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In this research document, I will investigate the concepts of planned obsolescence, monopolisation and society, and how they serve as a critical lens through which the discipline of product design’s broad cultural, economic and ethical implications can be understood. I aim to examine these key terms within the context of product design, highlighting how design practices reflect and shape social structures. The phenomenon of planned obsolescence, the consolidation of design control through monopolistic systems, and the social consequences of design decisions collectively underscore the disciplines' entanglement with systems of power and consumption. In addressing these themes, this paper draws upon the critical perspectives of Victor Papanek, who championed socially responsible design, Tony Fry, whose theory of “defuturing” critiques unsustainable design ideologies, and Don Norman, who emphasises user-centred design and usability. Together, these frameworks provide a critical foundation for analysing the design's role within society. 

Planned obsolescence in product design refers to the intentional practice of designing products with a limited functional lifespan, whether that is through technical, functional or aesthetic obsolescence. This practice is embedded in manufacturing and design processes, where products are rendered unusable, outdated or unrepairable after a pre-determined period despite our knowledge that “Design, if it is to be ecologically responsible and socially responsive, must be revolutionary and radical” (Isaacs and Papanek, 1997). Planned obsolescence prioritises short-term profit over the consumer’s need for durability, repairability and sustainability. Planned obsolescence manifests in ways that fall into the categories of consumer needs, such as technical obsolescence where the products components fail prematurely and intentionally, functional obsolescence where the technology of a product is intentionally designed to be incompatible with future technology, forcing consumers to upgrade their product sooner than they wish or purchase accompanying products for the original product to function correctly. Aesthetic obsolescence is consumer and trend-driven, where style changes and trends encourage disposal; often, these trends are manufactured to entice consumers to want the newest or next model of a product. From a design perspective, planned obsolescence contradicts ethical and sustainable practices, as good design should feature longevity and adaptability. Products should be socially responsible, user-centric and user-friendly. Whilst the right to repair movement and other similar ideas have gained traction, we as designers are responsible for the future of design and discovering the antidote to the throwaway culture being driven by obsolescence.

Planned obsolescence within the context of design is the lack of responsible design and the implications that follow. Planned obsolescence results in the undermining of user autonomy and ill-designed products; this is the result of decades of entanglement with systems of power and consumption. For design to be ecologically and socially responsible, it must not contradict ethical and sustainable principles or dismiss user autonomy. However, that is not the current framework or foundation of design within our current society. Theories such as Moore’s law and thinkers such as Victor Papanek and Don Norman have criticised the ongoing design flaws, advocating for designers to take responsibility and generate appropriate outcomes.  The starting point of planned obsolescence can be pinpointed to the Phoebus Cartel and its control of the manufacture and sale of incandescent lightbulbs in the 20th century. The Phoebus cartel opted for their incandescent lightbulb to have an intentionally limited lifespan, forcing consumers to buy more. To buy at a more regular rate. Whilst this methodology does increase sales and profit, it can be argued that not only is it morally dubious, but does not build true consumer loyalty, rather forced adherence. 

When design is misused to promote the consumption of a product rather than promote good design, it can be detrimental to society, as “There are professions more harmful than industrial design, but only a very few of them.” Isaacs and Papanek, 1997) As the rate of consumerism increases, so does design’s reliance on planned obsolescence. “Design … is an attempt to contribute to change. When no contribution is made or can be made, the only process available for giving the illusion of change is ‘styling’!” (Longmans, n.d.). It is well acknowledged that, between a constant renewal of trend cycles, the unveiling of new technology and product depletion, the life cycle of products has been vastly shortened, and the environmental impact has, as a result, vastly increased. The current application of planned obsolescence has developed as a method of keeping up with the rate of trend cycles and consumerism via “Instilling in the buyer the desire to own something a little newer, a little better, a little sooner than is necessary” (GDCA, 2012). 

Despite this cynical outlook on planned obsolescence and its impacts, it is vital for the future production and sales of a product, obsolescence can be seen as a  “driving force in modern economy. Today, it isn’t even just about designing something sleeker and sexier. Modern technology continues to advance and evolve so fast that in order to stay competitive, original equipment manufacturers (OEMs) commit significant resources to innovations that keep their customers cutting edge and competitive.” (GDCA, 2012). However, Fairphone, a Dutch electronics manufacturer, aims to minimise the ethical and environmental impacts of obsolescence via the use of recycled materials and creating products which are easily repairable by the user as “Increasing the lifespan of a phone by two years reduces CO₂ emissions by 30%.” (Schweiger, 2022). Planned obsolescence may be economically justifiable, but the practice itself is not sustainable. The depletion of resources as a result of planned obsolescence will eventually render the practice obsolete itself. Planned obsolescence in all forms is emblematic of an unsustainable design ethos and the need for the development of responsibility and future-forward design principles within the industry. 

Monopolisation within design reflects many of the principles of planned obsolescence within design, such as Apple's introduction of the Lightning adaptor rather than USB or USB-C, which effectively locks Apple users into the ecosystem of Apple by restricting third-party compatibility and forcing users to buy more of their products. This is referred to as standard-setting and technical gatekeeping, and is a prime example of monetisation abuse and proprietary ecosystems within the design practice, showcasing how modern design can be abused to extract more money from consumers. Similarly, when particular formats are necessary for the function of a product, it forces consumers to buy into specific correlating formats to generate the desired outcome, such as file types, and the dominance of professional standardised formats such as CAD or UX or ADOBE files within design, where without purchasing a specific type of licence, a designers work can be seen as inferior purely because of the software used to create the work, despite the quality of the outcome. The necessity of certain software or file types has become such discourse within designers that “The exclusion of competitors is cause for antitrust concern only if it impairs the health of the competitive process itself.” (Maureen and Ohlhausen, n.d.)
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Figure 1: Apple Ecosystem (RaavMedia, 2024)

Monetisation within design creates economic positioning, in which the design of products or a piece of furniture is no longer solely functional, but reflective of the consumer’s socio-economic standing. Within furniture design specifically, the aesthetic choices such as materials, form and finish can all impact the perceived value of an item, creating a tiered market. The use of different materials can sway the consumer to perceive a product as mass-market, mass-produced basics or as a luxury item. “In the marketplace, design is your greatest differentiator once everything becomes comparable in terms of technology and quality.” (Ferro, 2015). Design choices create monetary value via association, much like fine art, in that the deliberate use of certain aesthetic features can sway how the consumer infers the product to be of value, despite the technical specifications of a product or item of furniture being comparable, the design is what truly differentiates the value, yet again showcasing the true value, necessity and strength of design. 

The aesthetic design choices of a product can also be impacted by its methods of manufacture and assembly, high end or luxury furniture tends to be made bespoke and pre-assembled whereas when the manufacture needs to be replicated on a mass scale, and the outcome is assembled by the consumers themselves, (such as IKEA furniture) the aesthetic choices are often secondary to the functionality. Affordable furniture tends to be flat-packed and easily assembled to meet economic efficiency constraints, The design is primarily focused on designing for cost saving, ergo the use of fewer parts, rapid and mass production and lower material costs, significantly influencing both form and function. As a result, this has shaped the affordable furniture market to often feature a distinct aesthetic that prioritises scalability and efficiency over individuality and personality. However, monetisation within design can be beneficial to consumers, whilst the companies generate revenue from designing and producing low-cost items. Consumers have access to low-cost, durable, practical items; the design of such items is a testament to the designer’s skillset, and “the ability of the designer to recognise as many of the constraints as possible” (Hermanmiller.com, 2025) and generate a design outcome which benefits all parties with minimal compromise. 

Monetisation within design is a deeply complex series of strategies and considerations of the intersection of aesthetics, socio-economics and cultural values. Designs’ entanglement with monetisation goes far beyond the production of functional objects; it is a tool for the creation of economic value through differentiation and manipulation of consumers’ needs, wants and desires. Design decisions are deeply impacted by the commercial necessities of a product, such as the exclusivity of a luxury item or the streamlining of mass production. This economic balance often challenges a designer’s ethics and skillset, specifically when designing for the affordable market, the design of any given product or item must be both a practical tool and a commercial instrument. As I have explored here, the economic constraints differ depending on what and who the result is intended for, mass-produced and mass-market items focus more on the form, materials and utilisation of said item, whereas when designing for the high-end market, the considerations are surrounding exclusivity, luxury and ownership, resulting in an outcome perceived as more bespoke or timeless. The duality of design within the context of monopolisation highlights the designer’s role as a curator and as a mediator between creative intent and commercial success. Acknowledging the monetisation within design and the impacts thereof requires a critical analysis of how markets force the hand of designers and influence the outcome, and from recognising this dynamic, designers can develop more critical, social and ethical responsive approaches to the design practice. 

One of the prime roles within design is society, it is crucial to understand the needs and wants of consumers along with the values, principles, behaviours and ideologies which are sought after within a design outcome. Design is shaped by the socio-economic and cultural context in which it is being applied, and as a result, designers must respond to the expectations of the society for which they are designing. Products must cater to and function for the society for which it was intended. Whether it be concerning age, income or geographical location, the design outcome must always be suited to the needs of the consumer, such as generating an design outcome influenced by income, a lower cost and more accessible product should carry out all of the intended purposes in which that societal group requires, whilst also being no less functional than its luxury market counterpart, meaning the functionality of a products should not be jeopardised regardless of the society it was designed for. 

Whilst also being functional, a product design is impacted by a society’s aesthetic preferences and cultural norms. Certain geographical areas require a product to function as intended, but the form may take on various appearances depending on its intended consumer. Society shapes the way a designer creates an outcome, the designer is required to consider not only the overall function of a product, but also any additional differences, such as physical accessibility or cultural habits. Prime examples of this consideration are designs based around disability or motor functionality, where smaller, more complex features may be incompatible with the intended consumer, or in specific geographical locations, furniture is heavily preferred to be close to the elements to protect the contents from dust or other undesirable contaminants.

Design and society are so closely interlinked, every good design outcome should be human-centric and designed with thought and knowledge of the target society. Society has shaped how we design, and in return, design shapes how we function as a society. “Human beings have turned the very ground of being into design, the designed, decision and direction.” (Fry, 2007) The ontological nature of design means the discipline is ever evolving, and it is both society and the designer’s role to shape the future of design. The harmonious relationship between society and design is imperative for designers to engage ethically, considerably and sustainably. The profound influence of society aids designers in considering the broad social implications of their work; the relationship is dynamic and iterative. Society informs and constrains designers, whilst design aids in shaping the complexities of society. Understanding the complexity of the society-design relationship is imperative, “Creativity is about our ability ... ... Creativity offers a critical and ethical arena ... .” (Vogue, 2022) and in understanding the dynamic of design and society, the creativity of designers allows for strategic and considered design outcomes in which the responsibility of the designer can be executed proficiently. 

Throughout my investigation, I have found that Planned Obsolescence, monopolisation and society within design bring both negatives and positives to their relationship with the design practice. Planned obsolescence, monopolisation and society are distinct yet interlinked keywords surrounding the design practice, with each highlighting a different view on the internal dynamics of design. Planned obsolescence refers to the deliberate undermining of user autonomy via intentionally ill-designed products with limited lifespans, It is primarily an economic strategy which is implemented through the design of a product to sustain profit. Monopolisation within design refers to the domination of a specific industry, often by one or more major companies. This not only stifles competition but also increases the demand for the monopolising companies’ product. This primarily violates a designer’s ethics within the design practice. Society, however, refers to the interlinked and mutual relationship between designers, their products and society. Society impacts the intention behind the design through societal values and practices, whilst design is reciprocal by considering the broader human impact and ethical considerations of the end product. Planned obsolescence and monopolisation are often seen to synergise within capitalist market structures, production and consumption. Companies which hold monopolistic power are more prone to implement planned obsolescence as they face fewer competitors, making it easier to dictate consumption. However, both of these strategies face deep social consequences due to their design choices, inequality and environmental degradation are often seen as a result of the power wielded within the industry. When designers consider society within their design process, the outcome is often more sustainable, consumer expectations and cultural norms are acknowledged, and the cycle of monetised control, which is fed by planned obsolescence, is contested by considering society within the design practice. 

I aim to examine the complexities of external influences on design by exploring how interconnected social, economic, and cultural forces shape design practices.
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