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Abstract 

Is it possible to alter the nature of consumer behaviour towards social responsibility and 

desirable sustainable products through the design of the “behaviour” of consumer-based -

products using an ontological design process?  That is using styling or a look and feel design 

methodology that was originally developed during the 1940’s with the advent of Industrial 

Design in the United States of America to counter under-consumption.  

The look & feel of a product provides a perceived expectation with regards to what the 

‘product’ does and its meaning, that is to say we have certain expectations when we first view 

a product, beyond simply being aesthetic and pleasing to the eye.  The sophistication of the 

service based design industry today to create desirable products is greater than ever, however 

these ‘throw away products’ has created an attitude of a ‘throw-away’ consumer society at the 

same time. 

The hypothesis is that product behaviour is related to product performance or the ability of a 

designed product to do what it is supposed to do, including its ease of use, intuitiveness, the 

reliability and quality of the product and the materials from which it is constructed. In addition 

what the design of a product as shape and form means to the consumer on different levels.  

Product behaviour is also about meaning, social and otherwise and functions at a much deeper 

level than that of superficial two-dimensional graphic branding as used for marketing and 

advertising.  This is called three-dimensional branding or coding, where product behaviour is 

not simply restricted to its actual performance, but also has a direct influence upon the 

consumer response to product in terms of desire, need and want. 

Can the design of product and product behaviour be redeployed to address the crisis in over-

consumption? 
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1.3 Introduction 

In an article titled “Design and Consume to Utopia”, Tara Andrews (Andrews, 2005), a lecturer 

in Industrial Design at the University of Western Sydney, posed the question: “How can design 

methods that were developed directly to counter under-consumption be redeployed to 

counter the contemporary crisis of over-consumption?”  

In simple terms it can be argued that we have created a society with a ‘throw-away’ culture, 

where products are continuously replaced by the most recent model available and use-value of 

the previous model is, at best, perceived as limited or out of date, and, at worst, is simply 

disposed of as waste. There are numerous books and articles on the subject, including 

Principles of Political Economy by John Stuart Mill (Mill, 1844) and Capital by Karl Marx (Marx, 

1887, 1952) through to Twentieth Century Limited by Jeffrey Meikle (Meikle, 1979), The Crisis 

in Historical Materialism by Stanley Aronowitz (Aronowitz, 1981), Wealth of Nations by Adam 

Smith (Smith, 1776, 2005), The Making of Consumer Knowledge by Frank Trentmann 

(Trentmann, 2006) and Consumer Behaviour by Michael Solomon (Solomon, Russell-Bennett, & 

Previte, 2010). The arguments put forward in these texts consider various aspects behind this 

culture, including the sociological, the anthropological, the economic and commercial, the 

political, and trade and marketing viewpoints, and I will flesh these out in the literature review 

section of this chapter. As I will show, the advent of the industrial revolution was a turning 

point within the history of consumerism as it ushered in mass production and, eventually, the 

contemporary consumer society that exists today, which is based upon economic growth.  

However, while these viewpoints provide differing, valuable, arguments, they either ignore or 

trivialise the role of design in the global drive for unlimited economic growth. Moreover, the 

arguments often confuse the ergonomic design of the product in terms of function and use 

with that of design for marketing and advertising. John Wood, Emeritus Professor of Design at 
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Goldsmiths, University of London, indicates that one of the problems with a policy of unlimited 

economic growth is that people soon become disenchanted with what they have (Wood, 2007, 

p. 33). Shove, Watson, Hand & Ingram, placed in Sociology at Lancaster University, suggest 

that designers inadvertently but inevitably contribute to patterns of unsustainable 

consumption (Shove, Watson, Hand, & Ingram, 2007, p. 122). However, central to the 

discourse on consumerism is the commodity, which posits itself as a product, a tool or an 

object, depending upon the viewpoint of the research. It could be reasoned, that without the 

existence of the commodity, the consumer would cease to exist in any real sense as there 

would be nothing to produce, nothing to exchange and nothing to consume.  

In Motivating Sustainable Consumption, Tim Jackson, Professor of Sustainable Development at 

the University of Surrey, finds that the consumer way of life is “deeply flawed, both 

ecologically and psychologically” (Jackson, 2005, p. 11). Realistically, although consumerism is 

relatively young, it has become the foundation of modern political economies and 

development around the world. While the general consensus is that economic systems based 

on continuous growth are flawed and unsustainable, it seems reasonable to assume that a 

major revolution to alter the nature of economic growth is unlikely. However, it is also clear 

that to proceed along our present pathway of continuing economic growth, secured upon 

unsustainable design practices, is unacceptable. Unsustainable design practices have to be 

altered, that is to consider, take responsibility and address how the design of a product or 

environment continues to design beyond its intended use. The designer has to consider the 

potential impact beyond its original concept to begin to ensure the future of the environment 

that sustains our existence. 

 

1.4 The Problem Defined: The Research Question 

The purpose of this research is twofold. The first is to redefine design thinking methodology 

and process in relation to the design of commodities or consumer-based products by providing 

designers with a model for the redirection of design practice and process. The second is a 

subsidiary effect, which is, by redirecting the design of product and thus its product behaviour, 

I am to redirect consumer behaviour. The thesis uses the design of the commodity in the 

context of a product, tool and object as the basis for the following argument and research. The 

base premise is that our ‘throw-away’ culture is partly due to the design of ‘throw-away’ or 

disposable products, which have been developed through a sophisticated system of ‘designed’ 

artificial obsolescence, first introduced in the 1940s. In response to Andrews’ previously cited 

question regarding how to counter the contemporary crisis of over-consumption, I will argue 

that by changing the way in which a product, tool or object is designed, it is possible to design 

a sustainable, quality product that is easily maintained, updated and even customised to 

address particular needs and/or styles.  

I am not just concerned with an object’s external styling, but the way in which it is constructed, 

the materials used, its performance and intuitive use, its meaning: i.e., the total product 

behaviour. By designing products in a different way to create a truly sustainable product 
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(behaviour), the premise is that it will be possible to thus influence consumer behaviour and 

encourage a move from a ‘throw-away’ or disposable culture to a sustainable culture. In turn, 

the manufacture of unsustainable products will also be eventually subverted through an 

increased and dominant consumer demand for sustainable products.  Jackson argues that 

behaviours do change and that products do influence behavioural change. In fact, behaviours 

change continually and sometimes radically over quite short periods of time. The increase in 

mobile phones and 4-wheel drives are examples of technological and behavioural change that 

has occurred in the space of only a decade or so in Western development (Jackson, 2005, p. 

105). This suggests that the design of products can contribute to the redemption of the 

consumer through a reduction of negative impacts and product behaviour. 

In researching Sustainability by Design, John  Ehrenfeld, Executive Director of International 

Society for Industrial Ecology, asked “Is there a way to design our tools (equipment) such that 

they promote our appreciation of the care structure of being, rather than hide it from us?” 

(Ehrenfeld, 2008, p. 122) I will argue that for this to occur it is necessary to broaden the design 

thinking methodology and process beyond that of stand-alone and ‘green’ products, with 

minimal ecological footprints. According to Klaus Krippendorff, Professor of Communication at 

the University of Pennsylvania, design is making sense of things. He claims that ‘product 

semantics’ provide a better holistic understanding of the product-design process, as opposed 

to semiotics, which, he believes, only focuses on the styling design of a product. He argues that 

firstly, designers are essentially concerned with artefacts, products, and practices that do not 

yet exist and could not come about naturally. Secondly, he claims designers also need to have 

a sense of which future designs constitute improvements and which do not. Thirdly, 

Krippendorff highlights the issue of how these understandings of understandings can inform 

design decisions (Krippendorff, 2006, p. 210).  

If these three things are to occur, design has to extend or expand its own thinking 

methodology in two opposite directions. At the outset of the design process, there is a need to 

go much further back to determine real problems and needs rather than simply respond to 

manufactured and commercial needs. At the other end of the process, designers need to be 

able to determine the impact a new product will have in the future; how it will impact upon 

existing systems, altering or even subverting them; what a product’s ability is to create new 

systems and possible outcomes; and how the design of the product will allow for easy 

maintenance, updating and/or customisation, upgrading and/or recycling. This means taking 

full responsibility for design concepts well beyond the traditional service-industry design brief, 

redirecting the design process and the traditional design thinking methodology. It means 

providing ‘real’ design research and methods—methods that Krippendorff and Butter describe 

as unrestrictive research methods, in that, rather than prescribing what is right and wrong, 

they show a range of practical options (Krippendorff & Butter, 1984, p. 7) that enables one to 

determine critical design decision milestones and provide for better education in consumer 

choice.  

According to Elizabeth Shove, there are some, such as Don Slater from the London School of 

Economics, who wonder whether ‘consumer choice’ is the best way for a society to go about 
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defining, let alone filling, its basic needs (Shove, 2003, p. 7). This concern highlights another 

aspect that also needs to be considered, that is, the need to use marketing and advertising to 

inform and educate the consumer in terms of choice, rather than ‘sell’ one more product. 

However, for this to be an effective use of consumer choice, consumers still have to desire a 

sustainable product, to allow it to become a want and to finally see it as a real need. This is 

where the three-dimensional branding of a product (a term that will be explained and defined 

in much more detail within this chapter) becomes significant and a powerful design tool in 

redirecting product behaviour and subsequently consumer behaviour. 

 

1.5 Definition of Terminology 

Product Behaviour  

Krippendorff and Butter’s theory of product semantics (Krippendorff & Butter, 1984) is the 

closest to a definition of product behaviour. Product behaviour is directly related to the design 

of a product on a number of differing levels. As a static thing when not in use, the behavioural 

qualities of a product, tool or artefact only become apparent when some form of interaction, 

using some or all of the senses, takes place between the consumer as a viewer and/or 

potential user as an end-user. For example, through visual assessment, a door handle suggests 

the point at which to open a door—its shape and form suggest the way in which this opening 

function will take place. That is to say, one expects to push down a lever, whereas a knob 

would be twisted or pulled. The relationship between the individual, the product, its function 

and its functioning are critical for the behaviour to have any significant meaning as a 

purposeful object. This becomes more apparent through the ‘usability’ of the product, its 

intuitive ease of use, reliability, performance, and so on—everything the product is, its look 

and feel, its meaning, both positive and negative. The product’s external shape, form and 

materials provide the identity, signs or codes that offer visual and tactile differentiation with 

similar or totally different products in terms of identification and selection. These also provide 

information about the ability and suitability of the product to do what it is designed to do.  

Susann Vihma, Professor of Design Semiotics at the Aalto University School of Art and Design, 

Finland, argues that bringing out an expressive quality in relation to use is an essential task of 

designers (Vihma, 1995, p. 22). Krippendorff writes that when presented with a product, the 

average consumer is mostly concerned with what the object is, which they will ascertain by its 

name; what it is made for; how its parts are connected and work together; who typically uses 

it and in which situations; what others would say about it, or about its use; what it is made of 

and by what processes; who designed it, who made it, who sold it. How its operational 

principles differ from a familiar relative size, the appearance of the product, its workmanship, 

durability, and price; how it effects the environment; how efficient it is; and so forth 

(Krippendorff, Spring 1989, p. 12). 

The scope of product behaviour comprises all or some of these design elements, working 

together when interacting with the individual. This, according to Willis, editor of Design 
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Philosophy Papers and one of the co-founders of the EcoDesign Foundation (Australia) could 

be reasoned as ontological (whereby ontology refers to enquiry of what is, while ontological 

refers to the condition or behaviour of what is) (Willis, 2005, p. 81). The majority of products 

are currently designed with a disposable or ‘throw-away’ outcome. This in turn could be 

considered as the primary reason behind the creation a disposable or ‘throw-away’ consumer 

culture and consumer society. The premise that I propose in this research is that by changing 

how products are both conceived (the reasoning behind the ‘need’ for a product) and 

designed, it should be possible to eventually transform consumer behaviour.  

It could also be debated that product design is fundamental to architecture, interior 

architecture and interior design, whereby a building is constructed from a multitude of other 

products to become one large product, a structural point of sale for itself. The same could 

apply to graphic design and visual communication with the design of packaging. In her recent 

publication, Architecture and Design versus Consumerism, Thorpe, Senior Lecturer in Design at 

the Surrey Institute of Art and Design, argues that the focus on point of sale means that 

architectural design notoriously focuses on the building’s initial completion and its 

presentation in photographs ‘out of time’, with little attention to long-term performance, 

maintenance or adaption (Thorpe, 2012, p. 57). For Thorpe and others the argument here 

points to the non-permanency of all man-made objects, where everything has a destructive 

potential and that potential could be rated or evaluated in some way, not unlike the energy 

ratings on refrigerators, washing machines, and the like. While this has some potential merit in 

educating consumer awareness, it could also be shown that it may not alter consumer 

behaviour as effectively as the design of product and product behaviour based on three-

dimensional branding design process could. 

 

Three-Dimensional Branding  

A product has its own visual identity incumbent within its overall designed shape or form, as 

understood by semiotics. In Design for Product Understanding, Mono—a pioneer in Swedish 

industrial design (Mono, 1997, p. 58) who later specialised in semiotics in relation to industrial 

design—describes semiotics as the study of signs and sign systems and their structures and 

their properties and their role in socio-cultural behaviour. The product also has behavioural 

qualities of actual use designed into it as understood by semantic functions, which Mono 

describes as making a product understandable, where the designer provides the visual and 

tactile ‘key’ to it. Mono also adds that it is important that the feelings the designer intends to 

awaken are comprehensible to the person to whom they are addressed, in the same way as 

the intellectual information should be understandable (Mono, 1997, p. 76). That is to say the 

total product shape, its literal visual form informs the consumer about what the product is, 

what it is potentially able to do or how it is to be used, its function. The literal visual form 

referred to here as ‘three-dimensional branding’ also provides the consumer with levels of 

desire, ‘want and need, which Mono refers to as the ‘feelings to be awakened’. However, this 

should not be confused with what would be seen as applied two-dimensional graphic branding 
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onto a three-dimensional shape or form. This is an accepted, but arguably a somewhat more 

superficial, marketing and advertising ‘aesthetic’ understanding of commercial branding to 

identify the manufacturer. Depending upon the reputation and recognition associated with a 

manufacturer, some level of additional meaning provided by two-dimensional branding may 

be present. In discussing global brand power, Franklin et al., use the example of the Swatch 

slogan “Time is what you make of it” (Franklin, Lury, & Stacey, 2000, p. 169). It could be 

concluded that this particular focus on advertising and marketing totally ignores the 

uniqueness of the Swatch as a designed product with its expressive quality that re-invents the 

concept of the watch through the design and use of contemporary materials. Design as three-

dimensional branding using modern materials altered how the watch was viewed and used 

and made the watch more accessible to a wider audience as the Swatch. 

This is not to disregard any importance of marketing and advertising, but to place each in 

context and the correct order of hierarchy. This is where marketing and advertising are built 

around the design of the product and not the other way around. Two-dimensional branding 

relies on colour, fonts and graphic pattern, the two-dimensional shape or form in relation to 

name and/or logo. In contrast to this, three-dimensional branding relies upon the nature of the 

materials, the texture and quality of construction, and the product’s usability. The relationship 

of a product’s usability to human interaction and the form that interaction takes, the various 

individual external controls and any other functional apparatus, as well as the product as a 

whole, the look and feel—i.e., the Gestalt. According to Mono, Gestalt is the phenomenon we 

can discern as a whole, this quality is more than the sum of its parts (Mono, 1997, p. 33). 

 

Artificial Obsolescence 

According to Jeffery Meikle, Professor of American Studies and Art History at University of 

Texas, the idea of ‘artificial obsolescence’ began in the early 1900s. In his publication 

Twentieth Century Limited, he notes that the term ‘industrial design’ first appeared in 1919. 

However, its meaning bore little resemblance to the profession that began evolving ten years 

later. Usually, designers described themselves as engaged in “art in industry, art industries, 

industrial arts, arts crafts, or arts allied to architecture” (Meikle, 1979, p. 19). Industrial design 

responded to production that now out-performed actual demand and the need to increase 

consumption, due to the failure of advertising and marketing to increase consumption on its 

own.   

In “Design and Consume to Utopia”, Andrews argues that if industrial design came into being 

when the artist entered the factory, then it is this moment  in time when the work of the 

designer was seen as the final touch, an add-on, cosmetic treatment, where the designer was 

providing nothing more than some form of decorative service (Andrews, 2005). Meikle 

suggests that while businessmen at the time rarely agreed on how to introduce beauty to their 

products, most recognised the factors that made the public demand it (Meikle, 1979, p. 14). 

Regardless of the circumstances that brought about the industrial designer role, clearly, design 

processes have developed and become much more sophisticated today. 
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It could now be contended that ‘artificial obsolescence’ in product design occurs in two 

differing ways; the first is the obsolescence created by the aesthetics, fashion, shape or form 

of the product—i.e., the ‘styling’, where the most current product is given a contemporary or 

‘fashionable’ appearance that immediately dates the previous and earlier product models. An 

early example of this is found in the early 1900s, where the industrial designer originally 

introduced horizontal lines to suggest speed, or clean white surface on the refrigerator to 

suggest cleanliness and health using visual styling techniques and tricks. The second is the 

introduction of additional functions or ‘gizmos’ and/or the design development and 

improvement of function and performance. Today, all products have a blend of traditional 

two-dimensional graphical branding as identification, three-dimensional branding as meaning, 

and artificial obsolescence to varying degrees. These all act to create greater levels of market 

segmentation and penetration for any product, many of which people do not really need or 

rarely use. However, it is through the design of three-dimensional branding and artificial 

obsolescence that the ownership and/or use of these products impacts directly upon 

consumer behaviour.  

 

Consumer Behaviour 

There are many interpretations and definitions of consumer behaviour depending upon the 

academic, professional interest, or viewpoint of those providing the definition. Some examples 

of books that discuss it are Consumer Behaviour: A Practical Guide by Gordon Foxall (Foxall, 

1977), Professor of Consumer Psychology at Cardiff University, Consumer Behaviour by Celia 

Lury (Lury, 1996) from the University of Warwick, Comfort, Cleanliness & Convenience by 

Elizabeth Shove (Shove, 2003)and Consumer Behaviour and Culture by Marieke De Mooij (De 

Mooij, 2004), an expert in Cross Cultural Communications,  Interestingly, nearly all of these 

definitions of consumer behaviour are based upon the interaction between the consumer and 

the design of marketing and advertising material, but not the actual design of the product.  

In Motivating Sustainable Design, Tim Jackson alludes to the same issue of design as 

advertising and marketing rather than design of the product, when he points out that 

motivation researchers wanted to find out the best way to design and market products that 

people would buy. He notes that critical social theorists and humanists were alarmed at the 

ecological and social impacts of rampant materialism, while anthropologists and sociologists 

aimed to understand modernity and reflect on the kind of society we had become. In spite of 

these differences, (Jackson, 2005, p. 9) argues that they all have something useful to say about 

consumption and consumerism.  

The effect of culture on sustainable behaviour in a design context (Spencer & Lilley 2012) and A 

behaviour model for persuasive design (Fogg, 2009) are two conference publications where 

consumer behaviour has been considered within the context of design of products. 

For my research (and, given my experience in design), consumer behaviour is defined from the 

perspective of design, and, in particular, the design methodology and process used to design 
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the product, tool or artefact. Design methodology and process also considers the ‘reactive’ 

consumer behaviour that occurs through some form of interaction—both physical and 

sensual—between the consumer or user of the ‘designed’ product. The premise is that it will 

provide a different and important perspective based upon this particular understanding of 

consumer behaviour. This may initially appear to be a relatively small shift in perspective, but 

this research will endeavour to demonstrate the substantial impact the design of a product can 

have upon consumer behaviour, simply by adjusting our understanding of consumer behaviour 

as that driven by product behaviour and not the other way around. 

In Consumer Behaviour and Culture, De Mooij attempts to identify this particular 

understanding of consumer behaviour from a design perspective when she argues that 

consumer behaviour can be defined as the study of the processes involved when people select, 

purchase, use, or dispose of products, services, ideas or experiences to satisfy needs and 

desires (De Mooij, 2004, p. 20). Foxall, in his practical guide Consumer Behaviour (Foxall, 1977, 

pp. 19-23), believes that it is reasonable to assume that consumer behaviour can develop as 

single behavioural science. But he also argues that it is a confused field of study as consumer 

researchers in universities and polytechnics, to whom the problem of establishing an 

integrated system falls, suffer from what he suggests is role ambiguity. This suggests that role 

positions of research are vague or somewhat confused. Foxall further highlights this 

relationship when he argues that attitudes both affect and are affected by behaviour; it is a 

two-way process (Foxall, 1977, pp. 19-23, 87). The focus and definition of consumer behaviour 

for the purpose of this research is directly related to the design methodology employed to 

design the product as well as the behaviour and attitudes created between the two. 

 

Design 

The term ‘design’ can have a multitude of meanings, interpretations and uses for those who do 

not practice as professional designers or teach design at the tertiary level of education. At the 

basic level, design is generally seen or understood by the public as two-dimensional decoration 

and/or as a three-dimensional aesthetic application in the form of surface styling or decoration 

of a product. It could be reasoned that design is not only seen or understood as superficial, but 

that this understanding of design is then compounded by such statements as ‘everyone is a 

designer’. Yet, it could be equally stated that everyone is an accountant, a nurse, a doctor, a 

philosopher or a psychologist in their daily life when a limited need arises. Rarely would many 

actually begin to think that they could function in these roles professionally even if they 

believe that they themselves have no need of professional expertise.  

The average person, external to design, may not fully realise or understand what design is in 

the same way a professional designer would; however it could be argued they would probably 

recognise their limitations and lack of knowledge in the use of design methodology and 

process. They are not designers, but they may carry out an act of designing by simply making 

creative design choices or critique and decisions within product availability at any point in 

time. In The Design of Everyday Life, the authors (Shove, Watson, Hand & Ingram, 2007, p. 
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136/137) pose the obvious question asked by those outside of design, “If everyone is a 

designer, to what special expertise does the profession lay claim?” Shove et al. then refer to an 

answer provided by Fulton Suri (from the internationally respected product design and 

development consultancy IDEO) who claims that design is not a static solution based upon 

decisions of personal choice or preference, but a strategic development of integrated and 

dynamic systems. 

A further lack of understanding is demonstrated by those both historically and even today who 

function outside of design, but choose to write about design or design issues in terms of words 

such as ‘art-culture’ when referring to design. For example, Lury cites James Clifford, historian 

and Professor at the University of California, who employs the term ‘art-culture system’ to 

mean “the general system of objects within which (aesthetically) valued objects circulate and 

make sense” (Lury, 1996, p. 55). This is an area that will be investigated further in Chapter 6 in 

order to highlight the public confusion between art and design and how they are often seen to 

be one and the same. 

Design rarely appears to be understood for what it actually is. While it may be seen to sit 

somewhere between art and science, design is neither art nor science as it has its own place. 

However, it could be argued that it brings elements of art and science together within the 

products it creates. Equally, it could also be contended that, while design may be part of 

culture, that does not make it art-culture. Krippendorff argues that while designers know quite 

well who and what belongs in terms of design, there are competing definitions of design and 

competing interests in appropriating design for specialised interest (Krippendorff, 2006, p. 35). 

Herein lies a deeper issue for providing a definition of design. More than a lack of 

understanding by others, the real problem is the potential misappropriation of the meaning 

and term ‘design’, which can further undermine the actual role of design.   

In this study, design is defined as a particular methodology. Those external to design, including 

both artists and scientists, may understand some of the value of design, but are unable to fully 

interpret, utilise or apply design thinking methodology and processes used by design. Tony Fry, 

Professor of Design Futures at Griffith University, argues in his publication Remakings that 

design is a feature of the function of mind, one that defines the presence of thinking in the 

consequences of pre-figurative thought. Equally and more particularly, for Fry, design across 

all material and immaterial practice is giving direction to process and form, as well as the 

directional product. While design became a professional practice with the rise of industrial 

culture, more fundamentally, it is—and always has been—one of the features of what it is to 

be human (Fry, 1994, p. 113). Fry provides a more in-depth explanation than Fulton Suri of 

what design is although it is clear that neither provide concrete definitions.  However, Fry in 

his definition also alludes to the concept of everyone being a designer, on the basis that design 

is part of being human. Through inductive reasoning, the claim that ‘everyone is a designer’ 

could also be divided into a hierarchy of two categories or levels; the upper level would belong 

to those internal to the design profession and the lower level to those external to design, but 

who have a valid role in critiquing design in terms of selection or choice, such as consumers or 

social commentators.  
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British philosopher and political economist John Mill argued in A System of Logic that the first 

step of inductive inquiry is a mental analysis of complex phenomena into their elements 

(Robson, p. 379). It could be concluded that ‘design’ is probably one of the most complex of 

phenomena and therefore it is necessary to begin to divide any understanding of design into 

those with an understanding of design-thinking methodology and those without. In this 

scenario, it could be further reasoned that it will therefore be necessary for those who work in 

the area of design with an understanding of design-thinking methodology to redirect ‘design’ 

and provide superior products, so as to allow those without or external to design to make 

better design choices at their level. In this sense, everyone who is affected by design is a 

designer on their individual level and would be better able to make ‘creative’ decisions of 

design choice in the future, even though they are not really using design-thinking methodology 

in any real sense of designing. 

 

1.6 Literature Review and Outline of Study 

The literature pertinent to this research is drawn from six primary areas: the political economy; 

consumerism; branding and meaning; product design and innovation; design thinking and 

philosophy; and design management and sustainable design. I discuss the literature from the 

viewpoint of design methodology and that of a practising designer in relation to the 

contemporary consumer. However, the understanding of the contemporary consumer is based 

upon the relation between product and consumer and, in particular, determining how product 

behaviour speaks to consumer behaviour. On this basis, it should be possible to then 

understand how to redirect the design of product behaviour to influence consumer behaviour 

in the future. 

 

Political Economy 

To understand the nature of consumerism, it is necessary to comprehend how consumerism 

first arrived and then developed. To achieve this, one needs to appreciate how a ‘political 

economy’ provided the necessary environment for both the birth and growth of consumerism 

as we know it today. A key text for this area of research is Jean Baudrillard’s For a Critique of 

the Political Economy of the Sign (1981), which provides an insight into how consumption in 

contemporary society has become a dominant cultural system. According to the work’s 

translator, this treatise is an analysis of the sign form in the same way that a critique of 

political economy by Karl Marx is an analysis of commodity form (Baudrillard, 1981). Included 

within this research is a later work entitled The Mirror of Production (Baudrillard, 1975) within 

which he questions the nature of Western Marxism in relation to modern society. Karl Marx’s 

A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (Marx, 1859,1970) and Capital (Marx, 1887, 

1952) provide an awareness of commodities, exchange, circulation of commodities, labour 

value and process, as well as production and the production of surplus value, which provides 

for further investment into production. 
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Other contrasting views of Marxist theory and its relevance to contemporary society are 

studied in Essays on Marx’s Theory of Value (Rubin, 1972) and Spectres of Marx (Derrida, 

1993). A more recent article is entitled “Marx at 193” (Lanchester, 2012), written by a financial 

journalist and novelist. Lanchester also seeks to understand whether Marxist theory is 

compatible with the many different forms of capitalism that exist today. He argues that no 

one, including Marx, could have anticipated so many different forms, and also draws attention 

to the fact that Marx did not allow for resources as being finite. The Crisis in Historical 

Materialism (Aronowitz, 1981, pp. 171-288) considers nature (our ‘natural’ environment) and 

human nature from a viewpoint of Marxist theory. Aronowitz writes about the question of 

class and culture as well as environmental issues. He discusses the potential end of the political 

economy and considers the nature of mass culture and what he describes as “the eclipse of 

reason”. Smith’s work (Smith, 1776, 2005) The Wealth of Nations takes this research back to 

the origins of a ‘free’ market and a social order based upon freedom as well as international 

trade, domestic monopolies and lack of import restrictions. Principles of Political Economy 

(Mill, 1844) provides an awareness of the structure of a political economy including exchange 

value, economic growth and the impact on economic growth through government policies 

influence in relation to taxation for example. Mill originally argued that we should sacrifice 

economic growth for the sake of the environment. A later work on logic entitled A System of 

Logic (Mill, 1853, 1973) describes how he believes logic provides scientific proof. This work is a 

key text in the research area of political economy as well as later research into the nature of 

systems in the area of design management and sustainable design. 

The ‘free’ market appears to be directly related and subject to the variable nature of ‘free’ 

democracies around the world. Thus it is also necessary to comprehend the nature and 

relation of democracy to contemporary consumerism. In this regard, works such as Democracy 

and Difference (Benhabib, 1996), Professor of Political Science and a Democratic theorist, and 

Democracy: A Reader by (Diamond & Plattner, 2009), by Larry Diamond, Professor in Political 

Science and Sociology at Stanford University and Researcher for the National Endowment for 

Democracy respectively, provide important research text. 

The Philosophy of Money (Simmel, 1978) focuses on the relationship between value and 

money; how money provides a common denominator of relative value for varying products or 

commodities and how money is also a tool in its own right. According to Georg  Simmel, 

money creates freedom but is equally responsible for impersonal relations between people. 

The Society of Spectacle by Guy Debord (Debord, 1977) crosses a number of boundaries of key 

areas related to this research. Debord writes that “seeing spectacle as capital to such a degree 

of accumulation that it becomes an image” (Debord, 1977, p. 34) and that money has 

dominated society in exchangeability where usability cannot be compared. 

Thorstein Veblen, renowned economist and sociologist describes in his text The Theory of the 

Leisure Class (Veblen, 1967) how social attitudes and values condone the misuse of wealth; 

how the resources of the contemporary society are wasted by what he describes as 

“conspicuous consumption”. Veblen concludes that earlier patterns of consumer behaviour are 

ever-present and just as relevant today. Within Russell Belk’s Iarger text titled Elusive 
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Consumption is a section entitled “The Human Consequence of Consumer Culture” (Belk, 

2004). Belk is Professor of Marketing from the Shulich School of Business, York University, and 

specialises in consumer behaviour from a marketing perspective. 

Other texts that I have read on political economy but not directly cited include The Political 

Forms of Modern Society (Lefort, 1968), Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (Laclau & Mouffe, 

1985) Making Things Public (Latour & Weibel, 2005), an edited book entitled Georgio 

Agamben: Sovereignty & Life (Calarco & DeCaroli, 2007).  The Political Forms of Modern Society 

offers further comprehension of democracy and totalitarianism and, in particular, bureaucracy, 

politics and human rights. 

 

Consumerism 

In establishing the arrival of the modern consumer and their direct relation to a political 

economy, the relation and dependence by and on the consumer for the pursuit of continual 

growth is also uncovered. This growth began as production-led consumption and the 

introduction of ‘designed’ artificial obsolescence to manipulate and increase consumer 

demand. The advent of a youth consumer culture in the 1960s led to the beginning of 

consumption-led production. This is the moment when consumer demand began to dictate 

and direct the production of ‘designed’ commodities. This also led to the development of a 

‘throw-away’ or disposable commodity culture and products based upon low price, quantity 

and the latest ‘design’ model. 

There are number of key texts that aim to understand consumer behaviour from differing 

perspectives. These include Andrews’ aforementioned paper, Lury’s Consumer Culture (Lury, 

1996), which describes the relationship between material and consumer culture and discusses 

growth in consumer demand with the move from production to signification. Another key text 

is Comfort Cleanliness and Convenience (Shove, 2003), which introduces consumption from the 

viewpoint of, and in relation to, our expectation based upon contemporary standards of 

comfort and cleanliness. Shove’s work focuses on ever-changing perceived domestic needs, 

whereas Lury’s work focuses on the sign or the meaning of products in our lives. 

Secondary consumerism literature includes The Consumption Reader (Clarke, Doel, & 

Housiaux, 2003), which investigates consumerism from a number of individual and differing 

perspectives, including consumer societies, tourism, identity, technology and fashion. Another 

literary work entitled The Design of Everyday Life (Shove,  et al., 2007) focuses on the domestic 

environment, in particular, the kitchen. They consider the products that create this domestic 

environment, where the kitchen as an environment demands and consumes hardware.  At the 

same time the kitchen is also a continual generator of consumption in its role as a functional 

domestic work environment and a basis of social practice. Global Nature and Global Culture 

(Franklin, Lury & Stacey, 2000) discusses the global impact of consumerism and products that 

have become global and how designers misuse nature, or take from different cultures, not to 

educate but to imbue products with marketable ‘meaning’. 
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A number of literary works are used to view consumption and consumer behaviour from 

different perspectives.  These include Dematerializing: taming the power of possessions 

(Hammerslough, 2001), Distinction: A social critique of the judgement of taste (Bourdieu, 

1979), The Gift: forms of exchange in archaic societies (Mauss, 1966). The Comfort of Things 

(Miller, 2008) uses stories and different scenarios to examine consumer behaviour and 

consumption, The World of Goods (Douglas & Isherwood, 1979) is an anthropology comprising 

consumption and Critique of Commodity Aesthetics (Haug, 1971) examines appearance, 

sexuality and advertising in capitalist society. 

Additional literary work on consumption and consumer behaviour includes The System of 

Objects (Baudrillard, 1968), which studies the relationship between the product and the 

consumer, and ranges from structures of atmosphere to gadgets to robots; and Consumer 

Behaviour and Culture (De Mooij, 2004), which considers consumer behaviour across cultures, 

convergence and divergence of consumer behaviour and the attributes of the consumer. 

Whereas Consumer Behaviour: A Practical Guide (Foxall, 1977) resides specifically within a 

marketing viewpoint of consumer behaviour and how to motivate it. Time, Consumption and 

Everyday Life (Shove, Trentmann, & Wilk, 2007) is a collection of texts that look at how 

material consumption acts as a conduit in the production and consumption of time. In this 

book, Shove et al. consider how patterns of time and space are reproduced in daily life and 

how multiple temporalities co-evolve and intersect. Another edited work (Trentmann, 2006) 

titled The Making of the Consumer provides insight by a number of academic writers regarding 

the historical and international development of the consumer. In particular, Chinese, German 

and Russian retailing and consumer culture are investigated, as well as the general 

anthropology of consumerism and the consumer. Consumer Behaviour: Buying, Having, Being 

(Solomon, Russell-Bennett & Previte, 2010) highlights how marketing creates awareness that 

certain needs exist rather than actively creating needs (the domain of the service-industry 

designed product), also suggesting that advertising acts like some kind of culture/consumption 

dictionary. 

New Economy—New Competition (Asch & Wolfe, 2001) considers contemporary consumers’ 

choices as well as the consumer’s perception of choice and how manufacturers such as Ford 

Motor Company and Dell Computers are providing customisation of product to fit individual 

consumer’s need. Consuming Cultures and Global Perspectives (Brewer & Trentmann, 2006) 

investigates global consumerism, including the genealogy of the consumer, brand 

management and productivity of consumption, the virtue and responsibility of consumer 

choice, as well as a study of the ‘American’ consumer way.  

Other literary works provide more alternative points of view regarding consumerism, such as 

The Propensity of Things (Jollien, 1995). This work is about meaning. Using Chinese symbolism 

as an example, it demonstrates the crossover between the consumption of things and their 

visual meaning or interpretation. Three further books—Reification and Utopia in Mass Culture 

(Jameson, 2005), Human Consequence of Consumer Culture (Belk, 2004) and Architecture and 

Design versus Consumerism (Thorpe, 2012)—again question the nature of consumerism from 

different perspectives including that of marketing and design. Two additional texts on 
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consumerism that I used for this research, but have not directly cited are The Social Life of 

Things (Appadurai, 1986) and Consumer Culture and Modernity (Slater, 1997). 

 

Branding, Meaning, Desire, Want, and Need 

With a few exceptions, much of the research literature on consumer behaviour is written from 

an academic sociologist, anthropologist, or marketing understanding/viewpoint. This literature 

is generally based upon what I argue is a misconception—that marketing and advertising are 

the key drivers influencing consumers to purchase products. I feel this is problematic since it 

largely ignores the impact of a product’s design in terms of desire, want, and need beyond the 

product’s aesthetic status. It is clear that marketing and advertising create a much greater 

awareness of products and brands and in doing so entice the consumer to discover more. 

However, as manufacturers learnt during the 1940s with the birth of industrial design, the 

power of marketing and advertising is extremely limited without a ‘designed’ desirable product 

in the first place. 

Krippendorff is one of the few academic researchers working in the area of product design, 

three-dimensional branding and meaning. His work clearly recognises this misuse and the 

misunderstanding of design, design methodology and process. In his journal article “Design is 

Making Sense of Things” (Krippendorff, Spring 1989) and his book The Semantic Turn 

(Krippendorff, 2006), Krippendorff provides critical research in the areas of branding and 

meaning as well as product design and design philosophy. His work is closely related to the 

hypothesis of my research and the relation between the design of product behaviour and its 

impact upon consumer behaviour.  

The research area of ‘meaning’ is generally seen and discussed purely in terms of semiotics or 

two-dimensional branding; however, Krippendorff acknowledges both limitations and conflicts 

with the epistemology of semiotics when applied to the design of a product. Krippendorff, 

along with his colleague Reinhart Butter, introduced and defined the term ‘product semantics’ 

in 1984 in a joint journal paper “Product Semantics: Exploring the Symbolic Qualities of Form” 

(Krippendorff & Butter, 1984). Both recognised ‘semantic’ as a term that presents a much 

more suitable description of total product design, as opposed to the limited photogenic or 

aesthetic qualities of a product that always resides in the term ‘semiotic’. 

Roland Barthes, the semiotician who influenced social theory and anthropology, provides the 

more conventional view of semiotics and perception of meaning in his two publications 

Elements of Semiology (Barthes, 1964) and Mythologies (Barthes, 1972). A major publication 

titled Phenomenology of Perception by French phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty 

(1962) argues that all conscious actions are determined by our perceptions. Another major 

work called Phenomenology of Spirit (Hegel, 1807) by the German philosopher Hegel considers 

meaning in terms of how we view the world around us, and highlights this view as both our 

perception and our deception.  Judith Butler’s Subjects of Desire reviews the concepts of desire 

originally presented by Hegel, but further researches and questions them (Butler, 1987).   
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Susann Vihma’s Products as Representation (Vihma, 1995) provides insight into contemporary 

design from a semiotic viewpoint. However, ten years later, she counters her own argument in 

the journal article “On Actual Semantic and Aesthetic Interaction with Design Objects” (Vihma, 

2005) with the emphasis on objects and the physical relationship between users and artefacts. 

Vihma describes how habits are formed by affordances of the built environment and that 

designers achieve more effective artefacts as opposed to subordinated objects by 

understanding aesthetic and the physical relationship with an object and its use. 

Aesthetic meaning as semiotics is further explored in some depth from a number of differing 

traditional design viewpoints, including Semiotics in Architecture & Product Design by Martin 

Krampen (Krampen, Spring 1989) and Design for Product Understanding by Mono ( 1997). 

Daniel Chandler, in Semiotics: The Basics (Chandler, 2002), provides an accessible introduction 

to language and signs.  

The traditional understanding and view of brands and branding are researched in The Brand 

Handbook by Wally Olins (Olins, 2008), a renowned designer and branding expert. In addition, 

the work of Douglas Holt—who currently heads up the Cultural Strategy Group—provides the 

marketing viewpoint of branding in three publications, Cultural Strategy, Why Do Brands Cause 

Trouble? and the ubiquitous How Brands Become Icons. The opposing view to the marketing of 

brands and branding is provided by Naomi Klein in her best-selling book No Logo (Klein, 2000). 

Branding and meaning are directly and indirectly related to desire, want, and need in terms of 

the design of a product and its product behaviour. These are investigated in more depth in 

another key research text called The Limits of Satisfaction by William Leiss (Leiss, 1978), a 

Professor of Environmental Studies and Political Science. While Abraham Maslow, in a paper 

entitled “A Theory of Human Motivation” (Maslow, 1943), describes the psychological view of 

desire, want and need, in Emotional Design, Donald Norman (Norman, 2004), a cognitive 

scientist and past Vice-President of Apple Computer’s Advanced Technology Group, describes 

desire, want and need in relation to the design of the product and our emotions. 

 

Product Design, Technology, Design Research and Innovation 

In Twentieth Century Limited (Meikle, 1979), Meikle asserts that the migration of the artist 

from advertising, stage design, and commercial illustration into ‘industrial design’ marks the 

birth of industrial design and product design as it is understood today. Meikle’s book provides 

much of the key text for research into political economy, consumerism and product design as a 

commodity. 

Being and Time written by Martin Heidegger (1958) looks philosophically at meaning in 

relation to the ontology of ‘being’ and of things present at hand, which Heidegger deems as 

useful things, tools and artefacts. Graham Harman discusses Heidegger's work further in Tool-

Being (Harman, 2002), arguing that things are not present at hand as such, but rather they are 

ready at hand. In System of Objects, Baudrillard (Baudrillard, 1968) discusses the object in 
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terms of our relations to it and how it impacts in designing our environment beyond the design 

of the object itself. Baudrillard considers the object in terms of every aspect, including gizmos 

and obsolescence. In considering automobiles, Baudrillard asks why the design of the 

automobile is not different: “why is the driver’s seat not positioned forward and the vehicle 

streamlined in such a way as to let the operator efficiently occupy the space he has to travel 

through, instead of placing him in a substitute house?” It is interesting to note that what 

Baudrillard describes as an efficient mode of transport is in fact, for all intents and purposes, a 

description of the motorcycle (Baudrillard, 1968, pp. 128-129). 

Contemporary discussion on product design, from eco-design to design-art, by a number of 

renowned designers in the early-twenty-first century is provided by Design Now! (Fiell & Fiell, 

2007), a publication by Charlotte and Peter Fiell. Designers range from Seymour Powell, Zaha 

Hadid to Jonathon Ive and Apple Design Team and Tokujin Yoshioka. Past research into 

motorcycle manufacturing and developments also provide a snapshot into the changing 

relationship between the design of product and manufacturing. This includes Triumph 

Motorcycles, the Honda Corporation and Harley Davidson Motorcycle Company. IDEO’s 

methodology, process and approach to the design of product are also researched. 

Technology has had great influence on the design of more recent products and Heiddeger’s 

The Question Concerning Technology (Heidegger, 1977) provides a starting point for an analysis 

of the philosophical and scientific perspective of technology in terms of ‘how’ and never ‘why’. 

Technology and the Character of Contemporary Life by Albert Borgmann (Borgmann, 1984) 

provides a philosophical inquiry into the argument that technology creates controlling patterns 

in our lives. The Sciences of the Artificial by Herbert Simon (Simon, 1969), one of the early 

leaders in the field of artificial intelligence, describes natural and artificial worlds as well as the 

psychology of thinking in this regard. The limits of artificial intelligence are discussed by Herbet 

Dreyfus and Stuart Dreyfus in their publication Mind over Machine: The Power of Human 

Intuition and Expertise in the Era of the Computer (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1986). 

The commercial side of new technology is researched in Clayton Christensen’s The Innovator’s 

Dilemma: When New Technologies Cause Great Firms to Fail (Christensen, 1997). The impact of 

design research and innovation are studied further in a second work by Christensen called 

Disrupting Class (Christensen, 2008). Jon Kolko looks at the tenuous relationship between 

innovation and design in terms of artefacts, services and systems (Kolko, 2007), and Fatina 

Saikaly, in Approaches to Design Research: Towards a Designerly Way (Saikaly, 2006), discusses 

how design research is different to that of research in science and the humanities. 

 

Design Thinking, Design Philosophy and Systems 

To understand the nature of design thinking, one first needs to understand the nature of 

thinking itself. A useful resource in this regard is Heidegger’s What Is Called Thinking? 

(Heidegger, 1968), a publication based upon a course of university lectures. I have also 

consulted The Basic Works of Aristotle by Richard McKeon (McKeon, 1941) for some insight 
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into early Western philosophy, thought processes and understanding, and Thinking Through 

Confucius by David Hall and Roger Ames (Hall & Ames, 1987) for the background to Eastern 

philosophy, thought process and understanding.  

While ‘design thinking’ is commonly equated with problem-solving, it is in fact much more 

complex and deals with complex issues or ‘wicked problems’. This is a term introduced by 

Horst Rittel to describe unique and complex problems that continually evolve or change as 

opposed to straightforward, ‘tame’ problems. No two wicked problems are ever the same or 

can be dealt with in a logical and progressive manner. However, design thinking constantly and 

successfully deals with wicked problems; The Universe of Design: Horst Rittel (Protzen & Harris, 

2010) and Wicked Problems in Design Thinking, a paper by Richard Buchanan (Buchanan, 

1992), describe this relationship. 

Design thinking and design methodology are changing, and a new design philosophy is 

developing with regards to the design of visual communication, interior environment and 

product or commodity in relation to the sustainability of the ‘natural’ environment that 

supports us. Fry’s Remakings (Fry, 1994) and Design as Politics (Fry, 2011) are key research 

texts one new design philosophy. I have also consulted three other publications produced by 

Fry for this research: A New Design Philosophy (Fry, 1999), Design Futuring (Fry, 2009), and 

Becoming Human By Design (Fry, 2012). Willis, a co-founder with Fry of EcoDesign Foundation 

(Australia), wrote “Ontological Designing - Laying the Ground” (Willis, 2005), which provides an 

introductory exploration of design methodology and process in the context of its practice as 

used with the EcoDesign Foundation. 

Roger Martin, Dean of Rotman School of Management in Canada, is a leading proponent of 

integrative thinking and, in particular, the impact of design thinking on business. His paper 

“Embedding Design into Business” (Martin, 2005) also informs part of the research material in 

the study of design thinking and philosophy from a business perspective. Wood’s Design for 

Micro-Utopias (Wood, 2007) provides a different perspective on design philosophy, but also 

acknowledges that design can create change, but first has to change its own methodology and 

process before it can change or transform anything else. 

The design of products and product behaviour impact upon existing systems, thereby creating 

additional new systems or replacing other systems and it is clear to many that designers can no 

longer design in isolation. That is, designers can no longer ignore the impact of what they 

design beyond the traditional boundary of the typical commercial brief. To understand the 

impact of product design and product behaviour, both positive and negative, upon systems, 

there is a need to research the nature of systems and their relations with design thinking and 

design philosophy. Social Systems by Niklas Luhmann (1995), a prominent theorist in 

sociological systems, and Luhmann Explained by Moeller ( 2006), provide a clear understanding 

of the nature of social systems and how they function. Reassembling the Social by Bruno 

Latour (2005) has a focus on Actor Network Theory (ANT) which relates objects or non-humans 

to social networks and explains social theory and systems in relation to the use of science and 

technology. 
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Contemporary human thought in relation to philosophy and science is both questioned and re-

defined to some degree in The Inhuman (Lyotard, 1991) by Jean-Francois Lyotard. Whereas A 

System of Logic (Mill, 1853, 1973) argues how early scientific thinking and the principles of 

evidence are the basis of any effective and viable research methodology, today these notions 

are also equally being challenged by design thinking and design philosophy.  

Once the nature of systems is understood, the need is to determine how the impact of 

designed products on various systems can be mapped for testing and exploration, as well as 

how old systems might be destroyed and new systems created. Elsewhere: Mapping by Janet 

Abrams and Peter Hall (Abrams & Hall, 2006) is a collection of different mapping techniques 

ranging from the visualisation of online conversation and communication to the navigation of 

global landscape both real and virtual. 

 

Design Management and Sustainable Design 

Design thinking and design methodology will transform to deal with increasingly complex 

issues of designing products and product behaviour that are totally sustainable in manufacture 

and use as well as any impact upon systems. As this becomes more complex as a process, the 

question of design management and its role in the future also becomes apparent. While there 

are varying views on the role of design management and exactly what it is, the common 

denominator is that all are discussed and researched from the perspective of design as a 

service industry. As design moves away from this position, current research into the nature of 

design management has to determine which features in design management can be used and 

what can be discarded in the future. 

Brigitte Borja De Mozota (De Mozota, 2003) is one of the pioneers in design management, and 

she describes it as the use of design to build brand value and corporate innovation (her book is 

simply titled Design Management). Vision and Values in Design Management, written by David 

Hands (Hands, 2009) from Staffordshire University, provides a more functional and practical 

approach to allow business to plan for harnessing the effective use of design in the future. In 

addition, there are many papers on the subject, including “The Design Management Interface” 

by Peter Gorb (Gorb, 2001), another early pioneer in design management, which presents a 

view of design management within the typical line management structure or a vertical chain of 

command. 

Liedtka, Professor of Business Administration from the University of Virginia and advocate of 

design thinking and innovation, has produced two papers—“Strategy as Design” (Liedtka, 

2004) and “Business by Design” (Liedtka, 2006)—that relate to the management of the design 

process from the perspective of management thinking. In this regard, Managing Change by 

Design by Peter Coughlan and Ilya Prokopoff (Coughlan & Prokopoff), who are both designers 

and corporate partners in IDEO, discuss design management from the perspective of a 

traditional viewpoint as from their position within a well-recognised international design 

service-provider. 
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Design thinking and methodology in terms of sustainable product design and product 

behaviour is researched from the perspective of design as well as that of social and economic 

issues. Sustainability by Design is produced by John Ehrenfeld (Ehrenfeld, 2008), who serves as 

Executive Director of the International Society for Industrial Ecology. This self-described 

subversive strategy for transforming consumer culture is a key text in the research of 

sustainable design. A paper entitled “Motivating Sustainable Consumption” by Tim Jackson 

(Jackson, 2005) is another key text that informs part of this research as well as a publication 

called The Earthscan Reader (Jackson, 2006), which comprises a collection of selected papers, 

book extracts and journals and is described as a ‘route map’ through the complex issues 

relating to sustainable consumption. 

Natural Capitalism (Hawken, Lovins, & Lovins, 1999) by Paul Hawken, Amory Lovins and 

Hunter Lovins sees the need for sustainable consumption as the next industrial revolution and 

raises the issue of thinking backwards to leap forward. Shadow Cities by Robert Neuwirth 

(Neuwirth, 2006) highlights the growing issue of worldwide squatter cities and looks at the 

past, the present, what we can do in the future and where consumption is about the basic and 

continually changing needs of daily living. Risk, Environment & Modernity (Lash, Szerszynski, & 

Wynne, 1996) edited by Scott Lash, Bronislaw Szerszynski and Brian Wynne, is a collection of 

critical assessments of dominant institutional ways of talking and thinking about risk and 

change. 

One publication that forms a significant basis for research into sustainable products and 

product behaviour from the design perspective is Design for the Real World (Papanek, 1984), 

written by Victor Papanek, a strong advocate of socially responsible product design. In contrast 

to this is Green Design (MacKenzie, 1991) produced by Dorothy Mackenzie, which focuses on 

the development of design for the environment. This book provides both processes and early 

thinking in ‘green’ design outcomes in product design as well as architecture and interior 

design in the last decade of the twentieth century. 

 

1.7 Methodology and Structure of the Thesis 

The main focus of this research is that of ‘throw-away’ product behaviour and how this 

impacts upon consumer behaviour. In order to understand consumer behaviour, it is necessary 

to understand how the modern consumer arrived in the first place. This in turn requires a 

deeper knowledge regarding the economy that has been built and now relies upon 

consumption and continuous growth as well as the political influences that drive and 

endeavour to maintain this growth. Having introduced the research question and key 

terminology in Chapter 2 I begin with a study of political economy and its part in developing 

the modern consumer. 

Behaviour of the modern consumer is well documented and discussed from many different 

perspectives, including that of the use of design in marketing and advertising, in terms of 

desire, want need and meaning. However, this is a rather narrow design focus that tends to 
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either ignore or lack understanding of the desire, want, need and meaning that is created 

within the design of the product and its behaviour as a three-dimensional design and branding. 

Therefore, Chapter 3 moves to understand  how product behaviour speaks to consumer 

behaviour and Chapter 4 moves to understand desire, want, need and meaning in relation to 

product behaviour. 

Product behaviour is a design issue where a product is designed to behave and relate to the 

consumer in a particular way. Product design as a service industry along with rapid 

technological advancement is at the heart of continual growth through mass production and 

consumption within a political economy. The design of a ‘throw-away’ or disposable product 

has in turn created a consumer attitude and expectation of a ‘throw-away’ or disposable 

consumer society. To alter consumer behaviour and begin the move from a ‘throw-away’ 

consumer society, there is a need to alter product behaviour through changed product design. 

This requires a transformation in design thinking, methodology and the process of designing. 

This transformation is studied in moving from reactive product behaviour to proactive product 

behaviour (discussed in Chapters 5 & 6). 

To produce this design research thesis, I have relied on my professional and practical 

experience and knowledge in design thinking methodology and process. This includes 

experimentation and observation over a period of almost 40 years as a practicing designer 

working both in the United Kingdom and Australia. This type of experience, according to 

Heidegger in The Question Concerning Technology and Other Papers, was understood by 

Aristotle as experimentation empeiria (experientia) as meaning the observation of things 

themselves. That is, their qualities and modifications under changing conditions, and 

consequently the knowledge of the way in which things, as a rule, behave (Heidegger, 1977, p. 

121).  

This would be viewed as being ‘empirical knowledge’, which, according to The Collected Works 

of John Stuart Mill, is the name scientific inquirers give to empirical laws or those uniformities 

that observation and experiment has shown to exist, but on which they hesitate to rely on. In 

other words, they do not rely upon cases that vary too much from those that have been 

actually observed, for want of seeing any reason why such a law should exist. It is implied, 

therefore, in the notion of an empirical law, that it is not an ultimate law; that if true at all, its 

truth is capable of being and requires to be accounted for. It is a derivative law, the derivation 

of which is not yet known (Robson, p. 516).  

As a practising designer, this empirical knowledge is in relation to experience in the total 

design of retail interior environments, the design of both retail and medical products, and the 

design of two- and three-dimensional merchandising, display and packaging to deliberately 

influence consumer behaviour. This personal experience and knowledge working on two 

continents across the disciplines of interior design, product design and visual-communication 

design is a valuable key aspect of my research. From the viewpoint of design as theory and 

action research, empirical knowledge cannot and should not simply be disregarded or 

dismissed.  
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This is not to ignore scientific or academic rigour, which equally forms a major basis of this 

research, but to recognise and acknowledge that much of what has been said in the past is 

often written by those external to design. Thus, as I have already stated, they have a limited or 

narrow understanding of design, design process, and design-thinking methodology. An 

example of this limited understanding of design methodology is presented by Lanchester in his 

article “Marx at 193” where he argues that Marx did not think that you could gain access to 

the truth by gleaning bits of data from experience (Lanchester, 2012, p. 7). This statement 

highlights the typical academic view that anything other than a rigorous academic process or 

methodology has little or no relevance. This potentially places design research in a precarious 

position, simply due to the nature of design methodology and process, how designers think 

and often solve seemingly complex problems.  

However, Wood argues in Design for Micro-Utopias that relevance without rigour may 

sometimes be immediately helpful, but that this is seldom true of rigour without relevance. He 

also argues that information is meaningless without flow, and flow cannot occur within the 

context of rigour (Wood, 2007, pp. 64-71). Wood acknowledges that the way in which 

designers think and research are often at odds with logical academic or scientific research 

progression. He also argues that just because those external to design do not fully understand 

it or view it as both an illogical and logical process, does not make it irrelevant. This research 

will also endeavour to demonstrate that even the apparent illogical processes in design 

thinking have a logical structure. 

 

1.8 Significance of Study 

The design and development of an ever-increasing number of disposable or ‘throw-away’ 

products has created a consumer society with a ‘throw-away’ or disposable attitude toward 

the environment with little regard to the finite resources now being consumed at a rapid pace.  

Whilst it is clear consumerism has led us to the crisis of over-consumption, it is also clear that 

it is unlikely to change.  Economies around the world now function and rely upon ever-

increasing growth through the consumerist model. Introduction of a totally new economic 

model for sustainable growth within political economy is probably not a realistic option in the 

foreseeable future. 

However from the perspective of design and many years of empirical experience designing for 

the consumer, it is my hypothesis that it is quite feasible to motivate the consumer through a 

redirected design methodology to select well-designed sustainable products.  In turn, a 

declining market will eventually dissuade manufacturers and producers from using 

unsustainable practices and materials to produce unsustainable products through the 

purchase power and influence of the socially responsible consumer. 

This study builds in part upon the theoretical work of Professor Tony Fry on sustainability, 

ethics and new design practice in relation to design futuring.  By developing a practical design 

methodology that can be used to redirect the service-led design industry towards a path-
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finding and design research based industry that is able to respond to wasteful and rampant 

consumerism. The significance of this study provides a significant contribution to the field. 

 

1.9 Conclusion 

The study provides a model of a redirected design methodology that will allow designers to 

develop sustainable products and environments for the future using the design knowledge and 

skills developed since the advent of Industrial Design in 1940’s America. This includes utilising 

and understanding the difference between Design Thinking and Creative Thinking, 

understanding and utilising the difference between three-dimensional branding of product 

design as shape and form for meaning and the application of commercial graphic two-

dimensional branding. As well as how to develop a design management model to effectively 

facilitate the best possible sustainable outcome. 
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Chapter 2: The Arrival of Modern Consumer Behaviour 

2.1 Introduction 

Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations produced in 1776 spoke of a free market, international 

trade and social order in relation to economics and commerce some one hundred years before 

Marx (Smith, 1776, 2005). However it seems that Marx provides the necessary understanding 

on the foundation of consumption (despite the fact that Baudrillard claims that things have 

changed so radically in the capitalist sphere that Marxist analysis is no longer able to respond 

to it, and argues that Marxist analysis needs to be dramatically updated if we are to deal 

successfully with consumerism in the future (Baudrillard, 1975, p. 118). Mill (1844) refers to 

Smith’s writing on exchange value, arguing that  

things which have the greatest value in use have often little or no value of exchange; 

which is true, since that which can be obtained without labour or sacrifice will command 

no price however useful or needful it may be.  

According to Mill, “Smith proceeds to add, that things which have the greatest value in 

exchange, as a diamond for example, may have little or no value in use” (Mill, 1844, p. 55). 

“This is employing the word use, not in the sense in which political economy is concerned with 

it, but in that other sense in which use is opposed to pleasure.” This early debate provides 

some background to consumption and the consumer in contemporary society; however, it is 

necessary to be aware of the political environment that has allowed consumption to develop 

as the economic driving force of the West today.  

According to Marx, the political economy is the theoretical analysis of modern bourgeois 

society (Marx, 1859,1970). The focus of this chapter is to plot the path that led to the arrival of 

contemporary consumer behaviour and to acknowledge some of the extensive body of 

literature that exists in relation to the political economy and consumption. Through much of 

this literature, I attempt to unravel the various historical political and economic developments 

that highlight the significant moments that led to the consumer behaviour we recognise today, 

within a political economy underpinned by consumption. From sociology and anthropology to 

politics, economics and marketing, there are various models of consumer behaviour; however, 

all appear to share the following characteristics: identity, quality, desire, want, and/or need.  

These shared characteristics are quite significant from the perspective of product design as the 

focus of this product-design research is the interaction that occurs between the product and 

the end-user from the moment of consumer awareness to actual use. Capitalism, labour, 

production and surplus value may have an historical relevance, but they are not necessarily 

critical in relation to product design and behaviour beyond the design of artificial obsolescence 

in the 1940s from the viewpoint of my research. It is important to distinguish my perspective 

from that of a sociologist, an anthropologist, an economist, or a politician. Mine is the 

perspective of design and a practicing professional designer. I will demonstrate that designers 

are partly responsible for consumer behaviour and continue to perpetuate its development on 

a global scale through existing design methodologies, but equally, design and designers should 
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be able to contribute to transforming consumer behaviour through redirecting these design 

methodologies.  

For this to be possible, it is necessary to determine how consumer behaviour relates not only 

to the political and economic environment in terms of consumption, but more importantly for 

this research, how consumer behaviour also relates to design methodology. It is necessary to 

be aware of the political and economic circumstances that allowed consumption to develop, 

and then transform itself into the politico-economic powerhouse that today underlines 

contemporary Western society and is now being embraced by differing political societies in 

Asia and Eastern Europe. In summary, this chapter will address three main areas: (1) how 

machines increased the volume of goods manufactured so that mass production was created 

by mass marketing and mass communication, which in turn created the world of goods-as-

spectacle and new subject, “the consumer”; (2) how products became inducted into culture by 

design to become part of the spectacle and commodification of culture; and (3) how consumer 

behaviour and the consumption of goods became more significant than their production. I use 

the terms capitalist and worker as used and understood by Marx at the time prior to the 

realisation of contemporary and dominant middle-class-based consumer society. 

 

2.2 Relation between Political Economy and Consumption 

Marxist theory highlights the hegemony of capitalist society and, at the same time, the 

struggle of the proletariat against the ruling class (Marx, 1887, 1952). At the time of his 

writing, the proletariat’s necessary daily consumption of very basic needs of food and clothing 

etc., simply to survive at the level of subsistence, could be described as ‘subsistence 

consumption’. While there may be fundamental differences between what Marx wrote and 

how he is interpreted, his theory of value illuminates a number of important political and 

economic elements in relation to our understanding of consumption and the political 

economy: surplus value as profit, and the commodity as a need (or want).  

Marx also introduced the concept of labour value (the worker) used for commodity production 

as well as an understanding of the eventual circulation and exchange of that commodity for its 

‘use value’ (or usefulness to the worker or others for that matter), and of course its ‘surplus 

value’ (profit) for the owner of capital. Marx points out that  

the value of a commodity is, in itself, of no interest to the capitalist. What alone 

interests him is the surplus value that dwells within it and its realisable sale. Realisation 

of the surplus value necessary carries with it the refunding of the value that was 

advanced. (Marx, 1887, 1952, p. 156)  

In other words, surplus value or profit can only be calculated once all other costs necessary in 

producing the commodity have been first repaid. 

Marx defined money as the “universal measure of value” (Marx, 1887, 1952, p. 42), and there 

are two formulas to show the difference between money as money (commodity) or money as 

capital. It could also be contended that he unintentionally highlights the difference between 

consumerism as we experience it in the twenty-first century as opposed to the Marxist 
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understanding of capitalism. Commodity—money—commodity is the formula for a commodity 

sold for money, which is then used to purchase another commodity (this is in fact 

consumerism), whereas money—commodity—money is money (used as a commodity of 

capital in its own right) used to purchase materials and labour to produce a commodity and 

then exchange for surplus value or profit (this is essentially the basis of capitalism) (Marx, 

1887, 1952, pp. 70-71). 

It may be a somewhat simplistic interpretation, but it is important to recognise that from 

Marx’s viewpoint at the time, the commodity produced by labour value was bought purely for 

its use value to the worker and in this regard, the commodity realises any surplus value or 

profit within. In his chapter “Addressing the Consumer”, Ben Fine, Professor in Economics at 

the University of London, cites Marxist theory to support this understanding: “Marxist theory 

of value sustains an irreducible connection between production (for profit) and exchange (for 

use)” (Trentmann, 2006, p. 297). However, it is also important to note that for Karl Kautsky 

(considered by many to be the leading theoretician of German social democracy) that Marxist 

theory is about the political economy and not about culture.  

According to Stanley Aronowitz, Professor of Sociology and Urban Education at the City 

University of New York, “Marxism was really seen as the ‘science of the proletarian revolution’ 

where Marx was concerned only with economic and political structure of society and had little 

or nothing to say on cultural questions” (Aronowitz, 1981, p. 277). Baudrillard claims that 

capitalist industrial production was still largely a minority phenomenon when Marx first set out 

to analyse capital (Baudrillard, 1975, p. 121). However, Marx himself points out that 

production is also consumption and in consumption, objects acquire a subjective aspect; 

consumption furnishes the impulse to produce and, above all, posits the object of production 

as a concept, an internal image, a need, a motive, and a purpose (Marx, 1859, 1970, pp. 196-

197).  

The work of political scientist Giovanni Sartori is based upon the question “Does democracy 

work best, economically speaking?” and arrives at the conclusion that “economic performance 

is clearly intertwined with the fate of democracy” (Diamond & Plattner, 2009, p. 52). He argues 

that democracy creates a necessary political environment for a free market economy and a 

freedom of choice in terms of what we consume when in the mode of consumption. While 

many, including Chantal Mouffe, debate democracy further to distinguish ‘liberal democracy’ 

from ‘democratic capitalism’ (Benhabib, p. 245), others, such as Larry Diamond from Stanford 

University and director of the Centre for Democracy Development, argue that hybrid political 

regimes are not transitions to democracy, but are in fact specific types of regimes (Diamond & 

Plattner, 2009, p. 244). 

Can it be argued that either democracy or elements of political ideology of democracy have 

helped create the necessary environment for the consumer-based market to develop? Sheldon 

S. Wolin reminds us that modern state-power is deeply dependent upon this market and that 

market activity too has its share of indifference to national boundaries and its own ethos-

creating context (Benhabib, p. 36). During the past decade, it would appear that the freedom 

to consume, or the ‘free market’, is the significant component of democracy that is now 
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utilised by various hybrid political regimes or authoritarian/disciplinarian cultures around the 

world. 

Today, it appears that many commodities are produced solely for consumption beyond any 

‘real need’ and in excess of any real demand directly related to ‘real need’, in an effort to 

maximise their potential surplus value (profit). Solomon et al., categorise contemporary needs 

as follows: biogenic needs (food, water); psychogenic needs (status, power); utilitarian needs 

(attributes of products); and hedonic needs (fantasy, excitement, self-confidence) (Solomon et 

al., 2010, p. 97). Could it be that biogenic needs and utilitarian needs form our real needs to 

consume? Even Marx pointed out that “a society can no more cease to produce than it can 

cease to consume” (Marx, 1887, 1952, p. 279).  

In her analysis of the increase in consumption, the contemporary consumer and the growth in 

consumer demand, Lury has identified two types of production. The first is production-led 

consumption, which highlights the introduction of the machine, the move towards mass 

production, and the introduction of design during the early-twentieth century. The second is 

(the more recent) consumption-led production where goods today become more significant 

than their production (Lury, 1996, p. 36). The former sees the initial increase in demand as a 

response to cultural and social changes, including managed manipulation of consumer 

behaviour by the capitalist through the use of design to fully utilise increased production 

capacity. The latter identifies causes for the growth in consumer demand, which, in a sense, 

have today developed well beyond and to some degree independent to any capitalist-designer 

manipulation of consumer behaviour. My research will endeavour to demonstrate how 

consumption-led production today relies upon increased consumer demand through social 

habits, patterns and increased social need and that these in part have also been created by the 

design of products or ‘product behaviours’. What we now experience is political economy 

wherein production is driven by consumer demand for the latest technological innovations, 

rather than production leading or directing. 

 

2.3 Nature of Consumption  

2.3.1 Production-Led Consumption 

Is it the case that a free market—or democratic capitalism, for want of a better term—also 

provides a relative and visible level of stability in differing political regimes, in turn creating a 

suitable incubation environment for the capital investment in the production of commodities? 

Rubin, in his study of Marxist theory and in particular productive labour, refers to Marx’s 

reminder that “capitalist production is not merely the production of commodities, it is 

essentially the production of surplus-value” (Rubin, 1972, p. 259). Surplus-value is realised in 

the circulation and exchange of commodities, where money is the physical realisation of value, 

plus any surplus value. Surplus value is realised in the form of money (originally gold), a 

commodity itself and a form of credit, and the common denominator of value for any 

commodity that is an accepted vehicle for exchange.  
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In The Philosophy of Money, Georg Simmel argues that “the assertion that money is always 

credit, rests upon the recipient’s confidence that he will be able to acquire a certain quantity 

of goods in exchange for it is not entirely accurate”.  For Simmel it is not only a money 

economy, but any economy, that depends upon such trust (Simmel, 1978, p. 179). Production-

led consumption requires capital for the investment in production, materials and labour to 

enable the capitalist to increase the production of commodities. This demonstrates that across 

or even in differing political regimes, a form of capitalism and a free market helps to create the 

suitable environment for the level of trust necessary for capital investment, which in turn can 

take advantage of the arrival of the consumer. Thus, money is the common denominator that 

allows people to measure the value of differing commodities and through exchange realise the 

surplus value as profit. This realisation of surplus value as profit is important and can be used, 

on the one hand, by the consumer to sell and purchase commodities and, on the other hand, 

by the differing political regimes to realise profit for further investment into materials and in 

turn production of even more commodities.  

 sees as “the revolution of the capitalist system equal in importance to the 

industrial revolution”, and also points out that “capitalism over the last one-hundred 

years has been adept at preventing any serious social and political changes by 

absorbing contradictions when posed at the level of material production” (Baudrillard, 

1975, p. 122, 141). While the potential of the political economy to generate profits 

through increased consumption of commodities is now obvious, this is the moment 

where the consumer (‘the worker’), with limited surplus income, still makes purchase 

decisions mostly on the basis of usefulness or use value (and ‘real need’) only. The 

potential for this newly created consumer is still restricted by their limited or lack of 

surplus income and the inability to purchase commodities relative to or beyond their 

income. It is probably reasonable to assume at this point that a culture of ‘saving up’ 

to purchase is the only option available and that this perpetuates the focus of 

consumption on commodity usefulness in an area of real need, as opposed to any real 

thought of consumption for leisure or what would be perceived as leisure (Veblen, 

1967).  

In this early period of production-led consumption, leisure is not really seen as an option for 

the majority of consumers, who are still working class as opposed to middle class. Any 

purchase purely for leisure, as opposed to real need, is still understood by the worker as the 

domain of the upper or ruling class. The problem for a political economy in production-led 

consumption is not one of producing more, as many differing political regimes now generate 

an ever-increasing number of owners of capital able to produce and compete for the newly 

created consumer’s attention. The problem faced in this moment by all owners of capital is 

one of need to increase consumption to absorb the increase in production; in other words, 

how to increase the volume and levels of exchange of commodities.  

The newly created consumer is ushered in via the industrial revolution, cheaper prices and the 

new world of consumerism. A key marker of this new kind of subject (in America) was Ford’s 

introduction of the $5-a-day wage in 1913; this essentially reduced the quality of working life, 

but doubled the pay, thereby shift meaning to leisure time and the disposal of higher income, 

thus increasing the cultural importance of ‘consumption’ for workers. Ford’s $5-a-day wage, 
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on the one hand, evolved from Taylorism (scientific management theory designed to improve 

worker productivity, first introduced by Fredrick Taylor, an American mechanical engineer). 

Ford combined the basis of this theory into one efficient unit, the well-paid and efficient work 

of an assembly line that provides the worker with disposable income and leisure time. On the 

other hand, stimulation through advertising and marketing has also proven to have an 

increasingly limited effect. It is through the use of industrial design, the move towards artificial 

obsolescence (Meikle, 1979), as well as manipulation of the aesthetic as an early form of 

product behaviour to manipulate consumer behaviour and create desire, want, and finally, 

need that begins to herald the advent of mass consumerism. 

Meikle, charting the birth and growth of industrial design in America during the early-

twentieth century, reveals the concern held by a number of businessmen around the 1940s 

who were failing in the competition for the consumer’s dollar. “Manufacturers began to realise 

the precarious balance of production and consumption and that sophisticated advertising 

alone no longer brought results” (Meikle, 1979, p. 10). Consumers required more than 

advertising enticement or marketing gimmicks to purchase products. Their attitude to 

commodity purchasing beyond real need had to be altered and their financial ability to 

purchase in advance of saving also had to be addressed.  

The acceptance of buying on credit, another automotive innovation, also fuelled prosperity 

(Meikle, 1979, p. 8) by providing the consumer with the ability to purchase commodities using 

variable capital in advance of potential earnings and removing the need to save. In studying 

forms of exchange in archaic societies, Mauss tells us a gift necessarily implies the notion of 

credit. Economic evolution has not gone from barter to sale and from cash to credit.  Barter 

arose from the system of gifts given and received on credit, simplified by drawing together the 

moments of time which had previously been distinct (Mauss, 1966, p.35) 

Artificial obsolescence, or the creation of a perceived need through the use of industrial design 

in the design of product, was another major factor moving consumer behaviour beyond the 

notion of any real need. In this way, design was very effective in manipulating the consumer 

view of commodity usefulness and, from the perspective of this research, could also be seen as 

the beginning of product behaviour’s influence on consumer behaviour. I will demonstrate 

through this research that product behaviour is a significant factor today influencing consumer 

need (through desire and want) to buy a range of commodities with either questionable use-

value in terms of real need or replacement.  

Marx referred to this influence as commodity fetishism (Marx, 1887, 1952, pp. 31-37), and 

Rubin’s study of the Marxist theory of commodity fetishism describes the  

emergence of a new type of production relation—namely a capitalistic relation which 

connects a commodity owner (a capitalist) with a commodity owner (a worker), and 

which is established through the transfer of money—the money acquires a new social 

function or form: it becomes capital.  

More directly, it has become variable capital. (Rubin, 1972, p. 33).  
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While this quote from Rubin may be a little confusing, in essence I would argue that he is 

describing a form of capital available to the worker in the guise of the consumer, providing him 

with the potential ability to finance credit for the purchase of commodities. Thus, variable 

capital now allows for commodities to be purchased by the consumer but still also functions in 

the circulation of capital, and becomes the capital investment that continues to develop mass 

production. Business-persons recognised that there was still a need to actually stimulate mass 

consumption, to find ways to increase the volume of consumers, and the volume and 

frequency of their consumption; without this, the capitalist cannot benefit from circulation of 

variable capital and realise any produced value. Rubin also argues that  

this function of circulation of capital is only to transfer the right of ownership of a 

product from one person to another, only as transformation of value from a commodity 

form to a money form, or inversely, can a realisation of produced value be achieved. 

(Rubin, 1972, p. 270) 

According to Meikle, in 1929 advertising executive Robert R. Updegraff advised businessmen 

to revise their products “to fit new needs or ideas” and this new sales tactic soon brought a 

new design profession into being: industrial design. Further, William B. Stout, a body engineer 

with Scripps-Booth who would later win recognition for Union Pacific’s first streamliner as well 

as a rear-engine auto shape to counter crosswinds, stated as early as 1916 that “art is the 

science of eye-appeal”. Stout argued, “if one builds into a commercial product an appeal to the 

eye, he establishes the first point of salesmanship, which is impression” (Meikle, 1979, p. 12). 

In this way, he argued the public would no longer perceive an automobile only as a transport 

machine—its real use-value—but much more importantly, as a reflection of it owner’s taste 

and personality and meaning beyond a vehicle for personal transport.  

Meikle claims that industrial design and/or styling resulted from this symbolic relationship 

between business and consumers (Meikle, 1979, pp. 10-14). Although this is simply 

manipulation of aesthetic value and semiotics by the designer, again, I aim to demonstrate 

through this research that aesthetic value and semiotics or product-identity coding are only 

part of product behaviour and that product design, product construction, product materials, 

product usability and performance as the construct of three-dimensional branding all act to 

create product behaviour that speaks to consumer behaviour and attitude. 

There is a great deal of debate regarding the difference between industrial design and product 

design. Industrial design is a broad discipline, including engineering, mechanical design as well 

as ergonomic product styling, whereas product design encompasses the design of consumer 

products, technology as well as ergonomic and cosmetic product styling. The industrial-design 

profession introduced into the emerging consumer environment of 1940s focused on cosmetic 

styling, specifically so as to stimulate mass consumption and create a commodity with artificial 

obsolescence. This ensured a limited product life-span even though the commodity still 

retained some degree of its usefulness or use-value.  

In essence, artificial obsolescence, initially created through eye appeal, heralded the arrival of 

the aesthetic to enlist desire and the power of the object as a sign. It can be seen as the 

beginning of three-dimensional branding that presents itself as ‘fashionable’ product styling 

with an inbuilt ‘use-by’ date, determined by the aesthetic of the commodity’s shape and form. 
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Harley Earl, the successful designer at General Motors (GM), was particularly instrumental in 

the development of motor-vehicle shape and form styling that increased motor vehicle sales 

for GM in the 1930s. He is credited with creating many of the design methodologies for 

contemporary vehicle design, including life-size clay models that are still used today (Meikle, 

1979).  

By a continuous process of updating the styling of a particular commodity model or even 

introducing a ‘better’ functional model, artificial obsolescence became not only the motor-

industry norm in one relatively swift move, but one that spread to other consumer products as 

well. Meikle reveals that marketing and advertising had already proven quite ineffective when 

left to their own resources. It is clear that artificial obsolescence provided access to an 

extremely powerful design tool, in terms of consumer behaviour in relation to desire, want 

and now a perceived need, to entice the consumer to purchase beyond any rationale of real 

use-value. This is not a two-dimensional sign, but rather a necessary three-dimensional sign or 

code with the visual direction now provided by industrial design ‘styling’ of the commodity 

(Meikle, 1979, pp. 70-74). Meikle’s work evidences that styling made the consumer much 

more visually aware of the latest commodity, but does this not also suggest the product as a 

three-dimensional sign or code created the foundation of a meaningful cultural basis for 

demand at the same time?  

Marketing and advertising were now even more able to do what they always had done: 

construct a fictional environment of meaning to seduce the consumer. However, and much 

more critically, it becomes clear that ‘meaning’ now possessed credibility as it was based upon, 

and around, the design of the product, the commodity fetishism as described by Marx. That is, 

a real product with aesthetic ‘eye appeal’ designed to alter consumer behaviour and move the 

consumer towards the ownership of any particular commodity simply due to its ‘styling’.  

According to Meikle, “styling resulted from a symbolic relationship between business and 

consumers and that industrial design was born of a lucky conjunction of a saturated market, 

which forced manufacturers to distinguish their products from others” (Meikle, 1979, p. 

14,39). Lucky conjunction or not, clearly, the impact of design is powerful and influential, and 

industrial design provides the critical commodity through an early process of three-

dimensional branding/styling which is then used by advertising and marketing to build a 

promotional campaign to raise the consumer’s awareness. In addition, a saturated commodity 

market coupled with availability of credit also translates into greater availability of products 

that are more affordable due to increased competition. Partly because those with surplus 

production had to reduce prices in an effort to compete in the market, but also through the 

production and selling of more commodities, the production unit price has also decreased. 

From the perspective of design, this stage of the evolution of product production and 

consumption marks an important milestone within the political economy: the introduction of 

three-dimensional branding to provide a deliberate look and feel that goes well beyond the 

aesthetic. It infuses the product with a certain behavioural response and meaning, through the 

role of industrial design in styling for the commodity. While Meikle provides the background to 

how ‘advertising and marketing’ recognised the need to introduce Industrial Design or ‘eye 

appeal’, it does becomes clear that it is the industrial designer in the design of the commodity 
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(as a product) that provides the design direction to be used by advertising agencies in 

marketing and advertising material in turn designed to help sell the commodity ‘idea’ or brand 

concept. Tara Andrews paper Design and Consume to Utopia also looks at this defining 

moment in history and explains that “artificial obsolescence was designed to make us need the 

most recent and up-to-date version and branding through advertising created desire by 

implying that something was missing in our lives” (Andrews, 2005). Andrews describes what I 

will argue in the following chapter is a ‘false’ need created out of desire and then want. 

The argument presented by Andrews and others on the subject of branding repeatedly make 

the claim that marketing and advertising create brands. However, marketing and advertising 

only make the consumer more aware of the brand (and can certainly influence consumer 

behaviour by an increase in the level of their desire, to their want; even to the point of 

becoming an unreal need). The evidence provided by Meikle demonstrates this by the way in 

which advertising agencies pushed for the introduction of industrial-design styling of products 

so they might have some chance of mounting effective campaigns, because marketing and 

advertising alone were beginning to fail in the recession (Meikle, 1979, pp. 73-74). Thus, it is 

clearly the product designer who actually creates the initial concept of a brand or branding. 

 Figure1 1958 Ford Edsel  

There are numerous documented historical examples of attempts by marketing and 

advertising companies to ‘design’ products that have quickly proven to be commercial failures. 

The design of the Ford Edsel (Figure 1) is probably one of the best-known examples of a brand 

conceived and designed by marketing and advertising. This seems to suggest that advertising 

agencies and marketing may have understood the benefits of ‘eye appeal’; however, they 

simply did not have the necessary ability to provide a commercial solution themselves, 

whereas the industrial designer did. Triumph Motorcycle Company is a prime contemporary 

example of a manufacturer that has continued to build and increase market share on the basis 

of the evolutionary product design. The heritage of the brand name is utilised by marketing 

and advertising, which assists them in this regard. But without the design focus of the 

products, that is, the designed product behaviour of each motorcycle in the range, Triumph 

Motorcycles would have suffered financial loss in much the same way Harley-Davidson have in 

the last few years in trying to exist solely on the basis of a traditional brand, old technology, 

and designs that rely on out-dated, heritage motorcycle design (Figure 2).  
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My own expertise as a designer and my associated empirical experience from the past thirty 

years or more also confirms that it is the three-dimensional design of the product—as a 

commodity working with marketing (and advertising) rather than for marketing—that creates 

the basis for any successful product branding concept or brand on which to build. This is what 

 

Figure 2 Triumph Daytona 675 (Image courtesy Bauer Media)  Harley Davidson Dyna FLD Switchback 

has the potential to alter consumer behaviour. However, as Andrews explains, as “Advertising 

Agencies grew in strength and power and so marketing and branding were born” (Andrews, 

2005). 

The main point to note here is that ‘design’ (as a designed artificial obsolescence) has now 

become a key factor and significant driver in production-led consumption within the political 

economy of consumption. At the same time, the introduction of artificial obsolescence has an 

additional effect of influencing consumer behaviour in terms of consumption in general. This 

could also be argued as being the beginning of the creation of a culture of social need or 

consumer demand, as opposed to individual need. That is, a social need to belong and to fit in 

to society; where styling of the commodity, the image, or three-dimensional branding of a 

product is able to provide for that social need by the purchase of popular or designed, 

fashionable commodities at any point time.  

Jameson cites Guy Debord’s assertion from The Society of the Spectacle (Debord, 1977, pp. 35-

42) that the ultimate form of commodity reification in contemporary consumer society is 

precisely the image itself (Jameson, 2005, p. 132). Does this suggest that any ‘real’ individual 

consumer need has in effect disappeared, or is it a case of individual consumer need now 

being heavily influenced and driven by a social need? In other words, are ‘real’ individual 

consumer needs of usefulness being replaced by the individual consumer needs for material 

ownership regardless of usefulness? Has usefulness been subverted and blurred to meet the 

expectations of contemporary society and social need? This then would surely have the effect 

of creating a growth in consumer demand, through a false demand, but a demand 

nevertheless that production can now rely upon assuming the consumer has credit available to 

purchase to realise that demand.   

Using Marxist theory from a design perspective, Rubin argues that social need is critical to the 

general quantity of produced commodities of a given kind or, as he puts it, “the amount of 

demand for them” (Rubin, 1972, p. 185). Rubin’s argument is surely based upon a time when 
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demand was limited to usefulness as individual need of worker rather than need as a 

consumer. Baudrillard argues that “the fundamental conceptual hypothesis for a sociological 

analysis of ‘consumption’ is not use value, the relation to needs, but symbolic exchange value” 

(Baudrillard, 1981, p. 30).  

This symbolic exchange value within the political economy of the sign thus described could be 

interpreted as a result of artificial obsolescence and its effect upon individual need. Could it be 

said that this developing consumer environment through designed artificial obsolescence and 

the design of marketing and advertising was making the consumer more aware of ‘designed’ 

commodities? Have individual needs and use value also been replaced by a social need of 

material value, simply by the way in which products are designed? Is this developed culture of 

social need based upon both an unreal and an unnecessary need with links back to artificial 

obsolescence?  Has it been successfully created within the mind of the consumer and their 

potential behaviour, through these early stages of a developing consumer culture that now 

brings with it pressure, and a social demand to not only meet minimum social standards of 

consumption, but to exceed them within a consumer society?  

 In his work that questions the ‘dubious rewards’ of consumption, Alan Durning defines what is 

a ‘decent’ standard of living for a member of good standing in the consumer society, and 

argues that “Needs are socially defined and escalate with the rate of economic progress” 

(Jackson, 2006, p. 131). This argument suggests that consumer behaviour in relation to what is 

seen as need become greater or more widespread as consumers become more affluent. If this 

is true and can be seen as an accurate assessment, is the reverse also true?  Do we also now 

see the other side of Durning’s claim then, within, for example, the more recent global 

financial crisis (GFC) around the world? Is a reduction in needs, or a re-evaluation of real 

needs, precipitated by a reduction in individual economic progress and spending power?  

In simple terms, the behaviour of the consumer, their social needs and social practices—in 

terms of having and doing that reflect a position in society—have been redefined or 

downsized as economic progress has faltered and stalled, removing surplus value and severely 

limiting variable capital within the economic equation. The result is reduced consumption and 

a reduced confidence in the future. Shove et al., in discussing social need in terms of having 

and doing, and using the example of domestic kitchen renewal, agree that any change in social 

practices causes individual consumers to alter how and what they buy, rather than the other 

way around (Shove, et al., 2007, p. 25). Again, if this is an accurate assessment of consumer 

behaviour when influenced by the vagaries of the political economy, how then does one 

explain the success of products such as the iPhone and iPad (from Apple) in the face of a 

recession? In this instance, the need to have clearly overrides the need for individual consumer 

economic conservatism; is this the effect of the technology or how that technology is made 

accessible within the ‘total’ design of the latest version of a product?  

I will investigate this question much further in the following chapter on the relationship 

between product behaviour and consumer behaviour. However, in relation to production-led 

consumption at this point in time, is it reasonable to conclude that the birth of social need is a 

pivotal point in the political economy and therefore can also be seen as the birth of the 

consumer society or culture of being to have? Fry deals with the complexity of ‘being’ itself 
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from the view of design or more accurately, a design-futuring philosophy perspective, which 

argues that responding to ethical, political, social and ecological concerns requires a new type 

of practice that recognises the importance of design in overcoming a world made 

unsustainable (Fry, 2009). But he seems to reach a similar conclusion in relation to the theory 

of need, and frames it as moving from a need of being to being in order to need, and says this 

marks the transition of culture into political economy (Fry, 1994, p. 44). 

From the above it is clear that industrial design marks the birth of consumer culture; 

moreover, consumer behaviour begins to relate to the commodity and, more specifically, 

product behaviour. However, at this point it also seems to be apparent that production-led 

consumption is still in the mode of control, manipulating the consumer and directing the way 

forward by continuing to create more sophisticated forms of designed artificial obsolescence. 

And in doing so, production-led consumption continues to respond to and to develop ‘social 

need’ beyond any level of realistic individual need.  

However, it was not until the late 1950s to early 1960s that the political economy began the 

move into a form of ‘economic overdrive’ through a significant change in social needs and 

demands that impacted upon consumer culture. Youth subcultures post–World War 2 were 

implicated in resistance to a reimposed conformity and expectations of family life. They 

expressed this resistance culturally in fashion and music, which, in turn, became appropriated 

by capital in the production of these cultural commodities. Because of the developing youth 

culture, there was a marked change in consumer attitude and culture, whereby the consumer 

began to instigate the demand for commodities that had to fit their individual lifestyle and 

culture, while they were discovering new forms of leisure.  

This change, which eventually led to the creation of a new ‘teenager’ market, is in opposition 

to the earlier period of production-led consumption, where the capitalist produced what they 

believed the consumer wanted or provided a limited choice in an effort to maximise potential 

for surplus value. According to Lury’s study of the development of youth subcultures in Britain 

during the 1950s and 1960s, this change came about in three ways. ‘ 

Firstly, there were cultures of leisure rather than work. Secondly, the social relationships 

of youth subcultures were organised around peer group, and were as much collective as 

individual. This contrasted with adult orientation to families or individual friends. 

Thirdly, youth subcultures were characterised by a concern with style. (Lury, 1996, p. 

196) 

The emergence of a culture of leisure and a developing youth culture, according to Lury, is 

significant in this regard and appears to herald the transition to what we recognise today, and 

what Lury describes, as consumption-led production.  

 

2.3.2 Consumption-Led Production  

In a political economy of production-led consumption, it is clear that design (within the 

discipline of industrial design) became a key factor in the manipulation of consumer behaviour 

through the designed artificial obsolescence, which increased consumption and thereby met 
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the needs of capitalism and over-production. As this increase in consumption occurred, did this 

also intentionally or unintentionally initiate a change in the consumer’s attitude and behaviour 

towards consumption? In an increasingly liberal consumer society, and along with the creation 

of social need, the emphasis moves from the needs of the capitalist for the generation of 

surplus value toward the needs of the consumer driven by social need, which is defined by 

Lury as consumer-led production (Lury, 1996, p. 36). If this is the case, the question is why and 

how did this transformation or shift in directive power of production within the political 

economy occur?  

In discussing globalisation and Western ethnocentricity, Fry asserts that modern democracy 

was built upon a foundation of economic liberalism as it “cleared” the way for “free trade” 

(Fry, 2011, p. 149). Clearly, this freedom of trade helped to establish production-led 

consumption through an increase in repetitive buying, and initiated a habit of buying. Did this 

habit of buying, through the development of artificial obsolescence partly as styling/branding, 

as well as the development of brand awareness through marketing and advertising and all in 

the name of mass consumption, not only assist in the creation of a consumer, but begin the 

shift of power to the consumer? The contemporary consumer was gradually being locked into 

a pattern of consumption, helped along the way with an increasing availability of credit, as well 

as a choice of product or commodity. Did all this occur under the guise of free choice and a 

pressure of social expectations or social need to display wealth or power?  

Thorstein Veblen argues that  

wealth or power must be put in evidence, for esteem is awarded only on evidence. And 

not only does the evidence of wealth serve to impress one’s importance on others and 

to keep their sense of his importance alive and alert, but it is of scarcely less use in 

building up and preserving one’s self-complacency. (Veblen, 1967, pp. 36-37)  

As described by Veblen here, is the habit of buying linked to a social need to display individual 

wealth and power as personal possession of the latest product or commodities that are 

available through free choice? Free choice, it would appear, is really only a perception, where 

rational ‘free’ choice is still in fact restricted to the actual range of commodities the capitalist 

chooses to produce or make available. Possibly and more significantly, the product information 

available is still heavily manipulated in relation to those commodities available to fit consumer 

needs. By heavily manipulated, I mean that the information seems to be generally biased 

towards often unrealistic, inaccurate and sometimes untrue marketing and advertising claims 

about the commodity.  

In terms of developing social need, this evolved into describing a make-believe social value and 

what ownership of the commodity could do for one’s individual social standing, rather than 

being based upon any form of accurate or informative facts relevant to the usefulness of 

commodity. Jackson describes inconspicuous consumption that we ourselves do not really see, 

such as mortgage payments, utility bills and local taxes. He cites Shanne, who argues that  

consumers are a long way from being willing actors in the consumption process, capable 

of exercising either rational or irrational choice in the satisfaction of their own needs 

and desires. More often they find themselves ‘locked in’ to unsustainable patterns of 
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consumption. Either by social norms which lay beyond individual control, or else by the 

constraints of the institutional context within which individual choice is negotiated. 

(Jackson, 2005, p. 13)  

More pertinently to my research, Jackson also points out that in real-life situations, 

information has a significant impact in the decisions that consumers are able to make. That 

which he terms as ‘rational’ choices is only possible in the context of ‘perfect’ market 

information. Jackson draws attention to an interesting consumer behaviour development in 

addition to the design of a product and positive product behaviour. He suggests that in this 

‘perfect’ market, the product’s design and its relation to the consumer can be enhanced by 

better, honest, and more accurate information when marketing and advertising a product. This 

allows the consumer to make a rational choice regarding the implications of a purchase. Doing 

so is more about altering consumer behaviour using advertising as an educational tool rather 

than for selling to own a commodity. According to Bock, advertising treats human targets like 

commodities, to who it offers the solution to their problem of realisation (Bock, 1971, p. 72). Is 

it possible for marketing and advertising to pursue this alternative line of thinking or is it 

constricted by its own process and methodology?  

While it should be made clear that Jackson is referring to better choices in terms of sustainable 

consumption understood as inconspicuous consumption or our daily consumption, this does 

highlight the consumer perception of free choice. Therefore, could it be argued that it is not 

really free choice at all? Is it still controlled and manipulated by the needs or interests of 

entrepreneurs and manufacturers rather than any real needs of the consumer, or, more 

specifically from Jackson’s viewpoint, the real needs of the environment? Does the repetitive 

nature of misdirection or misinformation also help to underscore habitual routines or addictive 

patterns of consumption? Is it important to determine the significant difference between 

addiction and habit when defining consumer behaviour in relation to product behaviour, 

consumer culture and the political economy? In this sense, does habit suggest an almost 

innocent repetitive routine, whereas addiction suggests a more sinister or unbreakable habit? 

They appear as two opposing yet equally valid views depending upon one’s perspective on 

addictive habits or routines and, according to Shove et al., when analysing cultural patterns, 

there are routines described as (self-made) prisons of ingrained and inflexible 

habits that constrain actors or prevent people from changing their life, and then 

there is the opposite view of routines as a comforting and helpful supportive 

structure that offers security and predictability as well as making it possible to 

combine many tasks with other activities, thus work as a liberating force, 

providing energy for other things. (Shove, Trentmann, et al., 2007, p. 101) 

Whichever ‘routine’ position one takes (addictive prison or comforting structure), it is clear 

that the consumer is totally and completely ensconced in? the act of consuming. It would 

appear that without any other viable alternative, consumption has become an addictive, habit-

forming routine, comforting or otherwise. According to Fry, it is clearly a need beyond any 

rational consideration and reliance in terms of being, as he argues, “being in order to need” 

(Fry, 1994).  This however also raises the issue of satisfaction of an addiction, the fact that the 

addict is never fully satisfied or satisfaction is not a lasting and permanent state. This, in turn, 
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raises the potential or feasibility to substitute something in its place, if we are to successfully 

begin to transform consumer behaviour in the future. Consumer culture has become so 

ingrained within our society as well as being the foundation of the political economy in a 

relatively short period of time that it seems that one of the most effective ways to address 

consumption in the future is to transform negative consumer behavioural habits. In other 

words, to transform the system of mass consumption of things into a positive behavioural 

pattern or system that may not have to rely on mass consumption. 

In studying theories of consumer culture and post-industrial society, Shove et al. recognise the 

“shift from a society ordered through production and work to a consumption and leisure 

society” (Shove, Trentmann, et al., 2007, p. 62). This suggests that the move from production-

led consumption to consumption-led production came about as society reached the point 

where work was no longer regarded as necessary for survival. Work could now be regarded as 

a necessary way to gain ownership of commodities as well as ownership of individual leisure 

time. Is it the concept of ‘having’ for the sake of having that heralds the transformation into a 

culture of consumption and leisure for self-satisfaction, rather than any real need of use-

value?  

When introducing The Theory of the Leisure Class, Veblen writes that “in the sequence of 

cultural evolution the emergence of a leisure class coincides with the beginning of ownership” 

(Veblen, 1967, p. 22, 43, 73). Both the desire and demand for ‘ownership’ of products in an 

economy that has become consumption-led production is recognisable; however, Veblen’s 

“leisure class” is no longer a class in contemporary society (although it could be argued that 

those who are unemployed and supported by the state system are, in fact, the new leisure 

class). (Western culture has become increasingly a culture of leisure, applicable to all in 

society, and as such, a culture of leisure or leisure society). Veblen also makes the point that 

“Leisure connotes non-productive consumption of time and that all consumption in excess of 

the subsistence minimum—pertains normally to the leisure class.” (Veblen, 1967, p.43) This 

seems to provide some understanding in the transition from a limited leisure class to that of a 

broad leisure society that has developed thus far in the developed world.  

In the past, the leisure class was simply defined by fate of birth into the higher levels of social 

standing or position, there was no need for an individual to ‘fit-in’ as the social position of an 

individual had already been decided at birth. However, as society has since moved into a 

culture of leisure (and consumption for leisure), has the social need to fit in or belong within 

the social system also been created at the same time? Has a social need developed which did 

not exist prior to the dawn of this social system of a democratic capitalist consumer based 

leisure society? Do we now live in a society that relies upon the product to provide the code 

that provides the sign created by the brand which originates from the design of product and 

the product behaviour which in turn relates directly to consumer behaviour? 

In studying social systems and the work of Luhmann in this area, Moeller explains how social 

systems assign social positions, and how this provides a framework within which to function 

and thus to fit in to society (Moeller, 2006, p. 84). Briefly, in the democratic, capitalist, 

consumer-based leisure society, the consumer uses the ‘design’ of products (or brands) and 

the associated costs and perceived quality to both promote and define their social standing or 
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position to society at large. The design ‘styling’ of products as commodities as well as the 

marketing and advertising that surround the products (as a brand) now provide the perfect 

vehicle or functional sign in a culture of consumption, leisure and self-satisfaction to assign or 

identify with a particular social group through ownership of a commodity. According to 

Moeller, ownership of a particular object as commodity or a range of objects as commodities 

now enables each individual to align themselves with social membership of where he or she 

believes they belong or where an individual would like to identify with. Moreover, they are 

used by consumers to design themselves (as consumers) as signs of the culture to which they 

wish to be identified with.   

Baudrillard recurringly argues in his work on sign function and class logic “that certain objects 

can connote a social membership, a factual status, while others a presumed status, a level of 

aspirations” (Baudrillard, 1981, p. 37). Looking at the stylisation of consumption, Lury cites 

Nicholas Abercrombie who argued that “producers try to commodify meaning; that is try to 

make images and symbols into things which can be sold or bought. Consumers, on the other 

hand, try to give their own, new, meanings to the commodities and services they buy” (Lury, 

1996, p. 53).  Bourdieu presents an another view where he argues image is always judged by 

reference to the function it fulfils for the person who looks at it or which he thinks it could 

fulfil for other classes of beholders, aesthetic judgement naturally takes the form of 

hypothetical judgement implicitly based on recognition of ‘genre’, the perfection and scope 

which are defined by a concept (Bourdieu, 1979, p. 42). 

The latter part of the argument presented by Lury is problematic if meaning or some 

association has already been ‘designed’ into the product by the product or industrial designer 

for the consumer to relate to and access. As the consumer becomes aware of the commodity 

and the brand status of the commodity as promoted through marketing and advertising, the 

individual may continue to ‘customise’ the commodity, to make it their own in some way. The 

social meaning or social standing connected with the product or commodity has already been 

designed as part of the process of the product design. This is achieved by using recognisable 

three dimensional ‘design signatures’ codes or signs that enable the consumer to engage with 

the product. This is where product behaviour connects with consumer behaviour to produce 

meaning.  

In an overview of rational choice, Jackson agrees that individual behaviour has a role to play, 

but points out that human behaviour consists of social, moral and altruistic behaviours as well 

as simply self-interested ones. He writes: 

To make matters worse, the assumption of individuality is also suspect. Individual 

deliberations clearly do play some part on our behaviour. But behaviours are usually 

embedded in social contexts. Social and interpersonal factors continually shape and 

constrain individual preference. (Jackson, 2005, p. vii) 

What Jackson refers to here is that individual preference may mean uniqueness, but it is 

uniqueness within a recognised group within the social context. Moeller explains with a review 

of problems of identity within his analysis of Luhmann’s social systems how “individuality” no 

longer means indivisibility, but uniqueness. In the nineteenth century, notions of individuality 

and subjectivity became semantically similar, and both were designations of modern 
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“uniqueness”: “It is now expected from the individual to identify itself in regard to that which 

distinguishes itself from everybody else” (Moeller, 2006, p. 87). This is, in a sense, paradoxical, 

where a required and acceptable level or form of ‘uniqueness’ is important to the individual, 

but again, not so unique as to appear as almost an alien within society, if we are to ‘fit-in’.  

However, Veblen also suggests that we need to be seen as important—in control, our own 

master—and he draws attention to “the consumption of luxuries”, which, he claims, “in the 

true sense, is a consumption directed to the comfort of the consumer himself, and is, 

therefore, a mark of the master” (Veblen, 1967, p. 72). Do we see here individuality based 

upon ownership of commodities, in a sense, ‘I am what I have or what I own’ mentality? This is 

a complex area that will be dealt with separately and in more detail in the following chapter as 

it is an important aspect in relation to ‘product behaviour’ and the use of design 

methodologies and the impact on consumer behaviour, rather than the political economy.  

According to Ehrenfeld, in his study of the move from being to having, “modern consumerism 

is a form of having” (Ehrenfeld, 2008, pp. 110-111). He sees having as being linked to 

possessions and what possessions say about the individual has now been identified as part of 

consumerism. On this basis, the natural assumption should be that once we have consumed 

enough (or have enough possessions), we should be satisfied. Yet, consumerism appears to be 

an endless and addictive, continuous drive towards self-satisfaction. Ehrenfeld also argues that 

any satisfaction we may get from possessing a commodity is fleeting (Ehrenfeld, 2008, pp. 42-

43), and “lasts only until the user/consumer picks up the next device”.  This would also appear 

to effectively be the result of artificial obsolescence becoming ingrained as part of our being 

(‘to now have’) and our expectations as a consumer. Consumer behaviour is such that there is 

a need each time to replace the last purchase for the latest model or a rapid dissatisfaction 

with the one the consumer presently has in their possession. That is simply due to the 

introduction of the next or latest model, or a competitor’s version of a similar product.  

Judith Butler, in her study of Hegel—and, in particular, desire, rhetoric and recognition—takes 

this further by suggesting that  

dissatisfaction of desire implies that something would satisfy desire. That is to say 

something is missing, and that a consideration of the inadequacies of the mode of 

consumption will provide the criteria for a satisfying object. (Butler, 1987, p. 44)  

Butler understands that consumerism is faulted and, in many respects, inadequate, but she 

understands also that it is not the whole problem. While it is clearly possible to identify these 

inadequacies and even provide ‘fixes’, as Butler points out, the real problem of ‘addiction’ 

remains.  And it is that which needs to be addressed. However, Ehrenfeld also makes the point 

that commodification does not always lead to addiction in terms of having or possessing, 

whereas Jackson argues that ‘habit’ certainly lies at the heart of ordinary consumption 

(Jackson, 2006, p. 112). Once again, we are returned to addictive habit or comforting routine, 

however in either case, the key issue is what lies behind the transformation from a production-

led consumption into the spectacle of (three-dimensional, image-based) consumption-led 

production within the political economy.  
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Debord’s study of spectacle as “social relation among people mediated by images” alerts 

readers’ attention the danger that lies within consumer society. What he sees as a downward 

spiral is “the first phase of domination of the economy over social life brought into the 

definition of all human realisation is the obvious degradation of being into having” (Debord, 

1977, p. 17). What occurs here, rather than the blossoming of a consumer culture as perceived 

by democratic capitalism and economists since its birth, is something that has gone viral. It 

infects every aspect of the political economy, to the point where consumerism not only needs 

the political economy, but the political economy also needs consumerism. According to 

Debord, “as soon as society discovers that it depends upon the economy, the economy, in fact 

depends upon society”, none of which bodes well for a future on a planet of limited land mass 

with finite resources and an ever-increasing global population. 

 

2.4 Consumerism in the Future 

The moment has arrived where consumer behaviour and the consumer society is becoming a 

created global way of life within differing politico-economic models and depending upon 

differing perspectives. Currently, people’s future(s) materialise according to where each 

politico-economic model sits and the influence of the many forces that constitute them. The 

single common denominator is that of mass consumption, the consumers’ need as a being to 

have. The purpose of this research is to determine if it is possible to begin to address mass 

consumption (i.e., how and what the consumer buys) by transforming consumer behaviour via 

transforming product behaviour through product design. I propose that consumer society 

politico-economic models will adjust accordingly as we use product behaviour to alter 

consumer behaviour.     

Jackson concluded in his early study of consumption history that “the modern consumer 

society has its own logic, its own dynamics, its own epistemologies and ethics, its own myths 

and cosmologies” (Jackson, 2005, p. 17); it has become a global phenomenon, a dominant 

culture of a relationship between consumer and retailer within differing cultures and therefore 

any transformation is potentially a difficult and complex task. In expanding upon this 

relationship between the consumer and the retailer and how it has altered as consumer 

culture developed globally, Spiekermann, in debating retailer-consumer relationships in 

twentieth-century Germany, argues that modern mass consumer societies are organised 

around two principal actors. On the one hand, the consumer is often seen as the unchallenged 

sovereign, deciding what will be bought. On the other hand, retailers and retailing have 

established themselves as a central branch of the economy, deciding what people can buy and 

what will be sold.  

In a sense, both these claims are accurate inasmuch that ‘free choice’ from a profusion of 

goods is still limited to what is actually produced and what the retailer decides to present for 

sale. Equally, it can be understood how the consumer can simply refuse to purchase and 

exercise this unchallenged sovereignty. Spiekermann writes that “today the framework of 

retailing is normally determined by managers and executives who reduce consumers and 

retailer to economic indicators in a battle for profitability and shareholder approval” 
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(Trentmann, 2006, p. 147, 167). The reverse aspect can also be seen, and consumer behaviour 

is equally curbed to some degree by lack of disposable income or surplus-value in the form of 

credit when in economic recession. Consumer behaviours alter to adjust to the new 

circumstance and a revised sense of consumer sovereignty. While the positive and negative 

economic basis of consumption in a political economy is quite clear, in discussing consumer 

sovereignty, Mohun argues that it is the satisfaction of the consumers’ wants that defines the 

ultimate purpose of all economic activity—simultaneously descriptive and prescriptive—in a 

market economy (Clarke, Doel & Housiaux, 2003, p. 140). Douglas & Isherwood question the 

direction and power that selects among the modern luxuries and procures that shift in status, 

so that from being first unknown, then known but dispensable, some goods become 

indispensable (Douglas & Isherwood, 1979, p. 69). Empirical evidence from a diverse range of 

retail brands, including Apple iPad, Triumph Motorcycles and Dyson products, shows that 

consumers will still find the necessary funds to purchase designed quality products that they 

see as indispensable, a need that is both desirable and useful even in times of recession.  

Meikle has illustrated both the power and ability of design to create artificial obsolescence 

(Meikle, 1979), which suggests that the design of a product and product behaviour, both in 

terms of styling and function, also has power to influence consumer decisions regardless of 

economic climate or profusion of goods; if the consumer believes a product will provide better 

use-value and more efficiency and thus a sense of freedom for other activities, they will 

purchase the product. 

The illusion of freedom perpetuated by democratic capitalism is also problematic and we need 

to return to the subject of routine (as opposed to habit) and the view that this somehow 

provides freedom for leisure or other activities. Wilks debates routine and modernity and 

highlights the alternative view, that, for Lefebvre and many others, the profusion of goods and 

advertising, as well as the sheer profusion of goods in consumer culture, are key elements in 

limiting freedom and creating the dull routine which characterises modernity (Shove, et al., 

2007, p. 145). Thus, the freedom or leisure time we strive for and work so hard to create is 

actually wasted.  

Shove identifies another aspect to the ‘habit’ consumerism, arguing that while “individual 

situations may differ, in general the proposition is that the more people spend, the more they 

need to work and the more they work, the more other people need to spend” (Shove, 2003, p. 

10). On the face of it, this endless cycle appears to function well in a booming economy from 

an economic viewpoint. However, from a social and sustainability viewpoint, as the population 

increases, so does the consumption of both natural and finite resources. This continuous 

growth is not sustainable in the long term and will eventually engulf everything in its path to 

the point of complete saturation on the one hand and potential destruction or degradation of 

the environment that sustains us on the other hand. Even when the economic growth falters 

and the volume of consumer demand decreases, this too creates massive global problems for 

the political economy, as currently experienced across much of Europe.  

As seen here, Rubin cites historical Marxist theory and economic principles of supply and 

demand, arguing that the political economy would regulate itself with the “volume of demand 

determined”. This, according to Rubin, would occur, “not only by the given need of the present 
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day, but also the size of income or by the buyers’ ability to pay, and by the prices of 

commodities” (Rubin, 1972, p. 186). The argument is only accurate up to a point, as it seems to 

ignore the fact that a lack of disposable income, or even poverty, does not necessarily reduce 

demand or prohibit certain parts of society from still being consumers. Poor-quality consumer 

goods are increasingly designed for the poor, or goods no longer viable in the West now find a 

market in the ‘poor world’. In addition, it seems to also ignore the impact of a substantial 

increase in the global population. In her study of material culture, Lury argues that while 

“poverty restricts the possibility of participating in consumption, it does not necessarily 

prevent—indeed, it may incite—participation in consumer culture” (Lury, 1996, p. 6). 

In debating mass tourism, a chapter in The Consumption Reader, John Urry, Professor of 

sociology at Lancaster University, provides a valid and perceptive description of where we 

presently stand and of the future, by stating that “one has to participate even though at the 

end of the consumption process no one is necessarily better off. One has to run faster, in order 

to stay still” (Clarke, Doel & Housiaux, 2003, p. 118). If one interprets the terminology ‘run 

faster’ also as a form of saturation, it is possible to see how people create more and more to 

keep the economy thriving. Yet, society is no better served, and, arguably, is destroying both 

their past and future simultaneously through the contemporary global economy that is reliant 

upon ever-increasing mass consumption. This becomes especially apparent in terms of an 

increasing world population, in the face of finite resources. 

According to Lury, “saturation is the basis of the claim that we live in a society which is not just 

infused with a consumer ethos or consumer attitude, but one which is dominated by a 

consumer culture” (Lury, 1996, p. 52). In consumer culture, the economic implications of 

continuing along the same path of endless growth within a limited land mass and finite 

resources appears obvious to many, but seemingly not to economists themselves. Should it 

therefore fall to the democratic capitalist politicians to help realign consumer culture and thus 

the political economy for the future?  

Fry is concerned with what he terms the defuturing implications of consumer-based economy, 

where defuturing suggests the removal of our future by the way in which we live, and he 

argues that politicians are too caught up in their own self-residency of power and short-term 

thinking. He highlights this crisis of human freedoms as being precipitated by an inability of 

democratic politics to act with sufficient foresight and vigour to curb the dominant defuturing 

elements of the capitalist economy and stave off the crises they trigger (Fry, 2011, p. 39). Fry is 

equally of the opinion that design is best placed to provide leadership and direction in this 

regard; to change the way in which people consume, how they consume and what they 

consume. In fact, Fry has long argued that people use and discard, but rarely do they actually 

‘consume’ in the truest sense of the term. Fry believes that to consume is to completely 

absorb or use up to the point where the original product no longer exists. 

However, from the viewpoint of consumer behaviour, consuming is not about ecological 

consumption; it is presently however about ownership, being to have, about having, as well as 

about identifying each individual’s social position or status within society. Fry foregrounds the 

inescapable relationship between any consumption and defuturing, the need to sustain our 

environment for our own survival and, consequently, the need for an authentic approach to 
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living in the future. Ehrenfeld debates the importance of being and, in particular, looks at being 

as a doorway to sustainability and suggests the key to “authentic living means a life less 

directed by the cultural ‘other’ (the societal structure) and more directed through freer choice 

by the self” (Ehrenfeld, 2008, p. 121). 

Thus, as I have shown, within production-led consumption and consumption-led production, 

free choice is presently compromised and manipulated through limited or misinformation by 

democratic capitalism through the design of marketing and advertising. An address to this 

would seem to suggest that accurate and relevant information is part of the solution, in 

addition to the design of aesthetic and functional products that do not take away our future. 

Marketing and advertising professionals could easily use their creative skills and abilities to aid 

the consumer in the benefits of authentic living and sustainability rather than fleeting self-

satisfaction.  

The question before us now is with whom does the power lie to take the necessary steps that 

can aid in transforming consumer behaviour? If the power lies not with economists, politicians 

nor scientists, it would appear to be with design. Spencer & Lilley argue that design plays an 

important role in shaping the impact of human activity on the environment as it influences 

people and their surroundings and also acts as an interface between consumers and the 

activities of consumption (Spencer & Lilley, 2012, p. 81). Ehrenfeld argues that “satisfaction is a 

key distinction in the path to sustainability as opposed to the dominance of need as the target 

of economic society produces only temporary satisfaction” (Ehrenfeld, 2008, p. 132). This 

temporary satisfaction and the domination of need is well researched by political scientist 

William Leiss who highlights that  

in modern social theory one often encounters the proposition that human wants or 

needs are insatiable and that this proposition is repeated with great frequency in 

writings on economics and psychology: ‘For all practical purposes, human wants may be 

regarded as limitless’. An occasional individual may have everything he wants, but man’s 

capacity to generate new wants as fast as he satisfies old ones is well-known 

psychologically. (Leiss, 1978, p. 34)  

Temporary satisfaction within a consumer-based capitalist culture has already been identified 

as part of the addictive nature or habit of a consumer culture. In the following chapter, I will 

further investigate the dominance of ‘need’, with the definition of need from the perspective 

of design debated further in relation to how product behaviour speaks to consumer behaviour. 

According to Fry, the rise of capitalist culture has produced two consequences: “first the 

domestic sphere has become a far more significant commodity domain and combined with 

increased disposable incomes, prompted the arrival a ‘culture of consumption’”. He has also 

pointed out that the home is a site of destruction that powers the production of consumption. 

Second, he claims that “‘culture’ itself became incorporated into the commodity sphere (as 

affordable products to populate the making of a modern way of life)”. The result: a capitalist 

commodity sphere constituted as a ‘world of desire’” (Fry, 2011, p. 240). The distinctions 

between desire, want and need are becoming deliberately blurred within the democratic 

capitalist commodity sphere, and I will investigate this further in the next chapter.  
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2.5 Conclusion 

Finally, it is Debord who states that when culture becomes nothing more than a commodity, it 

must also become the star commodity of the spectacular society (Debord, 1977, p. 193). Our 

culture is now defined by the nature of the commodities people desire and, for the most part, 

we appreciate how design creates the basis for the desire (i.e., want and need) of a 

commodity. I will investigate how consumer behaviour is now wanting a world by design and, 

with this in mind, how we may be able to begin to transform and sustain our ‘designed’ world 

in the future by transforming the design methodologies presently used to design products that 

construct our world.  
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Chapter 3: How Product Behaviour Influences Consumer 

Behaviour 

 

3.1 Introduction 

According to (Norman, 2004, p. 20), “cognition interprets the world, leading to increased 

understanding and knowledge”. He sees a direct relationship between how people behave and 

perceive the world around them and the nature of those designed things that exist around 

them, regardless of how they feel about them.  

In this chapter, product behaviour and consumer behaviour are both described and posited in 

terms of design methodology and product design in relation to the contemporary consumer’s 

needs, wants and desires. This is so as to understand the behavioural relationship and 

interconnectedness that takes place between a product’s design—its shape and form, 

operation, functionality, maintenance, customisation and up-dating—and the behaviour of the 

consumer. I use this behavioural relationship to consider how product design may address or 

transform the existing ‘throw-away’ consumer culture. On the one hand, much of the 

literature refers to the design of product, tools or objects that address the consumer’s need of 

function and use. On the other hand, the literature also considers the design of products, tools 

or objects as being the provider of identity and meaning for the consumer. Through this 

design-based research I wish to firstly discover where the relationships exist between product 

behaviour as a function (need) and aesthetics (desire) in terms of consumer social needs of 

having and being.  

In Remakings: Ecology Design Philosophy (Fry, 1994, pp. 39-44) discusses how ecodesign is 

hampered by commercially created ‘false’ desires and needs. Fry states that ‘need’ of being as 

opposed to being in order to ‘need’ marks both the transition of culture into political economy 

and the self to subject. Fry sees the problem as a being bonded to lifestyles and products that 

produce environmental damage, whereas the consumer should develop the need to desire 

what Fry terms ‘clean’ products and processes, which displace existing products and lifestyles 

to create real material change. If the relationship between the product and the consumer has 

a significant impact upon lifestyle, then the question becomes: how does the design (or, more 

accurately, the design methodologies) of the product (behaviour) influence the consumer 

(behaviour) and the choices each individual makes to design their individual lifestyle?  

In this chapter, I question the nature of product behaviour from a design perspective and how 

it influences the consumer’s behaviour. In the following chapter I demonstrate my 

understanding of consumer behaviour, informed by my experience of being a design 

practitioner. Ultimately, I am seeking whether it possible to alter consumer attitudes in some 

way through design methodologies used to create a product. 
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3.2 The Nature of Product Behaviour 

The design of products is a form of reification; products exhibit a behaviour pattern that 

presents itself to the potential consumer or would-be user. Can a product then have good or 

bad behaviour, acceptable or even exemplary behaviour? (Norman, 2004, pp. 56-71) argues 

that from a cognitive perspective, products can have personality and that the first step in good 

behavioural design is to understand just how people will use a product. The product itself is an 

object, static or immobile, and it does not possess animate qualities unless it is activated in 

some way. It may have an aesthetic personality to appeal to a particular market segment or 

demographic, but any behavioural quality would not become apparent until it is used for the 

function for which it was designed. 

Thus, can it be reasoned that function is clearly a need fulfilled by a product and for this 

function to take place there has to be some form of interaction or relationship between the 

end-user and the product in question? Whether that product be technical machinery, such as a 

vehicle, or a simple tool, such as a hammer, the initial relationship in terms of function is one 

of use. As a tool, the product has to be operated in some way and it can be gauged by how it 

behaves in physical operation. That is to say that the behaviour of a tool for transport, in the 

case of the vehicle, or the behaviour of a tool to facilitate simple construction, in the case of 

the hammer, relates to the product’s physical operation. Thus it could be further reasoned 

that product behaviour only becomes apparent at the point of use-relationship with the 

consumer (or end-user). That use-relationship is critical for behaviour to provide any 

significant meaning to both product behaviour and consumer behaviour. It could also be 

contended that the likely function and potential performance is already apparent from its 

designed aesthetic and form.  

 Aristotle states that all the senses (i.e., touch, taste, smell, sight, and hearing) make people 

know the world around them and reveals many differences between things (McKeon, 1941, p. 

689). The product, through its shape and form, its ‘look and feel’, also allows the consumer to 

identify the product within the context of a product type or category (as in the transport 

example above). A product generally provides preparatory visual information about the likely 

nature of its behaviour and function. The shape and form is constructed from design cues or 

‘signatures’ that allow the consumer to both interpret and differentiate between different 

types of automobiles, for example,  as well as to differentiate between products in that 

category (Figure 3), such as the automobile and a bicycle. While both are products or tools that 

provide personal transport, each serves a different purpose and behaves in very different 

ways.  

Aristotle argued that sight, above all other senses, provided humans with the ability to ‘know’ 

(McKeon, 1941, p. 689). Thus, could it be further reasoned that it is the functional shape and 

form in aesthetic styling or, as a collection of ‘design signatures’ that provides the consumer 

with even deeper visual analysis of the vehicle to determine its potential usability and 

behaviour? That is to say, a two- or four-door vehicle, a 4-wheel drive, a sports car, an SUV or 

people mover, a hatchback or station wagon, and so on.  



Can Changes to Product Behaviour Alter Consumer Behaviour? 
 

 

53 
 

 

Figure 3 Product behaviour of domestic vehicles through body design shape and form (Image Author unknown) 

De Mozota is a renowned design pioneer, who founded the first PhD program in the field of 

design management. She argues that the consumer interprets both functional and aesthetic 

information and that the design form is the first contact through which they experience and 

value the product (De Mozota, 2003, pp. 82-85). Norman suggests that everything people do 

has both a cognitive and an affective component, where the cognitive assigns meaning and the 

affective assigns value (Norman, 2004, p. 25). More importantly from the perspective of this 

research, Norman argues that the affective state, whether positive or negative, changes how 

people think (Norman, 2004, p. 25). As the consumer identifies the product category in terms 

of its three-dimensional shape and form, it is clearly the product’s design that provides for 

another basic consumer need of meaning. This allows the consumer to assign meaning of 

personal or individual ‘usefulness’ to the object; to identify what the product is and its value or 

potential usability as a tool. From this, the consumer is able to determine in general terms how 

it is likely to behave.  

For this preliminary or preparatory level of product identity and the nature of potential 

behaviour to become readily apparent also requires some form and/or level of interaction or 

relationship, visual or physical, between the product’s shape and form and the consumer or 

potential end-user. In that sense, the product (or tool) has a basic function-identity; in his 

analysis of Heidegger, Harman refers to this as tool-being, explaining that the tool-being of a 

thing is what that thing simply is, quite aside from any of the faces that it manifests to view 

(Harman, 2002, p. 269). While the consumer will see the thing for what it is, will they also see 
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within the design of the product the manifestation of the other faces, as referred to by 

Harman? That is, the potential to do certain things, the potential product behaviour that lies 

within, the potential to provide the consumer with social meaning, and the potential of a 

product’s usefulness in terms of function.  

In their work, The Design of Everyday Life, an analysis of connections between design and 

consumption, the authors (Shove,  et al., 2007, p. 7) argue that “relations between people can 

be inscribed and hardwired into the design of material artefacts and that, as such, it is 

misleading to think of things as infinitely flexible carriers of ascribed meaning”. The two points 

arising from this will be analysed in more depth later in this chapter. The first is that relations 

between people suggest the importance of meaning gleaned from the design of material 

artefacts (products) by the consumer and how this allows individuals to relate to each other. In 

other words, Shove et al. argue that there is a correlation between people’s behaviour towards 

each other and the behaviour of the products they seek to possess. The second point regards 

the nature of that meaning, which goes beyond the basic product function identification 

described earlier and has already been ‘designed’ into the product.  

This ‘meaning’ has now expanded from usefulness to what it will mean to own or possess the 

product, how others will view the possession, and use of the product. The questions I will now 

consider are as follows: aside from providing information about the necessary function of a 

product, what else has been designed into it? Does this in turn suggest that additional meaning 

can only be ascribed by the consumer or others for that matter? Does this additional meaning 

operate within the boundaries of the existing design and its inscribed meaning and the 

potential product behaviour already provided by the design of the product? If this is so in each 

case, then does the design of the product fulfil two critical consumer needs? Firstly, a deeper 

and more meaningful consumer identity for relations between people, and secondly, a need of 

a particular consumer function as well as the need to be able to clearly identify that product 

function in relation to a perceived consumer need or problem to be solved. Is the nature of 

product behaviour a mix of its function, its usability, and the way it looks—and thus more than 

just signs and semiology? Is it something that could be described as product semantics?  

Norman (2004, p. 57) agrees about the mix of function and meaning when he argues that a 

simplified way of thinking of product personality is that it reflects the many decisions about 

how a product looks, behaves, and is positioned throughout its marketing and advertising. As 

mentioned earlier, product semantics is described by Krippendorff as the study of the symbolic 

qualities of man-made forms in the context of their use and the application of this knowledge 

to industrial design (Krippendorff & Butter, 1984, p. 1). Krippendorff notes that defining design 

as problem-solving is common but commits designers to a technical rationality that is more 

akin to engineering. He also goes on to argue that designers are not concerned with factual 

truths, but with what should be (Krippendorff, 2006, p. 26). It would seem that both function 

and meaning fall within the realm of design process or design methodology and both need to 

be analysed, even though Krippendorff (2006, p. 49) also claims that it is clear that meaning 

matters more than function. 
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3.2.1 Design Methodologies in the Design of Function 

What are the design methodologies used in designing a product that determine its behaviour 

to address or fulfil the consumer’s need of a particular function? Norman describes three 

levels of product characteristics: ‘Visceral Design’, the appearance; ‘Reflective Design’, the self-

image or personal satisfaction the consumer develops through having or possessing the 

product; and ‘Behavioural Design’, the pleasure and effectiveness of use when operator and 

product act as one (Norman, 2004, p. 39). Can one assume that every material artefact, object, 

thing or product is designed for a ‘real’ need to carry out a particular function or functions 

under certain conditions? If so can, one also assume that the consumer will recognise the need 

exists and seek out a product to address the need, or, alternatively, be made aware of the 

product and determine whether or not an individual need exists? If, at this point, it can be 

agreed that some form of need for the product exists, the question becomes: how does the 

consumer analyse, assess and determine elements and features within the external design of 

the product to assist in their selection of a particular product, based upon function only, to suit 

their individual requirements?   

(Harman, 2002, p. 270) argues that for Heidegger, the tool-being of a thing is unique to that 

thing, that it is never some sort of general serviceable trait that might also belong to other 

things as well. Harman’s understanding is that you cannot say that the being of an umbrella is 

“equipment for remaining dry,” and then argue that the same tool-being also belongs to an 

unfolded newspaper, a veranda, a railway platform, the hood of a rubber coat, and all other 

umbrellas.  

In his work “Metaphysics”, Aristotle reflected upon this ‘knowing the same thing in many 

ways’, but also being able to recognise a thing for its intended or end use (McKeon, 1941, p. 

718). From this viewpoint, it seems clear that design of a thing for a particular function, in this 

case a mobile device for individual protection from rain, allows the consumer to determine the 

effectiveness, usability and difference between the ‘tool-being’ of a particular umbrella and 

the ineffective and temporary nature of a unfolded newspaper, which has not been designed 

for the purpose of keeping dry. Or the veranda, which has not been designed for personal 

mobility as has the umbrella. While the example of the hood of a rubber coat may address 

keeping dry and provide mobility, the way in which it achieves this, its design and how it 

functions, is clearly different to that of an umbrella, in much the same way that each ‘design’ 

of an umbrella as a commodity will also have as many differences as well as similarities in 

terms of actual design function (what the device is for), its usability and aesthetics. 

In looking at the design function in terms of commodification, satisfying needs, and 

sustainability, Ehrenfeld cites philosopher Borgmann’s work Technology and the Character of 

Contemporary Life that argues that the simplest way to think of a commodity is in terms of 

“what a device is for” (Borgmann, 1984, pp. 42-43). Borgmann uses the example of a car, 

which provides transportation, or a furnace, which provides heat (Ehrenfeld, 2008, p. 40). 

While this over-simplification encapsulates the basis of consumer need as being a very basic 

function, it simultaneously ignores the depth of functional requirements under individual 

needs and specific conditions. These are generally considered during any contemporary design 

concept and development process or methodology. This methodology studies the nature of 
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the environment and the user for the intended function or function(s), and the expected or 

desired outcome for which a particular product has been designed.  

However, as a service industry, the methodology of the contemporary design profession is also 

compromised and has limited application, for example, in terms of sustainability, due to the 

control and influence exercised by others. In his review of “Objects of Desire” Forty (1986, p. 

241), expands on this observation of a limited or compromised design process for the 

consumer. Here he argues that although designers prepare designs, the responsibility for 

carrying them out rests with the entrepreneur; in the development of a manufactured article, 

it is normal for many preliminary designs to be prepared, from which one is chosen by the 

entrepreneur to be worked up for production. This is not simply the design methodology of 

product design and its eventual or ultimate product behaviour under the direction of the 

manufacturer and/or entrepreneur to meet consumer need. Rather, this is the professionalism 

of design that is further compromised in the production of what could be termed a 

smorgasbord of possible conceptual design solutions for selection by others.  

Satisfaction of consumer need is thus limited or compromised by what the manufacturer or 

entrepreneur wants to produce, something that is easily recognised as highly commercial by 

the manufacturer and immediately desirable by the consumer, but is not necessarily an 

effective solution to a ‘real’ functional need. Norman (2004, p. 26) arrives at a similar 

conclusion, but from a slightly different perspective, by arguing that designers can get away 

with more if the product is fun and enjoyable. Norman states that things intended to be used 

under stressful situations require a lot more care, with much more attention to detail. Once a 

need is recognised by a designer, for example, the need for an automobile for personal 

transport, they also understand there are other more specific or individual needs beyond this 

basic functional requirement as a tool or device for personal transport. There needs to be 

attention to detail, which could be defined as the product’s usefulness or usability and 

performance when in operation, which I will define in more detail below. 

 

3.2.2 Functional Usability and Performance as Product Behaviour 

Karl Marx introduced two different concepts of value in relation to commodities. The first was 

‘use value’ or usefulness and the second was ‘exchange value’, which acknowledges that while 

all things have a use value to some degree, the exchange value is the value someone is 

prepared to pay (Marx, 1887,1952, p. 14). However, from the design perspective it would be 

argued that use-value, rather than exchange-value, is most critical to the successful design of a 

product. 

Could it be contended further that a product’s usability and performance is the real key to any 

optimum exchange value being realised in contemporary consumer market? For the purpose 

of this research, ‘usability’ or usefulness is defined as that which goes beyond the basic or 

initial function of “what the device is for”. I do not include here frivolous gizmos, which may 

have a use-value from the viewpoint of superfluous novelty, but rather, a practical and 

relevant usefulness directly related to the product as a tool in question. Heidegger argued in 

Being and Time that letting something ‘be relevant’ lies in the simplest handling of a useful 
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thing and that relevance has an intentional character with reference to which the thing is 

useable or in use (Heidegger, 1958, p. 324). In the case of the automobile, for example, related 

functions to the main function of transportation could include the design of two-door or four-

door access, and, in terms of performance, the ability to seat and transport one, three, four or 

more passengers and/or luggage. The size and manoeuvrability of the vehicle, information and 

entertainment system, a GPS and safety features required are all dependent upon who, where, 

when and how the vehicle is to be used to fulfil a particular need of personal transport.   

Described here are the useable and behavioural design functions that form part of the design, 

related to, and in addition to, the basic function that a particular consumer will have 

determined as a need and will consequently be looking for within a particular device or 

product as a tool. Norman (2004, p. 56) discusses what he calls ‘product personality’ and draws 

attention to this relationship between the product’s design and its behaviour, arguing that the 

product would look and behave differently in the different settings appropriate to use and 

target audience. According to Norman, the style of behavioural interaction could also differ, 

which is another key issue between product behaviour and the influence upon consumer 

behaviour through interaction. From the ‘functional’ design perspective, and depending upon 

the nature of the product as a tool or device to do something, these further functions or 

potential behavioural patterns designed into the product could include operating features, 

such as variations of size and weight, ease of use, comfort, power, and so on. All are 

dependent upon the nature of the product as a tool being selected by a specific individual to 

meet a particular need under certain conditions at a given point in time.  

In Tool-Being, Harmon considers the product as a useful tool in great depth, although, in his 

analysis, he argues that Heidegger writes nothing at all about tools in particular. However, he 

does make reference to an ‘inconspicuous usefulness’ when the tool is functioning and that we 

only recognise this ‘unseen’ usefulness when the tool fails in some respect (Harman, 2002, pp. 

36-45). It could be reasoned that inconspicuous usefulness will occur only after the consumer 

gains possession of the product and it is no longer a ‘new’ commodity purchase. It could be 

furthered reasoned that the consumer at the decision point of making a choice or selection 

would have to be aware of the product’s usefulness at some level to be able to make a 

selection, and the decision to purchase and ‘inconspicuous usefulness’ would only eventuate 

in the longer term upon possession and through continued familiarity of the product while 

functioning.  

If this understanding of usability from the perspective of design can also be seen as use-

value—that is, in terms of practicality depending upon the environment for which the product 

is designed, domestic or industrial, the conditions, internal and/or external, the physical 

capability of the consumer, male or female, skilled or knowledgeable, the power and 

performance necessary for efficiency of use and reliability, and so on—then it is reasonable to 

argue that the design of the product through contemporary design methodology is what 

provides the consumer with the necessary sensory information to determine not only the 

aesthetic ‘look and feel’, but to also assess the suitability and usability of the product in 

question. That is, to assess the efficiency of the product in operation, using some or all the 

senses through physical interaction with the product. Clearly, efficiency in operation relates 

directly to the ‘good form’ of a product, its quality of construction and reliability of any 
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technology used, the parts of the design that allow the product to behave as expected, in an 

effective and efficient way.  

(Norman, 2004, pp. 58, 78) asserts that in the long term, simple style with quality construction 

and effective performance still wins and goes further in saying that he believes there is no 

excuse not to design usable products that everyone can use. In her work in Products as 

Representation, Vihma (1995, p. 20-21) provides ten criteria for good product form, noting 

that eight refer to the use and technical properties of a designed product; these are 

practicality, safety, a long useful life, ergonomics, originality of form, relation to environment, 

energy sparing, and visualisation. The ninth concerns the quality of design—including 

principles of visual composition, such as exactitude, clarity (i.e., no visual disturbance), non-

ambiguity, consistency and logical design. In addition, the product should be aesthetically 

meaningful, including assembly and maintenance. The tenth criterion according to Vihma 

concerns the stimulation of sense and intellect and a form that can lead to identification. 

Vihma also argues that the relationship becomes more interactive by giving the artefact a 

bigger role. The artefact affords bodily movements and positions, and provokes mental 

(sensual) responses, producing impressions. The product represents and exhibits qualities and 

people adjust to these affordances.  

From a contemporary-design perspective, the question now becomes thus: are usable 

products (that is, products that are easy to understand and use) posited in the physical 

relationship between the end-user and the product, where the interaction is both intuitive and 

ergonomically sound?  

 

3.2.3 Intuitive Design 

Baudrillard states that the first aim of all modern objects is manipulability, which is virtually 

synonymous with ‘functionality’ (Baudrillard, 1968, p. 52). Contemporary design methodology 

strives to continually design products that can be perceived as easily understood and 

manipulated in operation, are user-friendly, and intuitive. One definition of intuitive is that 

which is ‘instinctive’, something learned while growing up, through the surrounding culture 

and environment, so that one has an almost natural or automatic behavioural reaction when 

presented with a product that requires some form of interaction by the user (Dreyfus & 

Dreyfus, 1986). Vihma believes that human motives and attitudes influence the perception 

process where the emergence of motives is part of the development from childhood to 

adulthood (Vihma, 1995, p. 45). Butter develops this thinking by arguing that an object’s form, 

in the first instant, says something about the larger context of its use; and how the user 

interacts with it visually and develops the first conceptual connection of possible use. Butter 

writes that an object’s form does not say what it is, but rather refers to the user’s learnt 

meaning; for example, a push button, when recognised as such, suggests “push me”, and its 

place in the configuration of parts or its label may suggest what consequence the action of 

pushing will have (Krippendorff & Butter, 1984, p. 1).  

When someone approaches a door, the design of the door handle instinctively causes them to 

twist a knob or push down on the lever, just as the design of the door frame instinctively 



Can Changes to Product Behaviour Alter Consumer Behaviour? 
 

 

59 
 

causes them to know which way the door opens (in the case of a glass door, it may suggest 

both inwards and outwards, but a door plate would suggest that one pushes and a “C” shaped 

handle would suggest that they pull). Can it be concluded then that for something to be 

intuitive, the proposed end-user will require a certain level of prior experience, knowledge or 

learning? And if so, how does one determine that level of past experience and does that 

experience need to be absolutely related to the product in question or present the user with 

basic function elements that they are familiar with through interaction and use of other 

products or environments? Harman argues that, as a rule, tools are not present-at-hand, but 

ready-to-hand. For the most part, they work their magic upon reality, without ever entering 

people’s awareness. Equipment is forever in action, constructing in each moment the 

sustaining habitat where explicit awareness is on the move (Harman, 2002, p. 18). It does 

seem that as people move through their environments, interacting with an endless array of 

products ready-at-hand that, for the most part, they ‘instinctively’ know how to operate. 

This instinctive reaction is not limited to three-dimensional shape or form of product; the same 

intuitive design principles apply in the two-dimensional world of graphics, allowing people to 

understand and interpret designed and simplified visual information. In an account of the 

design and development of the London Transport Underground system, Forty draws attention 

to the design of its map, originally based upon an electrical engineering drawing for the 

underground system. Forty heavily criticises the map as being misleading in terms of actual 

distances between stations and the amount of foot travel necessary when changing from one 

line to another underground. However, he acknowledges that this map’s design has much 

greater impact beyond that of providing travel information in and around London. In 1931, the 

new Underground map was a strikingly simple and legible map. It also had the effect of making 

London look smaller than it actually was and created the perception that outlying areas were 

deceptively close to the centre. This induced people to undertake journeys they might 

otherwise have hesitated to make (Forty, 1986, p. 237).  

What Forty criticises as misleading also provides a sense of confidence for the user to behave 

in a particular way. Through the design of this map, the Londoner was now prepared to 

increase their learning and knowledge base by stretching their personal experience with travel. 

Forty also acknowledges that the success of the London Underground is due to the detailed 

design of a complete transport system and not simply the map in isolation. It extends as far as 

the way-finding signage in place that ensures the traveller will successfully arrive at their 

‘station’ destination once they enter the system. Realistically, it could be argued that increased 

foot travel or the ‘fault’ of inaccurate distances between stations on the map are not really a 

disabling or critical factor, as the inconspicuous usefulness of the map within the system 

clearly dominates and alters the user’s behaviour. Equipment in action operates in an 

inconspicuous usefulness, according to Harman, doing its work without our noticing it. It is 

only when the tool fails in some way that its unobtrusive quality is ruined (Harman, 2002, p. 

45). While the map is one tool in the case of the London Underground system that alters 

behaviour, other tools exist—in the form of the train and the station, for example—where it 

would be more likely for a train breakdown or station closure to impact upon the travel 

experience rather than any limitations within the map itself.  
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Forty believes that, historically, the most important requirements of design were that the 

appliances should be efficient in operation, easy to use, and quickly assembled or dismantled 

(Forty, 1986, p. 216). The reference to “easy to use” could refer to both intuitive and 

ergonomic use of the product where misuse or lack of understanding of the product concerned 

causes the user to perceive a fault with some part of its operation. While the fault might lie in 

the design of the operation of the product, it could equally be reasoned that the fault also lies 

in the lack of knowledge and/or ability to operate the product efficiently. Can this then be 

interpreted as the moment where intuitive design bridges the gap between the limit of the 

user’s knowledge and the necessary knowledge required for efficient operation? In this case, is 

the user educated through the use of intuitive design without actually being aware of this 

occurring? Krippendorff argues that the user manipulates the object and, through this ongoing 

process, the user and the object finally adjust to each other cognitively and behaviourally 

(Krippendorff & Butter, 1984, p. 1).  

Today, technology, especially in the form of computer programs, is often used to control any 

short-comings across all types of mechanical systems, for example, from ABS to fuel injection 

and timing of motor vehicles. This provides the product with optimal efficiency, safety, and 

other benefits for the user. However, it could be argued that this removes much of the user’s 

responsibility to monitor the product behaviour in operation and modify their own behaviour, 

as necessary, while in operation. Ehrenfeld states that technology, with its material artefacts 

and tools, is different from reality and rationality. Tools are real in the sense that people can 

pick them up and use them to immediately change the world to something they envision as 

missing in the present. Nevertheless, one’s understanding of what technology is, and the ways 

people design the tools that we use, can be altered. Ehrenfeld believes technology has caused 

people in modern societies to feel disconnected from nature; to forget what it means to be a 

human; and to lose their ethical ability to act responsibly (Ehrenfeld, 2008, p. 34).  

What Ehrenfeld describes here is the negative impact of technology on consumer behaviour, 

how technology often removes responsibility from the consumer in endeavouring to improve 

overall product behaviour.  Hammerslough argues that faith in the power of possessions can 

make anything seem possible - even easy - with the right purchase (Hammerslough, 2001, p. 

27). Haug suggests that in the present capitalist environment the function of design can be 

compared to that of the Red Cross in times of war. It tends to some wounds, but not the worst, 

inflicted by capitalism. Its function is cosmetic and thus prolongs the life of capitalism by 

making it occasionally somewhat more attractive and boosting morale, just as the Red Cross 

prolongs war (Haug, 1971, pp. 136-137). 

Let’s return to the example of the automobile as personal transport. The technology available 

today, even within the most basic motorised vehicle available, installed in the name of 

efficiency and safety, provides the user with both a false sense of security and a false sense of 

operational ability and control. This affects the consumer’s behaviour whereby they drive in an 

irresponsible manner since they may not possess the necessary knowledge and experience to 

make adjustments when things go wrong or even realise the potential for error through their 

actions. Thus, could it be further reasoned that while intuitive design is a critical and valuable 

part of design methodology, it should and could be better customised to develop a particular 

consumer behaviour pattern in the future? 
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 3.2.4 Customisation and Functional Need 

Krippendorff states that artefacts must make sense to most (and ideally to all) of those who 

have a stake in them (Krippendorff, 2006, p. 26), and it is apparent that product design or the 

customisation of a product for a particular use or functional need has begun to move in this 

direction. Customisation or individualisation of a product in relation to personal identity will be 

discussed in more detail later in this chapter. The focus here is the customisation of product 

performance and its use to address particular individual and functional applications or needs. 

Looking at the rise of the consumer, Asch and Wolfe indicate that mass customisation is the 

next step in the design of product functions. They highlight Dell and Gateway as contemporary 

manufacturer/suppliers that have changed the way computers are sold by allowing customers 

to configure their own systems, via the telephone or over the Internet (Asch & Wolfe, 2001, p. 

139). Dell’s computer designs allow for a level of flexible customisation of both hardware and 

software offerings, which could theoretically be applied to any product. It would, however, 

require a different design methodology that is able to alter the design of the majority of 

products from contemporary and disposable concept behaviour or ‘throw-away’ commodity to 

that which could also be regularly updated in addition to customisation for a particular use and 

operation.  

This could be a case of the product behaviour being directed towards pre-determined 

consumer behaviour as required and dictated by the consumer. If so, does the reverse of this 

methodology apply, whereby product design and subsequent product behaviour can be 

designed for specific operational control in application of use for specific groups of users? Or is 

this creating more potential problems than it is actually attempting to resolve through its 

application manipulation? It seems reasonable to speculate at this point that it is not enough 

to simply introduce ad-hoc changes or differences to improve the intuitiveness of a product for 

whatever reasoning or however well-intentioned. Again, it is feasible to speculate that changes 

in the design of an existing product (or even of a totally new product) to address a function in a 

different way will have potential ramifications beyond the product itself. Alterations to design 

will impact in some way upon the behaviour of the consumer and subsequently upon the 

system in which both operate. If this is the case, it could then be argued that there is a clear 

need to determine the impact that design changes will bring in the future to both the user and 

to any existing system(s), social or otherwise within which both operate, as well as any new 

systems that may be created. 

 

3.2.5 Product Designed to Fit to Existing Systems 

In his work on social systems, Luhmann (1995, p. 207) states that it is only when meaning-

constituted boundaries make available a difference between system and environment that 

there be a world. In other words, systems that constitute and use meaning presuppose a 

world. They experience themselves, their environment, and everything that functions in it as 

an element, as a selection within a horizon that includes all possibilities and indicates further 

ones, that indicates an end and a beyond, that is both necessarily and arbitrarily bounded from 

anywhere within it. Understood in this way, the world is the correlate of meaning’s identity; it 

is co-implied in every meaning element as a whole so that it is co-implied in the same way in 
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each. Luhmann provides an understanding of the relationship between social systems and our 

environment, and how they act to create the world in which we live. Shove cites Meintjes in 

describing the social-environmental nature of things to try to show how products play an 

active part in this social-environmental relationship. She uses examples of typical domestic 

kitchen products to argue that as well as scripting their users’ actions, devices such as washing 

machines and freezers inhabit a world of material culture; a world in which they, and the 

practices they engender, act as carriers and generators of meaning (Shove, 2003, p. 16). Shove 

et al. expand on how products influence our behaviour to explain that consumer goods are 

implicated in the construction of preferred ways of doing, that freezers, for example, demand 

certain forms of shopping and cooking, or that bread-makers make people bake bread.  

Shove et al. use the example of the domestic kitchen environment to suggest how product 

design influences the design of the kitchen and how the product is also simultaneously 

influenced by the constructed environment; in this case, the kitchen. They argue that the more 

diffuse, but in a way pervasive, point is that kitchen practices are organised by, through and 

around a physical landscape of material possibilities (Shove, et al., 2007, p. 37). These material 

possibilities could be read in two ways: firstly, as the potential for the range of possible 

alternative solutions to a particular function or what the environment could be; and secondly, 

as a much more contemporary consumer selection (or choice) from an existing and increasing 

range of options available to the consumer. The former could provide opportunity for 

investigating new designs, using a different design methodology to look at totally different 

directions or consider new pathways to solutions; i.e., alternative ways of addressing a 

function or need to develop a radically different mode of product behaviour. The latter 

provides for opportunities for design, to research and improve upon existing products and 

product behaviour that already fit within the existing social system (in this example, it is the 

environment of the domestic kitchen). If the existing methodology of design is programmed to 

produce endless material possibilities in the form of tools, devices and gadgets to fit within 

existing environments and social systems of the contemporary consumer, then the question 

needs to be asked: what changes to design methodology would be necessary to create a 

different kind of product outcome? The examples of the freezer and bread-maker exemplify 

how the design of these products influences and even re-directs consumer behaviour. In 

recent years, the frozen-food industry has grown to provide material possibilities in the range 

of frozen food and/or ready-made meals available, which in turn relates to the contemporary 

social needs of time-poor working families. Meanwhile, while bread-makers can still be 

purchased, the initial consumer enthusiasm to bake fresh bread—as well as the related 

products developed and made available to support the use of the bread-maker—has rapidly 

waned as the advertising and marketing of this product decreased. The fact that the initial 

enthusiasm could not be maintained suggests the bread-maker was more of a novelty item 

and, so would only ever have very limited, short-term success. On the face of it, the bread-

maker was relatively well-designed in its function, it was not difficult to use, and the idea (or 

‘potentiality’) of freshly made bread had great appeal, but the reality of the bread-maker as 

product or its actuality was not strong enough to build a social system upon in the same way 

the freezer was able to and so, for many in the domestic kitchen environment, the product 

was side-lined or disposed of.  
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From a design perspective, I introduce the terms ‘actuality’ and ‘potentiality’ as they 

effectively define the two basic references within design methodology; that is, potentiality of 

one or more design concepts and the actuality of the final design as a functioning product. 

Harman explains how Heidegger employs these same terms and states that potentiality is 

always richer than actuality (Harman, 2002, p. 291). Certainly, as a designer, the possibilities 

created out of concepts are rich in potential opportunity, whereas the manufacture and 

production of an ‘actual’ product often lead to compromise on many levels. If the bread-maker 

is considered from Heidegger’s concept of inconspicuous usefulness, it would appear that it 

has failed in this regard; it functions and is functional, but it is not a useful consumer function. 

Could the bread-maker be seen as ‘broken’, not because it does not perform its function but 

because of its gadget or novelty value where the actuality of using the bread-maker was very 

different to its potentiality to provide fresh bread? Is it possible that within potentiality and 

actuality and a social system there lies an opportunity to define or differentiate between a 

novel gadget and a relevant tool in any environment? And, if this is the case, would this also 

provide insight to the success of a relevant product or failure of a gadget masquerading as a 

relevant product? 

The example of the freezer or the bread-maker, or any other product related to the construct 

environment of a domestic kitchen, is a simple and somewhat limited example of a social 

system and environment. For a rather more complex social system, it is worth returning once 

again to the example of the automobile for personal transport. Shove highlights just how much 

more complex this social system is, illustrating that cars depend upon and generate co-

requisite arrangements, including networks of roads, garages and petrol stations, driving skills, 

regulatory systems and laws. Such systems in turn produce and maintain societies that 

presume and rely upon higher levels of automobility (Shove, 2003, p. 68). Road networks will 

often encounter natural or physical landscape obstacles that then require an alternative tool in 

the form of a tunnel or bridge.  

According to Harman, the reality of the bridge from Heidegger’s viewpoint is not found in its 

amalgam of asphalt and cable, but in the geographic fact of ‘traversable gorge’. The bridge is a 

bridge-effect; the tool is a force that generates a world, one in which the canyon is no longer 

an obstacle (Harman, 2002, p. 21). Further, in Tool-Being, he argues that the bridge turns out 

to be only a partial component of further systems used for the sake of transportation or 

military operations (Harman, 2002, p. 43). I have already described how the car is a tool for 

personal transportation that requires roads to function properly. With the bridge, we now see 

a new tool to connect an existing tool; in this case, the road on either side of the gorge, which 

allows the tool for personal transportation—or any other form of vehicular transportation 

tool—to enlarge its own area of potential application. In addition, the construct of the bridge 

and the roads creates a new environment from which other sub-systems may grow through its 

very existence and impact on the landscape and local environment.  

The physical use of the motor vehicle itself impacts upon the environments through which it 

passes, the passengers and/or goods in turn impact upon these other environments and so the 

system both expands at the same time as it acts as an incubator for other potentially new 

systems. Can it be understood that what is revealed here through the construction of roads, 

bridges and tunnels etc., is not only a development and extension of an existing system, but 
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the potential for new independent systems and/or sub-systems; the creation of new worlds 

through the design of tools, devices and products? If this is the case, does the relevance and 

importance of the product as a high-quality tool to improve the quality of life, as opposed to 

negative and wasteful nature of a novel gadget that may have some very limited leisure value, 

now begin to become clear, as both have an impact in constructing our environment, but the 

gadget serves no ‘real’ useful purpose and, in theory, if isolated at the concept stage 

(potentiality) could be quickly discarded? Conversely, it could also be argued that the impact of 

the tool, device or product needs to analysed and studied in its potentiality. It needs to be 

mapped out well beyond the function for which it was designed and in this way, the potential 

for both negative and positive social system and environmental relationships and impacts 

could be determined.  

In Society of the Spectacle, Debord claims the spectacle is a map of our world. He argues that 

the more one’s life is their product, the more they are separated from their life (Debord, 1977, 

p. 33). Does this suggest the mapping of each and every potentiality created through a range 

of differing product design concepts or possible design solutions to a particular ‘real’ need? If 

so it should be possible to better determine the optimal product design for the optimal future 

social system and environment and, in doing so, use the design of product behaviour to better 

reconnect to the life of humans. If so, the question now becomes: how does one go about 

mapping this potential complexity? In Else/Where: Mapping, the authors discuss the 

application of metaphors for mapping physical space to map virtual space. In particular, 

Bouman contends that while topographical maps are still handy for visualising relationships 

between regions, people, goods—in short, everything that depends on spatial co-ordinates—

he also determines that they are almost useless for visualising a whole host of relationships 

that have now begun to dominate the world. He argues that this new reality calls for maps of a 

completely different calibre: three-dimensional maps, diagrams, search engines, animations.  

Bouman believes this is where we enter the world of design; that the art of dynamic situations 

begins with conceptual drawings (Abrams & Hall, 2006, p. 54). Traditional maps provide the 

opportunity to determine direction on how one gets from where one is where they want to be. 

Moreover, the map is about orientation; it shows one exactly where they are at any point in 

time, and Bouman argues that in order to understand the complex reality of our world, we 

don’t need direction so much as orientation (Abrams & Hall, 2006, p. 55). This could be 

interpreted as “making sense of things” and, recalling Krippendorff, “design is making sense of 

things”. Further, if ecology is used as the ultimate system, then Krippendorff argues that none 

of its participants—including animals and plants—can possibly understand the whole system 

of which they are part (Krippendorff, Spring 1989, p. 78). Is this then the argument for 

designers to begin understanding the whole system or at least the systems for which they are 

designing? And in doing this, can they begin to understand the potential behavioural impact of 

what they design in terms of existing and new systems? Can this orientation then provide 

possible directions for the future? 
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3.2.6 Products Designed to Provide Aesthetic Appeal (Visceral) 

Product design methodology works on a number of levels. Firstly, there is the mechanical 

and/or technological function necessary to address a problem; that is, the design of the 

various parts necessary for the function to occur. Secondly, there is the design, shape and 

location of necessary controls of the product to facilitate safe and effective operation or 

manipulation. Thirdly, there is the design of the physical form of the product in question; the 

aesthetics as shape and form. In this section I focus on the aesthetics, the visceral aspect, from 

the view point of design methodology. 

In a semiotic and aesthetic study of design products, Vihma states that the syntax of a product 

can be illustrated by technical drawings, breakdowns and mock-ups. The pragmatic dimension 

is analysed from the point of view of its use—ergonomic or sociological. In a wide sense, this 

includes the whole ‘life cycle’ of the product. The semantic dimension of use, purpose and 

form are closely entwined; the pragmatic and semantic aspects seem to merge.  

The material of a product is self-evident (Vihma, 1995, pp. 52-55). However, in trying to 

understand the emotion behind a consumer’s selection of a product, Norman takes a different 

viewpoint on product design by arguing that visceral design concerns itself with appearances; 

behavioural design relates to the pleasure and effectiveness of use; and reflective design 

considers rationalisation and intellectualisation of a product. According to Norman, visceral is 

pre-consciousness, pre-thought and where appearance matters and first impressions are 

formed by the consumer. Visceral design is about the initial visual impact of a product; its 

appearance, touch, and feel (Norman, 2004, p. 5, 37). Krippendorff develops this potential 

relationship between the product aesthetic and the consumer by saying that form and 

meaning are intricately related, and their relationship is a fundamental concern of product 

semantics. According to Krippendorff, something must have form to be seen but must make 

sense to be understood and used. Form entails a description (of something) without reference 

to an observer or user (for example, see geometry, physics, and objectivist aesthetics, which 

need no reference to the person applying them). In contrast, meaning always requires 

reference to someone’s (self or other) cognitive processes (Krippendorff, Spring 1989, p. 14).  

As mentioned in the previous chapter, Miekle highlights the use of professional design for 

product manufacture began in America, to manipulate consumer impression, the first point of 

salesmanship. According to Meikle, the public no longer perceived an automobile only as a 

transport machine but also as a reflection of its owner’s taste and personality (Meikle, 1979, p. 

12). Forty, in a more recent work, points out that this increase in the value of design to 

manufacturers was due to the development of machine production (Forty, 1986, p. 58), which 

led to a need to differentiate similar products through perceived added value. According to 

Shove et al, this is why designers are generally employed by commercial enterprises that are 

attracted by the idea of adding perceived value in order to drive up prices and profit margins 

(Shove, et al., 2007, p. 151).  

However, this perceived added value of a ‘designed’ product tended to be restricted to a 

product’s outward appearance—its styling—and the designer responsible, which in turn was 

restricted or controlled by others. Forty writes that it is the entrepreneur, not the designer, 

who decides which design most satisfactorily embodies the ideas necessary to the product’s 
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success, and which best fits the material conditions of production (Forty, 1986, p. 241). 

Meanwhile Meikle shows how even idealistic 1940’s industrial designers admitted at the time 

that the profession existed to make products attractive to the public, or to the segment able to 

buy them. By definition, designers had to appeal to the masses. A designer’s aesthetic 

seriousness thus depended on their assessment of public taste. Conversely, the quality of taste 

consumers could express depended upon available goods (Meikle, 1979, p. 134).  

Significantly, when viewed from the design perspective, styling resulted from a symbolic 

relationship between business and consumers (Meikle, 1979, p. 14). But equally, the aesthetic 

skills held in such high value have also had a debilitating effect upon its use and how design 

itself is viewed. Vihma indicates that by concentrating on the aesthetic form, design can be 

considered as a kind of cosmetic finish to technical construction (Vihma, 1995, p. 15). Forty 

comes to a similar conclusion, arguing that to treat design in terms only of technical or artistic 

factors invariably makes it seem trivial and insignificant, detracting from its unique 

characteristic of embodying, in the most vivid and concrete way, not some but all of the 

conditions surrounding the production of commodities (Forty, 1986, p. 61). Vihma describes 

how design is generally misunderstood and seen by the public as either aesthetic or technical, 

whereas Forty highlights how the design of a product or object as function, shape, and form 

works on many levels, including aesthetic and technical. 

Baudrillard believes that society is heading towards an absolutism of forms: only the form is 

called for, only the form is read, and at the deepest level, it is the functionality of forms that 

defines ‘style’ (Baudrillard, 1968, p. 54). Clearly, style has become a critical factor in both the 

design and selection of products and it could be contended that the functionality of forms 

referred to by Baudrillard is that which makes visual ‘sense’ in terms of both its shape, form, 

and function to the consumer.  For the purpose of this research, aesthetic style is isolated to 

try to understand the methodology behind it. However, it also becomes clear that for the 

designer, the product’s aesthetic style cannot be restricted to its external shape and form. 

Norman writes that visceral design is what nature does (Norman, 2004, p. 65); that nature 

provides people with visual information of shape, form and colour to interpret the world 

around them and behave accordingly. Equally, through shape, form and colour, people are 

able to read both the negative and/or positive implications of the ‘designed’ thing before 

them, which warns them or makes them feel safe. Even Aristotle noted that the form is indeed 

‘nature’ rather than the matter; for a thing is more properly said to be what it is when it has 

attained fulfilment than when it exists potentially.  

However, according to McKeon, Aristotle used shape and ‘nature’ in two senses—that of form 

and that of matter (McKeon, 1941, p. 238/239). The nature of something can be seen as its 

real meaning rather than the matter used to construct the shape and form, although this too 

can add to its nature. The early industrial designers used this methodology in a very primitive 

or simplistic way. Meikle points out that it was Loewy who, in discussing psychological 

considerations, said he focused on his maxim that “a tractor, whether light or heavy in 

actuality, should convey an impression of solidity and strength”. According to a publicist, his 

design “respects the nature of the machine and dramatizes its outstanding virtues—

ruggedness, dependability, efficiency—in visual form” (Meikle, 1979, p. 107). Writing in the 

1970s, Barthes in Mythologies suggests that the design of the latest Citroen marks a change in 
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the mythology of cars and that people are dealing with humanised art. Speed is expressed in a 

less aggressive, less athletic sign, as if evolving from a primitive to a classical form (Barthes, 

1972, p. 89). Forty refers to the ‘Coldspot’ refrigerator designed by Lowey and how the nature 

of obligatory cleanliness is embodied in its design; how the pristine whiteness and seamless 

finish ensure that the slightest stain would clamour for instant removal (Forty, 1986, p. 170). 

The design signatures of the 1940s for speed as horizontal lines, or cleanliness as a seamless 

white  and finish, may have changed as both designer and consumer have developed this so-

called ‘eye appeal’ over the past seventy years or so. Nevertheless, it could be argued that the 

design methodologies to provide the visual message—to present the nature of the product 

through its style—have not altered, but, rather, their usage has become more sophisticated. 

In Being and Time, Heidegger argues appearance is the appearance “of something” but this 

does not precisely mean that something shows itself; rather, it means that something makes 

itself known that does not show itself (Heidegger, 1958, p. 25). This could be interpreted to be 

‘perception’, and Merleau-Ponty suggests that a shape is not simply the sum of present data; 

he argues that the sum or gestalt call up or suggest other complementary shapes or form 

(Merleau-Ponty, 1962, p. 14). In this way, do people perceive more than is actually seen or, 

more correctly, physically presented? Forty states that design alters the ways people see 

commodities (Forty, 1986, p. 11). Yet, Krippendorff, in his argument for product semantics, 

states that no one can presume that form (the designer’s objective meaning) and (the user’s) 

meaning are the same (Krippendorff, Spring 1989, p. 15). Each user’s meaning will be 

individual in the same way a piece of popular music can be enjoyed by many, but still have a 

different deeper meaning for each listener and there is enough of the designer’s objective 

meaning to make sense of design.  

In order to make sense of design, Forty believes people must recognise that its concealing and 

transforming powers have been essential to the progress of modern industrial societies. He 

also argues the styling of appliances has always partly depended on the users for whom they 

were intended (Forty, 1986, pp. 13, 215). Forty highlights design’s potential to create positive 

change but also the negative potential to mislead the consumer—although, from an aesthetic 

viewpoint, it could be argued that this would be no more than disguising or concealing 

negative features of the reality of the product construction. For Merleau-Ponty, reality is not a 

crucial appearance underlying the rest, it is framework of relations with which all appearances 

tally (Merleau-Ponty, 1962, p. 299). If perception is not really seeing, how do we then calculate 

what it is we see when we are given limited visual information? Does the reverse of this not 

suggest that we can also manipulate perception with better knowledge or information to 

provide a better outcome?  

Norman discusses research in the early 1990s by two Japanese researchers Kurosu and 

Kashimura who found that Japanese people perceived attractively designed ATMs easier to 

use than traditional ones (Norman, 2004, p. 17). Is this research just one example of the 

consumer’s perception of an attractive design that can be ‘technically’ misleading the end-

users in a positive way to provide for a better outcome? Or is this simply the role of design to 

improve usability and performance and to utilise the realisation that an attractive or aesthetic 

design is able to assist in this way? 
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Design aesthetics connects in two ways. The first is political and described by Fry as a display of 

power through ownership; as design that expresses power materially and in ways that shape 

how people interact and ontologically prefigure their material culture and economy (Fry, 2011, 

p. 6). For Fry, this is about desire and want beyond rational need and this shall be explored in 

more detail further on in this chapter. The second could be described as a visual code or 

‘design signatures’; a term that describes familiar and understandable forms or design features 

that provide meaning or add to the overall meaning. Thus, the sum of these are the overall 

look and feel of a product. Krampen highlights this when he explains that in an experiment he 

performed, he found that light, hollow door handles of plain design were attributed the 

connotative meaning of simple, sober, clean, linear, slick, unobtrusive, modern, pleasant, 

economical, cheap, modest, and cold. In contrast, door handles of nonferrous metal with 

decorations afforded such connotations as old-fashioned, striking, ornamented, decorative, 

luxurious, playful, flourished, craftsman-like, warm, and soft (Krampen, Spring 1989, p. 136). 

Krampen also refers to the different connotations shape, form, and size of car body designs 

and their suggested meanings (Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4 Car body design connotations (Krampen, Spring 1989) 
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Krippendorff enlarges upon connotative meaning and how aesthetics may connect with the 

viewer by arguing that while cars do not look like horses, early cars very much resembled 

horse-drawn carriages. He believes that this probably facilitated substitution, just as personal 

computers now look very much like typewriters and television sets, which they challenge. The 

form of these products provides direction as to whether or not they fit into contexts in which 

they compete with existing products and succeed or disappear as a consequence of the 

interaction they support (Krippendorff, Spring 1989, p. 35). Apple, with their design of iMacs, 

iPods, iPhones and iPads, follow the same pathway of the personal laptop. Apple has refined 

the ‘technology’ concept into a slimline aesthetically ‘designed’ packaging or form that the 

market readily accepts and understands as a much higher level of design sophistication. 

Importantly, this is only complemented and confirmed by the simpler and more effective 

operation of these products.  

Asch and Wolfe state that Apple’s success with the novel design of its iMacs certainly shows 

one path to take (Asch & Wolfe, 2001, p. 97). On one level, this could be seen as a more subtle 

use of ‘form follows function’ where, to some degree, the design of the operating system using 

screen technology gives way to a minimal need of physical operating functions within the 

shape or form of the product, thus allowing for a simple design and slim aesthetic form of 

iPods, iPads and iPhones. However, Krippendorff believes that the ‘form follows function’ 

concept signals designers’ blind acceptance of the role they are assigned by society, and by 

their industrial employers (Krippendorff, 2006, p. 5). Designers create forms in an effort to 

constantly improve quality of life and, regardless of whether they follow form or some other 

dictum, they are not so interested in the quantity of what is produced as its quality. Wood 

states that this is something that designers of ‘forms’ can teach orthodox economists: the 

notion of ‘form’ as the ‘Good’ is a quality not a quantity (Wood, 2007, p. 139). 

 

3.2.7 Materials: The Look and Feel  

Most materials have meaning attached to them through the way in which they are used in 

product design. Shove et al. state that while science may focus on actual and physical material 

performance that can be measured and classified, specific products are as important in 

shaping the image of plastic (including interpretation of its properties and definitions of 

performance) as this image is in shaping ideas about potential areas of use and application 

(Shove, et al., 2007, p. 101). ‘Plastic’ is a generic name for a range of plastics, including 

thermoplastics, polyvinyl, polyethylene, PVC, and so forth. However, plastic, as a generic 

name, also provides a good example of a material most consumers are familiar with. The 

argument is that plastics have been especially used in the design and production of household 

products that have tended to be in-expensive and disposable or throw-away items. By 

assocation, other products constructed from “plastic’, or products that use a high degree of 

plastic, are not considered to be a quality product and therefore cheaply made (regardless of 

the actual cost). Here again, Shove et al., argue that when objects on which plastic’s reputation 

depended fail to live up to expectation, or when low-quality or poorly designed items were 

made of plastic, the standing of the entire industry was put at risk. The argument being that  

consumers relate particular ideas to plastics which are implicated in their attitudes to plastic 



Can Changes to Product Behaviour Alter Consumer Behaviour? 
 

 

70 
 

objects (Shove, et al., 2007, p. 109). Barthes describes plastic as the stuff of alchemy, not so 

much the material itself, but the way in which it can be manipulated into a variety of shapes 

and colour. He argues that the  

fashion for plastic highlights an evolution in the myth of “imitation” materials . . . Until 
now imitation materials have always indicated pretension, they belonged to the world 
of appearances, not to that of actual use . . . Plastic has climbed down, it is a household 
material. (Barthes, 1972, p. 98) 

 

The example of plastic is useful for understanding how consumer attitudes and behaviours are 

influenced by the material used in a product’s construction. Furthermore, one can see how it 

produces the product behaviour of being disposable or a low-exchange value. Shove et al., 

believe this is a kind of symbolic circuitry in which generic interpretations (for example, of 

plastic) unfold through material-object relations. That is, in which the status of individual 

artefacts is shaped both by this relation and by consumer-object interactions, and in which 

these interactions successively and in combination reconfigure generic material identities 

(Shove, et al., 2007, p. 111). 

   

Figure 5 DeWalt XRP Drill   Makita Cordless Drill 101 

The use of materials in product design relates to the external ‘look and feel’ of a product, 

which is much more than simply part of a cosmetic aesthetic, where, not unlike the designed 

shape and form of a product, the surface materials used to encase the product provide the 

consumer, the viewer, or user with further visual and tactile information about the nature and 

quality of the product in terms of its ability to perform the function, its potential reliability, and 

suitability. The use of specific materials in specific areas of the product’s design also provides 

visual direction regarding intuitive use—how to physically handle and operate the product, 

and the nature of tactile comfort and support, in terms of safety and control. For example, in 

the case of a power drill (Figure  5) with black rubber or plastic around the handle provides a 

visual indication of where to hold the apparatus. Additionally, it also provides the user with a 

sense of comfort and the safety of a non-slip surface to grip, as well as the suggestion of 

protection by the use of a grip that provides a form of insulation from potential electric faults 

when in use. Such meanings and images, according to Shove et al.—like those of tackiness or 
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the allure of plastic—are made and reproduced through processes of consumption that are, in 

turn, relevant for the future of what is and is not produced (Shove, et al., 2007, p. 114). 

In discussing consumer behaviour and, in particular, what Foxall calls ‘perception and learning’ 

using the senses he cites Engal, Blackwell & Kollat (1968, p.79), who understand perception to 

mean 

the process whereby stimuli are received and interpreted by the individual and 

translated into a response. 

 As well as Walters who refers to it as  

the entire process by which an individual becomes aware of his environment and 

interprets it so that it will fit into his own frame of reference,  

who then adds that research at the time estimated that some ninety per cent of stimuli 

individuals perceive come to them through the agency of sight; much of the rest through 

hearing (Foxall, 1977, pp. 34-37).  

If this is the case, then it could be reasoned that the other senses, touch or smell or taste, 

almost act or are used as confirmation of the understanding of what is perceived through the 

stimuli of sight. For example, Heidegger argued that hardness is understood as resistance. But 

neither hardness nor resistance is understood, in a phenomenal sense, as something 

experienced in itself and determinable in such experience (Heidegger, 1958, p. 90). However, 

from a design perspective, there are a number of issues with this argument. The physical feel 

of a product, or the material used for part or all of the product, can suggest a hardness or a 

resistance that in turn suggests or provides a perception of protection or ability to meet some 

level of expectation. Norman (2004) points out that physical objects have weight, texture, and 

surface, and that the design term for this is “tangibility”. He adds that good designers are 

concerned with the physical feel of their products; physical touch and feel can make a huge 

difference in appreciation of the product (Norman, 2004, p. 79). It is well understood within 

that retail sector that within a retail environment consumers need to be able to handle the 

product before making the decision to purchase. This is where the experience of handling the 

product confirms or denies expectations of the product’s weight, texture, its look and feel, its 

overall quality to meet a perceived need. I will discuss these in the next section. 

  

3.2.8 Perceived Need and Artificial Obsolescence  

I have shown that since the introduction of artificial obsolescence by American marketing and 

advertising in the 1940s, industrial design has been used to assist in the increase of consumer 

demand to address increasing mass production. Designed or artificial obsolescence is so 

successful it now operates as part of the greater production system. It has become so 

ingrained into our culture that we no longer question it or the reasoning behind it to the point 

where we accept it as the normal way of things.  



Can Changes to Product Behaviour Alter Consumer Behaviour? 
 

 

72 
 

As I have already noted, Moeller argues that it is surely more of an act of desperation than 

reason to buy the same thing again and again. In turn, additional support for motives for 

repetitive purchase is required, which is best done through generating an illusion that the 

same is not really the same, but rather something new. Given this situation, one of the main 

problems for advertising is in having to continuously present something as new while 

simultaneously maintaining brand loyalty; in other words, a mix of variety and redundancy. 

Moeller claims a BMW is still a BMW, but it gets better and better from one model to the next, 

and even the disposal of the object, the so-called recycling, can be improved (Moeller, 2006, p. 

131). While Moeller focuses on mass media for promotion in terms of two-dimensional brands 

or packaging, he seems to ignore or misses both the difference as well as the importance of 

the design of the three-dimensional product that is able to create the ‘something new’ through 

cosmetic, material or functional changes. This provides mass media with the necessary fodder 

on which to build brand loyalty as well as the product variety and ‘designed’ redundancy.  

Meikle discusses Calkin, a well-known American advertising executive [during the 1940’s] who 

created a program of artificial obsolescence through the redesign of products. Calkin described 

it as fashion designers who make skirts longer so you no longer are happy with your short one; 

you are no longer stylish unless you buy the latest version (Meikle, 1979, pp. 70-71).  

In The System of Objects, Baudrillard states that artificial obsolescence can be introduced or 

‘designed’ in three areas of product design. The first is ‘obsolescence of function’; in this 

situation, an existing product becomes outmoded when a product is introduced that performs 

the function better. The second is ‘obsolescence of quality’, where a product has a limited life 

related to the quality of materials or parts used. Here, when it is planned, a product breaks 

down or wears out at a given time, usually not too distant. The third is ‘obsolescence of 

desirability’; in this situation, a product that is still sound, in terms of quality or performance, 

becomes ‘worn out’ in our minds because a styling or other change makes it seem less 

desirable (Baudrillard, 1968, pp. 145-146). Clearly, only obsolescence of quality relies upon 

regular and continued use before the product or a debased part fails. Interestingly, according 

to Baudrillard, deliberately debased parts are just as expensive to manufacture as normal 

ones, whereas obsolescence of function and desirability both rely upon the introduction of the 

next product. This would suggest ‘quality’ is an important feature of product design as lack of 

quality or the use of debased parts does not really benefit the manufacturer as there is no cost 

saving at the point of production and does not benefit the consumer in terms of a reliable 

product. Today, consumers will readily purchase an inexpensive power tool on the basis of 

availability and very occasional need. That is, they only need to use the inexpensive power tool 

perhaps once or twice a year (or even less) and a lack of reliability is not really an issue. In 

terms of desirability and of function, obsolescence relies on the development on the next 

product model and, while desirability in this definition is about want and need—which will be 

investigated further on in this chapter—I have shown that desirability is about aesthetic appeal 

or visceral design.  

Norman believes there are two kinds of product development: enhancement and innovation. 

Enhancement means to take some existing product or service and make it better. Innovation 

provides a completely new way of doing something, or a completely new thing to do; 

something that was not possible before (Norman, 2004, p. 71). In both, it is clear that the 

aesthetic as shape or form and/or the function can be improved, updated, or enhanced in 
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some way to create the next product. The shape or form will either follow a trend or fashion 

set by others, such as the competition or related products, or will establish its own trend or 

fashion by trying to understand what the consumer is likely to want or desire, as was the case 

described by Meikle wherein one study of art in industry concluded that businessmen and 

designers “are not trying to force new standards on the consumer, but are engaged in a rather 

frantic effort to ascertain what the consumer wants”. The public was “setting the pace” 

(Meikle, 1979, p. 14).  

More than ever, the public now sets the pace for change as well as for demand, but they can 

only base their concept of perceived need or what they want upon the products that exist at 

this moment in time or those that have gone before (i.e., on past and present products). 

Importantly, they cannot imagine the future product until a concept is conceived by a designer 

and presented to them as a possibility; this is where product innovation enters the frame. The 

difficulty for designers lies in creating a product or function that is truly innovative, something 

that provides a new way of functioning, rather than an innovative addition (better described as 

a gizmo). Examples of completely new designs of a product include the Dyson vacuum or fan 

(Figure 6).  

     

Figure 6 Dyson DC50 Vacuum   Dyson Air Multiplier AM01 (Dyson Appliances (Aust.) Pty Ltd) 

A complexity lies in who actually influences key decisions to allow for ‘real’ innovation. 

MacKenzie, in a particular reference to product design, states that designers can make a 

significant difference to the effect of a product because they are responsible for influencing 

key decisions (MacKenzie, 1991, p. 68). While in theory MacKenzie’s statement is true, this 

really only applies to independent designer/producers, as in the case of Dyson. The reality for 

the majority of industry-based designers within the existing commercial environment is that 

many key decisions will often be compromised by others, including the entrepreneur, the 

manufacturer, the investor, the wholesaler, the retailer, the marketer, and so on. All of these 

players have differing needs and agendas, and this is especially the case when the design and 

designers are employed as part of an overall service industry. 
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3.2.9 Products Designed to Fulfil a Need of Identity  

Forty states that it is possible for one to read the shape of society as manufacturers saw it 

during the 1900s, and as their customers learned to see it, through the designs of knives, 

watches, clothes and furniture to suit every rank and station in life (Forty, 1986, p. 93). Forty 

describes how the identity as shape and form designed into a range of products provides 

meaning and understanding of a culture and the social systems. Krippendorff argues that a 

suitable starting point for product semantics is the experiential fact that people surround 

themselves with objects that make sense to them. They can identify what these objects are, 

when, how, for what, and in which context they may be used. They reveal, communicate, or 

present themselves in the experiences of people (Krippendorff, Spring 1989, p. 11). 

The styling of appliances has always partly depended on the users for whom they are intended 

(Forty, 1986, p. 215), and in this section I will investigate the identity of a product that is 

designed to appeal to an intended user and particular market or market segment. For 

example, in the case of automobiles, the market is divided into the following three 

dimensional forms, purposeful styles and market segment options: four-wheel drives, sports 

cars, SUVs, wagons or estate vehicles, sedans or hatchbacks. Within the motorcycle market are 

road bikes, touring bikes, off-road bikes, adventure bikes, sportsbikes, roadsters, café racers, 

and so forth. The three-dimensional shape, form and identity of each of these products is 

designed to appeal to a particular market segment, both in terms of function and operation as 

well as the look and feel. In this sense, the design of the three-dimensional product identity is 

not to be confused with its two- dimensional branding, where three-dimensional branding can 

be understood as a different level of coding or branding. Three-dimensional branding provides 

more specific meaning in the form of a more ‘in-depth’ visual code that can be recognised by 

those consumers who operate within the particular market. This is ‘designed’ customisation of 

a product’s identity to fit with current modes of fashion within a particular overall market, 

providing the consumer with more specific and detailed identity that each can relate to as an 

individual. Lury’s research into consumer culture indicates that material goods are not only 

used to perform functions, but they also have a meaning, and act as meaningful markers of 

social relations; indeed, part of their usefulness is that they are full of meaning (Lury, 1996, p. 

12). This is something I shall return to in ‘Social Need of Being and Having’ later in chapter 4. 

Lury’s reference to ‘social relations’ refers to the meaning consumers and others add onto a 

product through ownership as a status symbol or a visible statement about how they see 

themselves. However, the meaning to be focused upon here is the ‘designed’ meaning as 

three-dimensional shape and form; it is three-dimensional branding that initially locates 

exactly what the product is and, more importantly, the market to which it is specifically 

directed in the first place. Beyond that point, one can then see how the product’s reputation 

as a ‘brand’—as the quality of its design and build and its performance—can then enhance the 

meaning to furnish the owner with some sort of status, for example, ownership of a Ferrari. 

Trentmann considers the ‘making of the consumer’ in terms of power, knowledge and identity 

in the modern world, and believes that commodities accrue their highly diverse meanings from 

a variety of sources, whatever their shifting quality (Trentmann, 2006, p. 298). Norman 

identifies these highly diverse meanings as ‘reflective design’, arguing that this covers a lot of 

territory: it is all about message, culture, and the meaning of a product or its use. For one, it is 
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about meaning of things, the personal memories something evokes. For another, it is about 

self-image and the message a product sends to others (Norman, 2004, pp. 83-84). At this point 

it is necessary not to confuse or transfer the implications of meaning designed into product 

identity and its impact upon product behaviour. That is, to confuse or transfer issues of desire, 

want and need, which fall into the area of consumer behaviour and are dealt with further on in 

this chapter.  

 

3.2.10 Three Dimensional Branding and Brands 

According to Fry, humans have come into being via design:  

anthropology tells us that marking the self implies belonging (including as a branding 
ownership), difference and recognition. No other animal did this and one can wonder 
whether the production of a sign of difference did not itself prefigure an identity 
symbolising nonanimality, or at least difference from the animal. (Fry, 2012, p. 98)  
 

There is also a difference between a brand and branding that needs to be understood as such, 

especially within marketing and advertising. Historically, the ‘brand’ was an identification mark 

of ownership; today, it could be argued that this is still true in the case of packaged brands or 

commodities for the producer or manufacturer. However, in branding, identification and 

meaning are designed into the product and further built upon through ownership by the 

consumer or end-user.  

In tracing the historical trajectories of the consumer, Brewer and Trentmann point out that 

brands have acquired a growing economic importance in the post-war years at the same time 

that marketing has evolved from ‘salesmanship’. They also argue that brands were first 

developed as markers of distinction between functionally similar products (Brewer & 

Trentmann, 2006, pp. 73-74). Does this highlight both the difference and the confusion 

between brands and branding, where brands are really another name for contemporary 

salesmanship of commodities or things? Where concepts such as ‘brand value’ are really a 

contemporary title for what was originally called consumer “goodwill” and respect? Holt, in 

determining the principles of cultural branding, points out brands earn consumers’ respect as 

authentic when they deliver on two qualities: literacy and fidelity (Holt, 2004, p. 65). It could 

be contended that the brand weakness for marketing and advertising is that products often do 

not meet the marketing and advertising claims made (fidelity) or have no viable meaning or 

relevant connection in terms of the actual product design (literacy). This is especially the case 

where products are tools or things rather than packaged Fast Moving Consumer Goods 

(FMCG).  Certainly, branding is seen as the application of two-dimensional logos, surface 

graphic patterns, and colour to brand or label the packaging of FMCG products, rather than 

branding a product as a three-dimensional tool or thing.  

Seymour Powell, a renowned product design group established in 1984 in London, conceive of 

the three-dimensional product and the brand as being inseparable parts of the whole. The 

term ‘three-dimensional branding’ has become an expression of this idea, because, ultimately, 

the product—what the customer sees, touches and uses in daily life—should be a constant 

reminder of the brand (Fiell & Fiell, 2007, p. 472).  
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Returning to the earlier example of personal transport and in particular the motorbike, Lury 

argues that the motorbike was not simply appreciated for its ability to get someone from A to 

B, that is, for its utility as a means of transport, but as a totem of a certain kind of working-

class masculinity; it was part of a symbolic code (Lury, 1996, p. 17). In this example, one can 

begin to see the hand of the designer, where the overall code for the motorcycle has been 

developed, scripted and planned in terms of more segmented meaning, families of products 

without necessarily losing the working-class masculinity. Franklin et al., argue that branding is 

reproductive and can be seen as ‘breeding’, where genealogy now variously informs and is 

being redefined by branding power (the power to impose a mark of private ownership); to 

proliferate copies without recourse to an original; to create ‘families’ of products that 

reproduce themselves through their confirmation of natural and non-natural family forms 

(Franklin et al., 2000, p. 91).  

At this juncture, it is necessary to differentiate between the two concepts put forward by 

Franklin et al. in relation to three-dimensional branding. That is, families of products (generally 

packaged) that have a presence under the banner of a common manufacturer brand/logo, and 

the family of products, as in the example of Triumph Motorcycles, whose design family relates 

to the requirements of their function; this is the three-dimensional branding jurisdiction of 

concern for the design of products. There is, however, a third element that Franklin et al. 

overlook, which is the three-dimensional brand design signature beyond the two dimensional-

logo or colour. This is the family resemblance or design signature within a manufacturers’ 

brand. In the case of motor vehicles, this is often identified by the front radiator grill design as 

a unique shape or form, but can extend to the complete front design of a vehicle or even an 

overall aesthetic shape or form. 

While Ehrenfeld builds a case from the viewpoint of sustainability, he argues that the secret of 

designing objects to produce presencing is through scripting, that is, through the designer’s art 

in making the object ‘speak’ in a distinctive and planned way (Ehrenfeld, 2008, p. 161). This, in 

turn, suggests that a change in the design of product behaviour could contribute to altering 

consumer behaviour. Brewer and Trentmann argue that the brand in its modern sense has 

thus come to stand for a context of use that is inscribed in the product. The brand image, they 

also argue, is represented by the logo, anticipating certain ways of feeling or reacting to the 

brand, certain ways of relating to it (Brewer & Trentmann, 2006, p. 81). These associations 

with a particular brand/logo only maintain value in the eyes of the consumer because of the 

continual high quality of the design of the primary product using traditional design 

methodologies that were and continue to be the mainstay of that particular brand; for 

example, Ferrari and its design of sports cars, or Ducati and the design of its motorcycles.  

Descriptions of the design process and methodology, especially by those external to design, 

often use fanciful and almost magical terminology to describe design thinking methods or 

processes they do not fully comprehend. It could be argued that this has a negative association 

that only leads to further misunderstanding as well as a questionable academic standard when 

discussing design thinking and the design process as methodology. Forty provides an accurate 

assessment of the way in which designers are able to address a wide range of, at times, 

conflicting issues in the development of a product design. (However, his own use of the word 

‘alchemy’ within his argument tends to undermine his own academic credibility.)  
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in the way it transforms ideas and beliefs, successful design is like alchemy: it fuses 
together disparate ideas from different origins, so that the form of the completed 
product seems to embody only a single idea, which comes across as so familiar that we 
find ourselves supposing it to be exactly what we ourselves had always thought (Forty, 
1986, pp. 221-222)  
 

Forty also argues that the new monastic orders in the Middle Ages used architecture in a 

similar way to design. To impress upon monks the supremacy of their order above purely local 

interests, the design of the churches, and moreover the cathedrals, used signs to create a code 

and a myth that were deliberately intimidating. Internally, it seemed as if the ceiling was 

touching heaven compared to the relative scale of man who was of little consequence by 

association with this visible sign or perception of the soaring height of the construction that 

reflected the power of the almighty. 

 

3.2.11 Semiotics, Signs, Codes and Myths 

References to branding are generally associated with semiotics, signs and codes. Chandler 

defines semiotics as that which involves the study not only of what we refer to as ‘signs’ in 

everyday speech, but of anything that ‘stands for’ something else. In semiotic sense, signs take 

the form of words, images, sounds, gestures and objects (Chandler, 2002, p. 2). Semiotics 

appears to fit well with two- dimensional branding and meanings created through the design 

methodology of FMCG and packaging. However, semiotics only provides part of the answer in 

terms of meaning for three- dimensional branding.  

Krippendorff and Butter’s definition for product semantics comes close to successfully 

describing the three-dimensional branding phenomenon. Krippendorff states that semiotics is 

probably the one discipline that is most frequently confused with what the semantic turn 

seeks to accomplish. He describes semantics, in semiotic terms, as the study of the relations 

between signs and the objects they refer to or signify; that is, the construct of a reality that 

exists independent of sign users’ conceptual participation. When semiotic theories are applied 

to design, they divert attention from the meaning of the artefacts to the relations between the 

signs and their referents, between signifiers and the signified, a move that unwittingly imports 

epistemological assumptions into the discussion of meaning, which are alien to design and 

generally untenable (Krippendorff, 2006, pp. 273-274). This suggests that semiotics provides 

both a limited or limiting interpretation of signs, where an artefact is represented as 

something else—often more valuable than it is. Krippendorff provides material examples, such 

as the use of vinyl for leather, or laminate for rare woods, plastic for chrome, or anodised 

aluminium for precious metal. He also offers functional examples, such as push buttons on 

telephones or sound indicators on amplifiers that do not really exist as a function. Krippendorff 

argues that, by contrast, the ‘semantic turn’ encourages artefacts to be self-evident to their 

users and the myths, signs and codes to be supportive of natural, obvious, and reliable human 

interfaces, so that the idea is not to encourage deception or mislead. 
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3.2.12 Signs 

Heidegger states that signs originate when something already at hand is taken as a sign 

(Heidegger, 1958, p. 75). He uses the example of the South Wind and the farmer, and how the 

wind is a sign or omen for the farmer of what is likely to occur. According to Heidegger, the 

South Wind exists and is a wind ‘at hand’ originating from a southerly direction; however, what 

is critical here is the meaning derived from this sign, in relation to the farmer, his knowledge 

and experience, his environment and his needs. To someone else standing in the same 

location, the wind may have little or no meaning beyond that of it being a wind. This example 

exemplifies the important relationship between meaning, user and environment to interpret 

the sign.  

Krippendorff points out that humans do not see and act on the physical qualities of things, but 

on what they mean to them and that meanings are invoked by sense, and sense is always part 

of what it invokes (Krippendorff, 2006, p. 47, 56). This suggests that without meaning, any 

reaction by the consumer in relation to the design of the product and the product behaviour, 

and how consumers sense it is unlikely to occur. Chandler agrees with this when he argues that 

signs may take the form of words, images, sounds, odours, flavours, acts or objects, but such 

things have no intrinsic meaning and become signs only when we invest them with meaning 

(Chandler, 2002, p. 13).  On the other hand, Miller argues that material things don’t jump up 

and down and confront you as critical symbols of yourself or your relationships. They don’t 

theorise themselves or abstract themselves. Often one only pays attention to them when they 

don’t work, look awkward or out of place (Miller, 2008, p. 152). Millar’s view is problematic in 

the sense that he considering a product in the end as ownership and not at the beginning point 

of consumer choice and selection.  

Signs and their interpretations can work on different levels; for example, Barthes points out 

that well-combed fringes on Roman foreheads are quite simply the label of Roman-ness 

(Barthes, 1972, p. 26). This label could be described as an unsophisticated design signature of 

the type often used to ‘theme’ the design of a product in the early 1900s at a somewhat basic 

and almost naïve design approach. Shove, by contrast, describes cleanliness associated with 

social status at the time as the clean white aesthetic of the bathrooms of the 1920s and 1930s, 

which mirrored their role as ‘the hospital in the home’ (Shove, 2003, p. 104). This design 

approach of ‘white cleanliness’ using signs, could be seen as a more sophisticated example of 

the use of design signatures and meaning and fits better with the overall ‘look and feel’ of the 

product or, in this case, the ‘clean’ environment. Chandler also points out that signs may also 

shift in mode over time, and provides the example of a Rolls Royce as an index of wealth 

because one must be wealthy to own one, and continued social usage has led it to becoming a 

conventional symbol of wealth (Chandler, 2002, p. 45). However, once again, this is an 

interpretation of a sign as a rather simplistic or unsophisticated visual reference. From the 

perspective of design and that of the behaviour of the product, the designer would investigate 

and analyse the nature of the Rolls Royce to understand the qualities that go to create this 

sign, then a code and finally the myth of this symbol of wealth.  

One sees this in the natural development of the Rolls Royce’s design in the twenty-first 

century; for example, the ‘idea’ of luxury may still be a critical design element to fit the myth, 
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but consumer expectations regarding performance and ecological concerns will have also 

become more important as design issues to address. A Rolls Royce may not be expected to 

out-perform competitors in terms of speed or handling due to the code or myth of luxury 

being predominant. But equally there would be an expectation for the vehicle to be on par 

with other vehicles in a similar product category. In this context, it is interesting to note Rolls 

Royce engines have supposedly always been designed in the past to run efficiently on the 

lowest grade of petrol, where use of the better grades of petrol would actually damage the 

engine. The myth goes that many wealthy owners did not want to be seen purchasing this 

‘cheaper’ petrol for such a prestigious brand. 

 

3.2.13 Codes & Myths 

Holt and Cameron state that ideologies enter culture when they are conveyed via myth and 

cultural codes (Holt & Cameron, 2010, p. 175). Chandler contends that codes organise signs 

into meaningful systems and adds that the conventions of codes represent a social dimension 

in semiotics: a code is a set of practices familiar to users of the medium operating within a 

broad cultural framework (Chandler, 2002, pp. 147-148). According to Mono, codes establish 

communication, that is, a system of rules for the way in which signals or signs are to be 

interpreted (Mono, 1997, p. 117). This suggests a hierarchy whereby the myth is constructed 

or created through the presence and meaning of a code and that code is constructed or 

created by the collective meaning of signs or design signatures. This would further suggest that 

the design methodology used by design is that of codes rather than signs. The designer may 

research signs and use signs during the conceptual process, however, these signs develop into 

‘design signatures’ that reflect something of the meaning of the sign, rather than a literal visual 

interpretation of the sign. The sum or collective of these design signatures then becomes the 

overall code, the gestalt of the product (or the architectural exterior and/or interior for that 

matter) from which the myth can then grow.  

Two examples of myths are provided by Barthes, who identifies how steak is part of the same 

sanguine mythology as wine. It is the heart of meat, it is meat in its pure state, and whoever 

partakes of it assimilates a bull-like strength. He points out that wine, in the case of a 

Frenchman, will deliver him from myths, will remove some of his intellectualism, will make him 

equal of the proletarian; through wine, the intellectual comes nearer to virility (Barthes, 1972, 

pp. 58-62).  

The twenty-first-century challenge before designers lies in whether it would be possible for 

them to determine ecological myths and either work towards them or work backwards to then 

determine possible codes, design signatures and signs that will impact upon the consumer’s 

senses to design desirable sustainable products. Lury identifies that when increasing needs, 

wants and desires are brought into the realm of signification, individuals lose autonomous 

control and surrender to the code (Lury, 1996, p. 70). This suggests the introduction of 

emotional and sensual rather than a logical reaction to consumers’ needs, wants and desires. 

This further suggests that the impact of three-dimensional branding using emotional design 

philosophy provides a possible avenue to alter product behaviour and thereby consumer 

behaviour through the senses. 
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3.2.14 Emotional Design  

Emotional response is delivered through people’s senses and how they perceive the 

immediate world around them. Heidegger argues that perception is always true, meaning that 

looking always discovers colours, hearing always discovers tones (Heidegger, 1958, p. 29). 

Norman sees brands as all about emotions, and emotions as all about judgement. Brands are 

signifiers of emotional responses, which is why they are so important in the world of 

commerce (Norman, 2004, p. 60). In contrast, Fry argues that all the branding—and notions of 

‘emotional design’, as they are claimed as symbolic actions—evacuate or trivialise culture in 

the very act of its appropriation and injection into the instrumental (Fry, 2011, p. 82). Fry 

clearly states that cultures and sub-cultures are continuously used and misused by design in 

the name of commerce and the demands of brands and branding. 

 

3.3 Conclusion 

While Fry’s argument presents the negative outcome, does this also suggest that it is equally 

possible to grow new cultures and that this could include an ecologically based culture for 

future consumers? What is also clear is the potential power of branding and, in particular and 

in relation to this research, three-dimensional branding and the potential to harness this 

power within design methodology in a positive way to design better products and better 

product behaviour. Norman believes that emotions are inseparable from and a necessary part 

of cognition, saying that where emotion is said to be hot, animalistic, and irrational, cognition 

is cool, human, and logical (Norman, 2004, p. 7). Vihma argues that things are not appreciated 

because of material comfort they provide, but because of the ‘information’ they transmit (i.e., 

information about the owner and their relations to other people) (Vihma, 1995, p. 29). In this 

chapter I have focused on the nature of product behaviour to gain a better understanding 

from the perspective of the design process, in the following chapter the focus shifts to the 

relationship between product behaviour and that of consumer behaviour.   
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Chapter 4:  The Nature of Consumer Behaviour in Relation to 

Product Behaviour 

The previous chapter studied the nature of product design and how aesthetic shape and form, 

mechanical and ergonomic design, and intuitive and functional application create product 

behaviour. The outward design of a product provides the consumer with preliminary visual 

information necessary to identify what the product is and if the product is capable of fulfilling 

a desired and required function. It seems apparent that visual senses predominate and how 

other senses such as touch are often used for confirmation of the preliminary information that 

visual perception provides. In addition to this, the consumer brings into play more specific 

requirements or individual specifications for the product to meet in terms of customised 

design to satisfy individual needs, wants or desires as both ‘being’ and ‘having’. In this part, I 

try to understand consumer behaviour from the perspective of being and having, that is, how, 

under the heading of ‘being’ the consumer need for identity may be reflected in ‘having’. 

Having is also about the desire for something; I try to understand how this can become a want 

and how a want can develop into a real, but still artificial, need. 

Foxall writes that behaviour and attitudes are related and each may influence the other, but 

attitudes and behaviour are not always entirely consistent. He notes that it has even been 

claimed that attitudes may stem from behaviour rather than vice versa (Foxall, 1977, p. 110). 

Could it therefore be reasoned that the disposable or throw-away attitude to products by the 

consumer is directly related to the disposable or throw-away design of products for 

consumption? Jackson, in his work on sustainable consumption, states that consumer 

behaviour is the key to society’s impact on the environment. Here, Jackson claims that the 

action people take and the choices they make—to consume certain products and services or to 

live in certain ways rather than others—all have direct and indirect impacts on the 

environment (Jackson, 2006, p. 109). This claim therefore goes much further to suggest that a 

change in consumer behaviour can alter the product choices that consumers make and that 

this in turn has the potential to positively impact upon our environment.  

In studying consumer behaviour, Solomon et al., argue that consumers do not process product 

information in a vacuum; rather, a product stimulus is evaluated in terms of what people 

already know about a product or things to which it is similar (Solomon et al., 2010, p. 245). If 

this is true, then it suggests that consumers make their decision based upon the present and 

the past only and that it is for designers to present the future in ways that the consumer can 

comprehend. Jackson argues that when it comes to the question of influencing consumer 

behaviour, the consumer-preference model has, at least, the virtue of simplicity. The key 

influences in any given situation are the range of private costs and benefits and individual taste 

or preference (Jackson, 2005, p. 30).  

The focus within this research is on the design of product benefits and individual taste or 

preference. Most models of consumer behaviour tend to focus upon costs to the consumer 

and often ignore the actual influence design has on the creation of desire, want and need as 

well as identity. Foxall believes models on consumer behaviour mean little to the 

businessperson who requires general understanding of how their customers act and react 
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rather than the type of framework necessary for the execution of a full-blown scientific 

research project (Foxall, 1977, p. 26). Trentmann refers to the work of the American consumer 

researcher Belk (2004), who argues that consumers must be recognised as “co-producers of 

desire and identity and active participant(s) in consumer self-seduction” (Trentmann, 2006, p. 

3). Here again the argument is that consumers and their choices do not function in isolation 

and, according to Trentmann, there is another player in the game of consumption: the role of 

consumer goods. This identifies the role played by the three-dimensional product in providing 

identity and meaning through interaction with the consumer and the subsequent product 

behaviour.  

Fogg presents us with a different behaviour model where design is the key persuasive 

ingredient and he believes that in order for behaviour to occur, people must have some non-

zero level of both motivation and ability. According to Fogg, the implication for designers is 

clear: Increasing motivation is not always the solution. Often increasing ability (making the 

behaviour simpler) is the path for increasing behaviour performance. He goes on to argue that 

in addition to motivation and ability to purchase and/or ability to use the product, we need 

‘triggers’ to alter consumer behaviour. He tells us that a trigger can take many forms – an 

alarm that sounds, a text message, an announcement that a sale is ending, a growling 

stomach, and so on. Whatever the form, successful triggers have three characteristics: First, 

we notice the trigger. Second, we associate the trigger with a target behaviour, Third, the 

trigger happens when we are both motivated and able to perform the behaviour (Fogg 2009, 

pp. 1-7). 

Jackson points out that consumer goods play a variety of different roles, including: the 

satisfaction of functional needs; the construction of identity; the pursuit of status and social 

distinction; the maintenance of social cohesion, social and/or sexual selection; negotiation of 

the boundary between the sacred and the profane; and the pursuit of personal and collective 

meaning (Jackson, 2006, p. 8). What Jackson refers to could be described as materialism and 

De Mooij defines materialism in more detail under attitudes toward consumption:  

1. Acquisition centrality: Materialism brings meaning to life and provides an aim for 
daily endeavours; 
2. Acquisition as the pursuit of happiness: Materialists view their possessions and 
their acquisitions as essential to their satisfaction and well-being in life; 
3. Possession-defined success: The number and quality of possessions accumulated 
form a basis for judgement of the materialist’s own and others’ success. (De Mooij, 
2004, p. 139)  

It could be argued that the first two definitions of these consumer attitudes relate only to 

‘being’, in terms of meaning of life and general well-being or happiness. The final definition, 

however, relates to ‘having’ and the reflected status of being seen to own particular products 

and/or brands. 

 

4.1 Social Need of Being and Having 

Ehrenfeld’s work in Sustainability by Design is helpful in understanding the relationship 

between materialism and the social need of being. He draws attention to the importance of 
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‘being’ within the contemporary consumer society and reasons that ‘having’ may be a familiar 

mode of living today in which one’s sense of self is completely tied up with possessing. 

However, ‘being’, according to Ehrenfeld, is much more diffuse as a concept. He describes it as 

the experience of acting and leads to the sense of aliveness and connectedness that only rarely 

shows up (Ehrenfeld, 2008, p. 110). Ehrenfeld insists that we have to move from having to 

being if we are to survive as a species and that being and having represent two fundamental 

modes of experience, which, in turn, determine various types of social structures. In Tool-

Being, Harman points out that for Heidegger ‘being’ itself is readiness-to-hand and that ‘being’ 

is the most useful of tools, for, without being, there would be no other tools; indeed, there 

would be nothing at all (Harman, 2002, p. 128). Thus, the argument for being seems to be 

based upon a basic human need to know our lives have meaning and that we are alive and a 

part of our environment. However, in acting this way, it could also be argued that we also need 

to acknowledge the fact that we have to sustain our environment if we are to sustain our own 

survival. In other words for our being to be, we need the environment more than it needs us, 

the environment will carry on very well without our interference or even our existence, the 

same cannot be said for ourselves as a species. 

Fry believes that people have “become beings with a need to have”, and Shove et al. 

investigate the nature of ‘having’ in more depth. In The Design of Everyday Life, they research 

having and doing in relation to the purchase of material goods for use in the domestic kitchen. 

They arrive at three critical observations: (1) patterns of consumption relate to future-

orientated visions, not only of having but also doing; (2) doing matters for having and having 

matters for doing; (3) it takes energy and effort to keep having and doing in balance (Shove,  et 

al., 2007, p. 142). Lury has already noted that material goods are not only used to do things, 

but that they also have a meaning, and act as meaningful markers of social relations; indeed, 

according to Lury, part of their usefulness is that they are full of meaning (Lury, 1996, p. 12). It 

seems to be clear that ‘having’ satisfies our being in the form of meaning and doing. However, 

this also creates a social environment at the same time that blinds people to the long-term 

damage they are causing. This is where satisfaction comes from ‘having’ and provides for both 

meaning and doing, rather than from simply being.  At the same time ‘having’ has a blinding 

effect to the damage created by both product consumption and product waste in terms of our 

environment.  ‘Being’, in a sense provides protection from the real world and creates a safe 

social environment in which to function yet never actually provides lasting satisfaction.  

Leiss, in discussing the Limits of Satisfaction, argues that no matter how wealthy and 

productive our society might become, it will always require higher levels of production and 

greater quantities of goods. Leiss argues that this arises from the kinds of social interaction 

whereby individuals encourage each other to believe that failure to procure the means for 

purchasing certain goods will exclude them from all hope of satisfying the needs that have 

come to be associated with those goods (Leiss, 1978, p. 34/41). Arvidsson looks at satisfaction 

in terms of a need for meaning and identity from the viewpoint of brands, and indicates that 

with the purchase of a refrigerator, for example, you actually become a modern person.  

Taking an alternative perspective Miller argues that it is the emptiness in one’s own 

surroundings that leeches away one’s sense of being (Miller, 2008, p. 8) suggesting that having 

is critical to our being. 
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Consumer goods, like other material objects, have the capacity to make fantasies real; like 

technology in general, they make ‘society durable’. However, as I have shown, this form of 

satisfaction only lasts until the arrival of the latest or newer model. The productive potential of 

consumer goods thus lies in their ability to give tangible materiality to an imagination that has 

been enhanced by mediatisation (Brewer & Trentmann, 2006, p. 76). ‘Having’ as described 

here is the meaning of our individual identity reflected through the visible possession of 

products and this is also how others see us (or how we desire others to see us). 

 

4.2 Individual Identity and Reflective Social Meaning for the Collective 

Jackson believes that humans purchase consumer goods for a number of different reasons, as 

described above. From the design perspective, it could be argued that pursuit of personal and 

collective meaning sum up the range of self-concept roles that Jackson has identified in 

relation to consumer behaviour. De Mooij investigates consumer attributes and points out 

how psychologists agree that the self-concept plays a central role in behaviour and 

psychological processes. According to De Mooij, it consists of whatever individuals consider to 

be theirs, including their bodies, families, possessions, moods, emotions, conscience, attitudes, 

values, traits and social positions. De Mooij points out further that identity is the idea one has 

about oneself, one’s characteristic properties, one’s own body, and the values one considers 

important. However, according to De Mooij, image is how others see and judge a person (De 

Mooij, 2004, p. 109/129).  

It becomes clear how individual identity can be a driving force or, at the very least, an 

extremely significant factor for the consumer in determining what product he or she may or 

may not select based upon their perception of themselves. Merleau-Ponty in the 

Phenomenology of Perception investigates how we actually perceive ourselves and suggests 

that there is no casual relationship between the individual, their body, their environment and 

their society. He argues that the individual gains something about themself when they see 

themself as others see them, and insofar as they recognise it, confers value upon it, and in a 

sense chooses it (Merleau-Ponty, 1962, p. 434/435). Merleau-Ponty describes how the 

individual can be clearly influenced by the role others play in our individual environment and 

collective society, and, moreover, the importance the opinion of others reflecting positively 

with our own perception of ourselves as individuals.  

This seems to suggest a direct impact on how we then behave as individuals and the things we 

do and the products we select. Today it is generally accepted that we see our individual 

identity as unique and therefore this is a significant driver of individual consumer behaviour to 

select products that reflect or connect with that ‘unique’ identity. It is important to note at this 

point, that in trying to understand how the consumer selects a product, one can understand 

this preliminary selection process as the initial interaction between consumer and product and 

the potential or anticipated product behaviour that connects with the individual’s unique 

identity. For example, if the consumer sees him or herself as athletic, each will select products 

that reflect athletic attitudes; more specifically, the individual will focus on a particular 

sporting activity and select products that reflect the values they see as unique.   
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Moeller studies the individual and the need for being ‘unique’ from  the viewpoint of social 

systems and, in particular, analyses Luhmann’s work on the subject, which argues that while 

the individual gains his or her identity as a subject outside of social roles, the multiple 

functions provided by society allow for a variety of partial inclusions. This new situation, 

according to Moeller, is not without problems. Firstly, individuality based on uniqueness is 

supposed to be the common characteristic of all individuals. Thus the individual is unique, but, 

by being unique, isn’t. Secondly, while the individual is supposed to constitute him- or herself 

“uniquely”, the criteria for his or her uniqueness are still supplied by society. Out of sheer 

uniqueness, he or she cannot build a positive identity (Moeller, 2006, p. 88). What Moeller 

seems to suggest here is that everyone wants to be unique, but not so unique that they stand 

out(side) of society; in addition, it is the selection and the ownership of products as 

commodities that play an important role, assisting in constructing an identity and lifestyle 

positively reflected by the opinion of others. 

Clarke et al. discuss lifestyle from the viewpoint of individual expression and how commodities 

can liberate rather than oppress by providing the individual with alternative avenues of 

expression. Clarke et al. believe that lifestyle allows for the fact that consumerism offers the 

individual new ways of negotiating such issues of class or social meaning (Clarke et al., 2003, p. 

155). However, Douglas & Isherwood argue that goods are neutral, their uses are social; they 

can be used as fences or bridges (Douglas & Isherwood, 1979, p. xv), suggesting their role can 

also be divisive depending upon your social position and personal circumstance. Once again, 

there is a clear correspondence between consumer behaviour and the influence of product 

design as product behaviour in meeting or alienating the social desires or needs of the 

consumer. This is where the consumer sees his/her identity reflected in the products owned 

and used, where the products are on display for all within their environment and society to 

see. 

Norman refers to this as ‘reflective’ design, which, he argues, is about long-term relations; 

about the feelings of satisfaction produced by owning, displaying, and using a product. A 

person’s self-identity is located within the reflective level, according to Norman, and this is 

where the interaction between the product and one’s identity is important, as demonstrated 

in pride (or shame) of ownership or use (Norman, 2004, p. 38). This is not just another 

demonstration of the relationship between identity and design of the product, but is a visible 

demonstration of a standard of wealth through the selection and ownership of specific 

products as three-dimensional branding. Veblen states that in order to have good standing in 

the eyes of the community, it is necessary to come up with a certain, somewhat indefinite, 

conventional standard of wealth, just as in the earlier, predatory stage of life, it was necessary 

for the barbarian man to come up to the tribe’s standard of physical endurance, cunning and 

skill at arms (Veblen, 1967, p. 30). What Veblen refers to here are ‘standards’ of perceived 

wealth reflected in the selection of certain products, objects, tools or things, that the 

consumer believes need to be acquired, owned and used for visible acknowledgement of self-

actuality. That is acknowledgement of self-worth financially and socially as individuals by 

others, as well as by ourselves. To ensure a visible continuity of standards of wealth and social 

status, it is also necessary that the consumer possesses a range of products that relate to each 

other in terms of anticipated standards of wealth, social status and lifestyle and are therefore 

socially driven to consume to maintain that standard.  
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Can it be reasoned that personal need and/or social pressure to continually reinforce feelings 

of self-worth to meet or maintain a social standard is the same need that drives the increase in 

consumer demand and culture? If so, one needs to consider whether it is possible to utilise this 

same need to re-direct the consumer toward sustainable consumption and consumption of 

truly sustainable products. Baudrillard makes it very clear in the System of Objects that if the 

demand for self-worth is so deep-seated, then in the absence of any alternative, it embodies 

itself in a ‘personalised’ object. He asks what basis we have for rejecting this tendency, and in 

the name of what ‘authentic’ essential value do we do so (Baudrillard, 1968, p. 153)? 

Baudrillard seems to pose the question of whether or not we really need to reject this 

tendency and appears to argue that we should look for a way to utilise this need for self-worth 

through our possessions. From the perspective of a product’s design, the question raised here 

is: can this be achieved in a positive and sustainable way? Can the need for identity and self-

worth related through design of the product create a desire for sustainable consumption and 

selection of only truly sustainable products?  

Butler believes that ‘desire’ is essentially linked with self-knowledge; it is always desire-for-

reflection, the pursuit of identity in what appears to be different. She also points out that if 

desire is a tacit pursuit of identity, then the experience of desire must be a way of posing the 

problem of identity; when we desire, we pose the question of the metaphysical place of 

human identity—in some pre-linguistic form—and in the satisfaction of desire, the question is 

answered for us (Butler, 1987, pp. 7-9). Butler argues as does Baudrillard that this pursuit of 

identity and the experience of desire is a deep-rooted motivation; it is part of our make-up, 

how we are designed. You cannot stop someone desiring, wanting or needing any more that 

you can ask them to stop breathing, but is it possible to alter the nature of what is desired, 

wanted and needed. 

 

4.3 Consumer Desire and Motivation 

Foxall, in considering consumer motivation, identifies that consumer product selection 

behaviour is motivated by something more than awareness of what is available: it depends on 

the customer’s needs and drives, their tastes and aspirations, plus their attitudes, personality 

and social environment (Foxall, 1977, p. 55). It could be said that products are already 

designed to address individual customer need and drives, their individual tastes and 

aspirations as well as attitudes, personality and social environment. However, it has been 

pointed out earlier that many of these products are superficial gadgets and gizmos that fulfil 

no useful purpose and only serve to confuse with too many ‘desirable’ yet unnecessary options 

that in turn blind the customer to the truly useful products that may exist.   

Fry states that if what is desired is directly linked to the available objects of desire, as 

projections of what becomes, we know the future. This future travels towards us from our 

desiring; the future then is, in part, produced by desire (Fry, 1994, p. 66). This also provides an 

opportunity for the design of a product to re-direct the future by the re-direction of desire or, 

more accurately, to determine whether a product is a thing of real use to be desired in the 

future or a superficial gadget or gizmo. What is suggested here is not a restrictive ‘nanny-state’ 
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approach to the design of products in the future but rather making ‘real’ needs or truly 

sustainable products much more desirable.  Jackson also considers the control of desire and 

provides steps to do this; first he argues it is necessary to become conscious of the process and 

the insidious ways it ensnares us. The second step is to rein in desire (Jackson, 2006, p. 179). 

However, if desire is an intrinsic part of who we are (as per the above), is it really possible or 

even feasible to begin to try to rein in desire? Fry argues that desire is essential to our 

existence and is implicated in human ecology. Desire, relationally, is elemental to and for our 

being (Fry, 1994, p. 62). Jackson, however, acknowledges that in a society in which goods 

provide vitally important sources of social information, giving them up is not an option 

(Jackson, 2006, p. 12).  

It could be argued here that by changing what we desire through the design of the product, 

unsustainable goods will eventually be ‘given up’ through the process of consumer demand 

almost naturally. It would appear that Fry agrees and believes that it should be possible to 

choose desired objects and cultural forms that restructure desire. He states that the problem is 

not how we desire or what desire is (metaphysical questions), but what we desire (an 

ontological question in terms of the consequence of the experience of desire and the 

production of desiring by the desired) and the environmental cost of its realisation (Fry, 1994, 

p. 75). 

From the viewpoint of sociology, much has been written by Hegel, Sartre and Freud and more 

recently by Leiss, Jackson and others, about desire and the relation to want and need. 

Importantly, desire, want and need, when considered from a design perspective and in relation 

to the design of a product, raises a number of different issues. I have shown that one role of a 

designer is to make a product ‘desirable’ aesthetically; however, another important role is to 

also make it desirable in terms of its function or its ability to solve a problem, that is, to make 

the performance of the function more efficient, effective and/or easier. One of the benefits of 

a well-designed product is often to provide time for other things, to the point where the 

product is not only seen as a real need, but becomes something that is indispensable; a 

product or tool that the individual cannot live without. A product desirable both aesthetically 

as well as in terms of the function it carries out, creates in turn something else other than just 

a desire—it develops desire into a want within the behaviour of the consumer. This occurs to 

the point where the consumer in turn moves from the want of a product and develops the 

basis of a rational (or irrational) need for the product through the motivation created by 

design in the first place.  

Although Fry considers desire in terms of ecology, he highlights the fact that desire has the 

ability to override rational knowledge; in other words, we know that the effect of much of 

what we do is harmful but our desires so often ensure we go on doing it (Fry, 1994, p. 144). It 

seems clear that desire often drives an individual beyond any common sense or rational 

information available to not only allow the consumer to justify a desire for a commodity, but 

to also allow that individual to move from desire to the basis of a want and from there to the 

environment of need, perceived or real.  
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4.4 From Desire to Want and from Want to Need 

In Capital Marx defines that a commodity is, in the first place, an object outside us, a thing that 

by its properties satisfies human wants of some sort or another. Marx describes the nature of 

such wants as something that springs from the stomach, which could be defined as an actual 

want, as in the ‘hunger’ for something or from fancy, which, again, could be defined as being a 

‘desire’. However, Marx views these terms within his theory of use-value, claiming that 

effectively it makes no difference whether it be through want or desire for a commodity, 

which he also describes in more detail as fetishism (Marx, 1887, 1952, p. 13). Certainly, I have 

shown how the product, seen here as a commodity, is designed to be desirable both 

aesthetically and functionally and it could be argued that there is no want without desire and 

the more you desire something the more it translates into a want with a need to be satisfied. 

Leiss looks at the insatiability of human wants and needs in the face of what he calls rampant 

choice, and argues that in modern social theory one often encounters the proposition that 

human wants or needs are insatiable. According to Leiss, the proposition is repeated with 

great frequency in writings on economics and psychology: “For all practical purposes, human 

wants may be regarded as limitless. An occasional individual may have everything he wants, 

but man’s capacity to generate new wants as fast as he satisfies old ones is well-known 

psychologically.” Leiss also argues that the proposition about the insatiability of human wants 

is ambiguous primarily because the relation between needs and commodities in our society 

are so ambiguous (Leiss, 1978, pp. 34-36). Norman sees the distinction between the terms 

‘need’ and ‘want’ as a traditional way of describing the difference between what is truly 

necessary for a person’s activities (needs) versus what a person asks for (wants). Norman 

points out that needs are determined by the task, whereas wants are determined by culture, 

by advertising, by the way one views oneself and one’s self-image (Norman, 2004, p. 42). It 

could also be seen that while needs may be determined by the task, as shown earlier, the 

consumer is very capable of moving a want into the realm of need simply by justifying a need 

for it.  

The question that is raised here is: can we determine or define a real need in any point in time 

and if we can, how do we go about achieving this definition? For Leiss, there exists a 

distinction between needs and wants that he believes tends to detract attention from the 

qualitative dimension of the problem of needs. It is precisely the suppression of the qualitative 

dimension of needs that represents the most problematic aspect of the high-intensity market 

(Leiss, 1978, p. 73/94). Leiss contends further that a stranger transported suddenly to the 

industrial paradise of consumption would have to learn how to want things. In a sense it could 

be said that this already occurs with the arrival of refugees from third-world environments 

where their experience of consumption was based upon a predominant and very basic need of 

survival. Upon arrival into Europe, USA or Australia, for example, their wants and needs rapidly 

and dramatically alter in line with the environment in which they now find themselves. 

Norman believes that product designers and marketing executives know that wants can often 

be more powerful than needs in determining the success of a product (Norman, 2004, p. 43). 

However, this could be argued as viewing needs as one-dimensional ‘real’ needs and ignoring 

how the consumer will begin to translate or re-evaluate a want as a ‘real’ need, even if it can 
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be argued and proved that the need is artificial and remains in the realm of a want. There is a 

complex relationship that begins with desire, through the design of the product both 

aesthetically and functionally, whereupon the act of ‘desiring’ creates the want, at which point 

the strength of the want increases, through social pressure and/or advertising to a point where 

it is seen as an irrational or artificial need, but a ‘real’ need nevertheless as understood by the 

consumer. Leiss believes that needs are limited, whereas wants are unlimited (Leiss, 1978, p. 

71). However, the view put forward by Leiss treats needs and wants as completely separate 

and wholly independent traits that relate only to the difference between wants (or desires) 

and ‘real’ needs.  

From a viewpoint of designing a product, there is a connecting progression from desire to want 

to need, where needs are generated from a want, which in turn was originally created out of 

desire for something.  Want may not always be a ‘real’ need, even though the consumer now 

re-evaluates the need as ‘real’, which would therefore, in theory, also be as limitless as a want. 

This is because in the behaviour of the consumer they are in fact one and the same thing. Here 

again, it could be argued that it is this confusion or lack of understanding between artificial 

needs and ‘real’ needs within the mind of the consumer that also provides the basis for 

contemporary consumer culture and more importantly’ rampant’ consumer behaviour. Leiss 

raises this issue by arguing that wants arise in our inner states of feeling, and that presumably 

we always know what we want; but since needs are objective requirements, according to Leiss, 

it is possible that we may not know what we ‘really’ need (Leiss, 1978, p. 71). 

Lanchester reviews Marxist theory from a contemporary consumer society and culture 

perspective, and argues that, according to Marx, humans are distinguished from all other 

animals by the limitless and flexible nature of their needs and makes the point that we are 

going to have to work on the flexible part (Lanchester, 2012). It is very clear here that needs 

are not understood as being limited, and that the identification of the ‘flexible nature of needs’ 

refers to an ever present confusion between real and created or artificial needs. Taking on 

board Lanchester’s comment, one first has to ask if it is possible to define or classify ‘real’ 

needs and/or typologies of real needs as opposed to artificial or commercially created human 

needs. If it is, how can this be achieved, bearing in mind that both real and artificial needs are 

a continually moving target? Maslow was the first to create taxonomy of needs, a hierarchy 

pre-potency of human needs where the appearance of one need rested upon the prior 

satisfaction of another (Maslow, 1943). Since then, classifications and typologies of human 

need tend to distinguish between material needs (such as subsistence and protection) and 

social or psychological needs (such as self-esteem, autonomy, belongingness), according to 

Jackson. They also distinguish between needs themselves, and satisfiers, and suggest crucially 

that not all satisfiers are equally successful at meeting underlying needs. Food, for example, is 

a satisfier of the need for subsistence. But not all foods have equal nutritional value and some 

are positively bad for us in anything more than very small quantities (Jackson, 2005, p. 10).  

In very simplistic terms, this seems to suggest that real needs could be defined as those needs 

that genuinely assist us as individuals, or our society and/or our environment, in that sense a 

wide interpretation of things that are good for us. Fry reminds us that ‘need’, however cannot 

be viably viewed from one perspective as a singular object, it is itself non-discrete, it bleeds 

into many other categories—demand, necessity, desire, want, poverty and so on (Fry, 1994, p. 
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42). This shows how even real needs alter over time and impact directly or indirectly on others 

in both unexpected as well as often commercially intentional ways as our society develops. 

The need for survival was originally limited to finding the protection and shelter of a cave and 

searching for food; today the need for survival relies upon employment and good income 

where shelter and food can be purchased. Our survival in the future will rely upon recognising 

the fact that we need the planet, but the planet does not need us and we need to adjust our 

lifestyles, our wasteful attitudes and behaviours accordingly to ensure the planet can continue 

to sustain our presence and the impact of meeting our needs.  

Shove et al. state that in the past the most demanding task a successful innovator-

entrepreneur had to accomplish was to do the same thing expected from a fashion designer, 

that is, to seize an opportunity at the right time and to convince customers that they really 

need a particular invention (Shove, Trentmann, et al., 2007, p. 132). Solomon et al. in studying 

consumer behaviour contend that the basic objective of marketing is to create awareness that 

needs exist, not to create needs (Solomon et al., 2010, p. 17). This argument also suggests that 

if a product or tool requires that the consumer be made aware of a need for it in the first 

place, then it is probably not a real need and more likely to be a desire made to look like a 

need, in other words an artificial need. I believe that the role of marketing in the future should 

be to create awareness; to provide information for the consumer to then determine what their 

individual needs are, and thus select suitable products to meet those needs. While the 

decision to determine a need should lie with the consumer, in reality, needs have been 

indirectly manipulated by the ‘commercial’ desire created within the aesthetic and functional 

design of the product, the designed product behaviour, effectively making it difficult for the 

consumer to differentiate between individual ‘real’ needs and artificial needs.  

Leiss has already shown how this view of real or ‘manipulated’ needs has been used to criticise 

the manipulative tendencies of contemporary capitalist societies wherein (it is alleged) 

‘artificial’ wants or ‘false’ needs are created by social pressures, especially the constant 

barrage of advertising (Leiss, 1978, p. 68). Here once again this seems to be a constant and 

relatively solid social argument about manipulation of consumer need. However, it could be 

argued that the influence of the original design of the product in providing advertising and 

marketing with a foundation on which to build is either ignored or not fully understood as it 

would be from the viewpoint of design. Leiss further states that a distinction has been 

expressed between true and false needs as a distinction between wants and needs: wants 

express a person’s subjective desires (their felt requirements), whereas their needs are 

objective or true requirements (Leiss, 1978, p. 71). Do we not yet begin to understand that 

needs are neither objective nor can they be a fixed list? Rather, needs should or must reflect 

true requirements at any point in time in relation to being both good for us and for the 

environment that sustains us. This is not to negate that artificial needs should exist or be made 

available, but the consumer does need to be made fully aware of the difference as well as the 

potential impact of the choice he or she makes in relation to a purchase for quality or lower 

‘initial’ cost based upon mass production of quantity. 
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4.5 Quantity or Quality 

In chapter 2, I discussed the arrival of the modern consumer and showed how consumer 

society is based upon commodity mass production, reproduction and the purchase of quantity 

beyond what has been argued as any rational or real need. According to Karl Marx, “a society 

can no more cease to produce than it can cease to consume and when viewed, therefore, as a 

connected whole, and a flowing on with incessant renewal, every social process of production 

is, at the same time, a process of reproduction” (Marx, 1887, 1952, p. 279). This incessant 

renewal described by Marx for the sake of mass production has increased even beyond what 

Marx may have imagined, however, arguably, Marx may never have been able to realistically 

envisage even the nature of consumer-led production and its impact upon consumption. Much 

of the production or what Marx calls ‘reproduction’ for consumption could today be seen as 

unnecessary and wasteful, and while we can understand that there is a need to begin to define 

what is both unnecessary and wasteful, this also raises an important question to be posed in 

two parts.  

The first part is, how can this be achieved?  From the viewpoint of the product, tool or thing, 

Baudrillard introduced the concept of difference between a useful product or tool and the 

‘gadget’, arguing that at the limit is the gadget: pure gratuitousness under the cover of 

functionality, pure waste under the cover of an ethic of practicality (Baudrillard, 1981, p. 32). 

In the Theory of the Leisure Class, Veblen defines waste not because it is waste or misdirection 

of effort or expenditure as viewed from the standpoint of the individual consumer who 

chooses it, but because this expenditure does not serve human life or human well-being on the 

whole (Veblen, 1967, p. 97). This description by Veblen provides the basis of the second part of 

the question: who should have the responsibility to begin to determine the products that serve 

human life and human well-being within the environment that sustains us?  

In understanding thus far the nature of product behaviour and the role played by the designer 

in creating product behaviour through aesthetics, function and performance, it could be said 

that this also creates a reasonable argument to consider the designer (in this case of the 

product) as the one who is best placed to also address the issues of determining the products 

that serve human life, well-being in relation to the environment that we need to sustain 

human existence.  Arguments both for and against industry and/or government involvement 

and direction in regards to this future role could be created. However, the purpose of my 

research is to demonstrate that the role and responsibility to justify new or improved product 

replacement would easily and naturally fall within the scope of a future re-directed design 

process or methodology. 

Using the renewal of a kitchen as an example of justifiable product replacement in the Design 

of Everyday Life, Shove et al. refer to three interpretations of new that were identified: new as 

freshly created; new as improved or innovative; and new as unfamiliar or novel. The first 

justifies the replacement of items that are deemed worn out. The second is useful in explaining 

acquisition of goods that promise additional functionality, though it is also pointed out that 

innovators often have to persuade consumers that they ‘need’ things they have not had 

before. Finally, consumers may simply crave the unfamiliar (Shove, et al., 2007, pp. 23-24). 

These interpretations can aid designers in creating basic criteria or a standards checklist to 
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evaluate existing products or the creation of new ones to meet a necessary function, but are 

still interpreted within the existing parameters of design and design methodology. The product 

still has human-centred focus, which is necessary within aesthetics and operation, but in 

relation to construction, function, maintenance, renewal and disposal, the design also needs to 

consider the impact on the environment and whether products should in fact be planet- or 

environment-centred, as opposed to being anthropocentric. 

Clearly, this will place more responsibility upon the role of design and the designer, altering 

the methodology and the way in which designers work in the future. MacKenzie in Green 

Design states that many designers still assume that their area of responsibility is limited to 

function and appearance (MacKenzie, 1991, p. 8). This common attitude by designers to the 

design of products or interiors, architecture or visual communication merely defines and 

reflects their existing service industry role within the consumer society. However, it also 

suggests that in order to take on this responsibility, the designer of the future has to move out 

of the realm of a service industry mindset and methodology, that is, to move from reacting to 

commercial demands in terms of quantity and into a quality-based design approach. Fry points 

to a need for a major shift in the economy and in politics as well to allow for a different 

designer to emerge. Within this kind of economy, he writes, we will require a radical mind that 

moves away from the notion of perpetual growth towards a situation in which quantity is 

displaced by quality. Fry also argues that by moving to a quality-based economy and 

sustainability does not imply an economic collapse; although it would mean a reduced 

standard of living by current measures, but a higher quality of life (Fry, 2011, p. 64 & 140). It 

could be contended that the short-term impact on standards of living in moving to a quality-

based economy described by Fry may be no worse than the impact of austerity measures 

already being faced by much of Europe since Global Financial Crisis. 

 

4.6 Habit, Routine and Choices 

Consumers become accustomed to ever increasing standards of living, demanding more and 

consuming more, which, as I have shown, is partly due to the need for personal identity and 

social meaning as well as to address issues of ‘real’ and artificial needs. The act of consuming 

has become an artificial need in itself it has become a routine and an unsustainable habit. 

Ehrenfeld claims unsustainability is not caused just by the increasing consumption of stuff; 

rather, it is the addictive patterns underlying that consumption. And it is the erosion of our 

capacity to move out of the upper loop so that we begin to attack the root causes (Ehrenfeld, 

2008, p. 46). Shove et al. state that routine in consumerist terms constitutes as double loss of 

agency: we are caught up in a programmed flow of events, and we are unable to see that it is 

indeed a program, and one we can change (Shove, Trentmann, et al., 2007, p. 218).  

However, Jackson believes that changing behaviour is going to be difficult, claiming that the 

evidence is unequivocal in that respect. He believes that overcoming problems of consumer 

lock-in, unfreezing old habits and forming new ones, understanding the complexity of the 

social logic in which individual behaviours are embedded, are all pre-requisites for successful 

behaviour change initiatives (Jackson, 2005, p. 132). However, at the same time, Jackson also 
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points out behaviours do change; in fact, they change continually and sometimes radically over 

quite short periods of time. Jackson uses the increase of mobile phones and four-wheel drives 

as examples of technological and behavioural change that has occurred in the space of only a 

decade or so in recent Western development (Jackson, 2005, p. 105). The argument could 

therefore be that it may not be totally necessary to address the problem of unfreezing old 

habits and introducing new ones or even trying to understand the complexity of the social 

logic, if product behaviour can be designed in such a way as to successfully re-direct consumer 

behaviour. Shove et al. state that potential users have to be convinced about a new product 

that it is necessary and worthwhile and they need to change their routines and habits, even 

when they actively resist. This they argue is what firms try to do—with better or worse 

success—with their advertising (Shove, Trentmann, et al., 2007, p. 138). Fogg believes for a 

person to perform a target behaviour using product design and not marketing or advertising as 

the catalyst, he or she must (1) be sufficiently motivated, (2) have the ability to perform the 

behaviour, and (3) be triggered to perform the behaviour (Fogg, 2009, pp. 1-7). Here 

motivation can be interpreted as a social or personal desire to want, then to need; ability can 

be interpreted as skill or knowledge for example I might need a car, but if I lack the knowledge 

or ability to drive I have to look at other alternatives; finally the trigger could be some form of 

artificial obsolescence.   

There are two important issues in relation to this type of argument that are put forward with 

regards to the creation of new markets and the alteration of consumer habits and routines 

using advertised product innovation. In the first place if the product has to be heavily 

promoted for sales rather than for awareness, as we have determined earlier the product is 

likely to be a gadget with limited use-value and therefore not seen as a ‘real’ need by the 

consumer. Secondly we see once again the spectre of confusion or misunderstanding of the 

term design where the ‘design for advertising and marketing’ and the ‘design of the product’ 

are not differentiated as two entirely separate entities, which they are and they should be 

acknowledged and described as such in any academic analysis.  

Marketing and advertising can only ever promote awareness of a product, its capabilities and 

functions to a wider audience. It will always be the ‘design’ of the product itself—the design of 

the behaviour of the product—that provides the consumer with the necessary experience to 

decide whether the product is a success or not. At the very least, the product behaviour has to 

match any marketing and advertising claims, or even exceed any promotional claims behind it, 

otherwise the mismatch will be quickly recognised and consumers will just as rapidly move 

away from the product concerned. There is an old marketing quote that rings true—“you can 

only sell a bad product once”—but, in doing so, this can cause long-term damage to the brand 

reputation. 

The argument should always be about the legitimate and important role of marketing and 

advertising to create consumer awareness and that it still falls to the success or failure of the 

design of the product to be seen either as a ‘real’ or even artificial need. It will be the learning 

created within the product design process that will convince the consumer to alter a 

behavioural routine or a habit. According to Foxall, consumer behaviour is a process of 

learning that is modified according to the customer’s past experience and the objectives he or 

she has set (Foxall, 1977, p. 50). This seems to suggest that ‘routine’ or ‘habit’ reside in the 
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past and the present, but not necessarily the future; Spencer & Lilley tell us behaviours around 

the home are formed as part of habits or routines with little or no cognitive thought past the 

first completion of the task (Spencer & Lilley, 2012, p. 82); Shove et al. tell us that a standard of 

living is of the nature of habit. It is a habitual scale and method of responding to given stimuli. 

The difficultly in the way of receding from an accustomed standard is the difficulty of breaking 

a habit that has been formed (Shove, et al., 2007, p. 106).  

It could be argued here, however, that for a new product to break an unsustainable habit in 

the present it is necessary to design a sustainable product that clearly improves the potential 

standard of living for the future and, more importantly, is recognised as such. Vihma points out 

that where habits are concerned there are no fixed rules and they can be changed to improve 

interaction (Vihma). Jackson argues that habit actually disenfranchises the consumer and thus 

they are far from being able to exercise free choice in the selection of goods and services. 

Consumers often find themselves ‘locked in’ to specific consumption patterns by a variety of 

social, institutional and cognitive constraints (Jackson, 2005, p. 18). This also has to do with the 

range and quality of ‘choice’ actually available to the consumer at any point in time, but more 

importantly, habit could be seen as a consumer comfort zone in terms of “I know if I purchase 

this product I can expect this outcome or result”, and thus it is a safe decision for the 

consumer. Equally, however, I have shown that with certain products, habits can be altered if 

the consumer can see clear evidence that the choice of a new or different product has the 

capability to improve their future standard of living. Further, as I have indicated, this new 

choice can then be the trigger for other changes to routine or habit. 

It is often argued from a political, sociological and economic standpoint that the consumer’s 

freedom of choice is an important feature of a free consumer society, yet from the standpoint 

of design, that choice is always compromised by the quantity of gadgets and gizmos produced 

that serve no useful purpose. Often the poor quality is not restricted to the construction, finish 

and performance, but extends to the overall poor quality of actual available choice, which 

raises the obvious question about why this perception of consumer choice is held so dearly 

and whether we should consider quality of choice over quantity of choice. Forty states one 

possible answer is that variety gives customers a degree of choice and enables them to feel 

more sure of their own individuality (Forty, 1986, p. 87). It would seem that Lury agrees with 

Forty when she argues that ‘consumer choice’ is still the means by which our society thinks 

about individual agency and autonomy, and makes judgements (good or bad) about personal 

identity (Lury, 1996, p. 248). We have already seen within product behaviour how the design 

of a product and its behaviour aesthetically and functionally can also fulfil the need for 

individual social identity by designing products for use in particular environments and 

functions. Freedom of choice is already accounted for within this context as would be the 

economic choice of consumer need to fit a budget and still meet relative acceptable levels of 

performance quality and sustainability.  

While many of the products designed and produced may increase the ‘perception’ of available 

choice, in reality, much of this choice is either surplus or simply of little or no use-value in 

relation to any real or artificially created need on behalf of the consumer. The consumer is no 

better off with this increased level of choice and when poor quality, quantity and unnecessary 

gadgets are taken into account and aligned with the potential damage in terms of wasteful use 
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of materials and waste in terms of disposable products to our environment. In fact, the 

consumer is actually worse off in the long run. Choice should relate to the functions that the 

consumer is seeking to address as a focus of real need. According to Trentmann, retailers could 

easily assist in directing the consumer. He states that retailers were originally trained to 

educate consumers and motivate them to buy goods of higher quality. Trentmann further 

argues that retailers and salespersons should help the consumer not to buy as much as 

possible, but to choose the right products (Trentmann, 2006, p. 149/163). Jackson believes 

that individual consumers are assumed to be in the best position to judge their own needs. 

Before being able to make any such decisions, however, the consumer must at least be 

presented with relevant choices, yet, according to Jackson, millions of people face too narrow 

a range of consumption options, which prevents them from enlarging their capabilities 

(Jackson, 2006, p. 32). Jackson understands narrowness of relevant choices as being restrictive 

to the consumer where relevant choice could be described as that which has a useful function 

or provides a variation on useful function, in relation to a specific need or needs.  All too often 

the variation in choice provided to the consumer is gizmos or novelty based additions, with 

little or no useful or relevant function. The lowest common denominator of this could be seen 

as a form of popular ‘bling’. 

Distinction by Bourdieu is a social critique of taste and argues that is the way in which culture 

has been constructed in the past by the dominant classes so as to view that which is ‘popular’ 

as ‘low’, ‘vulgar’ or ‘common’ (Bourdieu, 1979, p. 251). 

However, I believe that the range of irrelevant consumption options is far too wide, satisfies 

the need of consumer habit or addiction, and only adds to the confusion of choice. What is 

required is a more focused and considered range of product design options. Asch et al., argue 

that a consumer’s choice is the result of a complex interplay of cultural, social, personal, and 

psychological factors (Asch & Wolfe, 2001, p. 26). However, without a product range designed 

to suit different behavioural requirements within the same or different environments, the 

complex interplay described by Asch et al., may not be properly addressed. De Mooij claims 

that individuals are assumed to be able to use reason to make personal choices (De Mooij, 

2004, p. 102) and this suggests that the consumer could be satisfied in terms of choice and 

final selection within a limited range of sustainable or ‘green’ commodity options that address 

identity and functional needs at any point in time. Shove et al. argue that we should not 

commodify the environment, that is, not imbue unsustainable existing products with green 

credentials at varying levels for commercial purposes, where manufacturers use green 

credentials in pursuit of higher sales, product differentiation and more precise niche marketing 

(Shove, 2003, p. 6). Shove et al. believe this tries to “duck” the question of sustainability and it 

could be argued that it is only likely to increase the problem if left to manufacturers and 

producers. Again, this seems to indicate the role of design to both determine and design future 

sustainable products to redirect consumer behaviour that are also able to meet and satisfy the 

consumer need of identity through culture, sub-culture and fetish in addition to function. 
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4.7 Culture, Subculture and Fetish 

Looking at the limits of satisfaction in terms of needs and commodities, Leiss says that identity 

is directly tied up with culture and sub-culture. According to Leiss, humans are innately social 

animals with an extraordinary capacity for developing those symbolic representations that are 

summed up in the term ‘culture’ (Leiss, 1978, p. 61). Clarke et al. state that ‘authentic’ 

subcultures are largely constructed by the media, members of subcultures acquiring a sense of 

themselves and their relation to the rest of society from the way they are represented in the 

media (Clarke et al., 2003, p. 153). Viewed in this way, one can see how cultures and 

subcultures identify themselves through the ‘identity’ of the things they use and the 

environments within which they use them. This could be defined as niche marketing, especially 

in the case of subcultures, and Holt indicates that subcultures and movements dramatise their 

social-change ideologies through the particulars of their lifestyles and political actions (Holt & 

Cameron, 2010, p. 131). If viewed from the perspective of design, it is possible to see how, on 

the one hand, the function of a product being tied up with identity also forms a connection 

with culture. On the other hand, it is possible to see how a culture of sustainability could also 

be incorporated into the design product behaviour for a particular culture or subculture 

without necessarily impacting in a negative way upon the nature of a culture or sub-culture. 

For all intents and purposes, this effectively takes the impact of design upon the product to a 

different level.  

Krippendorff reasons that designers may not be able to alter culture directly as he claims the 

social construction is just too big, but equally he asserts that they cannot avoid contributing to 

changes in culture because their proposals create artefacts that afford certain practices of 

living and discourage others (Krippendorff, 2006, p. 175). In a sense, it could be said that 

designers have never deliberately set out to alter culture directly. They do, however, set out to 

improve the quality of life within their service industry role and in this role will, from time to 

time, design a product whose behaviour could be seen as altering a part of culture (again, the 

mobile phone and four-wheel-drive example is relevant). However, what Krippendorff refers 

to here could be interpreted as either the negative or positive use of product behaviour, 

influencing culture through subculture, identity and codes of the individual consumer.  

Designers use cultural codes in two ways: the first is to provide a simplistic or basic theme that 

can be comprehended at the lowest common denominator (Figure 7). This tends to be the 

more negative use of cultural codes used and often misused, not only in the design of a 

product but also in the design of interiors and film sets to provide the viewer with easily 

translatable and understandable design signatures. The second way is through design 

development, refinement or contemporary re-interpretation of visual cultural codes that 

enhance the cultural understanding in contemporary terms and generally provide for positive 

behavioural qualities. Holt claims that cultural codes provide a short-hand for consumers, 

allowing them to more easily understand and experience the intended meanings. What usually 

differentiates more “artistic” and avant-garde expressions is that they ignore, challenge, play 

with or purposely mangle cultural codes. (Holt & Cameron, 2010, p. 175). What Holt describes 

here is the difference between misuse of cultural codes as a designer ‘theme’ described above, 

as opposed to a more sophisticated and subtle use or distillation of cultural codes to create 

new interpretations for designed artefacts with a contemporary visual signature that connects 
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with the individual subcultural consumer. Krippendorff points out that newly designed 

artefacts rarely or simply replace old designs. They seek and encourage the emergence of 

somewhat different environments, initiate shifts within their cultural complexes, cause chain 

reactions throughout the larger ecology, and, therefore, need to withstand the self-protective 

responses by those affected (Krippendorff, Spring 1989, p. 37). What Krippendorff describes 

here is the impact of a commodity as a designed artefact that is worshipped beyond reason 

within a culture or cultures and in doing so, how it has become a fetish. 

       

Figure 7 Charbonnel et Walker Ltd, Union Flag Truffles Method Mickey Mouse (Disney) 

Examples of lowest-common-denominator cultural codes used in design of product and packaging 

 

Lury looks at the growth in consumer demand and in particular appropriation or reification, 

this is in contrast to the common definition of fetishism, which Marx understood and used to 

describe the distinguishing or masking of commodities. This is where the appearance of goods 

hides the story of those who made them and how they made them (Lury, 1996, p. 41). Today, 

little has changed in the commercial search to minimise production costs and take advantage 

of cheap labour for production in third-world countries around the globe. We are presented 

here with two valid definitions of fetishism. However, there is a third and that is fetishism as 

understood from the perspective of design, and, in the case of this research, the relationship 

between product behaviour and consumer behaviour. From the viewpoint of design, fetishism 

is more about the design of three-dimensional branding and the identity of the product 

designed to connect with the beliefs, attitudes and aspirations of the consumer as the end-

user and within the culture or sub-culture within they exist. In this sense, design creates 

products as artefacts to either fit with existing beliefs, or has the potential to design products 

that become artefacts that can challenge existing beliefs and attitudes to encourage new 

cultures. Designers repeatedly demonstrate the ability to conceive and create products that 

are desired, wanted and eventually translated into a ‘real’ need by the consumer. It has the 

ability to design and create products that are to all intents and purposes worshipped within 

culture and become part of culture. 

Lury also brings attention to the related point made by many Marxists that the fetishism of the 

commodity in modern society is strategically manipulated in the practices of packaging, 

promotion and advertising (Lury, 1996, p. 42). Once again, there are two issues to be 
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considered: the first is that manipulation in practices of packaging, promotion and advertising 

are only effective if the experience of the product lives up to the expectations or claims made 

through marketing and advertising. If not, the consumer will know they have been misled and 

eventually reject the commodity in question. The second issue is that what is being referred to 

here by Marxists relates to FMCG—truly consumable items that are used up in one sense or 

another, such as foodstuffs and liquids, etc. This also highlights the limited understanding of 

those with regards to the design of a product and product behaviour, because the product will 

eventually fail if its quality does not meet consumer expectations in relation to the claims of 

quality made by marketing and advertising. 

 

4.8 The Meaning of Quality in Design 

Solomon et al. state that perceptions of quality are almost impossible to define as no one 

really knows what it means (Solomon et al., 2010, p. 278). However, we can begin with 

Aristotle who defined ‘quality’ as meaning two things. The first is “the differentia of the 

essence”, for example, he writes, man is an animal of a certain quality, because he is two-

footed, and the horse is so because it is four-footed; and a circle is a figure of particular 

quality, because it is without angles, which shows that the essential differentia is a quality. 

There is another sense in which it applies to the unmovable objects of mathematics; the sense 

in which numbers have a certain quality, for example, the composite numbers that are not in 

one dimension only (McKeon, 1941, p. 767).  

Taking Aristotle’s first definition, it could be argued that the quality of a product will be 

inherent within the materials with which it is constructed or fabricated, the way in which it is 

engineered: the reliability of the technology used for its operation, the particular ergonomic 

design, functional design and physical use, the quality of interaction between the product and 

the user and of course the overall aesthetic quality in terms of visual appeal. These are the 

qualities of any product both as a whole, its gestalt and separately as the various parts that go 

to make up the whole and allow the product to perform its function. The second definition 

suggests or implies a unique quality or character in terms of what the certain numbers are able 

to do, and, according to Aristotle, can work on many different levels. What is described here 

could apply to a product’s performance quality, in the sense of what it can do or is designed to 

do, and also to the fact that often a product can be used to perform in differing ways beyond 

its intended or designed use. One can also consider here how the quality of life can be altered 

through the quality of the product; on the positive side is the potential for a function to be 

made easier and/or faster, and on the negative side is the potential for the production and 

ownership of the product as well as its operation to impact upon the well-being of the planet, 

in terms of wastage of resources, waste materials and pollution. From the standpoint of 

design, there is a third definition of ‘quality’ or ‘perceived quality’, which, in many ways, 

relates to Aristotle’s definitions but can mean many more things. 

In researching how to define quality (Reeves & Bednar, 1994) looked at the alternatives and 

the implications of quality—quality as excellence, quality as value, and quality of conformance, 

where quality was defined to either meet or exceed the consumers’ expectations. This 
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culminated with the quality of product and service being defined as having characteristics of 

marketing, engineering, manufacture and maintenance. Reeves et al. state that the first five 

primary uses of the term are: 

(1) Marketplace Quality and the degree to which a specific product satisfies the wants of 

the user 

(2) Quality of Design and the degree to which a class of products possesses potential 

satisfaction for people generally 

(3) Quality of Conformance and the degree to which a specific product conforms to design 

or specification 

(4) Consumer Preference and the degree to which a specific product is preferred over 

competing products of equivalent grade 

(5) Quality Characteristic, the distinguishing feature of a grade of product in terms of 

appearance, performance, length of life, dependability, reliability, durability, 

materiality and taste. (Reeves & Bednar, 1994, pp. 424 - 425) 

The research and the definitions listed above are all based upon providing the consumer with 

what they want; however, as I have shown, what consumers want transforms into needs, 

which also constantly change with time. This relationship between want (as need) and quality 

suggests that expectations of what quality is will also alter over time. As I previously argued, in 

the case of new or innovative products, the consumer does not know what they want until the 

designer conceives of, designs, and produces the ‘desirable’ product. The consumer, in terms 

of ‘wants’, can only live in the present and the past, similarly to marketing, based upon what 

they already know and have already experienced physically and/or visually. 

Asch et al., point out that physical appearance is very highly correlated with perceived quality 

and that the innovation record of the supplier as reflected in the continuous upgrading of 

products enhances consumers’ perceptions of quality product (Asch & Wolfe, 2001, p. 31). 

Within this high correlation of perceived quality there are two issues at play. The first is where 

the level of the external aesthetic design in the form of a new product suggests a direct 

relation to the potential of upgrades or design improvements in other areas of the product 

concerned. In other words, a totally new concept suggests a total rethink of the individual 

parts as well as design as a whole, whereas limited cosmetic changes suggest limited number 

of other design upgrades in other areas. The second issue returns to ‘designed’ artificial 

obsolescence to increase demand and is clearly apparent in both a total redesign as well as a 

partial upgrade where the manufacturer uses the external aesthetic of new features and style 

to visibly demonstrate the latest product and, at the same time, show that the immediate past 

product is now obsolete by comparison.  

MacKenzie believes that consumer attitudes to new features and styles may change, and 

resistance may build up to short-life products, making it easier for manufacturers to build to 

last (MacKenzie, 1991, p. 32). However, if Asch et al., are correct in their argument, it is an 

interesting observation as this suggests the consumer interprets obsolescence in terms of a 

standard of quality. Solomon et al. state that the power of quality claims is most evident when 

a company’s product fails (Solomon et al., 2010, p. 279). This argument returns us to earlier 

Heidegger thinking on the subject and inconspicuous usefulness where one takes the product 
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for granted, and are not aware of it until it fails in some way, which becomes an issue of 

quality of reliability and lack of performance. However, are we not so much defining quality as 

the ‘idea’ of quality? Having now tried to define quality from the perspective of design, Fry 

demands that the idea of ‘quality’ needs to be rethought (Fry, 2011, p. 205) and this could be 

achieved by expanding the concept of product quality on a number of levels. For example, this 

could be in relation to sustainability, where the quality of construction, engineering, 

technology and materials are based upon sustainable practices in relation to finite materials 

and the environment. Where the quality of the product also relates to its ability to be updated, 

to be customised, to be recycled; where its use does not pollute or cause unnecessary 

environmental damage and where it addresses a ‘real’ need. It could be argued that these are 

all behavioural qualities of the product. 

 

4.9 Conclusion 

De Mooij defines ‘personality’ as the sum of the qualities and characteristics of being a person 

(De Mooij, 2004, p. 120) and a similar definition could be applied to product behaviour and, in 

turn, to the visual and/or physical interaction between the product and the consumer. I have 

pointed to the relationship between product behaviour and product design, and that the latter 

is much more than its external aesthetic appeal, which is the point at which most 

commentators and academics tend to finish when debating ‘design’ and design in terms of 

marketing and advertising. I have shown that the design of the product—its three-dimensional 

branding and the product behaviour designed therein—is not simply a variation of semiotics, 

but, as Krippendorff describes, is product semantics.  

In design, the use of materials is not simply restricted to aesthetic decisions or ‘decoration’. 

The look and feel of materials speak to the consumer as a potential user as part of the 

construction to provide meaning on a number of different levels. This is about the nature and 

quality of the products, health and safety and how to use the product, there is also the design 

of function, ergonomics, usability, performance, maintenance, customising and sustainability. 

These all provide information or messages for the consumer as the potential user, in addition 

to social and individual meaning gleaned from ownership or possession and, according to 

Vihma, messages for the user must be designed (Vihma, 1995, p. 38). 

In this chapter, I have shown how products are both part of existing systems and can also 

create new and different systems and how this can translate into new patterns of 

consumption. Forty provides the example of the automobile and the plane, arguing that they 

have become symbols of the nation’s scientific imagination and a vital part of its psychology, 

establishing trends and influencing people in everything they buy (Forty, 1986, p. 199). It 

becomes clear how our needs, real or otherwise, constantly change and how it is increasingly 

difficult for the consumer to differentiate between ‘real’ needs and artificially created needs 

where the role of design in this has been played so successfully that the consumer perceives 

any use or supposed application of design in any product from the viewpoint of quality. This 

then is a potentially positive perception that design could build upon if it can determine ‘real’ 

needs and design products accordingly. Lury cites Baudrillard who argues that it is impossible 
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to establish what ‘real’ needs are; indeed, Baudrillard suggests that there are no given 

essential or ‘real’ needs for humans and that the distinction between ‘true’ and ‘false’ needs is 

impossible to sustain. Rather, all needs are always socially created (Lury, 1996, p. 68). 

Baudrillard’s argument is based upon how a contemporary service-industry design 

methodology operates within a political economy of continuous growth.  If Baudrillard is 

correct, then a re-directed design methodology or process would also provide a pathway 

towards making a distinction between true and false needs at any point in time using the social 

construct as pathfinders rather than as part of a service industry. 

In this chapter, I have also examined consumer behaviour and identified the importance of 

individual identity and social meaning that the consumer gleans from products. At the same 

time, I have shown the design of the product and its behaviour as three-dimensional branding 

as vital. From the viewpoint of design, desire, want and need have been identified as differing 

stages, but at the same time, related; progressive stages of consumer behaviour initiated by 

product design and the product behaviour designed therein as the consumer moves through 

these stages to final selection or choice.  

I have also demonstrated the important relationship between product behaviour and its 

influence on consumer behaviour as well as its potential to redirect consumer behaviour 

through the use of design. In turn, I have identified the altered interactive experience of a 

more sustainable product. This relates well to Foxall ‘s argument that in behavioural science, 

learning refers to any change in behaviour that comes about as a result of experience (Foxall, 

1977, p. 47).  

Finally, it has been found that the design of product behaviour is directly related to design 

methodology and process and that design should now be considered in terms of being a third 

science in addition to psychology and physiology. Merleau-Ponty points out that psychology 

and physiology are no longer two parallel sciences, but two accounts of behaviour, the first 

concrete, the second abstract. As he writes:  

The physiologist for his part has to rid himself of the realistic prejudice which all the 
sciences borrow from common sense, and which hampers them in their development. 
The changed meaning of the terms ‘elementary’ and ‘more advanced’ in modern 
physiology proclaims a changed philosophy. The scientist too must learn to criticise the 
idea of an external world in itself, since the facts themselves prompt him to abandon 
that of the body as a transmitter of messages. The sensible is what is apprehended with 
the senses. (Merleau-Ponty, 1962, p. 10) 
  

I argue here that design is also about behaviour and could be seen as posited in the middle 

between the concrete and the abstract—between psychology and physiology. What is 

required is a move from the design of reactive product behaviour to proactive product 

behaviour, something that I will flesh out in more detail in the next chapter.
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Chapter 5: From Reactive Product Behaviour to Proactive 

Product Behaviour – What to Design 

5.1 The Design Process 

Having discussed the influence of product behaviour on consumer behaviour in the previous 

chapter, in this chapter I demonstrate how it is possible to move from the design of reactive 

product behaviour to the design of proactive product behaviour in the form of desirable 

sustainable products. In the first part I consider the issue of “What to Design?”, which in turn 

raises the question of “Why Design?” to show how it is possible to determine and identify real 

need against artificial or the commercially created need of consumer products today.  This is 

not to restrict or compromise the design of future products but rather to provide designers 

with a methodology and strategy to determine the design of products that are truly 

sustainable. By asking the question “what does this place require designers to do?”, I also 

demonstrate that a positive design response to working with the environment rather than a 

dominating fortress mentality will eventually develop a significant socially responsible 

consumer society through the design of proactive product behaviour. 

“How to Design” forms the basis of the following chapter 6 and provides the ‘redirected’ 

methodology for future designers that I propose. This demonstrates how the design 

methodology is to change, but at the same time also shows how this can be achieved through 

the use of existing design processes, including design thinking, three-dimensional branding and 

its relationship with desire, want, need and meaning. The product is analysed from a number 

of different dimensions and contexts, including social and physical needs, to show how these 

can be utilised as part of the redirected design process. The role and relationship of design 

with regards to art, science and technology is discussed as this is an important factor in 

transforming the way in which designers think in the future. This is a strategy on how to design 

in the future to create sustainable products that will not only make practical sense to the 

consumer but will also be highly desirable over non-sustainable products.   

The commonly held perception is that the general current design process or methodology has 

developed, with a few exceptions, into a problem-solving and aesthetic-enhancement service 

industry that responds to the specific commercial needs of retail manufacturing and 

production. In the Design of Everyday Life, Shove et al. argue that designers are generally 

employed by commercial enterprises that are attracted by the idea of adding perceived value 

in order to drive up prices and profit margins (Shove, et al., 2007, p. 151). According to Fry, the 

design profession, in all its diversity, is unambiguously a service industry bonded to the 

economic status quo (Fry, 2011, p. 76).  

Susann Vihma reflects upon the typical universal view of product design as a form of styling or 

cosmetic finish to technical construction (Vihma, 1995, p. 15); however, I argue that this is an 

inaccurate perception of the contemporary product designer. Many of the early industrial 

designers began as ‘stylists’, focusing on meaning and signification. This has continually 

developed, and today, product designers are concerned with both the internal and external 

design of a product, including ease and effectiveness of function and use, ergonomics, intuitive 

operation, and so on. Krippendorff argues that defining design as problem-solving is a common 
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reaction even within the design profession and that this commits designers to a technical 

rationality that is more related to engineering (Krippendorff, 2006, p. 26). Forty highlights the 

external influence of the entrepreneur and others upon the design process by arguing that 

although designers may prepare designs, the responsibility for carrying them out rests with the 

entrepreneur. He describes how in the development of a manufactured article, it is normal for 

a range of preliminary designs to be prepared, from which one is chosen by the entrepreneur 

to be worked up for production (Forty, 1986, p. 241).  

It becomes apparent that the potential of the design methodology is often not clearly 

understood by those both outside and sometimes inside of the design industry. Those who 

then try to utilise its capability perceive design at best as some sort of final value-adding 

addition and at worst as a superficial beautification process. When considered in terms of 

product behaviour, the blend of misuse and external influence upon the design process 

becomes visibly evident in terms of the range of products designed. This is also more evident 

as those products are conceived and designed for commercial retail purposes rather than for 

the purpose of usefulness or their use-value. However, I argue that it is possible to begin to 

redirect the design process or design methodology in order to redirect the product design and 

thus its behaviour. I also argue that the existing design process or methodology can free itself 

from this misuse and external influence at the same time. This will only be achieved by 

effectively moving design from its current service-industry role to that of an ontological path-

finding role.  

In theory, this would mean relocating the control of decisions regarding what is to be designed 

squarely within the frame of the design process or methodology, along with the decision of 

how it should be designed. According to Willis, the ontological design process based upon Fry’s 

meta-category understanding of design comprises the following three elements (Willis, 2005, 

p. 94): 

 the design object – the material or immaterial outcome of designing 

 the design process – the system, organisation, conduct and activity of designing 

 the design agency – the designer, design instruction in any medium or mode of 

expression and the designed object itself as it acts on its world 

Considering these three elements within the context of this research regarding product 

behaviour, they effectively reduce into the two basic aspects or elements of the design 

methodology or process described above; that is, what to design and how to design it. The 

design object would be posited within the ‘what’ and the design process and agency would be 

both posited within the ‘how’. I will describe these in detail below. 

 

5.2 What to Design? 

When the question ‘what to design?’ is asked, implied is the question of ‘why design it?’ For 

Heidegger, ‘how’ we ask the primary question is always critical to where it eventually leads us 

and thus it becomes necessary to establish parameters or guidelines based upon what I have 

already discussed in the earlier chapters to determine the ‘why’ correctly.  
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Firstly, I have established that design in the future has to respond to a ‘real’ need rather than a 

perceived or manufactured need and the importance of quality over quantity. But this raises 

the question of how we determine what a real need is. Secondly, I have demonstrated that 

‘real’ needs continually change over time, due in part to changing circumstances, environment 

and technology. This in turn, suggests we have to design for future needs and not to 

necessarily base our thinking on what has occurred in the past or is even occurring at the 

present time. In terms of his study of innovative breakthroughs, Harman argues a similar 

position about designing for future needs that often relies upon historical data that has little 

relevance to the future. He draws attention to what he believes is limited thinking of 

Heideggerian and refers to those in the past and the present who misuse or misinterpret the 

work of Heidegger himself. As an example, Harman recalls the words of Theodor Nelson, who 

suggested that the Pentagon is often accused of ‘planning for the last war’ (Harman, 2002, p. 

154).  

Imagining or predicting variable futures and, more specifically, future needs fits well within the 

role of design and the design methodology or process. Simply put, this is exactly the role of 

design and what design currently attempts to do every day. The only real difference is that of 

the controlling and limiting influence of those who want to pursue purely commercial retail 

needs of selling quantity rather than quality to the consumer masses.  

Writing on the production of quantity discount goods for stores in America, Clayton M. 

Christensen notes that the focus was on products that ‘sold themselves’ because customers 

already knew how to use them (Christensen, 1997, p. 111). This suggests no real innovation 

and that any need is purely economic—for the consumer as an inexpensive product and for 

the entrepreneur as the creation of profit. Dreyfus and Dreyfus also see these products that 

sold themselves as a form of consumer intuition and argue that intuition or know-how, as we 

understand it, is neither wild guessing nor supernatural inspiration, but the sort of ability we 

all use all the time as we go about our everyday tasks (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1986, p. 29).  

The problem faced here is the nature of production of quantity/discount levels of product, 

whereby any design methodology, process and product behaviour is inevitably articulated 

towards the lowest common denominator of intuition or know-how, whereas the consumer is 

more than capable of using intuition at much greater intellectual levels and would probably 

find the consumer challenge both invigorating and substantially more satisfying for a quality 

product that quantity based upon a logic of production. Lury also points out that we now live 

in a society in which the logic of production is no longer paramount; instead the logic of 

signification is all-important (Lury, 1996, p. 69). This argument more accurately reflects the 

contemporary understanding of consumer attitude and the need for meaning, where, in this 

scenario, meaning could be claimed as also being an important part of the use-value of a 

product or artefact from the perspective of product behaviour.  

Krippendorff’s description of the ‘semantic turn’ makes it clear that artefacts must make sense 

to most of those (and ideally, to all) who have a stake in them (Krippendorff, 2006, p. 26). To 

make sense, the product requires meaning on the many different levels already studied and 

discussed in earlier chapters. To reiterate, this includes that the product is clearly capable of 

performing the function for which it is designed; the product attains a certain understandable 
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and acceptable standard of reliability and quality in performing that function; and the product, 

through aesthetics or three-dimensional branding, reflects perceived positive attributes upon 

the owner/user in terms of meaning and identification. Shove et al. argue that products need 

to be tied to practice and that the approach to product design should centre not on objects, or 

users and consumers, but on the more encompassing dynamics of practice (Shove, et al., 2007, 

p. 134). While this is another way of saying that a function should be designed for a real need, 

the previous chapters have demonstrated how it is possible to address meaning at the same 

time through the design of a product for a real need when determining what to design.  

Product semantics, according to Krippendorff, is the study of the symbolic qualities of man-

made forms in the context of their use and the application of this knowledge to industrial 

design (Krippendorff & Butter, 1984, p. 1). He also argued much later in Design Making Sense 

of Things that no one can presume that form (the designer’s objective meaning) and (the 

user’s) meaning are the same; hence, the need for product semantics to study how they relate 

(Krippendorff, Spring 1989, p. 15). Krippendorff is referring to what I have described as three-

dimensional branding and if one considers both the impact and experience of two-dimensional 

graphic branding in terms of three-dimensional branding, it could be reasoned that the 

relationship between the designers’ meaning and the interpretation of that by the consumer 

may never be identical. However, as long as the meaning makes sense in terms of the tool and 

the environment in which it is to function, the product will have an impact. Again, I have 

shown that in so designing as part of a re-directed design methodology, the need for meaning 

can also be satisfied.  

Papanek states it is the ultimate job of design to transform human beings’ environment and 

tools and, by extension, humans themselves. Humans have always changed themselves and 

their surroundings, but, recently, science, technology, and mass production have advanced so 

radically that changes are more rapid, more thorough, and often less predictable (Papanek, 

1984, p. 28). We can no longer afford to simply and blindly design more throw-away or 

disposable things; we need to determine where we are and more accurately predict why, what 

and how we design for the future. This is where properly conceived design research 

methodology is required to determine future product concept behaviour and its impact upon 

consumer behaviour to provide viable future direction.  

 

5.2.1 Preliminary Design Research Methodology 

In this scenario of design research, the designer is posited with the responsibility to determine 

what to design, and the preliminary purpose of design research is to do just that by 

determining ‘real’ need. However, ‘real’ need is created out of a ‘real’ problem and, equally, a 

real problem is created out of a ‘real’ need; thus preliminary design research has to begin with 

the isolation of a ‘real’ problem in relation to a ‘real’ functional need or practice. At this point, 

we are not searching for a solution to a problem, but defining the ‘real’ problem through a 

redirected design research methodology or process. This process requires the designer to 

become both conductor and filter for all possible issues surrounding a problem. Papanek 

argues that the industrial (or product) designer has become the team synthesist, a position to 

which they have been elevated by the default of people from other disciplines (Papanek, 1984, 
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p. 29). This suggests that there is general acceptance regarding the role of design to find a way 

forward through a range of conflicting or contrasting issues by taking into account all the 

different issues and viewpoints to determine where a ‘real’ problem may lie.  

Moeller in Luhmann Explained describes this role “as the epistemologist who becomes 

him/herself a rat in the labyrinth and has to reflect on the position from which he/she 

observes the other rats” (Moeller, 2006, p. 72). This means putting oneself into the shoes of 

others and is essentially a traditional and typical design methodology or process that uses a 

blend of logic and creativity when researching the design of a product and its potential 

behaviour. According to J. M. Robson in the Collected Works of John Stuart Mill, logic is 

described as the common judge and arbiter of all particular investigations. Logic, he argues, 

does not undertake to find evidence, but to determine whether it has been found. Logic 

neither observes, nor invents, nor discovers, but judges (Robson, 1963-1991, p. 10). Design 

research that uses logic as understood in this way is capable of judging the evidence for the 

existence of a real problem. 

A re-directed design research methodology (Figure 8) would have to constantly function on a 

number of different levels to consider all possibilities. At this preliminary stage it should never 

be limited to a single or individual viewpoint; rather, it must constantly and significantly alter 

its strategy. In discussing the Propensity of Things, Jollien argues that the ideal described here 

is precisely that of the military strategist, who constantly redeploys the army at his disposal, 

making it “now a dragon, now a snake” and “never using a fixed formation”. This makes it 

possible for him to never to be where expected (Jollien, 1995, p. 156); however, in the case of 

design research methodology, this allows a design team to not only consider all possibilities, 

but to also bring differing understandings. In Design for Product Understanding, Mono argues 

that when a group of people look at an object, it introduces a necessary disruptive quality as 

none of them see exactly the same thing. While Mono is referring to the product design, I 

would  argue that the same outcome would occur in design research methodology when 

observing potential problems within the context of differing design-research scenarios, and 

that this ensures a more broad spectrum of issues to be considered in trying to understand the 

real problem and define a real need. Mono also argues that understanding is part of what we 

call human cognition; that is, human beings’ ability to perceive and process information from 

their surroundings (Mono, 1997, p. 16 & 42). If this argument is posited within a diverse design 

research team with a relevant range of professions and expertise for the purpose of design 

 

Figure 8 Service industry design methodology versus a redirected design research methodology  
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research, it could be reasoned that we have established the optimum methodology and 

comprehensive range of relevant viewpoints and understanding.  

Christensen’s research into what he terms ‘disruptive innovation’ describes how Toyota 

provides a great example of the power of using the right team for the right purpose 

(Christensen, 2008, p. 205). This suggests that while the designer may be the facilitator within 

design-research process, it is important to create teams from a wide range of fields that reflect 

many of the issues around a particular issue or problem. In this way, it is possible to trial 

different approaches and systems both to understand the nature of each outcome and its 

positive and negative impacts. Ehrenfeld, in discussing a subversive strategy to transform our 

consumer culture, argues that design is a process in which new action-producing structures are 

created and substituted for old ones. In this way, traditional and routine acts can change from 

old, ineffective patterns to new ones that can produce the desired outcomes. On this basis, it 

could be argued that design-research methodology would be relevant in any domain where 

routines are not working, that is, bringing forth the world that the actors envision. In this 

sense, design and learning are connected (Ehrenfeld, 2008, p. 73) 

Ehrenfeld also argues that design is an activity that precedes learning (Ehrenfeld, 2008, p. 73), 

which also suggests an acceptance that design-research methodology provides a new and 

more effective environment, or even regime, to ‘learn from’. Much of what has been argued 

thus far is commonplace and a typical design methodology for contemporary design research. 

The obvious question to pose at this point is, why are designers seemingly unable to fully 

utilise their potential within the existing design research methodology? As has already been 

argued at length, the answer appears to lie in their present role as service providers with the 

pressures and limitations imposed by others for rapid, commercial solutions to perceived 

problems rather than real problems. 

 

5.2.2 What Is a ‘Real’ Problem; A Problem for Whom? 

To consider a problem from the perspective of reactive product behaviour (i.e., where the 

designer is reacting to the commercial needs of others) involves four main players, only two of 

whom determine what the problem is and how it should be resolved. The first key player in 

this traditional example is the client who sees an opportunity to profit from the needs of the 

user, who, in turn, is the second key player. While the designer is often perceived as the third 

main player, he/she has limited influence and this will generally be reactive influence as 

opposed to proactive influence in creating a commercially viable outcome based upon the 

needs of the client and user. Sustainability in its various forms is now the fourth main player, 

but is also influenced by both the client and/or the user rather than by the designer. Figure 1 

demonstrates this in simplistic terms, where these four typical commercial key players are 

highlighted: the view and needs of the client; the view and needs of the end-user; the view of 

the designer; and the needs of limited sustainability. The real problem is thus central to all 

these viewpoints and needs to be considered.  At first sight, this suggests a well-rounded 

approach, however, the reality is very different as many other views are either not considered 

at all or are heavily influenced by the needs and views of the client (Figure 9). The need of the  
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Figure 9 Model showing how the designer is influenced by the client and end user 

end-user is more likely to be a commercially created need as opposed to a ‘real’ need; critical 

decisions on sustainability are at best a token approach where the demands of the client 

directly influence the view of the designer. Sustainable product behaviour will be analysed 

later, however sustainability is introduced here as an important and ‘critical’ viewpoint with a 

more wide and far-reaching perspective than is currently understood or appreciated by many. 

It is not however necessarily the ‘real’ problem in itself. 

It could be reasoned that a problem is perceived in an array of potentially endless ways 

depending upon the perspective of those viewing the problem. In certain circumstances, a 

problem may not even be seen as a problem as such. Does this then suggest that these 

differing perspectives (or viewpoints) could be understood as various problems or issues 

around the real problem? If this is the case then how does one arrive at this central point? 

Does each of the various viewpoints have relative value that adds up to the cause, or are these 

symptoms that simply direct us towards the cause? What does potentially become clear here 

is a need to make an accurate diagnosis of the central problem—that is, a definition of the 
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‘real’ problem—otherwise, one may only treat the symptoms and not the cause or the real 

need. 

Within her journal article on ontological designing and designing worlds, Willis argues that 

design has to solve ‘inherently ill-defined’ problems. Where science is concerned with how 

things are, design is concerned with how things ought to be (Willis, 2005, p. 93). Design can 

investigate ‘ill-defined’ problems under the heading of ‘wicked problems’; Liedtka refers to 

design theorist Horst Rittel who first called attention to what he described as the wicked 

nature of design problems. “Such problems have a unique set of properties”, he argued, “the 

most important of which is that they have no definitive formulation or solution” (Liedtka, 

2004, p. 12). According to Rittel, the definition of the ‘problem’ itself is open to multiple 

interpretations, dependent upon the weltanschauung, or worldview, of the observer, and 

potential solutions are many, with none of them able to be proven to be correct. Rittel’s 

description fits well with much of what I have referred to here, with the one variation—I would 

argue it is necessary to posit ‘potential solutions’: as design research exercises or 

experimentations as hypothesis-gathering models towards the ‘real’ problem.  

Fry argues that ‘solutions’ have to be viewed as even more ungrounded and fabricated than 

‘need’ and that for a solution to be one, it has to be measured against an evaluation of a need 

that is established as actual need (Fry, 1994, p. 41). The definition of a ‘real’ problem is clearly 

linked to that of ‘real’ need; thus the definition of a ‘real’ need will allow the problems likely to 

be associated with it to present themselves as different pathways towards a desired outcome. 

In effect, this allows one to re-determine the ‘real’ need. Liedtka goes on to suggest that the 

scientific method, with its emphasis on cycles of hypothesis-generating and testing and the 

acquisition of new information to continually open up new possibilities, remains central to 

design thinking (Liedtka, 2004, pp. 12-15). This can be seen as the testing of all possible 

solutions to evaluate the outcome and likely impact, which returns the discussion to multiple 

perspectives, trial views or symptoms; a system to provide direction toward a central point or 

the key issues around a desired outcome to meet a real need, and thus to what the real 

problem may be and how to identify it. 

In his work on systems and functions, it appears that Luhmann would agree when he argues 

that the relation between the problem and its solution will not be grasped for its own sake; 

rather, it serves as a connecting thread in the search for functional equivalences (Luhmann, 

1995, p. 53). Dreyfus and Dreyfus see this as framing the “the problem of finding a 

representational form permitting a changing complex world to be efficiently and adequately 

represented”. In simple terms, they describe this framing problem as the problem of keeping 

track of all facts affected by all changes (Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1986, p. 82 & 89). 

Within the contemporary design process or methodology there are any number of decisions 

required to move a concept/design solution forward. However, the premise is that there is 

only a limited number of what could be called ‘critical’ decisions or milestones that impact 

significantly upon the final outcome. This premise is of course based upon the traditional 

model of how designers currently work. The designer, as a service provider, is presented with a 

perceived problem by a third party that has been pre-defined from their particular needs or 

limited viewpoint. The more critical designer will endeavour to research further in a genuine 
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effort to better understand the perceived problem and provide a return brief, which may or 

may not shift the perception closer to identification of the central problem faced by third 

party.  

I would argue that the accurate identification of this central key issue or the definition of a real 

problem is the most critical decision to make at the outset and yet it is already defined and 

decided by others. This effectively leaves the designer to do no more than provide more depth 

to this one-sided view of the problem as described by Heidegger in his study of What Is 

Thinking (Heidegger, 1968, pp. 32-34). The critical flaw in this relationship between designer 

and client is seeing these ‘problems’ presented to the designer as problems in the first place. 

In fact, I would further argue that the designer is not presented with a problem to solve, but  

with a specific need by this third party to be serviced and the design solution eventually 

provided is designed to effectively meet that need. Thus, the designer is not actually solving a 

‘real’ problem, but servicing a specific commercially perceived need, which may be seen as a 

problem from the perspective of the client and/or entrepreneur, but may not meet a real 

need. The question of a ‘problem for whom’ arises here, and again one had to ask: is it possible 

to define a ‘real’ problem as opposed to that which is only a perceived problem using 

traditional design methodology? And, does the commercially driven entrepreneur have the 

ability to do this objectively? 

 

5.2.3 Perspectives: Perceived Problems, Needs and Desires, or ‘Real’ Problems? 

I would propose that like beauty, a problem is only seen within the eye of the beholder; that is, 

each person sees a problem from their individual viewpoint. It is apparent that the designer 

has to be an impartial discoverer of where a ‘real’ problem lies using a design research 

methodology that is free of restriction or limitation by either personal or external influence. 

The alternative is to continually run the risk of simply reacting to perceived problems and 

servicing the needs and desires of others. While it could be reasoned that the latter uses 

design research methodology, it can also be argued that it has become commercially driven 

research and is limited at the outset by the economic needs of the few rather than the use-

value needs of the many. 

Trying to understand the nature of a ‘perceived’ problem could in turn be argued as being that 

which appears immediately obvious. It is something that is seen as a need or creates the 

potential for a need (which in itself seems like ridiculous statement—a need is either there or 

not; it is more likely to be the potential for a desire, which, in itself, may or may not be 

artificially created through spin doctoring, marketing and advertising, and then move to a want 

and then onto a perceived need). In this example, the view of the perceived need, as already 

argued, is constricted, constrained and limited by the narrow viewpoint of those who have 

perceived a need to meet specific personal requirements. It does not by definition necessarily 

meet any real need in relation to a real problem. Any contemporary commercial operation or 

venture will inevitably have a real financial need to make profit; in the present financial 

climate, the argument goes that without profit, a commercial operation or venture cannot 

prosper and develop. Thus, there is a real commercial need to profit, but should profit be the 

focus of the commercial manufacturing operation and be created at the expense of everything 
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else? If so, the cost to the environment is far too high and if this environmental cost was 

included on the financial balance sheet, it could then be that any profit may not actually exist. 

When viewed in terms of product behaviour, the focus should not be to create profit for its 

own sake. I would argue this identifies a potential flaw that creates negative product 

behaviour and thus negative impact upon consumer behaviour, whereby it does not matter 

what is produced as long as it turns a profit in the short-term.  

Miekle argues that the rise of industrial design in America was achieved through the creation 

of artificial need where the consumer was both the accomplice and the victim, manipulated 

yet happy to be so as the end product supposedly justified the means (Meikle, 1979). The 

argument was that strong demand and mass production led to reduced costs to benefit all, but 

at the time the long-term ecological footprint was not taken into account, the damage and the 

real cost of which society is now faced with some eighty years later. The earlier chapters 

demonstrated how the sophisticated communication in today’s marketing, advertising 

techniques and strategies allow the consumer to move easily from desire to want to an 

artificial need and, in doing so, create short-term demand for something based upon a 

perceived problem that is incorrectly identified as a real problem (for the consumer) in an 

effort to satisfy commercial economic needs.  

At this point, I will refer again to two commercial manufacturers that both have a need of 

profit—Triumph Motorcycles and Harley Davidson Motorcycles. The focus for Harley Davidson 

Motorcycles trades purely upon profit generated from historical brand reputation, while for 

Triumph Motorcycles, historical brand reputation exists, but the focus is on product 

development to meet what could be argued as a real need of personal transport rather than 

artificially created consumer need. The former originates from Triumph Motorcycles in the 

United Kingdom, and is a privately owned business. The latter is a company listed on the New 

York Stock Exchange and demonstrates the point that commercial ventures with a focus on 

product behaviour can be more profitable in the longer term. 

For Triumph Motorcycles, the need to make and continually develop a quality product is 

central to their business philosophy. Products are designed to meet real needs within the 

motorcycle transport industry through continual product development. In a rare interview in 

2005, John Bloor, owner of Triumph Motorcycles, stated “if I am proud of anything it’s that 

we’ve kept making little progressions each year. There are no high moments or low moments, 

just continuous improvements” (Simmonds, 2005). This continuous improvement relates to 

every single aspect of their product range as well as an in-depth understanding of their long-

term future customer. Not unlike Apple, Triumph Motorcycles not only understands their past 

and present customers, but are directing consumer behaviour through the design of product 

behaviour for future consumers, using product design research and development as key 

components in the expression of ideas.  

In contrast it is Haug who argues that in the field of design, the expression of ideas is not the 

central issue. This lies in creating ideas in the ever-changing disguises of protean capital. He 

believes it is the very meaninglessness of capitalist design which gives it unlimited freedom 

and the greatest impact. The negative aspect of capitalist design appears as a tremendously 

exaggerated positiveness, its poverty looks like abundance.  The fact that this design does not 
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arise from human needs for useful objects, but solely form the requirements of capital 

valorisation and its instrument of aesthetic innovation, is expressed in its modern style of 

design, under which useful objects cannot maintain a rational and familiar continuity (Haug, 

1971, p. 92). 

In considering a new design philosophy, Fry sees design as one of the most powerful ways to 

understand how a world is pre-figured; how it is made and how it will act (Fry, 1999, p. 22). 

The example of Triumph Motorcycles shows the impact of design from the concept of the 

product through to its direction of marketing and advertising to educate the consumer. This 

not only pre-figures the world of motorcycles and how they are made, but also how this alters 

consumer behaviour through the behaviour of the product. Using design research, rather than 

‘profit’, as the focus for the development of their business, Triumph Motorcycles are able to 

understand both the negative and positive impact of their design solutions in trying to meet 

the future needs of transport for their consumers. Triumph Motorcycles are not only able to 

respond for example to automobile environmental legislation, but are also beginning to lead 

and direct the design and production of motorcycles in this area. The real problem for Triumph 

Motorcycles is to determine how motorcycles (however designed) can be a viable form of 

transport in the future. Through the design development of product behaviour and the 

development of an historical brand reputation this has translated into a strong contemporary 

brand. In the process, this has generated increasing profits.  Even during the 2009/2010 

financial crisis, Triumph Motorcycles continued to prosper and develop despite the fact profit 

for its own sake was not the principal design focus or defined problem.  

In contrast to Triumph Motorcycles’ success, many listed companies, including the Harley 

Davidson Motorcycle Company, nearly suffered a complete financial collapse. To the outside 

observer, it would appear that Harley Davidson is very similar with many commercial parallels 

to Triumph Motorcycles in terms of heritage, product, and brand reputation. However, Harley 

Davidson business philosophy would appear to be distinctly different. Harley Davidson’s 

marketing focuses purely on the heritage of their brand, aiming to generate profit rather than 

promote quality product(s). This is not to suggest that the products themselves are of inferior 

or of poor quality, but the products are generally based upon limited development of old 

technology and retro styling to retain and promote the brand heritage. Design research and 

development is often restricted to the superficial cosmetic in every sense to maintain their 

brand image in a short-term effort to maximise profits to shareholders. While Harley Davidson 

have had opportunity in the past to focus on the product rather than the brand (Figure 10), 

they chose to trade on the past rather than the future (Purvis, 2012).   

During the period of strong financial growth at the start of the twenty-first century and a 

surplus of disposable consumer income, sales of Harley Davidson and brand-related products 

rapidly increased, but when the financial climate changed, the Harley Davidson product and 

brand was not seen as a real and viable form of personal transport or need by the consumer. 

Moreover, it could be argued that it was perceived as something of an unnecessary luxury item 

for most consumers who would be looking for use-value from their personal transport vehicle. 

Thus, this is a product with a principle focus on profit, exploiting and maintaining the heritage 

of the brand. At the same time, Harley Davidson–branded products are restricted or limited 

through the Harley Davidson sign and its meaning in terms of historical branding to a  
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Figure 10 Example of Harley Davidson’s failure to develop their brand and product  

(John Hogan, SUPERBIKE, Blaze Publishing Limited) 
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consumer who owns that brand. Its use-value is even further diminished by a product that 

looks to the past rather than the future and fails to address any real transport need.  

Baudrillard has argued that the sign of the exchange value (valuer d’echange signe) is 

fundamental, and that use-value is often no more than a practical guarantee (or even a pure 

rationalisation). From both a contemporary and design methodology viewpoint, exchange 

value must balance between the meaning as a sign and its use-value. However, as already seen 

in the example of Triumph Motorcycles, ‘real’ meaning through design can come out of a ‘real’ 

and designed use-value. Here the object becomes more than just its actual function to address 

a real need. The value we place on an object relates to its meaning within our life and/or the 

life of others (Baudrillard, 1981, p. 29). While there are other factors beyond design at play 

here, it is not simply the use of design or the act of designing that can make a difference to the 

outcome of a product and its commercial performance. Rather, it is how the design process or 

methodology is utilised and applied. This returns the discussion to the subject of the 

preliminary identification or definition of a ‘real’ need and thus a ‘real’ problem as opposed to 

the partial perspective of a perceived problem, symptom or artificial need as well as the 

responsibility for identifying a ‘real’ problem. 

 

5.2.4 What Is a ‘Real’ Problem and How Can It Be Identified? 

My argument is not that the role of design or that of the designer is solely capable of 

identifying a ‘real’ problem. That role in theory is available to anyone who is able to 

understand and apply a re-directed design research methodology or process; that is, a design 

philosophy and methodology posited in the role of path finding rather than service providing. 

Even within design-related disciplines, there are different methodologies and practices that 

are arguably as potentially effective in defining ‘real’ need and ‘real’ problems. However, 

Papanek states that industrial (or product) design differs from architecture and engineering as 

both routinely solve ‘real’ problems, whereas industrial designers are often used to create new 

ones (Papanek, 1984, p. 215). 

What Papanek describes as ‘real’ problems are in fact the practical problems of construction 

faced everyday by architects and engineers. This is where again one can clearly see that the 

critical decisions to determine what is required have already been made by others. What 

architects and engineers do, in effect, is address the basic problem of construction in the most 

practical way. This is not to suggest that they too are incapable of determining a ‘real’ 

problem, merely that their traditional architectural or engineering design methodology, also as 

a service provider, does not provide the structure to achieve this. Papanek’s suggestion, that 

the role of the industrial or product designer creates new problems, does provide a critical 

insight: that the existing design ‘questioning’ methodology creates more problems than 

answers. In theory, re-directing the design methodology and process would transform the 

perception of creating more problems to that of simply ‘asking more questions’ to eventually 

identify ‘real’ need. It is not critical who actually defines the ‘real’ problem but it is critical that 

it be exhaustively questioned to clearly identify a ‘real’ problem through the identification of a 

‘real’ need.   
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Fry reminds us that ‘need’, however, cannot be viably viewed from one perspective as a 

singular object; he argues that it is itself non-discrete, and bleeds into many other categories— 

demand, necessity, desire, want, poverty and so on (Fry, 1994, p. 42/43). Thus, any need, ‘real’ 

or otherwise, is not only a moving target over time, but its interpretation is continually altered 

depending upon the perspective of the viewer, their circumstance, their location, and their 

place in society. Fry goes on to suggest that, even from his cursory introduction into need it 

should be apparent that to fully interrogate ‘need’ would be a substantial task. If ‘need’ is 

ever-changing, the question is, can it ever really be interrogated in a useful way? Or is it 

muchmore feasible to try to develop a formula or model that allows us to understand how the 

principle of need works from the perspective of product behaviour in any given situation at 

any given time? Hypothesis-generating cycles can then be introduced to test strategies, 

possible solutions, impacts and potential outcomes in relation to the ‘real’ problem and the 

question of need. 

In her paper investigating Strategy As Design, Liedtka proposes that scientific hypothesis-

generating cycles for testing could be seen as design models to open up new possibilities. 

Liedtka believes that this already fits well with the experimental, trial-and-error way in which 

most designers presently arrive at an optimum design solution (Liedtka, 2004, pp. 12-15). The 

existing and contemporary investigative design methodology begins with the designer being 

asked to design something in relation to a ‘perceived’ problem within an existing system, yet it 

has already been argued that the existing design methodology has to be re-directed to 

determine a need. In other words, the evaluation of ‘real’ need and the related problem that 

stems from that need in the first instance has to be complete before the evaluation or decision 

process of ‘what to design’ begins. Thus the experimental process would initially be used to 

test pathways towards the ‘real’ need as opposed to artificial needs and provide results on the 

optimum outcome. This is then used to test a range of possible solutions and produce the 

optimum design solution as described by Liedtka.  

 

5.2.5 ‘Real’ Needs and ‘Artificial’ Needs 

As already argued, artificial needs can in part be created through obsolescence, and 

Baudrillard, within his study of System of Objects, cites three examples that were discussed in 

the previous chapter—obsolescence of function; obsolescence of quality; and obsolescence of 

desirability. In drawing attention to ‘gizmos’, Baudrillard also argues that there is something 

immoral about an object whose exact purpose one does not know (Baudrillard, 1968, p. 114 & 

145). This points to another way to create artificial obsolescence and artificial need—the 

introduction of more features into a product that often have little, if any, relevance to the 

product’s performance and thus may even be realistically pointless in providing any real or 

lasting consumer satisfaction.  

Leiss, in discussing the limits of satisfaction, adds another dimension to artificial need, arguing 

that consumer-oriented design is highly selective in what it chooses to express of consumers’ 

ideas and beliefs, with a strong tendency to relate only to those problems of consumers’ lives 

that the product concerned stands a good chance of being able to banish. Naturally, according 

to Leiss, it is much easier to banish false or mythical problems rather that real ones (Leiss, 
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1978, p. 221).Thorpe highlights a different perspective on the subject of artificial need when 

she argues that rational, free and individual choice is undermined by the need to own 

something even though it may be rarely used, for example, power tools, cars and washing 

machines (Thorpe, 2012, pp. 51-53).  I would argue that cars are often over-used over short 

distances or inefficiently used to transport a single person from the perspective of artificial 

need, whereas washing machines would highlight an efficient use of a product and a real need 

in contemporary society 

I propose that the criteria to identify artificial need appear relatively straightforward when 

viewed from the perspective of the consumer and it may be that this also provides another 

avenue or way of determining exactly what a ‘real’ need for the consumer is. Shove et al. also 

highlight the commercial argument that business success depends upon really understanding 

the consumer, and on designing goods and services that really meet consumer needs and that 

this is consistent with the dominant discourse of product-centred design or what is now known 

as ‘user-centred design’ (Shove, et al., 2007, p. 128).  

At this point, I would argue that this viewpoint is misplaced or skewed towards user-centred 

design. This is where a functional solution in the guise of a desirable object is used as the 

foundation for the design of how a product is to be used, ergonomically, efficiently and so on. 

While there is no argument about the importance of a user-friendly, labour-saving product, 

the main design priority should focus on the need or problem and not the end-user. This is not 

to ignore the end-user but rather determine a hierarchal order in design methodology that 

posits the user and the environment in the correct order. Forty agrees with this assessment, 

arguing that when it came to labour-saving devices, clearly, the most important requirements 

of a design is that the appliances should operate efficiently, be easy to use, and quick to 

assemble or dismantle (Forty, 1986, p. 216). I argue that by focusing on the end-user and the 

labour-saving nature of a product, any ‘real’ need and problem would tend to be ignored. 

From the viewpoint of design, the user should not be the prime focus at the outset; the prime 

focus should be the ‘real’ need and the ‘real’ problem to be addressed. This also defines the 

importance and relevance of the environment that supports us. How the design thinking 

around any actual product and function should directly relate to that environment. Again the 

question becomes what is the ‘real’ need and problem to be addressed?  

According to Ehrenfeld, what is happening here is a case of simply resolving the problem. He 

sees this as an acceptance of the conditions that created the problem in the first place.  This is 

also a case of solving the problem through research which again only considers the part of the 

problem that can be solved within an existing framework. Ehrenfeld argues for the need to 

dissolve the problem, which he sees as something quite different. Dissolvers idealise rather 

than optimise, because the objective is to produce long-lasting satisfaction or at least get them 

back on track to attain their vision (Ehrenfeld, 2008, pp. 72-73). 

Returning to the question of what is a ‘real’ need and how to define it, Shove, like many 

others, argues that need constantly alters and suggests that by looking ahead, what people 

take to be normal is immensely malleable. There are no fixed measures of comfort and 

cleanliness and it is perfectly possible that future concepts will be less resource-intensive than 

those of today. The real environmental risk is not that services will be redefined (this happens 
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all the time), but that there will be sweeping, cross-cultural convergence in what people take 

to be normal ways of life, and a consequent locking in of demand for the resources on which 

these ways depend (Shove, 2003, p. 199). This argument seems to assume that people are 

locked into a consumer behaviour dependent upon existing resources. However, if we view 

this from product behaviour and the alteration of the design of product behaviour in the 

future, it could be contended that any ‘normal’ way of life could be redirected towards 

renewable resources to meet every day consumer needs.  

Research into consumers’ needs generally originate from the focus or commercial viewpoint of 

the consumer and all related consumer behaviour therein; however the intention of my 

research is to understand ‘need’ from the viewpoint of design and product behaviour. Shove et 

al. provide an explanation of typical consumer behavioural approach when they argue that 

people generally buy what they ‘need’ for the job in hand. In thinking about exactly what is 

consumed, when and why, it is important to notice that individual components are typically 

useless until brought together in appropriate relation with other artefacts through an active 

process of assembly (Shove, et al., 2007, p. 51). In other words, for every need there is rarely a 

single item or tool required to solve the problem; rather, there is a range of related things or 

additional needs to solve a real problem. But here again, this is looking at ‘need’ from the 

viewpoint of the consumer and not from that of design.  

However, this also suggests that in trying to determine a ‘real’ problem and ‘real’ need, one 

should consider situations, systematic circumstances, and the impact of possible solutions 

upon existing systems. Shove explains how the introduction of air-conditioning reduced 

building costs by removing the need and additional cost of creating verandas and over-hanging 

eaves, where mechanically cooled properties were designed for air-conditioning just as they 

were originally designed for natural ventilation (Shove, 2003, p. 54). This example provides a 

number of issues or facts to be considered, including the problem of cooling a building 

naturally and whether this could be as effective as using air-conditioning, or the provision of 

both natural and technological options, or a completely different and innovative approach to 

the problem (which is rarely feasible within the current service-industry role of design).  

 According to Wood, who studies efficient organisation from the viewpoint of metadesign, 

designers are trained to see facts as opportunities for innovation, rather than as a ‘reality’ that 

requires a suitable response (Wood, 2007, p. 171). This provides not only an interesting insight 

to how designers think, but provides another ‘twist’ on the issue of defining a ‘real’ problem 

and need. It could be determined that any situation that has a need and therefore a problem 

to be addressed could be considered as a reality. However, the use of the term ‘reality’ as used 

by Wood recognises this typical limited view by those external to design where they see a 

singular problem or symptom rather than investigating the actual cause. This view, in turn, 

limits or ignores any potential for innovation. How do designers ensure that they are 

considering both a real problem and the need it creates from every conceivable perspective 

and ensure that they have determined exactly what a situation, circumstance and a location or 

place requires them to do? 

In this section, I have established the importance of defining real need against the backdrop of 

real problems and provided a methodology that allows the designer to do this.  Outcomes to 



Can Changes to Product Behaviour Alter Consumer Behaviour? 
 

 

118 
 

provide for real need and address real problems impact upon the environment and I next 

consider how to deal with that impact.   

 

5.2.6 What Does This Place Require Designers To Do? 

In posing the question ‘what does this need or problem require designers to do?’, the potential 

for thorough research and analysis is still limited by the focus on the ‘need’ or the ‘problem’ as 

initially understood in relation to addressing that need. By altering the question to ‘what does 

this place require designers to do?’, I argue it could be reasoned that the focus of need is now 

posited within the location and environment in which it is to function and, in doing so, this 

broadens the understanding of the preliminary problem.  

Forty describes how the contemporary search for successful product development starts with 

industry getting to the source of the problem and studying people and their way of living 

(Forty, 1986, p. 220). Vihma argues that the syntax of a product can be illustrated by technical 

drawings, breakdowns and mock-ups. The pragmatic dimension, argues Vihma, is analysed 

from the point of view of its use, either ergonomic or sociological. In a wider sense, this could 

be argued as including the whole ‘life cycle’ of the product. The semantic dimension of use, 

purpose and form are closely entwined; the pragmatic and semantic aspects seem to merge. 

The material of a product according to Vihma is self-evident (Vihma, 1995, pp. 52-55). 

However, all this assumes that the product being developed is the optimum design to resolve a 

problem created through a need. But as has already been emphasised, at this point, no one is 

trying to design anything; rather they are trying to ascertain what actually needs to be 

designed in the first place.  

David Clarke et al. discuss the nature of objects and technology and how one thing leads to 

another. They write that a house brick anticipates a house, a house anticipates a garden, a 

garden anticipates a lawn, a lawn anticipates a lawn-mower, a lawn-mower anticipates a shed, 

a shed anticipates a lock, a lock anticipates a key, a key anticipates a key-ring or a hook or a 

shelf, or a drawer or a pocket, and so on. This, they argue, is a calculus of objects that lay a trail 

that can be followed and analysed (Clarke et al., 2003, p. 181).  

From this example, it is clear that it is possible to anticipate or even develop models to analyse 

the potential impact of varying design strategies and proposed behaviour of products upon 

existing systems or even the creation of new systems to address a need and thus move us 

forward in the research of what to design.  

In a system of logic, Mill argues that to know the import of all possible propositions would be 

to know all questions that can be raised, all matters that are susceptible of being either 

believed or disbelieved. Mill questions how many kinds of inquiries can be propounded; how 

many kinds of judgements can be made; how many kinds of propositions it is possible to frame 

within a meaning. For Mill, these are but different forms of one and the same question (Mill, 

1853, 1973, p. 20). Yet I propose that it is the nature of this kind of systematic enquiry that 

design has to embrace if it is to successfully determine ‘real’ need, a ‘real’ problem, and, in 

doing so, what to design, before anything is actually designed.  
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Moeller, in explaining Luhmann’s (1995) work on social systems, argues that every system 

produces itself and thereby its own reality. According to Moeller’s interpretation of Luhmann, 

the world ceases to be a general “unit” or “oneness”. Reality, he says, is not an all-embracing 

whole of many parts; it is rather a variety of self-producing systematic realities, each of which 

forms the environment of all the others. There is no common “world” in reality, because 

reality is in each instance an effect of “individual” systemic autopoiesis. Reality is transformed 

from created oneness to constructed difference (Moeller, 2006, p. 14). If this is the case, then 

does research modelling provide the basis of determining what this place requires designers to 

do and in turn what to design?  

As already argued, product behaviour not only impacts upon existing systems, but can also 

create totally new systems, with a good example being Apple and its effective 

retail/technology system in the form of system hardware, such as the iPhone and iPad as well 

as the iMac, iPod and the system of iTunes and iCloud. Designers and the service based design 

methodology currently fail to understand the long-term potential impact, both positive and 

negative, of Apple, or anyone else for that matter, operating within any existing retail and 

technological systems. 

However, I propose that through modelling different design approaches to fulfil a need, it 

should be possible to observe how each approach impacts upon the problem, the situation, 

the circumstance and the location, and so on, both in the short and long term. In this way we 

can begin to determine how to design our world and what to design in it. Considering the 

example of a building and the methodology of ontological designing, Willis draws attention to 

Heidegger and his statement that “to build is in itself already to dwell”, and goes on to argue 

that buildings are designed to design by the specific ways in which they incorporate dwelling. 

For Willis, this is more fundamental than the conscious intentions of the building’s designer, 

because dwelling is the meta-design of all buildings (Willis, 2005, pp. 85-87).  

Again, the recurring argument seems to be that designers presently focus on a need, without 

really understanding that need. In this particular example, it is not just in terms of a dwelling 

but how an individual dwells and how any proposed construction relates to the individual 

circumstance, the location and the environment. In other words, the ‘dwelling’ is considered in 

terms of its use, but should also be in terms of its location: a forest, a mountain, a cliff, a 

desert, and so on as well as its climate—heat, cold, flood, storm, etc.  

While it may be claimed that this is already the case, there are any number of examples of 

destruction caused by nature (or our impact upon nature) around the world that clearly 

demonstrate an almost pattern-book approach to providing climatic fortress design solutions. 

Shove argues that it is one thing to modify the elements but when buildings are constructed as 

climatic fortresses rather than seeking out to understand what a place requires us to do, the 

symbolic division between a managed interior environment and an unruly and unpredictable 

world outside is ever more strongly pronounced (Shove, 2003, p. 27). This argument of course 

applies not only to buildings or dwellings, but to the design and construction of the things used 

in everyday lives, whether it is a tool, a product or some other conceptual design reaction to a 

genuine or even artificial need.  
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Latour approaches this from the perspective of social understanding with the viewpoint of 

making objects participants in a particular course of action and uses two examples or solutions 

to a problem. The first is a car driver who slows down near a school because she or he has 

seen the ‘30MPH’ yellow sign and the second is a car driver who slows down because she or he 

wants to protect the suspension of their car threatened by the speed bump of the physical 

‘speed trap’ (Latour, 2005, p. 77). Whatever the social implications of this example, from the 

design perspective, the speed bump is a better design solution as the latter guarantees 

obedience without the addition of law and law enforcement. It is simple and effective in 

achieving what this place actually requires us to do—that is, what the road through the school 

environment requires us to do. It is a designed system that operates all the time but only 

affects those using a vehicle on a particular road. It has the added benefit of physically 

reminding the driver about the environment being encountered. That is one with the often 

distracted and seemingly erratic nature of children and their lack of attention with regards to 

the dangers of roads and traffic around them. 

 

5.2.7 Design Designing Systems  

If a problem is created out of some need then can it be reasoned that the need itself is created 

out of a particular situation or set of circumstances that have to be addressed? Keeping in 

mind that at this point I am trying to identify a ‘real’ problem on the basis of a ‘real’ need then 

this also raises the question of the situations or circumstance(s) within an existing system that 

could be also seen as generating a real need. 

Moeller states that anything that happens in an environment can produce a systematic 

“response” but this can only occur within the boundaries and operational means of the actual 

system (Moeller, 2006, p. 15). Using the example of the speed bump to slow traffic, it is 

possible to see that this is a simple and closed system, where the systematic response is 

somewhat limited or controlled by the design of the solution. It is unlikely that this system 

would be built upon any further, given the nature of the solution and the location. However, 

Fry reiterates that everything we design goes on designing (Fry, 2009, pp. 29-31); that is, 

designers create a world that others also build upon, that each creation creates another either 

directly or indirectly, and, in this sense, it could be argued that we are like nature but without 

a real plan, a multitude of open systems that have not been prefigured to any real degree.  

In Natural Capitalism, the authors state that in nature, nothing edible accumulates; all 

materials flow in loops that turn waste into food, and the loops are kept short enough that the 

waste can actually reach the mouth (Hawken et al., 1999, p. 71). They also argue that 

technologists should attempt to do the same. The focus for Hawken et al. is one of re-using or 

recycling our waste, which also highlights the underlying principle of a future redirected design 

methodology in the design and development of products and product behaviour in terms of 

closed systems or loops (not necessarily as a form of food), controlled or limited to ensure zero 

impact. However, this then raises the question of the nature of control itself, which on the one 

hand needs to ensure a level of product behaviour to direct consumer behaviour to achieve a 

certain outcome but without long-term negative impact, while, on the other hand, allowing for 

human error and freedom of choice. Designers should take this into consideration when 
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determining what to design, and here again it could be reasoned that it is the designer who is 

well-placed to not only research any impact upon existing systems, but also the creation of a 

zero-impact new system. 

Due to their service-industry role, designers have only ever concerned themselves with the 

immediate social system or that which is necessary for the product to both exist and 

potentially thrive; however, any updated or new product will impact upon existing systems to 

varying degrees, depending upon the nature and success of the product concerned. It will also 

have the potential to create a totally new system; of course this is the other side to the 

question of systems and one that has been clearly demonstrated by Apple and its approach to 

the use of technology, but also how to both control and market for retail that technology over 

the past decade.  

Fry sees technology as being ontological and talks about the contest of design, and our 

proximity to it, that technology and the contest of design now becomes paramount, for design 

draws the line and determines on which side we fall (Fry, 1999, p. 32). This contest could be 

viewed in two ways. One way is to view design as a contemporary defuturing (a term 

previously defined) methodology, which creates two factions: those who understand that 

current design methodology is flawed and needs to be addressed and those who do not. The 

second way to view this is to look at design as it presently stands and see it either as a service 

industry or to see it as a path-finding process. This raises a number of questions, is Apple’s role 

one of a path-finding design system? Is it a controlled system that limits, directs to all intents 

and purposes? Does this control the consumer with a range of seemingly random products and 

systems that are deliberately and strategically designed as part of an overall system for the 

total benefit of Apple? Is this a system that also begins to bleed into other areas not directly 

related to Apple itself?  Is this merely a more sophisticated service industry design approach or 

is it path-finding or is it both?  

Computers already influence or provide a degree of personal control for the individual to take 

advantage of during much of their waking and sleeping lives. Rather than just let this happen 

‘organically’, it seems clear that Apple continues to be proactive in determining how its 

products move us from desire to want to need. Thus Apple, their products and systems have 

become a necessary part of our social existence, but they have also designed a complete 

strategic system that largely allows their range of products to be totally integrated on a 

number of levels in the future. 

Whether Apple’s strategic design system approach proves to be an effective use or misuse of 

design that goes on designing in controlled way is not yet clear and will only be determined 

over time. However, it does demonstrate a somewhat different design methodology and the 

potential for design and the design of products to not only be researched for impact within 

different systems, but also to be considered in terms of designing a potentially superior and 

bespoke system. A system related to the design concept and product behaviour to meet a 

‘real’ need, rather than designing a product in isolation with a restricted view of the immediate 

problem and perceived need. This could be argued as being epistemological research where 

design carries out a critical study of its own validity through the creation of a ‘real’ or possibly 

virtual situation to both determine a ‘real’ need to be addressed, and its impact upon a system 
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or systems. Thus, through experimentation and situational modelling, it should be possible to 

identify the optimum solutions, including the potential for a new system. 

Referring to Honda’s research experience in the North American motorcycle industry, 

Christensen writes that discoveries often come through watching how people use products, 

rather than by listening to what they say (Christensen, 1997, p. 161). These in turn could be 

modelled to identify how, when and where any product is used or misused; how it might 

impact upon other systems; its potential to spawn new design developments or hybrid 

systems, solicited or unsolicited. This is no longer about designing random product solutions in 

terms of clothes, transport, habitat and tools etc., but rather designing them as part of an 

existing system or systems. This is not intended to remove fashion or individual customisation; 

it simply alters how we perceive and desire these products.   

Fry explains that while desire is an important tool to be used by design, it has no need of 

investigation for its own sake. The prospect of sitting in judgement on all theories of desire and 

enacting a ruling is neither contemplated nor regarded as a realistic task. Certainly there is no 

question of adopting any one of the several available positions on desire and asserting a 

correct one, for desire is not one. According to Fry, ‘desire’ (en)folds difference, and therefore 

is not reducible to one characterisation or set of qualities. Fry also argues desire is not 

something to be totalised, reduced to a singular truth or divested of mystery, and it follows 

that all positions on desire inform by what they have thought and make available to think. 

Finally, Fry goes on to point out: The objective is, of course, not the elimination of desire but 

its mobilisation and attachment, by design, to objects/commodities that may either be fully 

consumed, and thereby returned to earth to restore it, or to objects/commodities that go on 

being used as they are remade, repaired or recycled (Fry, 1994, p. 58).  

I argue that desire, fashion, customisation and usability can also be key factors or perspectives 

in this equation to seek the ‘real’ need to meet the ‘real’ problem, which, I have already 

argued, can include issues of personal identity and meaning within society. However, anything 

that is fashionable may be desirable, but has a limited lifespan almost by definition and this 

will generally occur well before it becomes technically or physically unusable. By contrast, 

usability is about efficiency, performance and reliability, which is also desirable. The quality of 

materials, production or manufacture tends to determine the lifespan and quality of usability 

and, while these could initially appear as opposing forces, they could also find resolution or 

salvation within a higher level of customisation. That is a re-thinking of how customisation 

and/or fashion could also function within terms of design to increase sustainability as well as 

continued usability. Thus, as part of a system of need, fashion, customisation and usability 

begin to make sense and have relevance to our lives. Because each meets a need we 

understand as end-users, fashion, customisation and usability become not only a necessary 

need, but a highly desirable need.  

Honda is already experimenting with the idea of transforming or customising the motorcycle 

through the use of electric power units and has patented design concepts around this thinking 

(Purvis, 2013). In this way, the design is customised by the user at will and would be able to 

mobilise a specific desire (and need) through the alteration of the product’s design and its 

behaviour. The redirected product design would still visually state, “this is what it is needed 
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for”,” this is its identity and this is its meaning for me” and “this is how others see it”, “this is 

how the product works and this is how to use it”. The difference is that the product is no 

longer understood as a throw-away or disposable product as it has multiple use value. 

However, whether this particular approach is a viable design direction to develop in the future 

is yet to be determined (Figure 11). 

 

Figure 11 Honda’s approach to customisation (Ben Purvis, AMCN, Bauer Media Group) 
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Willis argues that an understanding of how a thing works is not the same as knowing how to 

use it, and furthermore, the understanding gained will very likely modify the way in which it is 

used in the future (Willis, 2005, p. 83). Mono argues that by making a product understandable, 

the designer provides the ‘key’ to it, but also argues that it is important that the feelings that 

the designer intends to awaken are also comprehensible for the person to whom they are 

addressed, in the same way as the intellectual information should be understandable (Mono, 

1997, p 76.)  

Mono uses the example of the ‘product expression’ for a car, which could be one of speed, 

spaciousness or status, etc., (Mono, 1997, p. 94). As each expression alters, so too does the 

product behaviour and how the consumer uses it. For example, a vehicle that has an 

expression of speed is likely to be driven at speed, whereas the expression of spaciousness will 

likely mean the vehicle will be used by a larger family or for transporting goods or baggage. 

While Willis refers to product behaviour and the impact upon consumer behaviour, Mono 

refers to ‘three-dimensional branding’ and its impact upon consumer behaviour in terms of 

meaning and identity. But both highlight the importance of the product’s design and its 

behaviour, how it works, how to use it and what it means to satisfy a need. Ehrenfeld sees a 

danger in the addictive nature of simply focusing on the satisfaction of needs, and uses the old 

saying “give a man fish, you feed him for a day, but teach him how to fish any you feed him for 

a lifetime” to make his point. Ehrenfeld sees this as an ironically fundamentally unsatisfying 

pattern that, he argues, can be reversed if care replaces need in design of our equipment, 

places and institutions (Ehrenfeld, 2008, pp. 131-132). 

 

5.2.8 Conclusion 

From the above, it is clear that in analysing ‘what to design’, a redirected design and design 

methodology emerge that provides a unique and well positioned process to define and identify 

‘real’ needs, and therefore ‘real’ problems, due to design’s desire to see, no matter how 

‘wicked’ the problems surrounding the central issue may appear. 

However, the existing anthropocentric, service-industry perspective of the designer has first to 

be altered. Hawken et al. draw attention to this in Natural Capitalism by highlighting the 

following extract:  

Many architects, engineers, and other designers, however are not being well taught. An 
anecdote by J. Baldwin, the technology editor of Whole Earth Review, was told on his 
first day in design school that design is the art of compromise (and this underlines the 
service industry attitude). Design, he was instructed, means choosing the least 
unsatisfactory trade-offs between many desirable but incompatible goals (Hawken et al., 
1999, p. 112).  

 

Heidegger refers to the early stages of Greek philosophy, and that cognition was conceived in 

terms of the “desire to see” (Heidegger, 1958, p. 160). Designers use observation and drawing 

as a way of visualising their desire to really see in depth. However, it is one thing to see the 

need and the problem, but it is quite another to have the freedom to use what has been 
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observed to question every possible outcome. I argue that the designer has to be free from 

existing strict commercial constraints to consider all possible viewpoints, possibilities and 

situations. In this way, not only will ‘real’ problems be identified, but the impact of solutions 

can also be mapped, questioned, found worthy and finally better utilised for future 

sustainability. As Heidegger puts it, considering all the viewpoints identified, that which is 

worthy of questioning (Heidegger, 1977, p. 182), provides a clue to determining real problems 

and needs. 

The fact that any design goes on designing has been clearly identified by Fry in much of his 

work, in other words the design of any product will continue to have both positive and 

negative impact beyond its original function, and will in that way lead to the design of other 

things or even systems directly or indirectly. Designers have to be able to identify how, when, 

and where this is likely to occur, to be able to either direct it and/or allow for its inevitability in 

a truly sustainable way. By embracing genuine sustainability for the design of future products, 

the fear is that the consumer will somehow lose or reduce the quality of their lifestyle. It has 

been suggested that, as a culture, we may even begin to move backwards to another time, 

almost frugal or heavily constrained and disciplined in how we live. It is the role of the designer 

to continually challenge and push boundaries to move forward and to continually improve 

lifestyle, but not at the expense of the environment that supports us.  Fears regarding the 

possibility of a regressive or prohibitive consumer society can never be part of a redirected 

design methodology in deciding what to design.   
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Chapter 6: From Reactive Product Behaviour to Proactive 

Product Behaviour – How to Design 

6.1 How to Design?  

According to Heidegger in “The Question Concerning Technology”, the primary question is 

always how and never why (Heidegger, 1977, p. xxiii), but this is also about ‘how’ we question. 

In this regard, the previous chapter has revealed that the primary question for a redirected 

design methodology is in fact ‘why’ if the designer is to successfully determine ‘what to design’ 

in the future. The primary question has to be ‘why’ if designers are to determine what the 

‘real’ problem and the ‘real’ need or function is that is necessary to address, before they 

contemplate the ‘how’. How this function is achieved and what form it needs to take in order 

to be a successful design outcome are secondary concerns; however this is not an argument 

for ‘form follows function’ or any other period design mantra and should not be confused as 

such. Krippendorff sees that such design vogue mantras signal a designer’s blind acceptance of 

the role they were assigned by society and by their industrial employers in particular 

(Krippendorff, 2006, p. 5). 

Vihma states that the product can be divided into the following four dimensions: the material 

dimension (hyletics); the dimension of technique and construction (syntax); the dimension of 

technical product form (semantics); and the dimension of use (pragmatics) (Vihma, 1995, p. 

50).  

Hylectics as abstraction of the overall form can be understood as the initial impression or view 

that the consumer gains through preliminary visual interaction with the product. Again using 

the example of personal transport, and in particular a car, in hylectic terms we can visually 

identify the fact that the car is a form of transportation.  

The syntax is understood as being the arrangement or the various parts that go to make up the 

product and, in this example, the form of personal transport is a car with four wheels as 

opposed to that of a motorcycle with two, or some other form of transport. The product 

conveys visual meaning through its three-dimensional shape and form where the design of the 

type of vehicle it is in pragmatic terms, the nature and ability of the car to do certain things. 

That is, a sports car suggests high-speed performance; the four-wheel drive suggests off-road 

ability, and so on.  

However, the semantics are understood as the meaning conveyed through the three-

dimensional branding design in terms of what it may or may not mean to the individual 

consumer; in other words, what the product means to me and how I see myself (as the 

consumer of the product) and how I believe others will see me once I own and use the 

particular product—in this case, the vehicle I select for transport.  

While this is a detailed breakdown in terms of the physical design of a product and its potential 

product behaviour, from the redirected design methodology viewpoint, it is only part of what 

needs to be considered in determining ‘how to design’(Figure 12). I agree when Papanek 

believes the designer must analyse the past as well as the foreseeable future consequences of 
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his acts (Papanek, 1984, p. 102), and Willis states that ontological designing refuses a one-

dimensional understanding of (human) being-in-the-world (Willis, 2005, p. 90). There are two 

issues here that highlight important differences to the existing traditional design methodology 

 

Figure 12 Basic product design model on how to design for a redirected design thinking methodology 

within design as a service industry. The first is where design begins with a design brief from 

others and ends with the production of a suitable outcome to meet that brief, essentially 

taking no responsibility beyond those two fixed points. For Papanek, the designer also needs 

to consider past product designs and, more importantly, their impact as well as any potential 

future impact of a new product concept. It is important to understand that this is not just the 

impact upon those for whom the product is designed, but how any new product concept will 

impact upon others, through and on, existing systems and how it may even create its own new 

systems in the future.  

Using the analysis of the impact of both past designs and new design concepts could also be 

used to determine the ‘real’ need or the ‘real’ problem at any point in time to be addressed, 

rather than a ‘perceived’ need or problem; what could be argued as a ‘false’ need. For Willis, 

designers must shift the central focus from people when designing or considering the problem 

and need to a central focus on the environment that sustains us. In this way, designers are still 

designing for use of a product to meet a need as beings, but the ultimate concern is the long-

term impact upon our environment. 

Whether this shift in focus can be achieved within the traditional service role of design and the 

designer is the question that continues to arise. Fulton Suri (Shove, et al., 2007, p. 137) from 

IDEO believes that IDEO designers are using a different methodology to some degree and 
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states that this has spawned innovative developments in traditional design practice. It is also 

clear that much of what IDEO designs is still compromised or heavily influenced by the 

traditional design practice at the same time. A semi-promotional program presents the IDEO 

approach to design methodology whereby they use the redesign of a shopping cart as a study 

example (Kelley & Littman, 2001). Their design methodology in this instance could be 

contended as being more about a creative thinking process rather than taking any new 

direction in design thinking. Under a proactive and path-finding redirected design 

methodology, should IDEO not have considered the whole shopping process and whether the 

shopping cart is actually the best solution? Or is a different kind of shopping required in the 

future? However, the focus for IDEO was anthropocentric or human-being centred with the 

focus on the need for a cart. 

My own empirical experience supports Vihma who believes that by watching people’s 

behaviour, designers may be able to identify with the user groups and in a way design for 

themselves by taking the users’ standpoint (Vihma, 1995, p. 43). Certainly, watching behaviour 

in relation to some issue or problem has always been part of the design methodology and 

process, as has been placing oneself into the shoes of the potential user and using their 

cognition and intuition as part of a standard design research armoury.  Only the larger 

manufacturers would probably be in a position financially to set up in-house research facility 

to invest in the study of product behaviour with a view to altering it through product design.  

However, this could also be an opportunity for universities to provide design research in the 

future and make it more accessible and affordable to smaller manufacturers.  

 

6.2 A Design Strategy 

There is however no real model or formula that can be applied to this process as each need or 

problem will throw up differing issues in relation to human expertise, that is, the intuition 

created through repeated use and expertise gleaned over time. Dreyfus & Dreyfus who studied 

the power of human intuition state that at every level of business from the factory floor to the 

boardroom, wherever skills are involved, formal models fail to capture human expertise 

(Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1986, p. 189).  

I argue that monitoring, observing and assessing people’s behaviour is one more critical key in 

how to design a product, and that it is feasible to create models that can study the impact of 

the final-design outcome upon existing systems and its potential for creating new ones. Does 

human expertise in product use also have direct impact upon existing or new systems? It is 

clear that modelling has both benefits and limitations; however Dreyfus & Dreyfus also believe 

creativity is a phenomenon we note but do not examine. They see much of what passes for 

creativity as actually unconventional and unexpected interpretations of past events, going on 

to state that even Einstein claimed that his insights neither followed from logic nor that they 

went beyond all experience, but rather “elementary laws came not from a logical path, but 

from intuition supported by being sympathetically in touch with experience”(Dreyfus & 

Dreyfus, 1986, p. 40). This puts in question the notion of virtual-reality modelling or at least 

defines the limits of what it may be able to achieve as a research vehicle. It can provide a visual 
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sense of possibilities, but cannot provide the quantum leaps and connections that are possible 

by the human brain. 

Fry makes a valid point when he sees both the positive and negative benefits of virtual reality, 

stating that infotech stimuli tells the mind what the body is doing what it is not  (Fry, 1994, p. 

95). In other words, the body, through the mind, may experience the sensations, but the mind 

is always aware that the reality is unreal and therefore any failures or lack of judgement do not 

have any real consequences.  In this way, computer games can entertain by providing a level of 

education and learning, but again the real impact of mistakes or failures provide no negative 

physical sensations and no real understanding of the resulting consequences.  

Using again the example of transport in a computer game, a driver may lose control and crash 

a vehicle and perceive the outcome as purely graphical and not physical in any way. 

Conversely, Fry also sees the positive benefit of the ‘virtual reality’ of architectural modelling 

on computer, where an architect’s client is able to visit and walk through a building yet to be 

built. This also highlights the difference between those who function in design and can also 

easily visualise the potential within a design concept beyond what it physically is and those 

who have not been visually trained. The untrained eye lacks this visual ability and is rarely able 

to visualise the potential of a concept through the use of virtual reality. They see only the 

image presented in front of them, nothing more and nothing less. Using virtual reality in this 

way clearly assists general understanding, but may fail to provide a ‘real’ situation to study any 

real impacts upon systems. Thus, for study and research purposes, I argue that a ‘real’ 

situation can never be attained virtually, a real situation has to be just that—a ‘real’ situation.  

Urry, who studies the consumption of tourism (Clarke et al., 2003, pp. 115-119), draws 

attention to a ‘real’ situation in the form of the temporary, yet annual, increase in population. 

Here one can begin to see how this recurrence can provide a ‘real’ situation that could be used 

as suitable modelling for the future in terms of both the mobility of the masses around the 

world as well as their impact on local systems when they arrive.  

In a sense, our disposable culture gleaned from the design of disposable products now spreads 

into our attitude toward the tourist destination as well as the attitude by the local inhabitants 

to the visiting tourists. This is where both view each other as somewhat disposable, simply due 

to the limited time each will encounter one another. Both see no value other than a short-lived 

novel experience on the one hand for the tourist and the temporary increase in income 

derived from each individual tourist by the local on the other.  

Papanek states that we fail to value that which we throw away. However, he goes on to argue 

that when people design and plan things to be discarded, they exercise insufficient care in 

design, in considering safety factors, or thinking about worker/user alienation from ephemeral 

trivia (Papanek, 1984, p. 87). This extends my argument for re-directing design methodology 

and process in the design of product and product behaviour away from the disposable or 

throw-away concept. In theory, design should instead consider safety factors, cultural 

responsibilities, and user concerns in more detail, as these would also form a critical part of 

the systems to be considered in terms of impact. 
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Krippendorff states that product semantics is an example of a developing framework by which 

designers can communicate their previously inexpressible sensitivities, cultural responsibilities, 

and user concerns all at the same time (Krippendorff, Spring 1989, pp. 16-33).  

Krippendorff sees this developing framework in four parts: 1) the operational context, in which 

people are seen as interacting with artefacts in use; 2) The sociolinguistic context, in which 

people are seen as communicating with each other about particular artefacts, their uses and 

users, and thereby co-constructing realities of which objects become constitutive parts; 3) the 

context of genesis, in which designers, producers, distributors, users, and others are seen as 

participating in creating and consuming artefacts and as differentially contributing to the 

technical organisation of culture and material entropy; and 4) the ecological context, in which 

populations of artefacts are seen as interacting with one another and contributing to the 

autopoiesis (self-production) of technology and culture. He goes on to state that in the first 

instance, designers create highly individualised patterns in the form of drawings, sketches, 

models, and descriptions of possible uses, specifications (of materials and production 

processes needed to enable other to realise their ideas as rendered), corporate strategies, and 

advertising campaigns.  

Product semantics provides an effective framework to understand product behaviour, three-

dimensional branding and how to design with that understanding. However Krippendorff’s 

statement regarding design methodology and process is based wholly upon the traditional 

service-industry role model, which I have argued is faulted and in need of re-direction. At the 

same time, Krippendorff recognises that “designers should be especially aware of and 

responsible for the global effects of their creative efforts”. He adds that “patterns must be 

designed to travel by efficient paths through a whole circular chain of stakeholders”. If one 

relocates this statement from that of the service-industry role of design into a redirected 

design methodology, then the patterns recommended by Krippendorff can be seen as the 

impact of the product-design concept of a tool or artefact on existing systems or its potential 

to create new systems. The efficient circular paths are now the basis for sustainable design and 

the stakeholders as the primary need to sustain our environment and the needs of the end-

user from function to meaning within that context. 

Heidegger states that the key is not to argue that there are independent objects that mean 

different things “depending on the context”. Rather, the crucial point is that any given 

moment, every tool is plugged into certain limited systems of machinery while excluded from 

others (Harman, 2002, p. 23). Shove describes how those who have a freezer have to shop for 

it, cook for it, keep it stocked and take note of its preferences (like ice-cream but not 

strawberries, peas but not potatoes), all of which implies a certain way of life and a certain 

infrastructure beyond the home itself (Shove, 2003, p. 178). According to Shove, the freezer 

helps redistribute time and labour within the household and so alleviates some of the 

pressures of modern life.  

This example allows us to begin to understand a typical system and its possibilities in relation 

to individual preferences and choices, but also understand how this system then provides for 

the impact upon other systems in terms of adjusting time and labour. The system in itself is 

not necessarily complex but it becomes complex by its interaction or interconnection with 
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other systems. Shove, in the early part of her study of consumerism, draws attention to the 

example used by Cranz (1998) of anatomical and ergonomic analyses of posture and position, 

twinned with medical research into the causes and characteristics of back pain (Shove, 2003, p. 

25). This has resulted in a wealth of data relevant for the specification of ‘comfortable’ seating. 

The conclusion is that what ergonomic researchers recommend does not translate into chairs 

that people find comfortable, leading Cranz to contend that “People seem to respond more to 

their ideas about comfort than to their actual physical experience of it.” This twist in 

observation on how to design returns the discussion to the need to develop a strategy that 

designs not only for ‘real’ needs, but to also better understand and translate the research by 

other disciplines into design concepts that can use the research more effectively as well as 

make the designed outcome functional and desirable. 

When Papanek states that the most important element a designer can bring to their work is 

their ability to recognise, isolate, define, and solve problems (Papanek, 1984, p. 151), I would 

argue he is also highlighting the designer’s ability to also recognise, isolate and define ‘real’ 

problems. Designers must be sensitive to what problems exist, as designers frequently 

discover the existence of a problem that no-one has previously recognised. This again confirms 

my argument, by pointing to the need to redirect design from the role of service provider to 

that of path-finder. This is a design thinking balance between logic, expertise and the intuition 

that stems from that expertise and emerges progressively over time. This is where progressive 

logic can show possible outcomes or pathways. Intuition born through analysis and 

understanding of these possible outcomes provides an environment where design thinking can 

take the leap into unforeseen pathways and outcomes that otherwise may not have been 

possible.  

In his study of the disruptive nature of product design and technological innovation on existing 

systems that can be radically altered or even destroyed thus creating new ones, Christensen 

draws attention to the weakness of market research and innovation when he states that 

markets that do not already exist cannot be analysed; suppliers and customers must discover 

them together (Christensen, 1997, p. 147). Not only are the market applications for disruptive 

technologies unknown at the time of their development, they are unknowable. This suggests 

that market research if not virtually impossible to carry out, at the very least be somewhat 

irrelevant as the market to research is unknown and unknowable. This highlights an interesting 

dilemma where business relies heavily on market research to launch new and innovative 

products, yet it is clear that market research can only operate within the vacuum of the known 

from the past and the present. It is the nature of market research that they are not able to 

operate with regards the unknown future and innovation. It also becomes clear that design is 

well-placed to not only innovate, but to test and understand the implications of such 

innovation. 

Christensen also provides three marketing concepts (based upon the example of the electric 

car that he has used in his work) that he believes would assist marketing to address the issue 

of researching innovation. The first is that the product cannot be used in mainstream 

applications because they do not satisfy basic performance requirements of the market. The 

second is no one can learn from market research what the early market(s) for the product will 
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be. The third is marketing must plan for learning, trial and error to understand the market and 

allow for failures (Christensen, 1997, pp. 191-192).  

Whether marketing would be able to function in this way is debatable; however these three 

concepts do fit well with design methodology and research process. I agree with Christensen 

who believes that the consumer heavily influences a company’s production through their 

choice to either purchase or not purchase their products (Christensen, 1997, p. 103). 

Christensen argues therefore that companies must invest in things customers want—and the 

better they become at doing this, the more successful they will be. The designer in the role of 

path-finder would be in a position to utilise the impact of consumer influence by disrupting 

consumer wants through innovation to meet ‘real’ needs and satisfy a real desire. In this way, 

design is able to use what could be potentially negative or misguided consumer pressure in a 

positive way to influence the eventual production of sustainable products with minimal or zero 

impact upon the environment. 

Thorpe argues that at best, individual consumer choice can influence about one-third of 

consumption; the remainder is determined by both regional and national infrastructure 

(Thorpe, 2012, pp. 23-24). I disagree with Thorpe on this issue and would argue that regional 

and national infrastructure are simply a different kind of consumer, individuals or groups of 

individuals are still making decisions regarding the nature of consumption. Also, the focus will 

still be driven by design where this different kind of consumer or group of consumers would 

still use cost to determine the selection of quality of the design. However, any costing in 

relation to regional or national infrastructure would also need to include recycling and the 

long-term damage and the estimated cost in monetary terms to the environment if selection is 

to be based purely upon low cost only. In this way, design could motivate sustainable 

consumption.  

I agree with Jackson when he states that in the case of recycling and the consumer, when 

access to recycling facilities is either very hard or very easy, it scarcely matters whether or not 

people hold pro-cycling attitudes. Where recycling is very hard, according to Jackson, virtually 

no-one recycles; and where recycling is easy most people recycle (Jackson, 2005, p. 93). There 

are two issues here that need to be considered; the first is the design of products that within 

their design, allow for the recycling of parts or the whole product with relative ease, the 

second highlights the system of recycling that needs to become much more accessible and 

sophisticated. I argue that we must move up a level from the ‘hippy’ concept and system of re-

use of materials or discarded items and the rebranded council dumps as pseudo-recycling 

stations. What is required is the design of products that are recyclable, but a complete 

‘circular’ recycling system that ensures minimum or zero impact.  

This could be viewed as a ‘chicken and egg’ situation—which comes first, the product or the 

system required to support it? Shove uses the example of the bathroom; it became a place in 

its own right with the introduction of mains water and sewerage systems (Shove, 2003, p. 98). 

However, she argues that running water was not a prerequisite for the invention of domestic 

bathing technology. Her point is that by redirecting how we design in the future, in this case a 

design strategy around quality recyclable products, we will begin to transform consumer 

behaviour using the design of product behaviour. In addition, the necessary systems to 
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support the new product will develop out of this process, which would include a sustainable 

circular system simply due to the way in which the product is conceived.   

The Department of the Environment and Resource Management, Queensland provide 

consumer information on being waterwise in the bathroom, laundry and kitchen (DERM, 

2012). The information highlights high water consumption particularly within the bathroom 

and provides a list of ways to reduce water consumption. Apart from installation of water 

efficient shower heads and dual flushing toilets, much of the advice relies on active and 

continued participation of the consumer to perform the water-saving tasks suggested. The 

weakness here is that the consumer will believe they are doing ‘their bit’ simply by installing 

water-saving equipment that is in itself faulted. This equipment can be seen as faulted because 

it has been adapted rather than re- thought and re-designed for maximum efficiency, both 

have built-in water restrictors and in the case of the shower head severely limits its actual 

performance. The risk is the consumer will actually take longer showers to compensate. 

Fry draws attention to the power of design as a form of visual innuendo, claiming that “things 

were seen to be able to be directed to become something other than what they seemingly 

were—they could be produced by an intent to transform (design)” (Fry, 2011, p. 53). Fry often 

sees contemporary design from the negative impact of the present where we are being misled 

or deceived and fail to recognise the long-term damage that may result in the future. However, 

I have continually demonstrated throughout this thesis, much of the negative impact stems 

from the service industry role of design. I argue that by redirecting design into a research and 

path-finding role, would develop a strategy that allows design to utilise its power of 

transformation in a positive way, to design a sustainable product that is not only wanted, but 

demanded by the consumer. A product that through testing all possible outcomes ensures any 

existing systems or newly created ones will have minimal or even zero impact on the 

environment in the long-term future. 

As indicated, I have developed a design research methodology to determine real need and real 

problems within real situations and environments. Next, I show how by testing various 

possible outcomes or concepts, the designer does not anticipate the future so much as provide 

many alternative futures.  In this way, the methodology allows for the most suitable future to 

address a real need within real situations and environments and anticipate both positive and 

negative impact. 

 

6.2.1 Can Design Thinking Anticipate the Future? 

The question I would like to pose at this point is: Can design thinking and a re-directed design 

methodology and process determine or anticipate all possible outcomes resulting from the 

design of a product? Shove states that Rumford’s experimental work in the 1800s on thermal 

efficiency, and in particular the fireplace, resulted in designs that enhanced the conditions of 

many for future generations (Shove, 2003, p. 26). What is described here by Shove are clear 

improvements using a form or some forms of design thinking to make an existing concept 

much more efficient. However, it is necessary to consider the various forms of thinking that 
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may or may not allow the designer to anticipate the future impacts of their design concepts, 

rather than assume that design thinking is the basic act of thinking when in a ‘designer’ mode.  

Papanek describes various forms of thinking, including analytical thinking, judgemental 

thinking, routine thinking, and creative thinking (Papanek, 1984, pp. 152-161). For analytical 

thinking, he uses the example of the following thought—“how long will it take me to drive 

from here to there, assuming a heavy rainstorm and stopping for lunch on the way?” 

Judgemental thinking he sees as making a preferential judgement in relation to a question or a 

need, such as “which of these three steaks looks the rarest?” Routine thinking he describes as 

looking up an answer or doing a calculation, such as “given a specific temperature for the 

tempering of steel alloy, what is the thickness required to hold up a bridge?” Papanek believes 

routine thinking goes with the territory of being an engineer. Creative thinking (which I will 

define below) is generally seen as the jurisdiction of design and thus also considered to be 

design thinking; however as I will show further on, creative thinking is part of the process of 

design thinking, but it is important to understand that it is not wholly design thinking in itself.  

According to Papanek, creative thinking occurs in three ways. The first is the sudden insight or 

spark of genius, while the second is finding a new solution—the discovery that comes to us in a 

dream—and Papanek believes that these first two occurrences are ‘intuitive’ (Papanek, 1984, 

pp. 172-185). That is, they come about in part due to our expertise and in part due to our brain 

continuing to process the information in the background, while we are resting or doing other 

things. He sees the third mode as a systematic solution-directed search for a new way of doing 

things 

Design methodology and process utilise all of these three modes of creative thinking and 

Papanek then continues to describe typical creative thinking methodologies that attempt to 

break down ‘creative’ mental blocks and includes the following: brainstorming, synectics, 

morphological analysis, sliding scales, bisociation, trisociation, bionics and biomechanics, and 

other ways of forcing new thinking patterns. The effectiveness or usefulness of creative 

thinking methodologies to force thinking out of logical linear patterns and to make 

connections where connections did not exist before to create a potential innovative direction 

is well understood in design.  

I wish to highlight that creative thinking is a part of design thinking methodology and not the 

other way around. It should not be confused with or described as design thinking as such; it is 

no more than the process of creative thinking and a way of navigating blockages and other 

thought limitations to provide a wider and more comprehensive range of options. This does 

suggest, however, that creative thinking is well placed to investigate a range of potential long-

term impacts that may result from the design of a product and then use analytical, 

judgemental and routine thinking to test the validity to determine the optimum design 

concept. 

Another aspect in anticipating all possible outcomes is described by Shove, who states that 

some existing outcomes have impacted upon society by altering existing systems or have 

resulted in the creation of totally new systems (Shove, 2003, p. 68 & 127). She explains how 

cars depend upon and generate co-requisite arrangements, including networks of roads, 
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garages and petrol stations, driving skills, regulatory systems and laws. Such systems in turn 

produce and maintain societies that presume and rely upon higher levels of automobility.  

Shove also explains how the emergence of the cotton industry effectively revolutionised both 

the practice of washing and the content and size of the laundry basket. Both of these examples 

provide an overall sense of how the car and cotton impacted on existing systems and spawned 

new ones. More importantly, could it also be reasoned that the accuracy of a predicted 

outcome is not so critical as is allowing or providing for all likely outcomes under the 

circumstances that exist at any point in time? Again, Shove argues that key devices can and do 

shape the direction in which whole systems evolve, but at the same time questions whether it 

is possible to spot these critical turning points as they arise (Shove, 2003, p. 195). I would 

argue that this is possible however  this would suggest that the focus in any design research 

using a redirected design thinking methodology needs to be on ‘turning points’ or critical 

milestones in the design concept, development as well as in the projected or anticipated 

lifecycle of a product that will have potential future impact. 

 

6.2.2 Design Thinking 

I believe that today’s service-industry-led designers do not use design thinking to its full 

potential; they are, in fact, reactive decision-makers using judgement thinking, and, to some 

degree, using routine thinking and I argue that what is often regarded as design thinking is in 

fact creative thinking. The argument is that designers believe they control and influence the 

outcome of a product design concept, including important environmental issues and product 

sustainability to varying degrees as their thought process moves from rough concepts towards 

a final outcome. Yet, I have shown that any design concept is already heavily influenced by 

design’s role as a service-based industry and the perceived ‘need’ of their client before the role 

of design is even considered or a design consultant approached. 

In analysing contemporary design thinking and strategy, Liedtka defines what she sees as 

design thinking attributes as well as introducing those of strategic thinking to demonstrate the 

effectiveness of the design thought process (Liedtka, 2004, pp. 12-15). First, design thinking is 

‘synthetic’, that is, whatever the disparate problem(s) to be solved, a coherent overall design 

will emerge. Second, design thinking is ‘abductive’, that is, its primary concern is with the 

process of visualising what might be, some desired future state, and thereby creating a 

blueprint for realising that intention. Third, design thinking is ‘hypothesis-driven’, that is, the 

‘primary aim is the design hypothesis’, which is conjectural and, as such, cannot be tested 

directly. However, as successive loops of ‘what if’ and ‘if then’ questions are posed and 

explored, the hypothesis becomes more sophisticated and so the design unfolds. Fourth, 

design thinking is ‘opportunistic’, that is, as the above cycles iterate, the designer seeks new 

and emergent possibilities and sketching (or drawing) and modelling are important tools in this 

unfolding process. And fifth, design thinking is ‘dialectical’, that is, the designer lives at the 

intersection of often-conflicting demands, recognising the constraints of today’s materials and 

the uncertainties that cannot be defined away, but at the same time envisioning tomorrow’s 

possibilities.  



Can Changes to Product Behaviour Alter Consumer Behaviour? 
 

 

136 
 

In probing Liedtka’s analysis of design thinking, it can be reasoned that synthetic and 

dialectical do fall directly into design thinking; however, abductive, hypothesis-driven and 

opportunistic fall into the area of creative thinking. This also tends to suggest that overall 

design thinking is more strategic, whereas creative thinking on the face of it is deliberately 

random and somewhat chaotic, but also needs to be if it is to carry out its function effectively 

(Liedtka 2004, pp. 14-15). 

Liedtka also presents an analysis of strategic thinking from a contemporary viewpoint where 

the first, second and third types of design thinking and this analysis of strategic thinking are 

closely related and the fourth and fifth differ between design thinking and strategic thinking. 

According to her, strategic thinking is synthetic, in that it requires the ability to understand and 

integrate across levels, both horizontal and vertical and align strategies across those levels. 

Strategic thinking is abductive; it is future-focussed and inventive, allowing individuals to focus 

attention, and to concentrate for as long as it takes to achieve a goal. Strategic thinking is 

hypothesis-driven; in an environment of ever-increasing information availability and 

decreasing time to think, the ability to develop good hypotheses and test them effectively is 

critical. It could also be argued that this particular point highlights the limitation design faces in 

the existing traditional service industry role.  Strategic thinking is dialectical; in the process of 

inventing the image of the future, the strategist must mediate the tension between constraint, 

contingency and possibility. And finally, strategic thinking is inquiring and, inevitably, value-

driven because, according to Liedtka, any particular strategy is invented, rather than 

discovered; it is contestable and reflective of the values of those making the choice. This 

analysis by Liedtka also highlights how strategic thinking (within design thinking) as dialectical 

is able to invent images of the future (Liedtka 2004, pp. 14-15). 

The contemporary understanding of design thinking coupled with strategic thinking as 

described by Liedtka demonstrates how design thinking in terms of research is different in its 

methodology or approach to that of other disciplines and sciences. In other words, the way in 

which the hypotheses and concepts are researched and developed is also a process that could 

be described as being extraverted or more wide-ranging, as opposed to what could be termed 

introverted or insular research. Insular research encompasses methodologies of humanities 

and science with the ‘step by step’ progression of logical academic rigor. The use of design 

methodology is only limited by its position and role in servicing industry within a service-

industry model. In a path-finding role, design has the capability to be much more effective and 

proactive in addressing (1) issues of finite resource issues, and (2) what has been termed the 

ecological violence of today that impacts negatively upon tomorrow. 

While most designers would believe that they positively influence a design and direct its 

development to achieve the best possible outcome at any point in time, in fact, their design 

thinking is inherently flawed from the outset. This is because, as I have shown, the designer is 

essentially a compliant force bringing limited resistance within the boundaries already 

established by others in terms of perceived needs and problems. In other words, many 

important decisions, ‘turning points’ or critical milestones will have already been decided with 

absolutely no reference to or input from a designer. Unquestionably, most designers will 

endeavour to re-direct their client by moving the proposed design towards a more suitable and 



Can Changes to Product Behaviour Alter Consumer Behaviour? 
 

 

137 
 

sustainable outcome, but even this is still framed within the needs and parameters established 

by others involved in the process from the outset.  

While these parameters will be, by their very nature, narrow and limited, it is still possible for a 

designer to expand outwards beyond these pre-determined limitations in the search for better 

alternatives by re-writing the design brief in an effort to re-educate and re-direct the thinking 

of others. The claim is that designers do this automatically as part of the design process. 

However, in their service industry-led role, even this process is both tainted and limited by a 

preconceived notion of the problem at hand and the required commercial outcome that stems 

from this. This preconceived notion of the problem therefore is not the ‘real’ problem, but is in 

itself a perceived problem that distracts from the ‘real’ problem, effectively negating any ‘real’ 

design thinking. 

In Heidegger’s What Is Called Thinking?, he refers to “the many sidedness that may expand to 

such proportions that the one-sidedness on which it is based no longer catches our eye” 

(Heidegger, 1968, pp. 32-34). And so it may be with design thinking that as designers strive to 

investigate multiple views of the perceived problem, they believe they are actually reviewing 

all possible options or scenarios, when in fact the focus is still one-sided. If this perceived 

problem itself is flawed then designers are only looking at part (or one side of the problem) 

and as demonstrated in the first part of this chapter, it is quite feasible that they have already 

focussed attention on the wrong problem to begin with.  

Any problem or question will provide food for thought and therefore is considered as thinking; 

however, it is also necessary to remind ourselves that thinking needs to begin by challenging 

the very nature of the perceived problem to determine what exactly is trying to be achieved. 

As a simple example, the perceived problem could be the need to travel from Australia to 

London, where it has already decided that the best or most cost effective solution is to fly and 

the only options to be considered are flight availability, time and cost. The designer may still 

investigate other alternatives and even present strong arguments in favour of each alternative 

put forward, including hot air balloon travel, ship/ferry, or car, drilling through the centre of 

the Earth, or space travel. Many of these options may appear nonsensical or impractical; 

however, the critical question here is why the client needs to travel to London in the first 

place. What is it that they need to achieve when they arrive there, and even question whether 

London is the most suitable destination/location.  Once we understand the real problem and 

what the underlying expectation is, a completely different range of practical and feasible 

alternatives present themselves, such a telephone call, a letter, a courier, the internet. By fully 

understanding the very nature of the real problem to be addressed or the expected outcome, 

we then provide food for further or deeper forms of design thinking. 

As shown, many different creative thinking strategies abound, which redirect the human brain, 

to effectively shift thinking from one-track or multi-track thinking around a problem, and that 

for many, creative thinking will be simply seen as nothing more than the generation of ideas 

for two- and three-dimensional aesthetic visual concepts that are pleasing to the eye. This only 

trivialises both the outcome and the process of creative thought that should reside in the 

realm of new and highly original and innovative thought. The generation of incredulous or 
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incredible ideas and rough concepts are those thoughts and ideas that have yet to be fully 

resolved and thereby made credible to the world at large. 

Forty sees the role of designer as a paradox in the most extreme terms, and asks how can 

designers be said to be in command of what they do, but at the same time merely be the 

agents of ideology, with no more power to determine the outcome of their work than the ant 

or worker bee (Forty, 1986, p. 242)?  Forty’s view is clearly based upon the ‘reactive’ response 

of design as a service industry and it is the notion of this work that by changing the way in 

which designers think we move them into the role of path-finder. Thus it is that designers, I 

argue, will then be provided the power and the ability to determine both the outcome and the 

long-term impact of their work. However, in his work on design and sustainability, Ehrenfeld 

also puts forward the argument for design to follow a different path, claiming the creative act 

of designing brings forth something from nothing (Ehrenfeld, 2008, p. 63). It underlies the 

practice of architects and industrial designers who leave people with inspiring, moving 

artefacts.  

Ehrenfeld states that no designer brings their future visions into being by following their 

present GPS systems, while Shove et al. claim methods and techniques of what they see as 

user-centred design are often used to develop products that meet what are taken to be pre-

existing needs (Shove, et al., 2007, p. 119). However, they also argue that this can be used to 

support design processes organised around the rather different view that value lies not in the 

object itself but in the relation between user and artefact.  

The relationship between the conceptual artefact (designed product behaviour) and that of 

the potential user (consumer behaviour) has to be objectively considered and thought about 

from every possible viewpoint in the design methodology and process. Merleau-Ponty 

describes the experience of objective thought as seeing the next-door house from a certain 

angle, but it would be seen differently from the right bank of the Seine, or from the inside, or 

again from an aeroplane (Merleau-Ponty, 1962, p. 67). I agree with Merleau-Ponty that the 

house itself is none of these appearances. From the viewpoint of design, it has the potential to 

be all these appearances and more and it is here that design uses drawing, both the act and 

the final image, as part of the observation and thought process.  

On the one hand, I argue that drawing as learning through observation could also be 

interpreted within classical Asian thinking where, as Hall & Ames state, ‘The thrust of 

Confucius’ attitude towards thinking was as “reflection informed by learning” (Hall & Ames, 

1987, p. 49). The relevant Confucius quote is “Learn the way broadly, question it in detail, 

reflect on it carefully, distinguish it clearly, and act on it with earnestness.” On the other hand, 

Mill states the Western view that logic is defined as the Science and the Art of reasoning; 

meaning by the former term, the analysis of the mental process that takes place whenever we 

reason, and by the latter, the rules grounded on that analysis, for conducting the process 

correctly (Robson, p. 4). Within Confucian thinking, drawing is a key part of the design process 

using both these approaches to think and reason. Drawing provides an overview for the broad 

learning, but also allows for questioning in detail to distinguish it clearly and logically. 
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6.2.3 Thinking as Drawing, Drawing as Reasoning 

I have already introduced thinking as a process in relation to logical reasoning from the 

perspective of design. Here, I investigate the reasoning process; the thinking and ideas that 

stem from the act of drawing, detailed observation through drawn studies of an object, subject 

or visual interpretation of a problem. I do this to show how it provides more in-depth analysis 

from many different perspectives. Heidegger sees ideas as a key to thinking; however ‘ideas’ 

could be also considered as the realm of design and that of design thinking, where ideas are 

preliminary questions or directional thinking to be pursued and questioned (Heidegger, 1968, 

p. 41). But what are the methodologies and processes that generate ideas within the design 

thought process?  

Lyotard argues that human thought doesn’t operate in a binary mode. It doesn’t work with 

units of information (bits), but rather, with intuitive, hypothetical, configurations (Lyotard, 

1991, p. 15). It accepts imprecise, ambiguous data that does not seem to be selected according 

to pre-established codes or readability. It doesn’t neglect side-effects or marginal aspects of a 

situation. It isn’t just focussed, but lateral too and, according to Lyotard, human thought can 

distinguish the important from the unimportant without exhaustive inventories of data and 

without testing the importance of data with respect to the goal pursued by a series of trials 

and errors. Lyotard has effectively described the thought methodology and process of design 

and only lacks the additional process of drawing. 

The public at large and those external to creative industries do not clearly understand how 

drawing as a mode of visual research provides a deeper understanding of the object, subject or 

concept being drawn. I argue that the act of drawing demands focused concentration and 

detailed observation; to draw the same object, subject or concept from a range of distances 

and perspective views provides even greater and deeper understanding of the object, subject 

or concept in question.  

This visual research process begins to raise other questions or thoughts within the mind of a 

designer while in the act of observing/drawing. It is of no consequence whether the object 

being drawn is purely conceptual (that is visible only in the mind of the author) or a visible 

artefact to all. What I argue is of great importance is that the very act of drawing creates food 

for thought as described by Heidegger in What Is Called Thinking; it is a thought-provoking 

visual analysis, where the designer achieves much more than simply to perceive and at the 

same time allow others to perceive the drawn concept or artefact.  

This creative process allows the designer to begin to reason out the function, the aesthetics, 

the interaction between product and user, to formulate new ideas, to begin to make 

connections where none existed before. In this way, the designer creates possibilities to be 

both explored and questioned, creating even further food for thought from often seemingly 

illogical and unconnected things. Through the act of observing/drawing and the physical act of 

drawing rough ideas, the designer continually re-thinks those concepts (Figure 13). 
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Figure 13 Design Thinking Model showing the critical relationship to drawing as part of the thought process 

Baudrillard states that since the industrial revolution, it has been commonly accepted that 

products are essentially continually updated models (Baudrillard, 1968, p. 140). But for the 

designer as a path-finder it means also re-thinking how they achieve any outcome and 

questioning why it has been ever thus. It means not accepting or assuming ‘facts’ at face value; 

e.g. washing machines are the best way to clean clothes. Is there another way available; could 

the design of the clothes alter in some way, a material or other changes to alter cleaning and 

so forth?  It could be contended that the whole point of design and the role of the designer is 

to challenge and question assumptions and to not assume anything, to challenge and be 

challenged while trying to re-direct product behaviour and in turn related consumer 

behaviour.  

Ehrenfeld states that design is normative rather than, or in addition to, functional or utilitarian 

and sees the designer, through their design, as guiding the actor towards what ought to be 

done in using the artefact (Ehrenfeld, 2008, p. 147). In order to achieve this result, the 

designer moves towards the final outcome by producing drawing after drawing in the design 

process to enhance the thought process. In this way helping to develop the product design as 

well as important design details that will guide the actor in terms of product behaviour.  

At the same time, earlier drawings of alternative design concepts equally play a part in the 

development of the preferred design concept and this process is continuously repeated as a 

concept is refined. In essence, the drawings are used to aid what could be seen as logical or 

linear thinking both vertically and horizontally, but also using those same drawings for creative 

thinking to introduce lateral thinking or illogical connections.  
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However Forty reminds us that it is the entrepreneur not the designer who decides which 

design most satisfactorily embodies the ideas necessary to the product’s success, and which 

best fits the material conditions of production (Forty, 1986, p. 241). Drawing is a common, yet 

powerful, visual language that is simple to comprehend in any language by any culture, by 

almost anyone. Once again however, we can see how drawing is undervalued and the 

potential positive impact of design limited within an existing service provider role. Thus, there 

is a real need to transform the way in which designers think, to redirect their design 

methodology and process in terms of what to design and how to design. 

 

6.2.4 Transforming the Way Designers Think 

Ehrenfeld believes that transformation is a very powerful concept, because it denotes a 

process in which the reality in front of someone changes its form: a half-empty glass becomes 

a half-full glass (Ehrenfeld, 2008, p. 66). The redirection of design methodology to transform 

product behaviour is much more than altering perception; however, transforming perception 

is an extremely important initial stage in the process of transforming the way in which 

designers think. 

Buchanan describes the unusual nature of design problems with their often complex and 

conflicting issues as wicked problems. There is no area of contemporary life where design—the 

plan, project, or working hypothesis that constitutes the “intention” in intentional operation—

is not a significant factor in shaping human experience. Buchanan goes on to say that designers 

may not be able to prove that something is or must be, but they nevertheless reason that it 

may be and this style of thinking is critical to the creative process(Buchanan, 1992). 

Design is a term widely used to describe something which has been planned for a particular 

use and/or has some inherent aesthetic value. Design suggests a considered thought process 

has taken place at some level to address a problem or provide a ‘creative’ solution. This is 

reflected within education where traditional design learning strategies and processes, such as 

creative thinking have been developed to influence and assist this ‘creative’ thought process. I 

argue creative thinking is often seen as the starting point for a design, where the term 

‘creative’ suggests a different approach to the thought process for the designer when in the 

mode of designing as we now understand it.  

Heidegger states that in order to be capable of thinking, we need to learn how to think first 

(Heidegger, 1968, p. 17). I argue that in the case of design thinking this is equally true, 

although it could be contended to some degree that learning to think is a continuous and 

natural process throughout our life. But this form of thinking is restricted to judgemental and 

routine thinking, with occasional elements of analytical and creative thought functioning at a 

relatively basic level. However, design thinking, like any other form of ‘discipline’ thinking, has 

to be learnt and ideally taught to be fully understood. To redirect design thinking or transform 

the way in which (practising) designers think in the future means a shift in the way designers 

see or perceive their role. That is, the design methodology used in the future must transform 

designers to provide direction and leadership for industry as opposed to simply responding to 

current industry commercial needs and a restricted or self-interested brief. 
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According to Ehrenfeld, education is fundamentally transformative as it presumes that the 

education process will change (Ehrenfeld, 2008, p. 69). Education in this sense is not merely 

adding theory and facts to the body; it means changing the bodily structures that underpin 

action. Design thinking is predominantly influenced in the first instance by the existing design 

education system at any point in time and that this approach to design thinking is itself 

influenced by the needs of the service-based design industry, which in turn is directly 

influenced by the demands/requirements to service the needs of any given client. In going full 

circle, this learning process demonstrates that as a student learns how to practice design in 

any particular discipline, so their design thinking process is also predominantly influenced by 

the demands of their particular industry. The design thinking of the practising designer is thus 

even more entrenched in this service industry role. 

In one sense, there are no surprises within that argument, however if one analyses this 

traditional role much more closely, it can be viewed to some degree as an incestuous 

relationship, continually feeding off itself. Not unlike a spiral in reverse, the designer’s thought 

process—instead of expanding to incorporate as broad a spectrum of directional questions or 

potential pathways as possible—actually becomes more and more limited. Continually 

reducing the designer’s ability to think beyond an extremely narrow perspective reduces the 

design process from design thinking, to judgemental thinking or decision-making. If taken to its 

ultimate conclusion, this also suggests that any existing potential for a truly productive and 

proactive design thought process eventually collapses in upon itself producing or certainly 

running the risk of producing a limited or flawed outcome. 

The same process should in fact be able to transform, to initially expand in a path-finding role 

as all possible questions are raised and as positive and negative results are determined.  It 

should only then collapse towards a final or optimum solution in a positive way as the design 

thought process deals with an ultimate range of options and progressively reduces the number 

of feasible possibilities towards the most effective or best suited outcome. Importantly, this 

represents a paradigm shift in how we think about design, designing and its role in society. 

Ehrenfeld describes how paradigm shifting is eminently practical in terms of transformation 

and sustainability (Ehrenfeld, 2008, p. 71). He states that new paradigms replace the old only 

when those seeking success in their lives assess the new to be a more effective way by which 

to live. However, those who find the new to be what they have been waiting for will almost 

always have to convince a lot of sceptics and entrenched interests that they should join in.  

Designers may believe through their entrenched commercial interests that they already 

influence the outcome of a design to varying degrees as their design thought process moves 

towards a final outcome, yet as I have already shown, any design is nearly always heavily 

influenced by the client and their perceived need(s). A more recent re-occurring pattern has 

been the appointment of construction companies by the client in the first instance, who in turn 

then appoint the architect to design the building as directed by the construction company’s 

specifications and budget. In this scenario, the architect (or designer) clearly has limited 

influence beyond a number of predetermined commercial criteria already decided by the 

client and the builder. I agree with Fry when he states that the way designers think, the culture 

they create, and the practices they establish have to break radically with existing and 

dominant patterns (Fry, 2011, p. 76 & 204). He goes on to argue that prefigurative knowledge 
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does not rest upon truth claims; rather, it is concerned with probability, potentiality and 

redirection. It is about learning how to project the consequences of design action onto a future 

already partly filled with what the past and present have thrown into it. Fry believes that 

designers have to consider the past and the present as well as the future impact of what they 

design and the only way this can be achieved effectively is for design to determine what is 

designed and how it is to be designed.  

Traditional design thinking methodology and process coupled with the traditional role of 

design as a service industry does not allow for a paradigm shift to take place. This means that 

designers have to ‘unlearn’ traditional design thinking and then re-direct themselves in a new 

design thinking methodology if they are to transform the way in which they think, to 

eventually transform product design and behaviour. 

Thus, I have shown how design thinking is unique in that it not only brings together other 

forms of thinking, but more critically uses drawing to provide another unique dimension to the 

design thought process. This also shows that successful design thinking requires a designer or 

someone trained in design as a facilitator.  

 

6.2.5 Redirection & Re-education? 

I argue that there first needs to be a redirection in the design thinking process if a 

transformation in the nature of consumer behaviour through interaction and experience with 

the design of product behaviour is to successfully take place. The design methodology 

eventually leads to the design of a product and its behaviour and this in turn will re-shape the 

design education learning process and experience at all levels. Heidegger, in discussing the 

concept of the ‘last man’, describes this human being not as the last person on the planet 

before the extinction of humankind, but rather drawing attention to those who are no longer 

able to look beyond themselves, those with entrenched views or who are unwilling to consider 

views that run contrary to their own (Heidegger, 1968, p. 57). Heidegger sees this as the 

crossroads where there is a need to consider a change of direction a change of attitude, or, as 

he puts it, “to rise above himself for once up to the level of his task undertake that task in a 

way that is essentially right”. 

In framing design as a re-directive practice, Fry states there is a need to take design beyond 

that of a disciplinary model (Fry, 2009, p. 55). He also goes on to say that design and 

architecture are regarded as disciplinary domains constituted from a number of sub-disciplines 

that exist within a rationalist model of divisions of knowledge and skills. He suggests that 

disciplinary thinking by its very nature is exclusory, limiting the designers’ ability to 

comprehend and engage the relational complexity of unsustainability and the creation of what 

Fry has named as ‘sustainment’. 

His solution is not to dispense with disciplines, but redirect how the disciplines communicate 

and interact with one another to become meta-disciplined, to redesign design. Designers have 

a history of training in one discipline to eventually operate successfully in another. Architects 

and interior designers move into product and furniture design, product designers’ move into 
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visual communication design (graphics) and vice versa, and it is the nature of design that 

provides for this horizontal movement between disciplines. What Fry argues for already occurs 

in limited degrees; the difference is the need to actively encourage a level of cross-discipline 

fertilisation, but at the same time provide for development of specialised ‘expertise’ in a 

particular discipline.  

According to Papanek, all design is an education of sorts (Papanek, 1984, p. 103). He states 

that the designer attempts to educate his manufacturer-client and the people at the 

marketplace, but he also understands that in most cases the designer has been relegated (or, 

more often, has relegated their self) to the production of “toys for adults”. My argument is 

that by re-directing the practice of design in the future, it is possible for the outcome to re-

direct consumer behaviour (thus consumer demand) and thereby demand for a more 

sustainable product rather than a toy for an adult. This consumer demand in turn has the 

potential and power to eventually re-direct the manufacturer in terms of materials used and 

production processes employed towards more sustainable products for the optimum strategic 

environmental benefit to all. 

Designers see themselves as the instigators of change; describing and framing their work as 

improving the quality of life for all, but I have begun to show the hidden cost of the long-term 

impact upon our environment. In reality, design improves the quality of life for those who can 

afford it and at the same time destroys the quality of the environment that sustains our being 

through the design and production of disposable or ‘throw-away’ products. Nothing is really 

gained by the ‘change’; it has not necessarily led to any overall improvement. Some small 

benefits may advantage the few but this has to be weighed against a debatable and probably 

larger ecological and environmental loss. This is why, as I have continued to argue throughout 

this dissertation, design thinking and design methodology have to transform, design practice 

has to transform, the role of the designer has to transform. The question is: what is the nature 

of this transformation?  

As noted earlier, I agree with Fry when he clearly states that the design profession in all its 

diversity is unambiguously a service industry bonded to the economic status quo (Fry, 2011, p. 

76). Transformation is both a redirection and a re-education. I argue that by redirecting design 

thinking and design methodology, so too will we redirect design practice.  

This new methodology then considers the impact upon existing systems from every potential 

viewpoint as well as the potential for the creation of a new system and its subsequent impact 

now and in the future. In this way, I argue the design methodology and process has been 

extended in both directions. A design project may still begin with a brief, but the nature of the 

project brief is seriously questioned and challenged to determine the ‘real’ problem.    

Fry calls this ‘designing in time’ (Fry, 2009, p. 58) where the design project does not end with 

the design and production of an outcome, its actual impact on existing systems, and/or the 

creation of a new system needs to be monitored and evaluated for future improvement and 

development. In this way, design takes responsibility for all its actions. I argue that the 

designer considers all the implications, moving the product design and its behaviour, its three 

dimensional branding towards a continuous loop or full cycle of sustainability. A redirected 

design methodology to consider all options and critical milestones for decisions and eventual 
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actions, a design thinking model along the lines of nature, but a model that does not try to 

mimic nature. 

 

6.2.6 Three-Dimensional Branding 

I argue that understanding how to utilise the impact of three-dimensional branding is an 

important aspect in relation to design thinking and design methodology for any three-

dimensional product or building or environment. My earlier chapter demonstrated its 

importance in relation to product behaviour as well as its confusion with two-dimensional 

branding or surface graphics application and how the three-dimensional product and the 

brand are inseparable parts (Fiell & Fiell, 2007, p. 472). I have also shown how the object can 

‘speak’ in a distinctive and planned way through three-dimensional design (Ehrenfeld, 2008, p. 

161). While the argument to redirect design methodology towards path-finding and designing 

for real problems and real needs has been clearly stated, for this to be a successful exercise, 

the consumer has to first want the products designed and produced through redirected design 

methodology; they need to find them desirable (Figure 14). 

  

Figure 14 Graph showing the balance between need and desire in what and how to design 
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I agree with Baudrillard who points out that ‘personalisation’, far from being a mere 

advertising ploy, is actually a basic ideological concept of a society that personalises objects 

and beliefs solely in order to integrate persons more effectively (Baudrillard, 1968, p. 141). 

Krippendorf also describes how form and meaning are intricately related (Krippendorff, Spring 

1989, p. 14), and he states that their relationship is a fundamental concern of product 

semantics. Krippendorff believes that something must have form to be seen but must make 

sense to be understood and used. He states that form entails a description (of something), 

without reference to an observer or user (for example, geometry, physics, and objectivist 

aesthetics), which need no reference to the person applying them. In contrast, he states that 

meaning always requires reference to someone’s (self or other). In other words, in the case of 

product design, three-dimensional branding provides meaning with regards to the nature and 

quality of a product function and its anticipated behaviour. At the same time, this provides 

social meaning connects with the intended end-user as well as with others in society. 

Vihma states that qualities of the built environment and its artefacts can be studied as 

functioning in mutual cooperation—as companions to people (Vihma, 2005). Accordingly, 

Vihma states that design can focus more on how they affect persons and human behaviour 

and cognitive processes.  

In this way, three-dimensional branding also has the potential to affect the behaviour and 

cognitive processes of the consumer if utilised effectively and efficiently by design. Branding 

has a mixed reputation where Klein describes branding as a balloon economy: inflating with 

astonishing rapidity, but full of hot air (Klein, 2000). However, her comments reflect the 

negative side of high-pressure advertising and marketing, the ‘selling’ of ‘brands’, which, I have 

clearly demonstrated  in earlier chapters, is something very different to branding and, in the 

case of this particular argument, three-dimensional branding. 

Olins, often regarded as the two-dimensional branding authority, poses the following question 

with regards to the delivery of ‘graphical’ branding in the twenty-first century: “With all the 

interest, how can it be that only a very few people can even say what a brand really is, let 

alone know how to create one, introduce one, manage it and sustain it?” (Olins, 2008, p.18) 

From a marketing viewpoint, it could be contended that the product is designed and the 

branding applied and that brands are created, developed and built by marketing with the aid 

of strategically designed advertising. In earlier chapters I have shown that this tends to be a 

misconception especially in relation to three-dimensional products. Marketing and advertising 

build awareness about a brand or try to create meaning around a brand. I argue that this 

meaning is only successful in a three-dimensional product design if it is related to the meaning 

already designed into the product.  

According to De Motoza, design is integral to integrating market research, marketing strategy, 

branding, engineering, new product development, production planning, distribution, and 

corporate communication policies (De Mozota, 2003, pp. 74-77). She argues we are moving 

from the notion of measurable quality to the notion of perceived quality and that it is 

designers who contribute to creating perceived quality. The meaning of quality perceived 

and/or measurable has already been considered in earlier chapters; however I would argue 

that perceived quality is a key part of three-dimensional branding and the quality of the design 
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of a product. It is also clear that it is in the nature of design to become a melting pot of sorts 

for a range of professions and disciplines subject to the nature any design project and could be 

described as being the mid-point between art and science. 

 

6.2.7 Design, Art & Science 

From the perspective of design, art and science are the foundation of nature. That is where 

nature creates art through the aesthetic visual interpretation of the ‘natural’ environment and 

where the science of nature creates structure, form and a system of sustainability for life to 

exist and prosper. Design in general tends to see everything in nature as having a reason for 

being, a purpose, inter-connectedness; that is, the waste from flora and fauna feeds back into 

the system as forms of nourishment for the living flora and fauna. This is a very simplistic view 

of the systems of nature, but does demonstrate how nature designs these ‘loop’ systems that 

make up the environment—not in isolation as practising designers tend to do but within a 

highly inter-connected and integrated system. Nature continues to adjust and improve those 

outcomes that work well within the system, but equally allows those with no future benefit or 

useful purpose to eventually disappear.  

Design could be seen as the meat in the middle of the sandwich, with art on one side and 

science on the other, where design rigour provides a truthful scientific analysis as well as the 

innate understanding of aesthetic beauty. However, in discussing design as a ‘led’ service 

industry, Andrews argues that design misuses the knowledge and skills it possesses simply due 

to a misguided socio-economic model that provides the wrong focus (Andrews, 2005, pp. 24-

35).  

Two familiar issues are highlighted here: the first is in regards to design being a ‘led’ service 

industry, which has been often repeated throughout this research; the second alludes to how 

design is something of a catalyst between art and science. Where art is seen as the jurisdiction 

of the creative artist and science is seen as the jurisdiction of the logical scientist and the 

designer can be seen as bringing together two opposing or contrasting elements to create a 

third outcome. The question before us now is this third outcome generated out of creative 

thinking or design thinking, where creative thinking can be argued as being part of the process 

of design thinking. I argue and have determined thus far that due to the service industry role 

of design, product outcomes, the third outcome, are more often than not the result of major 

creative thinking and very limited or heavily compromised design thinking. 

It is through scientific thinking that technologies are eventually created and through creative 

thinking that the potential of those technologies are utilised and explored to varying degrees 

by design. One can also begin to understand how it is really through a ‘misled’ creative 

thinking process, and not through design thinking or a design strategy as such, that the 

technology from science is made accessible to the consumer. Liedtka provides a somewhat 

typical perspective on the difference between design and science by pointing out 

contemporary design theorists have been attentive to the areas in which design and science 

diverge as well as converge (Liedtka, 2004, p. 13). The most fundamental difference between 

the two, Liedtka argues, is that design thinking deals primarily with what does not yet exist; 
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while scientists deal with explaining what is. She states that scientists discover the laws that 

govern today’s reality, while designers invent a different future.  

While both methods of thinking are hypothesis-driven, the nature of the design hypothesis 

differs from that of the scientific hypothesis. And Liedtka goes on to suggest that the design 

method, with its emphasis on cycles of hypothesis-generating and testing and the acquisition 

of new information to continually open up new possibilities, remains central to design 

thinking. Again I would argue that what Liedtka refers to is not design thinking, but creative 

thinking as it seeks to generate new possibilities. 

In the past, people placed their faith and trust in professional expertise and scientific progress; 

however, according to Franklin et al., new generations, have become increasingly sceptical 

about the general benefits of (scientific) innovation (as exemplified by the current 

controversies about genetically modified foods) (Franklin et al., 2000, p. 136). Indeed, many 

scientific and technological progressions and medical developments are implicated in many of 

our current and future health problems.  

Franklin et al. highlight how science, in trying to improve the performance of nature for human 

benefit, has at the same time redesigned and impacted upon existing ‘natural’ systems to the 

point where nature is no longer ‘natural’. Fry states that technology continually changes what 

technology is and, in turn, technology continually changes the nature of the material world 

and beings in that world (Fry, 2011, p. 54). In much earlier work, Fry also questions the 

contrast between a scientistic viewpoint and the claimed ability of science and technology to 

rectify the problems that science created (Fry, 1994, p. 18). I would argue that this has 

implications for the apparent position of design being somewhere between art and science 

and more critically its potential role in the future, if design is to move successfully from a 

reactive subservient service industry to that of an innovative path-finding leader. 

Meikle argues that industrial design had successfully begun to move design from art to science, 

where art was seen as aesthetic and beautiful, but design as a science could actually direct and 

manipulate those qualities to achieve a desired outcome (Meikle, 1979). Meikle describes 

design as a science in its own right, referring to how industrial design could make mundane, 

everyday processes become stimulating experiences, such as filling up with petrol, watching 

your car being serviced. At the very basic consumer level, this whole underlying industrial 

design concept was promoted as being about better communication, improving quality of life 

for the masses, a perceived power to the people. The reality was that developers and 

manufacturers still retained the political power in the sense that they made the decisions to 

influence exactly how design used science and technology. 

While design has had the potential to be a pathfinder since the advent of industrial design in 

the 1940s, it has remained a subservient service industry, servicing the desires of the 

consumer on behalf of the manufacturer and in the process turning them into needs. I have 

shown how those needs are artificially created and Fry broadens the impact by describing how 

design not only services political and commercial needs, but also extends commercial/political 

influence and reach (Fry, 1999, p. 30).  
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Fry claims that it is always by design that power of technology is directed and is subjected to 

control. What design actually does is enables the structure of power (the economy, state, 

industry, institution) to determine the forms of the exercise of that power and the point of its 

application (which may or may not deliver the sought determinate outcome). In other words, 

power is extended by design. Like a robotic or cybernetic state, its body extends our body 

providing broader area of control. 

Buchanan refers to Simon’s ‘The Sciences of the Artificial’ (Buchanan, 1992) as a major work on 

design theory in the twentieth century, wherein Simon wrote that the proper study of 

mankind is the science of design (Simon, 1969, pp. 129-159). Here again, design is described as 

a science in its own right, a critical third player in relation to art and science but not necessarily 

sitting midway. One can also see that the scientistic solution is not a solution, and could be 

contended as being a choice between unsatisfactory outcomes. That is, between the positive 

benefits and negative impact upon our environment, at best a calculated compromise at any 

point in time.  

Clearly, a relationship between design, art and science exists.  However, what is not clear is the 

nature of that relationship and how it presents itself in terms of product design, product 

behaviour and subsequent consumer behaviour. 

 

6.2.7.1 The Art & Design Relationship 

At this point, it is not necessary to detail historical milestones in order to understand the 

relationship between art and design from the perspective of design. I’ve already described 

how design was initially borne out of art to meet the commercial demand for artistic skills to 

aid the manufacturers’ development of consumerism through advertising and industrial 

design. For much of that formative period, advertising design was often heavily influenced by 

contemporary art of its period. Industrial design and the design of products focused more on 

the visual aesthetic artistic skills in creating three-dimensional illusions of speed and 

modernism, for example.  

Early innovation in the form of creative thinking was also borne out of art; however, today this 

is no longer the case as the relationship has essentially been reversed. From empirical 

experience, art is now spectacle for the most part. That is to say, it is more often than not 

‘designed’ to have an effect upon the viewer, to have a visual impact in terms of disruption of 

some or all of the senses. Many ‘fine art’ examples abound, including work by Ron Mueck, 

Ricky Swallow and many artists featured in the Queensland Art Gallery’s Asia-Pacific Triennial 

(Figure 15), that use unnatural scale, large interpretations of small things and small versions of 

the larger. This is not to argue that it is wrong in any way, but rather it is not fine art, but 

‘designed’ art. It is rare to experience fine art nowadays that truly functions on a genuine 

higher intellectual plane or even a higher level of understanding and artistic visual impact.  

From the perspective of design, it is clear that much of art has transformed to ‘designed’ art, 

now more influenced by its visual design than the other way around. I further argue that in the 

case of design, where creative thinking is part of design thinking, design has at the same time 

become an entity in its own right. 
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Figure 15  

Ron Mueck Two women 2005*      Ricky Swallow**      Zhu Weibing & Ji Wenyu*** 

 

*polyester resin, fibreglass, silicone, polyurethane, aluminium wire, steel, wool, cotton, nylon, synthetic hair, plastic, metal 82.6 x 

48.7 x 41.5 cm (variable) ed. 1/1 National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne Purchased, Victorian Foundation for Living Australian 

Artists, 2007 

** Ricky Swallow, exhibition view, Modern Art, 5 - 29 June  Copyright the artist Courtesy Stuart Shave/Modern Art, London 

*** Shangh Art Gallery 

Kolko provides a description of the difference between design and art, where he sees art as 

living in the realm of the logic/illogic connection and where design has the focus on the 

scientific methodology (Kolko, 2007, pp. 198-203). The difficulty with this description is the use 

of logic/illogical connection, where it could be argued that this same description could also be 

used for the basis of the creative thinking process that is a similar process present in both 

design and art. However it is the design thinking process, which is really only present in design, 

that has more in common with scientific methodology.  

The design thinking process is what really differentiates design from art and allows design to 

move from artistic visual spectacle to an aesthetically pleasing and functional outcome. This 

also highlights the confusion that exists in understanding the differences between art and 

design by sociologists, anthropologists and philosophers who tend to view art and design as 

one and the same thing.  

For example, when Heidegger talks about thought and poesy and then goes onto suggest that 

sculpture, painting, and music operate to express themselves in the medium of stone and 

wood and colour and tone (Heidegger, 1968, p. 128), he is clearly considering the role of the 

artist and not the role of designer. The artist can choose to create a sculpture, for example, in 

clay, wood, stone, metal, plastic, fabric, trash or a mix of each, but that decision is a personal 

choice based upon skill and personal need to express an idea or concept in particular way. The 

only function for the artist is to satisfy their own needs in terms of the statement they want to 

make and how they want to make it. In contrast, the designer’s choice of material is based 

upon its suitability for purpose, location, lifespan, performance and maintenance as well as the 

‘look and feel’ in terms of meaning. The designer has to ask many more questions and provoke 

much more food for thought in terms of need and problem.  
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Not only does the designer have to ask many more questions, they have to ask different 

questions. Asking different questions, according to Hawken et al.—much as the scientist Edwin 

Land did when he described invention as a sudden cessation of stupidity—can suggest areas to 

be targeted for innovation (Hawken et al., 1999, p. 64). In our understanding of thinking so far, 

we can see how different questions precipitate different thought processes and therefore 

different answers. This allows the designer to change perspective, to alter the line of thought 

or thinking; to view the many sides of a problem and a proposed solution.  

I agree with Fry who sees design as a feature of the function of mind, one that defines the 

presence of thinking in the consequences of pre-figurative thought (Fry, 1994, p. 113).  Equally, 

and more particularly, for Fry, design, across all material and immaterial practice, gives 

direction to process and form, as well as the directional product. While design became a 

professional practice with the rise of industrial culture, more fundamentally, as elemental to 

mind, it is and always has been, one of the designations of what it is to be human. Fry also uses 

this statement to claim that everyone is a designer and my opposing argument has already 

been addressed earlier in that it could be argued that everyone is a doctor, a nurse, a lawyer or 

accountant at certain planes. We all function in these areas and on different planes our 

decisions have a relative impact. However, I can now further address and further define the 

claim made by Fry that everyone is a creative thinking designer, but not a design thinking 

designer.  

 

6.2.7.2 The Design and Science Relationship 

According to Buchanan, there is no area of contemporary life where design is not a significant 

factor in shaping human experience (Buchanan, 1992, p. 8 & 14). Design even extends into the 

core of traditional scientific activities, where it is employed to cultivate the subject matters 

that are the focus of scientific curiosity. Buchanan observes that the scientific community must 

be puzzled by the types of problems addressed by professional designers and by the patterns 

of reasoning they employ. He sees this as creating one of the central problems of 

communication between scientists and designers, because the problems addressed by 

designers seldom fall solely within the boundaries of any one of the subject matters: physics, 

chemistry, biology, mathematics, the social sciences, or one of the many subfields into which 

these sciences have been divided.  

This lack of understanding and communication may also be explained by the two differing 

principles, the first behind methodology of science, which we now see as seeking to 

understand ‘what is’ and the second as that behind design methodology that seeks to 

determine ‘what could be’ (Liedtka, 2004, p. 13).  

I argue that design thinking research has to first set out to determine the ‘real’ problem in 

terms of ‘real’ need and should not be confused with the role of creative thinking which is 

solution focused. Design thinking then introduces the logical/illogical to bring together 

opposing or seemingly unconnected parts to create a new part or new direction of thought 

and this is the foundation of creative thinking research. Design thinking research next 

considers and determines all possible options or directions, the many faces of the problem and 
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proposed solutions borne out of this creative thinking research. It also analyses how the 

proposed solutions will impact upon existing systems, create new systems and how the 

potential impact of each proposed design concept can best be managed. It is critical to fully 

understand that design thinking does not only seek to understand what could be, but also 

what are the likely outcomes and developments from ‘what could be’ in the long term future. 

This redirected design thinking methodology provides a strategy to determine what needs to 

be designed and how to design it as a sustainable product. 

I have argued that designers only use creative thinking methodology to solve wicked and other 

problems due to their current service industry role. Despite this, Liedtka points out that 

creative design (unlike science) does not passively await discovery—designers actively seek 

them out (Liedtka, 2004, p. 14). Protzen & Harris (2010) provide a study of Rittel’s (1967) 

thinking on the difference between wicked problems and tame problems. Rittel argued that it 

is possible to “tame” a wicked problem, or treat it as if it were tame, by defining and describing 

it and a set of possible responses. However, Rittel warned it is in the handling as if tame that 

lies the danger of deciding too early what the solution is and forgetting an important aspect or 

ignoring other views. “Taming a problem by treating it as if it were tame does not remove its 

inherent wickedness; the description or the problem that is used is not, as Rittel argued, a 

definitive formulation, but rather simply one possible formulation among many” (Protzen & 

Harris, 2010, p. 149). In Rittel’s description, one sees a good fit with the existing process of 

creative thinking within design methodology, as well as the need to transform this 

methodology to consider the impact of a design on existing systems or ability to create new 

ones. 

In referring to the problem of communication between scientists and designers, Buchanan 

explains how this was clearly evident in a special conference on design theory held in New York 

in 1974 (Buchanan, 1992, pp. 14-15). He states this conference was interesting for several 

reasons, the most significant being directly related to the content of the meeting itself. 

According to Buchanan, reviewed in one of the initial papers, the “the wicked problems” 

approach of design proved to be one of the central themes to which the participants often 

returned when seeking a connection between their remarkably diverse and seemingly 

incommensurate applications of design.  

This particular example demonstrates the fascination that science and others have with design 

or more accurately the design thinking methodology for what they see incorrectly as problem 

solving. In this particular instance, it is clear that science may not fully comprehend the nature 

of design thinking and how it works, but equally they begin to see value and therefore a 

common ground within the nature of ‘wicked problems’. More importantly, science and 

technology sees how a design thinking methodology can successfully deal with such unique 

and complex problems. 

Fry’s argument highlights the impact of design in making technology accessible to the 

consumer (Fry, 1999, pp. 22-24). Fry also argues that technology acts to reshape its maker and 

user as much as, and perhaps more than, that which it is presented in making.  As technology 

arrives through scientific research, it is currently creative thinking that makes the potential of 

technology a reality. In so doing, creative thinking allows that technology to impact positively 
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and negatively on existing systems, or to spawn new ones and allows technology to move 

beyond the initial design application or initial outcome.  

At face value, it could be contended that design merely takes from science in the form of the 

latest technology, and within a service industry role that may be a reasonable contention. 

However, by redirecting design methodology and using design and design thinking rather than 

just a creative thinking form of research to analyse and test the various options presented by 

science in the form of technology could also provide a common ground for science and design 

to work together to minimise negative side-effects or misuse of technology. This would allow 

for the development of technology and the final form as a more desirable consumer product 

that could impact positively upon our environment in the longer term. 

In Natural Capitalism, Hawken et al. claim that humankind has inherited a 3.8-billion-year 

store of natural capital and that at present rates of use and degradation, there will be little left 

by the end of the next century (Hawken et al., 1999, p. 3). Increasing population growth and 

the sheer volume of consumer numbers have brought us low-cost and a larger range of 

affordable, yet disposable, products. This now begins to work against society in terms of 

wasting ‘natural’ finite resources and destroying our ‘natural’ environment in trying to meet 

what could become an almost insatiable need for the latest and the greatest version of 

technology. Fry takes this even further by pointing out that nothing is ‘natural’ now and what 

we believe to be natural is in fact artificial or already contaminated by our very existence over 

many generations. The human hand has intervened in natural selection (of both animals and 

plants) dramatically. This has occurred from the rise of hunter gatherers, to the birth of 

agriculture, to the discovery of fermentation, through to the commercialisation of genetic 

engineering (Fry, 1994, p. 79).  

Thus, I argue, it is necessary for science and design to work in partnership in the future that 

places the sustainability of our environment at the very core when making technology 

accessible. It is crucial to understanding that what we design goes on designing and in turn 

that the technology within also changes everything. Science tries to understand how nature is 

and technology tries to utilise this knowledge for improved effectiveness and efficiency, never 

fully understanding the implications of being able to achieve this. It is the hermeneutic role of 

design to fully understand those very same implications, not to manage them or control them 

as such, but to design them in such a way as to fit with existing systems or if necessary create 

systems that allow the positive attributes to develop and grow and for the negative to fall 

away and deteriorate. In this way, design thinking not only provides direction for science, but 

can also assist science in determining what needs to be researched and understood within 

nature in the future. 

In terms of positional relationship, it becomes clear that design does not sit upon some 

variable point between science and art, nor is design a coming together of art and science; 

design is an entity in its own right. Design is academically separated from art or science, and 

must be pragmatically distinct from the fields of marketing or engineering, claims Kolko, who 

also points out that he is in no way attempting to argue that design should not be intertwined 

tightly with these other disciplines in business practice; he sees the pragmatic distinction is 

one of method, vocabulary, technique, and history (Kolko, 2007, pp. 198-203).   
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Kolko also draws attention to the distinction between design and other professions, including 

the fine arts, confirming that it has been steadily acknowledged and referenced by many 

academics over the last half-century, with increasing specificity. He cites (Saikaly, 2006), who 

provides a survey of this academic perspective concerning the unique nature of design in his 

text Approaches to Design Research: Towards the Designerly Way. In turn, Saikaly (2006) cites 

Harold Nelson and Erik Stolterman who argue that “design is not a subset or derivative of 

science, or a form of art, nor is it a mid-point between the two. We hold the idea that design is 

its own tradition of inquiry, as well as action, and is among the oldest of traditions.” (Nelson & 

Stolterman, 2005)(cited in Saikaly, 2006, p3) 

While the birth of industrial design is around the 1940s, the early beginnings of a recognisable 

early form of design thinking can be traced to Leonardo da Vinci, with many of his design 

concepts only limited by the lack of the knowledge of science, technology and suitable 

materials available at the time. Design can be traced further back to the moment man created 

his first tool, which enabled him to create other tools to aid his survival and thus to begin to 

alter his environment. On that basis alone, design shows itself to be among the oldest of 

traditions, where design has become a natural human trait with huge and lasting impact upon 

the natural environment. Design changes our world and how we see it, to the point where 

today we see the planned or designed artificial world as the natural way of things. 

However, the designer today is misguided or ineffectively positioned as a service-industry 

provider. As a result, the implications for scientific research and the tools of technology are 

never fully thought through with a long-term design strategy developed from a comprehensive 

analysis of all possible outcomes. Fry states that science and technology, for all that is claimed 

and felt in name and form as progressive, rather than being instruments of liberation have 

been ecocidal in the way they have reified the will to unaccountably dominate ’the natural’ 

(Fry, 1994, p. 152). However, it also does not follow, according to Fry, that anti-humanism, as a 

knowing that knows its anthropocentric self, will address and correct, all failings, lacks and 

crimes of humanism, including its ecological violence. The need for design and science to have 

a different relationship becomes clear when we understand that science as ‘what is’ does not 

possess the unique design thinking ability to think both backwards from a desired outcome 

and forwards in terms of ‘what ifs’ or the strategy to resolve issues of sustainability on its own. 

Hawken et al. also make this point about sustainability and the need for design by introducing 

‘thinking backwards’ from a desired outcome as a solution to sustainability (Hawken et al., 

1999, p. 121). They suggest that much of the art of engineering for advanced resource 

efficiency involves harnessing helpful interactions between specific measures so that like 

loaves and fishes, savings keep on multiplying. The most basic way to do this is to ‘think 

backward’ from downstream to upstream in a system.  

I argue that Hawken et al. present here a design thinking process that others may not fully 

understand. At the same time design thinking provides logical efficiency that in part can be 

recognised as working backwards. What also needs to be recognised here is the value in 

determining the ‘real’ problem in the first place through also working forwards into perceived 

futures. Here again I agree with Fry who identifies design as one of the key drivers of change 

and argues that for change to happen, the very foundation of design and designing has to be 
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transformed in terms of how designers think about design and designing (Fry, 2009). 

Contemporary design thinking is a complex process. By redirecting the design thinking 

methodology and thereby extending the process and responsibility of design, is a different and 

potentially much more complex design methodology and it could be argued creates the need 

for a different form of design management in the future to deal with much a more complex 

process? 

 

6.2.8 Design Management 

The key issue of design management is framed by whom or what is directing design and where 

the designer is placed in this play of forces as either a compliant or a resistant subject. Further 

to this it is necessary to understand exactly what needs to be managed and why, as well as 

what exactly we mean by design management in relation to design thinking methodology and 

process. Design management requires analysis as a discourse created to over-determine 

design process—which itself is a functionalism that has negated design thinking and is part of 

their induction into practice. 

Design management was established in the United Kingdom during the 1960s, however, even 

within the design community, many definitions of design management currently exist. 

According to De Mozota, the critical role of designer between industry and the economy first 

dawned with the joint efforts of the Royal College of Art in London and the London Business 

School‘s Department of Design Management headed by Peter Gorb  (De Mozota, 2003, p. 70). 

De Mozota explains Gorb’s definition of design management as the effective deployment by 

line managers of the design resources available to a company in order to achieve its objectives. 

De Mozota claims that design management is therefore directly concerned with the place of 

design within an organisation, placing design in the service of corporate objectives, but also 

adjusts a company’s state of mind through ‘attitude management’. 

I agree with Fry when he argues that design management speaks from and to managerial-ism, , 

he also claims it provides a conduit between design expertise and corporate commercial 

objectives (Fry, 2009, p. 123). In doing so, he believes it has supported corporate avant-

gardism pioneered by corporate design strategies and extended design’s ability to be a ‘value-

adding’ agency.  

Cooper, a professor of design management and co-director of Imagination@Lancaster 

University, describes design management as a discipline in continual motion, changing, 

responding and adapting to the ever-increasing dynamics of social and business 

transformation and states that its value for change and thinking is growing in prominence 

(Hands, 2009, p. 11).  

It is clear that, like design, design management in relation to any of the above definitions or 

forms is clearly compromised and limited. However the observation that it also changes a 

company’s state of mind is a significant factor with its potential to re-direct and re-educate. 

What is not clear in Cooper’s observation is the willingness of design management in terms of 

its continual responsibility to respond and adapt by effectively removing itself from its present 
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service industry-led role.  Can design management reposition itself in the role of path-finding, 

provide both a flexible structure and management principles to provide a strategy and 

direction that effectively and efficiently allow a re-directed design methodology and process to 

create products to meet ‘real’ need and develop proactive product behaviour? 

I concur with Fry when he states that designers today work in a context of the already decided, 

the functional and the trivial; they have little sense of what defines or what needs to be 

decided and the ethical consequences of what they design as it goes on designing. According 

to Fry, the fact the design is never finished is refused by the very notion of the ‘product’ (Fry, 

2009, p. 217/218).  

To address this notion or finality of the ‘product’, it is my hypothesis that in one sense, the role 

of design management is the management of the design process and application, utilised to 

some degree as the management (or a checklist) of the design thinking process. This should 

not be interpreted as management or control of the thought process, which would effectively 

disarm or severely limit design thinking, but as a structure for the questioning process to 

ensure all possible outcomes have been analysed and tested.  

If design thinking begins with questioning what it is exactly that is trying to be achieved and 

why— questioning what the desired outcome is—I argue it is important that the designer has 

the freedom to think analytically, judgementally, routinely and creatively, but all in a 

‘designerly’ fashion that still ensures the design thought process covers all possibilities. This 

suggests that part of the role of effective design management should be to provide a structure 

or a system that also questions and challenges the very foundation of any perceived problem 

and fully understand what the desired outcome or expectation required to meet a ‘real’ need 

is. In other words, using the earlier example of travelling to London, there is a need to ask: why 

does the client need to go to London?  Is there a need to travel to London?  Will being in 

London provide the desired outcome or solution?  

This returns the discussion back to the current service-industry based design thinking that 

begins with a brief and ends with an outcome. I argue that to accept that the nature of the 

brief for a solution or outcome is directly influenced by the nature of the problem being posed 

the problem has to be clearly defined and correctly identified in the first place. I further argue 

that once this is achieved, the designer has to next ensure every conceivable and possible 

option is considered, analysed and tested to provide the optimum solution with minimum or 

zero negative impact upon existing systems.  

This then raises the need to question if the designer is still functioning within the realm of 

‘traditional’ thinking around a question or problem, where traditional thinking is seen as a 

logical progression of thought connecting one with the next? If this is the case how do 

designers ensure that they do not unintentionally return to the one-sidedness of a problem? 

Can a design management structure or system provide for the introduction of ‘creative 

thinking’ at key or critical points as a vehicle to re-direct or force the thought process from 

traditional and logical thought into a different realm or higher level of thought? It would 

appear that design management is well placed to provide a comprehensive structure or system 

for different levels or types of thought processes to be introduced in a timely and efficient 

manner. However this may be too restrictive and if so it could simply be a structure or system 
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that provides flexible checklists and guidelines so as not to limit the redirected design 

methodology in path-finding.  

Papanek claims integrated design is comprehensive (Papanek, 1984, p. 322). It attempts to 

take into consideration all the factors and modulations necessary to a decision-making 

process. Integrated, comprehensive design is anticipatory. It attempts to look at existing data 

and trends and to continuously extrapolate, as well as interpolate, from the scenarios of the 

future it constructs. 

The role of a transformed design management structure or system should be to identify critical 

design decision points or milestones during the design thought process. That is, in terms of 

aesthetics, shape, form, materials and textures (visceral design), which impact a design in 

relation to the potential consumer/end user as well as the effectiveness of the design in terms 

of reliability and appropriateness (behavioural design). Reflective design is also critical in this 

regard in a sense it is the self-image of the consumer being reflected back by the ‘look and 

feel’ of the designed outcome and thereby translating into some form of meaning for the 

consumer/end user. 

I argue for a preliminary design management analysis system or structure that allows for both 

extension and expansion of all critical design decision points or milestones. This redirected 

design management structure would be designed to question: the very nature of any proposed 

design solution as well as the perceived need  the solution is designed to addressed, the nature 

of materials to be used, the lifespan of the proposed design solution and the very way in which 

it is to be conceived. To question the visceral, the behavioural and the reflective design 

elements designed into the solution. It is clear that this is a more comprehensive, complex and 

in-depth approach to the discipline of design management for effective design research, 

requiring interrogation beyond the limits of this research thesis. 

I would argue that popular interpretations of contemporary design management should not be 

described as a design discipline; they are merely an extension of contemporary management 

structures and processes, the management of design by commercial entities to maximise 

‘added value’, and therefore just one more hindrance to the existing design thought process in 

achieving proactive product behaviour. However, by accepting the general view that the 

design process is to solve a problem to address some perceived need, I would also argue that 

in considering the role of re-directed design management, one simply introduces another set 

of problems or additional complications into the mix, a few more design variables. The 

problems to be addressed in the future therefore do not necessarily increase in size or even 

become more difficult; it is basically a different set of variables for design and this is something 

every designer deals with each time they embark upon a new project. The issue highlights the 

need to define the role of design management in the future if it is to be seriously considered as 

a design discipline within the context of a redirected design methodology and proactive 

product behaviour. 

Krippendorff states that patterns should be designed to survive all the successive 

transformations into manifestations (artefacts) that are necessary to ultimately support 

themselves (Krippendorff, Spring 1989, p. 29). In the re-directed role of design management 

that I have presented thus far, the foundation of design or the design thinking process is not 
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just about the final outcome. It should firstly identify the real problem or outcome to be 

addressed, and only then should it begin to consider possible design concepts, the various 

pathways and the future impact of pursuing those pathways. Not just in terms of the impact of 

the final outcome, but also the impact of its production, assembly and/or fabrication option. I 

argue that this should be done against the backdrop of the optimum design solution rather 

than that of the available or commercially preferred operations. It should consider the needs 

of the end user in terms of psychology and semiotics by making the design accessible, useable 

and intuitive. It also needs to consider the aesthetics and visual appeal to the end user in 

terms of meaning through a much deeper emotional connection to address individual lifestyle 

choices and it should be a sustainable evolutionary design from every viewpoint.  

Therefore, I have shown how the redirected design methodology builds upon its relationship 

with art and science, the importance of three-dimensional branding to build meaning and 

create desire, and how design management can be used to provide a framework for 

sustainable product behaviour.  

 

6.2.9 Evolutionary Design and Sustainable Product Behaviour 

Heidegger poses the question “What actually calls for thinking, real food for thought?” 

(Heidegger, 1968, p.121). The socio-economic difficulties, extreme climate change, natural 

disasters, and even living within our individual environments are all situations that call for 

thinking; they are food-for-thought issues we have to deal with. Nature, rightly or wrongly, is 

generally seen as the core root of many of these problems and the ‘natural’ reaction is to try 

and dominate nature through science, technology and design. Leiss states one of the most 

powerful current thoughts since the seventeenth century is the conviction that the human 

species should and will ‘conquer’ nature through the progress of modern science and 

technology (Leiss, 1978, p. 47).  

Fry writes that technology has directed humans’ brute-force approach to dealing with their 

environment and nature (Fry, 1999, p. 30); humans are structured into a culture that acts to 

dominate their world with tools and products and in turn to dominate the impact of nature. 

This posits humans at war with nature. We as humanity cannot fully appreciate nor 

understand the implications of our short-term domination using tools and technology, but it 

could be argued that we do often experience the eventual impact or results of what we do. 

That is when nature seemingly and effectively responds with storms, floods, tornados, and 

earthquakes. Nature demonstrates in this way that it is possibly? a far greater brute force than 

we can ever hope to be. We can mimic that brute force of nature; we can protect ourselves to 

some degree from the power of nature; but we cannot control it and, if we could, what would 

be the negative implications of that control? 

According to Jollien, Chinese thinking means always aiming to evolve, and to adapt totally to 

the enemy’s movements, rather than attack them head on (Jollien, 1995, p. 263). This is not to 

suggest that humans view nature as ‘the enemy’, but it does demonstrate the potential to 

work and move more effectively with nature. In the past, when tools and technological 

capability was limited, humans’ thinking and approach to nature was to determine ways to 
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work with their environment and nature. The solutions produced were often effective to meet 

their needs with minimal impact upon the natural environment.  

According to Fry, futuring (or creating a truly sustainable future) is dependent upon designers’ 

abilities to learn to create a long-term view. He argues that it is not so much the construction 

of ‘visions of the future’, rather, the need to create a way of thinking predicated on the future 

as world-making in the present and in conditions of uncertainty (Fry, 2012, p. 123). 

However, using ‘situations’ or situational needs as food for thought with regards to ‘real’ 

needs of an individual or a community can provide the designer with the necessary questions 

to investigate ‘real’ needs, different approaches and possible solutions. Beyond this it is 

incumbent upon the designer to investigate the broader picture, how a design concept 

potentially goes on systematically designing and what this is likely to spawn both directly and 

indirectly, not unlike an organic matrix. 

Shove et al., in The Design of Everyday Life, pose the question “are designers inadvertently but 

inevitably contributing to patterns of unsustainable consumption?” (Shove, et al., 2007, p. 

122). I would argue that clearly, the answer is affirmative, given the current role of design as a 

service-based industry that meets a commercial system of needs. Leiss states the negative 

aspect of a system of needs is revealed in conceptual terms in the affirmation of the 

‘separateness’ of humans from the rest of nature, in an attitude of arrogance with regard to 

the manipulation of his  surroundings (Leiss, 1978, p. 125). Ehrenfeld believes that producing 

sustainability takes much more than simple problem-solving and incremental improvements in 

the present socioeconomic system, that is, the way of symptomatic solutions (Ehrenfeld, 2008, 

p. 65). There are two important points here; the first relates to needs and the isolation and 

location of ‘real’ needs; the second is humans’ separateness from nature. I have already 

discussed ‘real’ needs at length throughout this dissertation; however, the isolation of humans 

from their environment is an issue that requires further consideration. This could be dealt with 

by building in the constant ‘primary’ need in the design of proactive product behaviour. The 

primary need would be the sovereignty of the environment, making it the central focus of 

design methodology (Figure 16) as opposed to the existing anthropocentric design process. 

This is a very different approach to the present popular emphasis of reducing unsustainable 

practices. Ehrenfeld argues that reducing unsustainability will not create sustainability 

(Ehrenfeld, 2008, p. 20). For Ehrenfeld, sustainability and unsustainability are not just two 

sides of the same coin or parts of the Zen glass contents; he adds that modern culture has led 

people to the wrong place by reifying sustainability. Fry believes that ‘sustainment’ as 

sovereign can be achieved by the design of things (material and socio-political) rather than by 

force. He also states that sustainment as sovereign has to confront the materiality of this 

situation and the powerful desiring machine that drives it: it has to be made a more vital desire 

(Fry, 2011, pp. 110-112). In previous chapters, I have shown how we can utilise the ‘desiring 

machine’ and thus to make the protection of the planet the more vital and ethical desire, I 

argue this is well within the capability of a re-directed design methodology.  

According to Jackson, the emphasis on the ethical dimension of sustainable consumption 

should not be confused with the preference for ‘simpler lifestyles’ expressed by the affluent in 

every generation. He states experience suggests that ‘voluntary simplicity’—seen in its latest 
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guise as ‘downshifting’—remains a positional good for a small minority who have the 

resources to resist pressures for greater consumption (Jackson, 2006, p. 41). The argument is 

that the affluent can afford to downshift and be seen to be consuming less, whereas for most 

of the general public this is not really an option. However, Papanek argues there is a consumer 

rebellion against artificial obsolescence, as well as shoddy goods (Papanek, 1984, p. 100). 

Papanek states the public is willing to pay a little extra for longer-lasting pots, well-made 

bicycles, well-crafted furniture, or decent tools. Potentially ecodesign as ‘quality’ could easily 

become part of this mix. 

Fry states that as a design practice, ecodesign travels in two directions that converge: it moves 

towards the creation of an economy that can produce while reducing ecological damage, while 

at the same time, it seeks to produce wealth while diminishing the volume of resources used. 

It follows that if ideas such as ‘ecologically sustainable development’, or just sustainability, are 

to have any agency they need to be reconceptualised in a process that moves from quantity to 

a quality based economy (Fry, 1994, p. 12). He describes two basic approaches to 

sustainability: ecologically sustainable development (ESD) that aims at sustaining the 

unsustainable, which Fry sees as our current trajectory; and developing ecological sustainment 

(DES), which, according to Fry, is harder but potentially a better long-term strategy, and fits 

with a re-directed design methodology that I am proposing in this dissertation. 

  

Figure 16. Model showing the designer as pathfinder, a socially responsible consumer and a sustainable 

environment 
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The re-directed design thinking methodology and process that I propose would work with 

nature and reflect to some degree what nature does, how it develops and evolves, designing 

products and proactive product behaviour in a sustainable way. This is not a case of trying to 

mimic the evolutionary process of nature, nor is it about controlling nature. It is managing 

humans’ needs within nature and its multiple systems to ensure minimal negative impact.  

Design thinking within a re-directed design management strategy could provide the structure 

to evolve designs, not to limit the possibility of the innovative and the new, to develop what 

works well and quickly discard that which does not. It would consider the interconnectedness 

of what they are doing today with what already exists and what could be adopted or adapted 

or re-invented for a sustainable future. As I have argued, design provides direction, but its 

leadership is heavily compromised by its service-industry role and status. If design is to really 

improve people’s quality of life, it is necessary to ensure the quality of our environment for 

following generations.  

From the above, it is clear that in designing purely for quantity and in isolation, the present 

industry-led design service approach is no longer an option; we need to move towards an 

evolutionary design thinking focus and the development of quality, sustainable products as a 

desirable need. Fry reiterates that the root cause of unsustainability is that we are trying to 

solve all apparent problems of the world, large and small, by using the modernistic frame of 

thinking and acting that created the meta-problem of unsustainability. Jackson states in short, 

the consumption angle is a means of ‘rethinking how humans relate to nature’. It is a way to, in 

effect, wipe the slate clean with respect to how analysts, policymakers and citizens understand 

social organisation for resource use (Jackson, 2006, p. 63).  

 

6.2.10 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have made the case for the re-direction of design thinking methodology so as 

to move service-industry based design thinking and the production of negative product 

behaviour to a path-finding, design-thinking-led research and proactive product behaviour to 

begin to alter consumer behaviour. I agree with Jackson who believes that people’s choices, 

behaviours and lifestyles will play a vital role in achieving sustainable development and he 

states that this is one of the relatively few points of agreement that have emerged from 

international environmental policy debates over the past decade or so (Jackson, 2005, p. 4). 

There are many examples of consumer behaviour indirectly influenced by product and lifestyle 

behaviour, including expectations and standards that need to be questioned and better 

alternative sought. Shove states that the building of expectation of an ‘air-conditioned life’ into 

the fabric of property inevitably ratchets up consumption of energy, and that there is no way 

back (Shove, 2003, p. 194/198). Another is the proposition that levels of energy and water 

consumption are a consequence of the way we define and achieve services and Shove suggests 

that effort should focus on what it means to be clean and comfortable.  

These are both basic examples of trying to determine the nature of the ‘real’ problem as 

opposed to interim, short-term problem-solving. Re-directed design methodology as path-
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finding research would be well-placed to determine the ‘real’ problem considering the issues 

from every conceivable viewpoint and eventually assisting others where necessary in arriving 

at sustainable solutions for the future. 

Kolko sums up the position and the role of design in relation to science through perspectives 

that focus on how things ought to be (Kolko, 2007, pp. 198-203). With a unique tradition of 

inquiry, a strong connection between practice and theory emerges. Kolko identifies design as a 

separate discipline that contains unique elements of practice as well as unique elements of 

theory.  

In direct relation to my hypothesis, Saikaly calls attention to the historical shift in order to 

illustrate the necessity of design research—a specific form of research centred on practice-

based immersion, "comparable with but distinct from research in the sciences or the 

humanities since it advances knowledge partly by means of design practice" (Saikaly, 2006, pp. 

3-4). In design research, the needs and problems of individuals can be explored without the 

commercial business aspect intruding into the process. This statement is supported by 

Saikaly's analysis of doctoral research, specifically in design, conducted at various universities 

throughout the world. He concludes that these investigators do not attempt to follow a 

scientific inquiry or create studio works; instead their goal is to create ‘plausible ideas' of 

represented phenomena through design practice" (Saikaly, 2006, p. 15).  

According to Saikaly, while scientists and those working in the humanities are familiar with and 

rely heavily on inductive and deductive reasoning, those engaged in design activities often 

become familiar with and embrace abductive reasoning. This type of reasoning can be thought 

of as the promise of what might be a "good fit" or a "best guess".  Abductive reasoning 

manifests itself in an iterative application of a theory to a real-world problem, a design process 

of creation made up of both inductive and deductive influences.  

As I have argued and shown, design is its own being within our being in much the same way we 

have a human need to understand and know which posits a level of scientistic reasoning within 

us all. Scientistic reasoning or thinking uses that same human need to improve upon our 

quality of being, but it does this progressively, step by step and within a limited framework of 

investigation of the subject itself. Design thinking uses (or has the ability to use) a larger and 

more complete framework. I argue that the two working together with design providing the 

direction (due to the larger frame of reference) can only serve us better as design 

methodology is redirected towards proactive product behaviour.  

Papanek proposes six directions for design in the future: 1) design for the third world; 2) 

design of teaching and training devices for retarded, handicapped and disabled; 3) design for 

medicine, surgery, dentistry, and hospital equipment; 4) design for experimental research; 5) 

design for sustaining human life under marginal conditions; and 6) design for breakthrough 

concepts (Papanek, 1984, pp. 234-247). It could be contended that design for experimental 

research and design for breakthrough concepts would effectively take care of the other four 

design directions listed, but the point is taken in trying to focus on more obvious forms of ‘real’ 

need. 



Can Changes to Product Behaviour Alter Consumer Behaviour? 
 

 

163 
 

Papanek also states that design is basic to all human activities. The planning and patterning of 

any act toward a desired, foreseeable end constitutes the design process (Papanek, 1984, p. 

322 & 346). I believe like Papanek, that any attempt to separate design, to make it a thing-by-

itself, works counter to the inherent value of design as the primary, underlying matrix of life. I 

have demonstrated that in analysing what to design and how to design, a redirected design 

process that posits care of the environment as the central or sovereign need can design 

ecologically responsible tools and products and make consumerism socially responsive and this 

would be a design strategy to sustain the environment and life for the future.  

Finally, I have argued that design has now become the master as opposed to the student 

where art in general now follows design in the production of the slick and clever spectacle. 

Once art led the way in terms of revolution and radical thinking, it is now long overdue for 

design to take the lead in this regard, to be ecologically responsible and socially responsive, 

designing products with proactive behavioural qualities. This means products that consume 

less in both production and operational systems, using products longer, and designing for total 

material recycling systems. The real revolution will be to move into a design-led research role 

to then provide an environment for revolutionary and radical design methodology, process 

and thinking to function in the purest sense. 
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Chapter 7: CONCLUSION 

This thesis has revealed two important findings; first, that there is a relationship between 

product behaviour and its impact upon consumer behaviour, and second, that it is quite 

feasible to redirect or transform consumer behaviour through redirecting product design and 

transforming product behaviour. However, it is also clear that the design thinking methodology 

and process has to be redefined to allow for this to occur and to enable future designers to 

redirect the nature of design practice and process. 

This research has illuminated many significant issues that need to be fully understood and 

applied before any realistic transformation can take place in a product’s design and behaviour, 

not least of all the need to recognise ‘real’ needs in relation to ‘real’ problems. 

To achieve this, I have proposed that design has to extend or project the design thinking 

methodology in two opposite directions: further back to determine a real need and a real 

problem, then further forward into the future to both anticipate and minimise or control any 

potential negative impacts and the creation of more problems. In order to maximise its impact, 

design has to ask many more questions—in particular, what it is that is trying to be achieved 

and why—before it considers possible design concept options necessary to address any ‘real’ 

need that will in turn address the ‘real’ problem. 

The difficulty lies in that needs are wicked problems; they do not remain static. They 

continually alter and evolve in relation to people’s expectations as their quality of life 

continually evolves and develops. In Chapter 3, I described two basic categories of need; 

material and functional needs (such as subsistence and protection) and social or psychological 

needs (such as self-esteem, autonomy, belongingness). Standards or expectations for material 

needs, even at the level of subsistence and protection, are today very different to what would 

have been deemed necessary at the beginning of the twentieth century. Needs will differ yet 

again in five, ten and twenty years, and in addition, real needs cannot now be isolated or 

limited to simple basic material needs since social and psychological needs are equally as 

important and just as ‘real’ for the individual consumer. The main issue, however, is how to 

determine or define a ‘real’ need and equally a ‘real’ problem, where the definition of a ‘real’ 

problem is clearly linked to that of ‘real’ need at any point in time. Determining real need and 

a real problem can only be dealt with through a transformed design methodology. 

In this thesis, I have identified the pressures and limitations imposed by others for rapid, 

commercial solutions to perceived problems rather than ‘real’ problems. This has also drawn 

attention to the need to reposition the role of design from that a service industry to that of 

independent design research with a path-finding agency. This is a critical and initial adjustment 

that will not only allow for the development of a design strategy to determine and address 

‘real’ problems and needs, but will also better understand and translate research from other 

disciplines. In this way, design concepts can become much more sustainable and effective as 

well as being both functional and desirable.  Within the contemporary service-based industry, 

design research does take place to varying degrees; however, the issue here is that any 

contemporary commercial research only considers part of the problem within this existing 

service industry framework. A path-finding research agency however, will allow the focus of 
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the need to be posited within the problems directly related to its location and environment in 

which it is to function. It is design’s responsibility to determine and frame both the problem 

and the need, while at the same time keeping track of all issues that may or may not occur 

now and in the future to impact the problem. From this research methodology it will be 

possible to determine a ‘real’ need and potential solution through a more broad 

understanding of any preliminary problem.  

As demonstrated early on in this thesis, artificial obsolescence has created a certain level of 

consumer expectation in terms of a constant production of ‘new’ products, which has resulted 

in unsustainable consumption. This began with the advent of the industrial designer and today, 

the consumer (and others, for that matter) now only see design as something used 

aesthetically and cosmetically. They see it as a form of styling to promote fashionable three-

dimensional decorative forms that increase perceived value. This manipulation of the visual 

appearance was an early form of ‘designed’ product behaviour to manipulate consumer 

behaviour and thus create desire. 

In Chapter 3, I outlined Baudrillard’s three versions of artificial obsolescence—obsolescence of 

function, obsolescence of quality, and obsolescence of desirability. I described how the 

consumer interprets obsolescence as a standard of quality, but equally, how marketing and 

advertising often have to persuade the consumer that they ‘need’ things that they have never 

had a need for before. 

As indicated by writings on the subject, artificial obsolescence is both the basis and the creator 

of disposable or ‘throw-away’ products, which raises a number of issues central to product 

behaviour and it impact upon consumer behaviour in that product behaviour has become 

much more sophisticated in its use and application. Artificial obsolescence has become a 

natural expectation, with consumers seeing new versions of products as continually improving 

its quality. I have argued that the nature of quality is an area that has to be redefined or better 

defined for the consumer. At present, design, through creating disposable or ‘throw-away’ 

products, improves the ‘quality’ of life for those who can afford it while simultaneously 

destroying the ‘quality’ of the environment that sustains our being. In turn, consumer 

behaviour reflects this disposable or ‘throw-away’ attitude first created through a form of 

consumer deception. This research has demonstrated how consumer behaviour in today’s 

consumption-led production has become a form of self-creation or autopoietic, in that it is 

both driven and at the same time relies upon ever increasing consumer demand. More 

importantly, this occurs through social habits and patterns as well as increased social need that 

has, in turn, been created through product design and a more developed and sophisticated use 

of ‘product behaviour’. 

Consumer behaviour is seen as a somewhat confused field of study within universities and 

polytechnics. Contemporary consumer behaviour is very different to the origin of the 

consumer behaviour first ushered in with the industrial revolution through cheaper prices, the 

automotive innovation of buying on credit, and the introduction of the $5-a-day wage. 

I have described how, on the one hand, behaviours are usually embedded in social contexts 

and that social and interpersonal factors continually shape and constrain individual preference. 

On the other hand, it is our ‘being’ and how materialism in the form of products and brands 
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bring meaning to our existence, providing focus for some consumers’ daily lives, while others 

view their possessions and acquisitions as essential to their satisfaction and well-being. In 

terms of ‘having’ as opposed to ‘being’, yet other consumers see the nature and quality of 

possessions as defining their success and they, in turn, judge others by the same criteria. 

Another view that I detailed in Chapter 6 describes the context of the relationship between the 

product and consumer in four parts: operational context; sociolinguistic context; the context of 

genesis; and the ecological context. As illustrated by these categories, a complex relationship 

exists between product behaviour and consumer behaviour that works on a number of levels 

each of which is dependent upon the viewpoint of a particular mode or field of research and 

the persuasive technology therein. 

Fogg argues that persuasive technology is fundamentally about learning to automate 

behaviour change. He believes that to effectively encode experiences that change behaviours, 

we need a rich yet practical understanding of human psychology, specifically insights into the 

factors that drive human behaviour. Without this understanding, designers of persuasive 

experiences are mostly guessing at a solution (or imitating techniques that work without 

understanding why those techniques work) (Fogg, 2009, p. 1-7). I would argue that through 

design research and testing of outcomes under different scenarios or conditions will clearly 

demonstrate the positive and negative attributes of a solution or techniques without 

necessarily needing to understand that technique. 

However, from the viewpoint of design and this research, consumer behaviour is understood 

to be driven by desire, want and need, which is inherently designed into the product as 

product behaviour. By determining critical design decision milestones for desire, want and 

need within the design process, it is possible to educate and transform future consumers 

through the design of the product and its behaviour.  

Commodities today are produced solely for consumption often beyond any ‘real’ need and 

certainly in excess of any real demand that could be directly related to ‘real’ need. The general 

understanding of needs, ‘real’ or otherwise, constantly changes in relation to developing 

culture, society and what is accepted as basic standards of living. In the literature, 

contemporary needs have been further defined as ‘biogenic needs’ of food and water, 

‘psychogenic needs’ in terms of status and power, ‘utilitarian needs’ which refer to the 

attributes of products and ‘hedonic needs’ which relate to fantasy, excitement and our self-

confidence. I have also cited that needs are determined by the task, whereas wants are 

determined by culture, advertising, the way one views oneself and one’s self-image. However, 

the latter interpretation posits need as something isolated from desire and want, whereas the 

former provides a broader spectrum of need beyond the physical, desirable reality and 

aesthetic of a product. 

In general, consumers have formulated a complex relationship that begins with desire, created 

through the design of the product both aesthetically and functionally. This act of ‘desiring’ 

translates into a want, to a point where the strength of the want increases through social 

pressure and/or advertising to the stage, where, in the mindset of the consumer, it becomes 

an irrational or artificial need. Nevertheless, this is a ‘real’ need as understood by the 

consumer to satisfy either psychogenic, utilitarian or hedonic needs or a mix of all three as 
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described earlier. I have shown that desire as desirability begins with aesthetic appeal or 

visceral design of the product or artefact and eventually moves to want and finally to need. 

Further, human wants or needs are insatiable and, while needs were originally about survival, 

it is desire and want that provide the necessary driving force for people to progress, to 

improve their quality and standard of life. 

Western culture is one of social need addressed wholly through consumer demand (in addition 

to any individual need) where the perceived social need is to belong and to fit into society. A 

product’s design and its behaviour as styling, as the image, the three-dimensional branding 

and meaning therein that provides temporary satisfaction of need through the purchase of 

popular brands or fashionable commodities at any point in time. Consumer goods play a 

variety of different roles, including the satisfaction of functional needs, the construction of 

identity, the pursuit of status and social distinction, the maintenance of social cohesion, social 

and/or sexual selection as well as the negotiation of the boundary between the sacred and the 

profane, and the pursuit of personal and collective meaning. The consumer sees his/her 

identity reflected in the products owned, used and displayed for all to see within their society 

and environment and in doing so, this satisfies any perceived social needs. 

Desire is a consumer ignition point in the design of any product that can be fully mobilised 

through product behaviour. By changing the nature of what is desirable and what the 

consumer sees as ‘real’ needs through the design of the product, and, more importantly, its 

product behaviour, designers have the ability to disarm unsustainable products and 

production. Clearly, fashion, customisation, as well as use-value and usability all fit within the 

role played by three-dimensional branding and thus all are viable vehicles to be utilised in the 

transformation or redirection of what the consumer desires. 

Three-dimensional branding marks another critical design decision milestone as it provides a 

deliberate and calculated ‘look and feel’ for any product; a designed response in terms of use-

value and meaning. As I have described, this goes well beyond a basic aesthetic infusion (or 

styling) of the product; it is a particular behavioural response created through the role of 

design in addressing problems and needs. Three-dimensional branding alters the way in which 

people see three-dimensional products or commodities, whereas marketing and advertising 

apply two-dimensional brand and branding concepts to three-dimensional products to create 

greater awareness of the brand as a product or vice versa. This greater awareness of a 

product’s existence and its meaning can also mislead or deceive the consumer with regards to 

‘real’ need. However, three-dimensional branding is not about consumer deception especially 

considering that any brand can only earn consumer’s respect as authentic when it delivers on 

the two qualities of literacy and fidelity. In other words, the design of the product as a brand 

has to be understandable (literate) to the consumer; at the very least, it needs to meet any 

suggestion or claims about what the product can do both (fidelity) in terms of its functionality 

as well as any provision of meaning for both the individual and society. 

Brands can be re-invented and given new life, but as I have demonstrated by comparing Harley 

Davidson and Triumph Motorcycles, successful three-dimensional branding is much more than 

simply living off past heritage. It is a rebirth of that heritage within a contemporary product 

that connects with the past, but provides directions for the future. In this sense, branding is 
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reproductive and can be seen as breeding, where genealogy informs and is redefined by the 

power of three-dimensional branding through design. Three-dimensional branding must 

provide a ‘family’ resemblance in both functionality and the aesthetic that links back to the 

original strengths or positive attributes of the brand. Three-dimensional branding must 

present a product that is desirable beyond the use of novelty as gizmo and/or retro-styling; a 

product that visibly and physically presents the future. In this way, it is the understandable 

functional shape and form in aesthetic styling and/or the collection of ‘design signatures’ that 

provide the consumer with deeper visual information with which to determine its potential 

usability and behaviour. 

Three-dimensional branding also incorporates the nature of construction materials, the 

texture, and the quality of construction relating to the external ‘look and feel’ of a product. 

Although products that use a high degree of plastic are rarely considered to be high quality 

simply by an association with the material, it is quite feasible to re-educate the consumer in 

terms of materials as part of the visual code in relation to three-dimensional branding. 

It is the visual coding or ‘design signatures’—a term that describes familiar and understandable 

shapes and forms—that provide meaning or add to the overall meaning for the consumer. This 

is a recognisable visual language, the sum of which also provides the overall ‘look and feel’ of a 

product and its meaning to the consumer socially and functionally. The above reiterates the 

importance for design in terms of the relationship between meaning, user and environment 

and design’s ability to visually interpret these within the shape, form, signs, codes or design 

signatures. In the case of product behaviour design, three-dimensional branding provides both 

visual and tangible meaning with regards the nature and quality of a product’s function as well 

as its behaviour, anticipated or otherwise. At the same time, three-dimensional branding 

provides social meaning to connect with the intended end-user as well as with all others in 

society. In this way, three-dimensional branding is clearly able to have a positive impact upon 

the consumer’s behaviour and cognitive processes if utilised effectively and efficiently by 

design. This further suggests that the impact of three-dimensional branding, using the 

emotional design philosophy, also provides an avenue to alter product behaviour and thereby 

consumer behaviour through our senses. 

 

7.1 A Transformed Design Process 

In understanding the relationship between product behaviour and consumer behaviour, this 

research began with two critical questions. The first asked ‘what to design?’, which also 

implied the question ‘why design?’ that referred to the importance of identifying and defining 

‘real’ needs and ‘real’ problems. The second question was ‘how to design?’ and referred to the 

intellectual process of designing. The methodology of both ‘what to design?’ and ‘how to 

design?’ has been described as a systematic or ontological design process, in which the design 

object as the material or immaterial outcome of designing has to be considered, if one is to 

design sustainable products and production in the future. Within this is the need to consider 

the actual process of designing itself; the system, its organisation, the conduct and activity of 

designing. Throughout this process, the design agency, the designer, design instruction in any 
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medium or mode of expression, and the designed object itself as it acts upon its world must be 

considered. 

A more detailed investigation into ‘how to design?’ according to existing service-based 

production provides ten designing criteria. Eight of these specifically relate to use and 

technical properties of a designed product, including: practicality, safety, a long useful life, 

ergonomics, originality of form, relation to environment, energy sparing and visualisation. The 

ninth concerns the quality of design, including principles of visual composition such as 

exactitude, clarity (no visual disturbance), unambiguity, consistency and logical design. The 

product should possess aesthetic meaning as a form, and be intuitive in use, assembly and 

maintenance. The tenth criterion relates to the stimulation of sense and intellect and a form 

that can lead to identification. This is a description of the visceral design process where pre-

consciousness and pre-thought appearance matters, where first impressions of a product are 

formed by the consumer. Visceral design is the initial visual impact of a product, its 

appearance, its ‘look and feel’. However, this is not ‘feel’ as in sensual physical touch; rather, 

this is ‘feelings’ created through a visual assessment of the aesthetic. The feelings a consumer 

experiences translate into meanings. The appearance, the reflective design, the self-image or 

personal satisfaction the consumer develops through visceral design of the product is the 

product behaviour. The pleasure and effectiveness of use when operator and product act as 

one is equally part of the product behaviour.  

According to Hammerslough, The spiritual, emotional, and social significance of objects is 

nothing new.  For thousands of years people have put their faith in objects, from amulets to 

icons, to control the unknown, offer protection from evil or misfortune, and bring good luck 

(Hammerslough, 2001, p.12). Both product function and meaning may have altered over time, 

but both have a complex relationship that falls within the realm of the design process or 

design methodology. Both are equally important from a design perspective even though it is 

often argued that meaning matters more than function to the consumer. Regardless of this it is 

also clear that both can be utilised through the design of product behaviour and customised to 

develop particular consumer behaviour patterns in the future. 

The key factor in a product’s design is use-value; the usability of usefulness of a product in 

terms of its function and performance and any exchange value is derived from its overall 

design. This is in contrast to exchange value of a commodity, which has been the key factor in 

the development of consumerism within the political economy. However, use-value under 

these circumstances goes beyond the basic or initial function of ‘what the device is for’ and 

relates more to its ‘potentiality’ in terms of meaning to the consumer rather than its 

‘actuality’. This was recognised by Heidegger, and referred to in Chapter 3, when he stated 

that potentiality is always richer than actuality.  

A product’s usefulness in terms of function must fit within an existing system or create a new 

and better system in relation to ‘having’. In terms of meaning a product’s usefulness also has 

to fit within existing social systems or create a new and better system in relation to ‘being’. As I 

have shown, having and being represent two fundamental modes of experience, which in turn 

determine various types of social structures. Every system produces itself and thereby its own 

reality and I used Shove’s example of how the typical domestic kitchen scripts the users’ 
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actions; where devices, such as washing machines and freezers, inhabit a world of material 

culture. A world in which they, and the practices they engender, act as carriers and generators 

of meaning of the designed environment and how they act to create the world in which we 

live. Thus, it is easy to recognise that design has created complex social systems. Throughout 

the thesis, I returned to the example of cars, which depend upon and generate co-requisite 

arrangements, including networks of roads, garages and petrol stations as well as driving skills, 

regulatory systems and laws. Such systems in turn produce and maintain societies that 

presume and go on to rely upon higher levels of automobile transport and relative ease of 

mobility. This thesis has also discussed systems that show how a house brick can anticipate a 

house, a house can anticipate a garden, a garden can anticipate a lawn, a lawn can anticipate a 

lawn-mower, a lawn-mower can anticipate a shed, and so on. This type of system is termed 

the calculus of objects and provides a trail to be followed, but more importantly, a trail to be 

analysed to better determine future impacts of products and product behaviour on other 

systems as well as the potential to create new systems. 

To be able to understand or anticipate any future implications of what one designs, they first 

need to understand, and orientate any future product design within the context of where they 

are in the present. Within design methodology, the medium of conceptual drawing or 

sketching provides an effective tool to understand both existing and future complex, dynamic 

situations and systems directly related to the design of a product and its behaviour. Traditional 

maps provide an opportunity to determine directions, but it is the potential impact beyond 

arrival that designers need to be fully aware of in view of those who will build upon these 

designs in turn. In other words, design methodology has to be conscious that each new 

successful creation creates another either directly or indirectly, which impacts upon the 

existing system(s). 

Contemporary service industry designers only ever concern themselves with the immediate 

social system necessary for a product to both exist and potentially thrive within. For future 

designs to ensure that product behaviour will transform consumer behaviour towards 

sustainability, it is necessary for them to minimise or remove any potential long-term negative 

impact, while simultaneously allowing the freedom of further human creation beyond the use 

that the product has initially been designed for. In this regard, product semantics provides a 

systematic inquiry into how people attribute meanings to artefacts and interact with them 

accordingly. It is also a vocabulary and methodology for designing artefacts in view of 

meanings and behaviour. 

Product behaviour relates to the aesthetic shape and form, the mechanical and ergonomic 

design as well as the intuitive, physical and functional application designed into a product to 

create a product. I focused on how product behaviour can impact upon existing systems and 

shown how it can create totally new systems. Through the example of certain Apple products, 

one can see a system deliberately designed and developed as fully integrated across its range 

of products and applications, which effectively gains market control through a unified design 

concept. The successful commercial domination through a ‘designed’ system and product 

range clearly demonstrates the potential for transforming consumer behaviour through 

product behaviour using both a ‘designed’ function and meaning. 
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As indicated in Chapter 6, product behaviour can be divided into four different dimensions, of 

which these first two relate to function. The material dimension called ‘hyletics’ is the first 

impression gained from visual interaction with a product and this provides basic information 

regarding the nature of a product, what it is able to do in general terms, for example some 

form of personal transport. The second dimension is the ‘syntax’, the technique and 

construction that provides more detailed visual information, for example to differentiate not 

only between a car and a bicycle, but also the type/model of car in terms of sports, sedan and 

so on. The last two dimensions relate to meaning, where ‘semantics’ is the dimension of 

technical production and how it relates to three-dimensional branding of the product. Finally 

‘pragmatics’ is the gestalt or complete understanding of the product that is gleaned from the 

other three dimensions. This analysis provides a simple model to form part of the design 

methodology for more sustainable products. 

As I have shown in this thesis, two issues are prevalent in unsustainable products and 

production. The first is the need to define what is both unnecessary and wasteful and this 

relates to ‘what to design’.  This can be dealt with at the outset of the design research process 

in determining real problems and real needs, but also through testing the impact of potential 

concepts into the future. The second relates to ‘how to design’ where there is a need to 

determine what is meant by quality in design as opposed to quantity. The definitions referred 

to in Chapter 4 show that quality can be defined as various types of behaviour or nature and, 

in this case, each definition lends itself to the nature of product behaviour. How products are 

designed for minimal or zero impact within our environment in the future would be a quality 

and this will continually alter over time as wants and needs alter. Quality, in this sense, would 

relate to the product having an environmental focus first and foremost not only where a 

product is to be used, but how it is manufactured, the processes, materials used, its ability to 

be maintained, updated, customised and of course recycled in some way.  Next it would relate 

to the needs of the end-user both in terms of usability, performance and meaning, although 

there would be a cross-over in relation to meaning between social, individual and 

environmental needs. This is not to devalue or somehow reduce the importance of the end-

user; it simply creates a hierarchy wherein ‘quality’ would have the environment as central. 

The increase in the consumption of ‘stuff’ is in part due to increasing global population, but 

also in part due to addictive patterns. I have explored the concepts of habits and addictions 

where habits can be altered or even broken. Consumer addiction, however, may be something 

much more intense and may always impact upon some consumers to varying degrees. 

Essentially, a habit could be utilised and addressed by a more focused and considered range of 

product design options; however, in the case of addiction this would have to be further 

researched and tested. 

It is always incumbent upon the designer to investigate using a wider frame of reference so as 

to understand how any design concept will systematically continue to design through its very 

existence and use. To consider what a product design concept is likely to spawn and/or grow 

both directly and indirectly, is not unlike considering nature with its organic/environment 

matrix and relationship. The suggestion here is not to mimic or even try to control the 

evolutionary process of nature, rather it is the management of how and what we design for 

our needs and to work with and within nature and its multiple systems to ensure zero or 
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minimal negative impact. This strategy needs to form the foundation of re-directed design 

thinking and research to begin the transformation of product behaviour to transform 

consumer behaviour and demand for sustainable and quality products. 

I argue that the majority of current industry-led designers tend to be reactive decision makers 

who use judgement thinking, and, to some degree, routine thinking along with sporadic 

amounts of creative thinking. They do not use design thinking simply due to being industry-led. 

Design thinking begins with a question to fully investigate the nature of the ‘real’ problem and 

the ‘real’ need, to understand the implications of any proposed design solutions beyond their 

immediate system(s) of operation. In this re-directed and transformed role of design thinking, I 

propose that not only does design have to ask many more questions but design has to ask 

different questions. Design thinking is a complex mix of various forms of thinking, including 

analytical thinking, which allows for speculation and a potential assessment to expand the 

evidence of possibilities. Judgemental thinking is decision-making based upon the evidence 

available.  Routine thinking is about calculation based upon accepted current formula, 

information or beliefs. Creative thinking is the non-traditional and rational/irrational conflict to 

break down linear thinking patterns, to make connections where they did not exist before. 

Creative thinking methodology is used to solve wicked and other dynamic problems and it 

achieves this actively seeking out solutions, unlike scientific thinking that tends to await 

discovery. 

Design thinking is also synthetic in that a coherent overall design will emerge; it is abductive in 

that it creates a blueprint for realising that intention; it is hypothesis-driven in that ‘primary is 

the design hypothesis’ as successive loops of ‘what if’ and ‘if then’ questions allow the 

hypothesis to become more sophisticated and so unfold the design. As the above cycles 

iterate, design thinking is opportunistic; the designer seeks new and emergent possibilities 

using sketching or drawing. Design thinking is dialectical, in that the designer provides the 

central filter for often-conflicting demands, constraints and uncertainties while, at the same 

time, envisioning the conceptual possibilities again through the medium of drawing. 

Drawing or sketching is a critical process for design thinking, it is not simply the generation of 

ideas from which to select. Design drawing is part of a reasoning process from which more 

food for thought-provoking visual analysis and ideas stem, it is a face-to-face meeting as 

originally described by Baudrillard. Drawn studies provide detailed observation of a 

hypothesis, a concept, an object, subject or environment, where the drawn studies are a visual 

interpretation of both a problem and a possible solution to provide more in-depth analysis and 

understanding from many different perspectives. Drawing is a common, yet powerful, visual 

language that is simple to comprehend in any language by any culture by almost anyone. 

However, design drawing and sketching as used in design thinking is investigative, analytical, 

conceptual, and is more about communication or a conversation with oneself. Drawing and 

design thinking are totally integrated and necessary to an effective and redirected design 

research methodology. The design of a product and the product behaviour has to allow the 

designer to constantly function on a number of different levels to consider all possibilities to 

determine how product behaviour will have a positive impact and begin to transform 

consumer behaviour through the design of a product.  
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The rapid and radical advancement of science, technology, and mass production has resulted 

in unpredictable changes that impact upon our society and environment to greater depths 

than before. This technology arrives through both inductive and deductive scientific research 

that needs to be taken up by design where the potential of that technology becomes a reality 

through a compromised design thinking methodology, that is, abductive reasoning. Although 

the design process is seen as a creation made up of both inductive and deductive influences, it 

uses hypothesis-driven abductive reasoning. This can be thought of as the promise of what 

might be—that is, a ‘good fit’ or ‘best guess’. Abductive reasoning manifests itself in an 

iterative application of theory to a real-world problem.  

As I have shown, design thinking successfully deals with ‘inherently ill-defined’ or ‘wicked’ 

problems and is concerned with things that primarily do not yet exist and how things ought to 

be, where designers create the future using the technology from science. In contrast to this, 

science discovers the laws that govern today’s reality and are concerned with how things are 

and explaining what is. The science of design is a study of mankind. Throughout this research, I 

have demonstrated that design research is a particular type of research that relies upon a 

practice-based immersion to test theory. It is comparable with, but at the same time quite 

distinct from, research in the sciences or the humanities since it advances knowledge partly by 

means of design practice. 

Product behaviour is much more than a user-friendly product function or operation and its 

impact upon consumer behaviour is not only significant but as I have repeatedly 

demonstrated, it plays a critical and pivotal role in the influence and development of consumer 

culture and society. The purpose of my research is to assist both existing and future designers 

–to better understand the nature of product behaviour and the re-directed design 

methodology necessary to underpin it; that is a design methodology for future design and 

development towards truly sustainable products and environments and a socially responsible 

consumer culture and society.
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