxes can also be used while self standing, owing to the slight cut out in the base 
(Fig 1.34). This cut out also keeps the books off the bottom of the shelf, allowing for better 
airflow around the books (also angling the books slightly). 

Each shelf can lock together with another to form a box for transport (Fig 1.33).  When 
moving, there are cutouts that serve as handles in either the combined, box form, or a 
single shelf.

The aesthetics are simple, and only additional forms are added so as to change the shape 
slightly so as to add functional elements for the design. Otherwise, the form stays true to 
the archetype of a traditional bookshelf.

Details

The wood used in this design will age well, gaining polish and endearing wear marks over 
the life of the product. The inside surfaces could also be cedar lined, so as to help keep the 
moisture, both in storage and display, to a minimum. Any surface that supports books is 
polished smooth to avoid abrasion of the covers of books.

Each shelf is designed to join together with any other shelf.  Along the base of the shelves, 
there is a slot, and along the top, there is a lip - when the shelves are used as boxes, these 
slot together simply. The two halves are secured using stainless steel fasteners (Fig 1.33) - a 
simple and secure joining method.

FP Elements

• The cut-out on the base will create airflow around the books, which prevents mold.
• The materials are durable, as well as the construction and joining methods, and will 

last the life of the design.
• The minimal number of components are held together using dowels so that the 

design can be taken apart to repair components. 
• The design is modular, since books can be transported with only one shelf, should that 

need arise.
• This design is a variation on a classic form, which should connect it with memories in 

the user, as well as wider book culture. 
• The design eliminates two items – bookshelves and book storage.

Shelf-Boxes
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Fig 1.32 - The shelves can be mounted to walls in a traditional manner, 
using modified woodscrews secured into appropriate wall anchors (inset).
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Fig 1.33 - Two shelves can be joined to form a carrying case, which can be held using cutouts in the sides.
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Fig 1.34 - Each shelf can stand freely, and can be transported using cutouts in the form.
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Function

Utility

Durability

Technology Level

Simple construction using dowels
Shelves used singularly, or in sets
Easy to join into box form
Handles allow for easy movement

Wood polish prevents wear to books
Solid construction of components
Durable joining design
Stainless steel fasteners

Wood is medium technology
Joining method is simple
Few components in design

Diversity

Quality

Reparability

Aesthetics

Texture of wood
Stainless steel fasteners
Polish of inside surfaces

Wood parts can be replaced
Fasteners can be replaced
Modular design means any shelf 
can be used with any other shelf

Natural materials
Simple form
Joining design does not change 
form significantly
Variation on an archetype

Resists

Fig 1.35a - Once slotted, pins secure the two halves against sliding apart.

Fig 1.35b - The shelf structure is held together with doweling. 78
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Function
Utility
Durability
Technology Level

• Mutable form, minimal parts
• Durable canvas and stainless steel
• Materials and form are medium 

and low tech, respectively

• Only two parts to design
• Leather resists abrasion
• Simple attachment to wall
• Leather is medium technology

• Shelves used singularly, or in sets
• Durable joining design
• Few components and simple 

construction

Quality Lesson
Materials
Reparability
Aesthetics

• Texture of canvas and metal
• Fabric can be patched, pegs 

can be replaced
• Details - knurl on pegs, french 

seams on fabric
• Fabric wears like clothing

It is more likely that FP design will 
arise when a design is considered 
holistically and from ‘scratch’. Such 
thought allows both broad and 
minute attention to FP principles.

When a design is very simple, 
attention must be paid to the few 
details that exist, since the focus will 
be on these details.

Adding function to existing form is 
difficult. More function means many 
more details to consider for FP design.

• Texture of leather
• Leather can be maintained and 

replaced
• Form and materials connected 

with motif of books

• Texture of wood & stainless steel
• Wood parts can be repaired easily
• Natural materials and simple form

Design Summary
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Specific Lessons

The preceding section (3b) discussed the tools that were used to help these concept 
designs conform to those elements that make FP products, and also help these objects 
fight obsolescence.  However, in the course of this exploration of FP design, several 
additional lessons were learned about the application of FP designer principles, which 
are now discussed through the various categories that have been developed.

Function

Adding functionality without thought will likely decrease the FP nature of the product 
by making it take on the qualities of a ‘gimmick’. This problem was particularly evident in 
the Shelf-boxes concept, where functionality was added to an existing object, with well-
established uses and forms. Function should be added to a product holistically – there 
was much more success in the Book and Bag concept, where the whole idea of storing 
books was revisited, and the form developed anew. FP designers should re-examine 
the products and the functionality they wish to add to a product, so that they can avoid 
‘tacking on’ additional features that ruin the gestalt of an object.

Furthermore, for FP products, the utility that is designed should be direct and simple, 
with minimal external dependencies. Making functionality simple and elegant is difficult, 
and takes time, especially in the details of the function. But such work ultimately yields a 
product that functions smoother and more intuitively. This problem was found while re-
evaluating existing designs and attempting to make them FP – these concepts ended 
up being less simple than a complete rethink of the whole design.

Finally, when possible, FP designers should keep their use of technology to a minimum. 
This maxim holds true not only in the direct function of the product, but also in the use 
of materials, or anything else tangential to the actual design. External dependencies 
can be of high technology themselves, and thus create complexities that are not 
immediately apparent in the design, such as the need to replace or repair materials that 
are exotic or expensive. 

Quality

Three major issues were identified when dealing with a product’s quality: it’s materials, 
reparability and aesthetic qualities.

The quality of a product’s materials, over time, is difficult to predict; how these materials 
will wear, and their selection is often based on how they wear in other scenarios that 
are unrelated to the context for which an object is being designed. This problem is 
especially difficult when designing a new form and function for a product, since there 
is no reference point to predict how a material will wear given the design of the object. 
When modifying existing objects, wear can be more accurately predicted, since often, 
they have existed in a similar form for some time. The Book and Bag concept was difficult 
in this regard, since its variety of uses have never before been combined.

Reparability is also an essential element for FP design. Reparability, however, is derived 
from how the function of the product is designed, with simpler, more direct functions 
usually allowing for simple, direct repairs. The choice of materials and manufacturing 
methods will influence this factor as well. Thus, reparability is a gestalt quality that must 
be examined once all other factors have been decided, and then used as a tool to re-
evaluate design attributes of a product.

Finally, it was discovered that aesthetics should be neutral, if possible, but also that this 
is a difficult task to achieve. Perhaps the best method for designers to follow is to keep 
their forms to those that arise from the functionality of the product – if the function 
designed into the object is timeless, then the aesthetics that follow from the function 
will also have a degree of timelessness as well.

Emotion

The emotional connection users have with products is at best, a difficult science. From 
these FP design studies, it was found that within this field, a product’s bonds and value 
are the most difficult to design into an object.

Perhaps the most difficult attribute to program into a product is the ability to form a 
bond with its user. The best tool FP designers can utilize is a thorough understanding of 
the user’s needs currently, and how they will likely change throughout time. If a product 
empathizes with the user, they are more likely to empathize with the product. These 
designs all attempted to understand the ‘urban nomad’ and their needs, especially with 
regards to printed materials, both now, and into the future. In this regard, these designs 
achieved a modicum of success.

The value of these designs was also difficult to achieve, in that it is such a nebulous 
concept. These designs attempted to understand value in the sense that ‘urban nomads’ 
value simplicity, and a savings in both time and the number of objects possessed or 
purchased. Furthermore, these designs attempt to create quality products that, through 
attention to detail, create value for the owner. Again, in these regards, these concepts 
achieve some success.

Evaluating Nomadic Design to FP Goals
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Successes and Failures within the Concept Designs

In addition to utilizing the FP tools of chapter 3b, as well as the model of obsolescence 
developed in chapter 2d, these designs also used the goals of FP design, proposed in 
the introduction of this MDP, for development of concepts. In judging the success of 
these designs, one must compare the products’ details to how they honour the issues 
raised in all three development tools (Technology, Quality and Emotion).

The most successful design is the Book and Bag plus Wall concept. This is a simple 
design, yet is elegant in the way it achieves the FP criteria. Its function allows the user 
to store books in a variety of ways, yet allows for easy transportation. The construction 
is simple to use, and allows for modularity and easy repair. The materials of canvas and 
stainless steel are natural, with much inherent variety. The overall object is lightweight 
and compact as well, taking up a minimal amount of space.

Much attention is paid to the details in this design. Design details, such as how it mounts 
to the wall, as well as the machining on the pegs, make it precious. The attention to the 
stitching on the fabric, as well as how the leather and canvas contrast, also add to the 
visual and textural gestalt of the design.

The design could be further developed through more thought to the system of 
distribution. As it stands, the whether the owner buys the whole design, or in parts,  or 
both, needs to be determined. These details will help users maintain their shelving units 
as they use them throughout their life. However, on the whole this design addresses the 
needs of the ‘urban nomad’ very well, and will likely be FP, over the course of its owner’s 
life.

All of the designs, despite striving to fight against obsolescence, still have areas where 
they might fall short. These are either where details were missed, or compromises were 
made for other factors in the design. Some of these factors are just beyond the control 
of the designer. The following will first analyze how these designs might still obsolesce, 
despite the intentions of the designer. 

Potential Areas of Obsolescence

Book and Bag plus Wall

• Mounts to wall can break
• Fabric/straps can tear
• Inexpensive/small - easy to replace

Booktray

• Size might prevent moving
• Leather might tear from general use
• Mounts to wall might tear leather

Shelf-boxes

• Weak points where shelves join - potential for breakage
• Size and weight of design my prevent moving (if not disassembled)
• Wood might chip and break

The Devil is in the Details (Mies van der Rohe)

In developing and evaluating these designs, an important aspect to FP design came 
to light, that, while implied in the previous chapter on design tools, was not stated 
explicitly - that the key to FP design is thought and attention to detail, and becoming 
aware of the details that will determine a design’s overall quality.

The development of these designs started with thought towards their broad level form 
and function. These formal elements arose out of the brief,  were guided by FP principles 
and ultimately informed the design as a concept. But, a key element of FP design is in 
the quality of the product, which implies an attention to the details that make these 
objects precious. Even with a brief developed, each design had unique properties that 
meant the details were as individual as the designs themselves. These details required 
thoughtful, unique application of FP design guidelines.

Thus, every design presented difficulties, since there were differences not only in the 
details themselves, but also in how they would affect the overall quality and function of 
the product. These details included attention to the materials’ texture and appearance, 
as well as the construction methods used. By paying attention to the minor details, such 
as the type of stitch used, or the machine finish of a metal or wood, subtle attributes 
were added which helped create an overall quality. Determining where to stop detail 
designing is dependant on the designer, and the nature of the design scenario. 

FP design is therefore an application of the tools developed in this MDP to aspects of 
an object so as to create both obvious and hidden quality - implying both broad and 
specific implementation of FP principles.  However, application of FP guides towards 
design details is unique to every design scenario, and thus, can only be guided using 
these tools. Successful attention to detail will result in a gestalt quality, which adds to 
broad design intent, and overall, makes a product more likely to be FP.

The final chapter will now discuss more general lessons from this exercise, as well as 
outline directions for further work in the field of FP design.
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Lessons from an Abductive Exercise

FP design is an extension of the idealized industrial design exercise – it is supremely 
abductive in nature. This MDP started with the problem of ephemeral products, and a 
statement was put forth surmising that the reason for this problem is that these objects 
are not designed well.  As a starting point to examine the solution to this problem, a 
working definition of what constitutes a FP design was developed. This hypothesis 
was then used to justify the reasons for using FP design, and subsequently tested to 
see if it might solve the problems associated with ephemeral products, by helping 
designers create objects that resist obsolescence. At the conclusion of this MDP, this 
initial definition of FP design remains relevant, but it was found that it only provides a 
point of departure, and not a solution to the problem; it describes what FP should be, 
but not how that can be achieved.

Because of the abductive nature of this approach, combined with the moral grounding 
of the FP problem and its predicted solution, difficulties arose in refining this solution, 
but also revealed several areas for future inquiry by other designers wishing to create 
FP products.

Most of the problems that were encountered in this thesis arose because predictions 
must be made on several occasions in the FP process, as defined by this MDP. Predictions 
must be made initially about the nature of the future world within which a product will 
have to exist, since these ideas form the core of the FP mindset. Next, the FP designer 
must attempt to predict what design elements and production methods should be used 
to accommodate these changes. And finally, the FP designer uses abductive reasoning 
to determine not only how their product will create the future conditions in which it 
exists, but also how it will react to them. 

With so many predictions made by the designer, there will inevitably be errors, which 
are important to consider, since these forecasts have direct influence on objects, unlike 
other forms of predictive design, such as in science fiction (Sterling, 2009). The idea of 
‘errors’ leads into a large problem that arose in the course of studying FP design, and 
which provides a direction for future design exploration – measuring both mistakes and 
successes in FP design.

Discussions and Conclusions Measuring FP Design

In the course of developing FP design methods and implementing them, it was 
discovered that there is no simple way to measure FP, before or after a product actually 
becomes FP. There are two reasons why this measurement is difficult: the moral 
grounding of FP means that it is an exercise in ‘good’ and ‘bad’, and thus the criteria 
for measurement are relative, both to the designer and consumer. Finally, FP design is 
difficult to measure because according to the definition put forward in this MDP, the 
passage of time is required to validate a design as FP. 

Instead of objective measurements for FP, it was discovered through the explorations 
in FP design, as well as its analysis, that there exist indicators that influence how likely 
an object is to become FP. Instead of creating a discrete scale, these indicators imply 
that there is only a continuous spectrum of how likely an object is to be FP. Crucially, 
there are only a few indicators that are independent of context. Many factors will affect 
a product’s propensity to obsolesce, but these largely depend on the context of the 
product, and the morals of the designer and consumer (see Chapter 2d and 3a/b). 

The only apparently objective indicator of FP design is the length of time a product 
exists, with longer times implying that an object is FP. Indeed, one of the requirements 
presented in the working definition of FP was that it should last for a long time. However, 
even in these cases, where a product is around for a long time, that measurement does 
not always guarantee that a product is FP (e.g. a plastic bag). Based on the work of this 
MDP, one can only say with confidence that if an object exists for a long time, it is more 
likely to be FP, but that does not make it FP.

That there are currently no physical measurements for how FP a product might be, does 
not mean that none will ever exist. However, a starting point is to examine the attention 
to detail in each design, since every FP design will have many elements that make it 
precious.  These details cannot be compared, since every scenario requires a unique 
application of FP technique to these details; the only thing that can be measured is how 
much attention is paid to these elements, and how they affect the overall quality of a 
product.

Now that the idea of FP design has been raised, it should be possible, in the future, to 
compare design intentions with results, and thus draw some correlations to produce 
increasingly objective measurements of FP. Correlating physical attributes and design 
intent to how well a product resists obsolescence will be an area for future research as 
more products strive to become FP.

However, any measurements of FP are related to the model of obsolescence being used 
– that which describes how a product falls into disuse. Thus, these models are a critical 
factor in developing better FP products, and are an area for future work in this field.
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The Study of Obsolescence – Towards a Better Model

In the last section of Chapter 2 (d), a somewhat refined model of obsolescence was 
developed so that precedent products, as well as final designs could be analyzed, and 
FP tools developed. Despite its relative success, as work progressed throughout this 
MDP, it was discovered that there are strengths and weaknesses to this model, and that 
it can be, and indeed, must be further refined.

Within the existing model, the concept of ‘degradation’ worked well – that things change 
for the worse, and for the better. While the reasons for degradation are complicated 
and varied, it is a simple concept to understand, since it is a natural, ongoing process. 
Change occurs not only in the physical realm, but within the intangible as well, and thus 
is widely applicable, and therefore useful for FP design analysis. 

Much of the apparent weakness of the model of obsolescence is due its relative 
nature that arises because of its reliance on context, and the judgement of the analyst. 
Compounding this problem is the morality of the judgement being made about 
the changes that happen to a product, which is either ‘good’ or ‘bad’. Steps towards 
improving this shortcoming might possibly be found in research that enumerates a 
standardized, or agreed upon list of reasons why certain things obsolesce. This moves 
towards a more generalized, applicable model, not unlike a standardized measurement 
of the metre. Perhaps such standardization is not possible with FP design, but whether 
this is the case requires further inquiry.

The Power to Change Culture

From the beginning, this MDP sought to show that the impetus behind FP is rooted 
firmly in the social and environmental problems of society – it is rooted very firmly 
within the realm of culture, and seeks to alter that culture. Accordingly, there are pitfalls 
and opportunities for the FP designer that could not be discussed in this MDP.  

After trying to design FP, it was first realized that there exist two halves to the problem 
of FP design, which are somewhat related – how to design FP products, and how to 
implement them in business. More research must be done to ensure that FP designs are 
implemented and purchased by consumers. At present, there seems to be a disconnect 
between the design of FP products and how they are purchased. Old methods of retail 
generally enforce the throughput of stock, while the philosophy of FP design promotes 
the sale of fewer items. However, the problem lies not only in the design of the retail 
aspect of businesses, but in the design of the business itself (see Chapter 2b) to use and 
promote FP products.

In addition to its implementation in business, there needs to be research into how FP 
products will solve the social and environmental problems of over-consumption. At 
present, FP works under the conclusion that ephemeral products are destroying the 

environment and creating social problems. It was stated initially that FP design had the 
goal of changing these problems. While creating FP products will surely reduce strain 
on the material throughput of society, their ability to address the problems of consumer 
society have not yet been tested, as it is beyond the scope of this MDP. Such work will 
help determine whether the goals set forth in the introduction are met with FP design.

Finally, there should be further inquiry into how FP products can accommodate the 
culture of rapidly changing and improving technology. As information becomes 
portable, the nature of the physical products that embody our world will be changing 
(Sterling & Wild, 2005). FP designers will have the choice to either have their products 
accommodate these changes, or to resist them. FP designers will have to reconcile the 
need for progress with the benefits of lower material throughput and product purchases. 
How can society do more with less? There lies within this choice much interesting 
research as to the best path to navigate through these complex waters. Ultimately, such 
change is just another moving target that FP designers must anticipate and understand 
in the realm of culture.

Conclusions

This MDP began with the simple idea, put forth by Dieter Rams, that products should 
last longer, so that owners can purchase fewer items. From this assertion came the 
conclusion that for products to last longer, they would have to resist obsolescence, and 
in the process, become ‘future-proof’. Before designing these objects, there also needed 
to be a compelling reason for consumers to own fewer items. In highlighting this 
need, the MDP explored the social and environmental consequences of a culture that 
promotes the buying of more and more stuff, but these explorations also highlighted 
an important aspect of the FP problem – there is not only a lack of tools for designers 
to FP their products, but there is also a lack of will within consumer culture to accept 
these products. 

The status quo is built around designing increasingly ephemeral objects and ideas. 
That FP products do get designed, is just happenstance, and often unintended – few 
designers aim to create FP products, and are not encouraged by many businesses to 
do so. Thus, there exist the problems of achieving FP design, and implementing it into 
design culture as well. While this MDP strived to show the need for FP products, it mainly 
focused on how these objects might be designed, to encourage their implementation. 

Unfortunately, trying to design a ‘classic’ (another name for FP precedents), as they have 
been known, is a tricky exercise. It is not unlike trying to describe the feeling of ‘love’, 
which everyone knows and feels, but cannot always put into words or physicality.  This 
ambiguity in FP arises because culture is the nub of FP design, since it embodies our 
values, which are reflected in our possessions. FP design must understand changing 
cultural and personal values, in order to accommodate and anticipate changes to 
society. However, every person has a different set of cultural values, and thus perceives 
FP design differently. The criteria for FP design are thus as ambiguous as the perceptions 
of culture itself.
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The ideals of FP design, of long-lasting products, have not been absent from society, and 
as such, are embodied in precedent objects, which are useful for FP designers. This MDP 
was also able to examine various literature on the many ways in which ‘quality’ design 
can occur, and use it to examine these precedents to develop guidelines to enhance the 
chances of product resisting obsolescence.

While the guidelines take into account much precedent, and seek to move the design 
forward, ‘FPness’ is a gestalt quality that relies on many elements, some of which are 
beyond the designer’s control. Yet, the answers found in this MDP are a good beginning 
to creating a more robust framework for designing FP products; however, FP design 
will never be an exact science, but a set of intentions that will guide designers towards 
enduring products. The guidelines developed in this MDP should further the adoption 
of FP design by helping reduce the ambiguity when designers approach this problem 
in the future. 

Ultimately, the FP designer will have to use this framework as a guide while paying 
attention to details, both broad, and minute in nature. The framework is only useful if 
thought is given to the details of FP design. If it were summed up in one sentence, FP 
design would be about the process of attention to details, while understanding their 
implications on obsolescence. Such attention to detail and care in design means that 
the process of trying to design a FP product is a difficult, but rewarding exercise. 

However, the tools of this MDP are only the proverbial ‘tip of the iceberg’ of examining 
FP design; it supposes a solution, in the form of better products. These FP products may 
or may not solve the problems of consumption, but they seek to address the issue of an 
overabundance of stuff – the likely cause of many of these problems.

The idea of ‘future-proof’ design is multifaceted and at best, nebulous; it cannot possibly 
be explored fully within the scope of a master’s level project, as was discovered in the 
course of the explorations in this thesis. The question, ‘how does one create FP design?’ 
cannot be answered concretely or even succinctly. In asking this question, this MDP 
sought to raise the issue of FP design, justify it, and then attempt to begin exploring 
what that idea can be through analysis and ultimately through design. In this sense, this 
MDP has achieved success, with the development of FP guidelines for designers wishing 
to create products that resist obsolescence, and also by providing a springboard for 
further inquiry into the field of its refinement and implementation. 

The social and environmental reasons for exploring FP are so pressing, that it is the 
author’s wish that others take up this problem and elucidate it further. This concept 
will no doubt be at the core of all future endeavours for the author, and he hopes to see 
other designers somewhere along the way. ‘Future-proof’ design is a rewarding journey, 
so enjoy the ride.
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