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According to the Oxford English Dictionary, a manifesto is “a public declaration of policy and aims.” (manifesto, n., 2023). It often serves as a call to action, outlining principles that transitions into a design evolution or revolution. In design, manifestos articulate a designer (or group of designers) vision for designs role in society. Often with emphasis on specific priorities, philosophes or ethics. Manifestos help designers express their values, guiding their choices; helping to guide the choices of designers after them.

Manifestos can unite like-minded designers, forging a sense of belonging in a collective action as well as inspiring and reminding designers of the broad impact of their work. By defining clear principles, manifestos encourage designers to stay true to their ethics and values even when faced with commercial or monetary pressures. Manifestos are relevant to designers as they serve as a framework to articulate their intentions in their work, helping designers reflects on the impact of their work and ensure it aligns to certain ethical or creative goals. 

For example, manifestos such as the First Things First manifesto encourage designers to prioritise socially responsible projects over the commercial ones, critiquing consumerism within design. Similarly, to Dieter Rams: 10 Principles of Good Design and Patagonia: The Footprint Chronicles. Whereas manifestos such as the Do It manifesto or, IKEA: The Testament of a Furniture Dealer, focus primarily on user experience, immediacy and action. This differs from other design manifestos as there is less focus on consideration of materials, sustainability and ethics as the focus is primarily on generating cohesive user focused designs as quickly as possible.

Within the First Things First manifesto, there is a call to refocus design priorities and align creative efforts with social, environmental, and cultural values rather than commercial interests. In the original1964 manifesto, the first talking point discusses the rejection of consumerism and how the signatory designers are critical of their role in promoting trivial and unnecessary consumer products. 

Ken Garland explained this as being “brought up in a world in which the techniques and apparatus of advertising have persistently been presented to us as the most lucrative, effective and desirable means of using our talents. We have been bombarded with publications devoted to this belief, applauding the work of those who have flogged their skill and imagination”. (Wright et al., n.d.) Evidencing how generations of designers had been acclimatised to a world where advertising and commercial design are upheld as the ultimate benchmarks of success; and how that cultural norm reinforces the idea that the primary purpose of design is to serve consumer capitalism rather than explore routes that contribute to society and the designer’s enjoyment and independence. 

Similarly, Dieter Rams talks about how good design makes a product useful, believing that design should address the specific needs of users, ensuring that products are practical and meet real-world needs. This furthers the point of anti-consumerism, focusing on a product’s utility and benefit to society rather than producing trends and fads. Rams went on to say that good design is honest, and “it does not make a product more innovative, powerful or valuable than it really is. It does not attempt to manipulate the consumer with promises that cannot be kept.” (Good Design Is Innovative, n.d.) which further solidifies the mindset of malignant consumerism engrained into designers. Rams believed that the design should reflect the product’s true function, quality, and materials, without misleading the user.

Attention to detail is essential in Rams’ philosophy. Every aspect of a design should be carefully considered and meticulously executed, ensuring that no detail is overlooked, from the product’s form to its functionality. Which cements the concept of social responsibility as “good design is long lasting” (Good Design Is Innovative, n.d.)  And as designers we should strive to avoid misleading our consumers with trends and ill-designed products. 

In the modern day, designers are still battling against consumerism, with the shift in focus moving towards sustainability, responsibility and humanity. Patagonia wanted to “Be completely honest about where our products came from, and the resources required to create them.” (Planet, 2012) and as a result of this shift in mindset, the company allow their consumers to see their commitment to environmental and animal welfare, fair, legal and humane working conditions and overall circularity of their products. 


Patagonia have been regarded as one of the first modern companies to spark the shift to sustainability. “First, in 2012, Patagonia became the first “benefit corporation”, prioritizing environmental and social concerns over turnover. In 2022, the company announced “going purpose” instead of “going public”.” (World Economic Forum, 2024). This reflects the brand’s philosophy of a business as a force for environmental and social good. The initiative of the Footprint Chronicles encourages a shift in consumer mindset toward sustainable consumption and inspires other brands to adopt similar practices. 

The Footprint Chronicles are almost an unspoken manifesto for other brands, generating this new trend of ethics and sustainability that Garland and Rams were introducing as a concept. On the market today, consumers will find multiple other businesses building sustainability into their brand identity such as Levi’s, Lush and Oatly. All of which have benefited from the change in their brand identity and honesty, and as a result the consumer mindset has also changed for the better, reflecting this idea of design being honest and long lasting.

Ken Garlands First Things First manifesto, Dieter Rams: 10 Principles of Good Design and Patagonia: The footprint chronicles each aim to promote ethical, sustainable and intentional design practises. Whilst these frameworks aspire to counter consumerism and environmental degradation, they are easily criticizable.

The First Things First manifesto advocates for designers to prioritise work with societal value over consumer advertising. However, this view can be perceived as elitist, suggesting any design done by designers working in commercial fields lacks intrinsic worth. Not all commercial work is devoid of meaning. Similarly, many designers rely on commercial work as their source of income. The reality is, that in our capital driven world, projects of societal responsibility often don't generate the same revenue as commercial ones. 

Garland has been criticised of neglecting to suggest ways to enforce this movement towards personal ethics whilst maintaining balance of economic survival in such a competitive market. After Naomi Klein wrote “no Logo”, thirty-three prominent designers signed the “First Things First Manifesto 2000”, protesting the dominance of commercial advertising within the design profession.

 Since designers have “began generating content both inside and outside of the designer-client relationship” (Armstrong, n.d.) showing that there is a solution to the identified contradiction between commercialism and conscience. However, if Garland had taken on the responsibility of solving the problem sixty years ago, we as designers wouldn’t have had to wait so long to regain the perceived societal value of our work whilst simultaneously surviving economically. 

A similar issue can be shown of Dieter Rams 10 Principles of Good Design, in which a lack of development on Rams’ own points, has led designers to feel that Rams did not sufficiently address the broader challenges of sustainability, such as systemic impacts, circular economies, or ethical sourcing. A product may be environmentally friendly and sustainable through its use, however the manufacturing or disposal processes of said product can lead to a designer’s downfall due to lack of consideration of circular design or the premium consumer mark up once these factors are considered.

It could be argued that in the current day, circular design is a trend, with products such as Smol (sustainable dishwasher tablets) and Neat (sustainable cleaning products) going “viral”. Whilst these products do fulfil the criteria of circular design, the world hasn’t caught up within the manufacturing processes to make items such as these economically sustainable. Products like these that focus on their reusability or disposability often come at a premium price, which leads consumers to revert back to unsustainable products, weakening the viability of sustainability. 

To address this issue, I believe that the cost of manufacturing such products must be lowered drastically, to reduce the price of the finished product and therefore leading more consumers to purchase the product. The leading companies of such items, such as Ariel or Flash would also benefit from this change in manufacturing and raw materials, especially if they released a vow of transparency, similar to that of Patagonia.

However, Patagonia’s Footprint Chronicles only provides selective transparency, focusing on specific parts of the supply chain or certain environmental issues, while leaving out others. Whilst they do share a range of information surrounding their supply chain and practices, there is a lack of third-party verifications of this information, generating doubt about the reality of sustainable practices and the accessibility of materials and manufacturing to generate a supposedly sustainable product. The lack of third-party evidence leads to consumer speculation of “green-washing”. Patagonia’s efforts are admirable, however the Footprint Chronicles could be presenting an overly favourable picture of its environmental and social responsibility while not fully addressing areas of concern.

As a profit driven company, Patagonia’s message of “buy less and demand more” (Patagonia.com, 2014) can be easily perceived as contradictory, as the line between sustainability for global benefit and sustainability for brand benefit is tense. Considering that Patagonia’s products are premium priced, it can be argued that as a result, they have limited their market, excluding climate conscious customers who cannot afford their products, therefore making their sustainable efforts null as majority of consumers are yet again left with lower priced alternatives with worse environmental impacts.

The difficulty of following manifestos such as the First Things First manifesto in the modern world, is that when designers do turn their attention towards sustainability and away from commercial work, it is so easy to criticise the intentions behind that change in design. Modern companies are aware of the profitable benefits from advertising their products as sustainable, therefore distorting the intentions behind a designer’s choice to advocate for sustainable products.

However, IKEA, a multi-billion-dollar company and household name, have been striving for good design since the 70s. The founder, Ingvar Kamprad wrote down his vision and ideology for IKEA. He called it The Testament of a Furniture Dealer, in which are the foundations of IKEA’s philosophies on what makes good design. Kamprad stated that IKEA was to create a better everyday life for the many people “by offering a wide range of well-designed, functional home furnishing products at prices so low that as many people as possible will be able to afford them.” (WordPress på Azure, 2023) proving that commercial design is not evil design, but socially responsible when executed correctly. Many modern companies struggle to fulfil the ideals portrayed in such manifestos as the First Things First manifesto, yet IKEA have been succeeding at this endeavour since 1976.

Currently IKEA are focused on their movement towards sustainability after a statistic was released in 2013 stating that they use “1% of the worlds wood” (Anon, n.d.) since, IKEA have claimed to be working on becoming a more circular business, focusing attention on to their sourcing of energy and materials all the way to how they design their products with the aim of not only making their products from renewable resources, but insuring they are fully recyclable or repairable. 

IKEA say that “more than 60% of IKEA products are based on renewable materials and more than 10% contain recycled materials.” (Ikea.com, 2024) proving that international behemoth of a business such as IKEA are capable of setting standards and aims for sustainable practices whilst keeping prices affordable for all, and therefore maintaining the philosophies of design out in their original manifesto. 

A good way for designers and businesses to embody the premise of good design, sustainable design and pleasurable design can be obtained from Stefan Sagmeister’s Do It manifesto. Within his manifesto Sagmeister introduces the philosophies of Do it now, Do it with passion and Do it even if you don’t know how. 
These are great starting points for any designer or business looking to build their future. The Do It manifesto teaches that one should not procrastinate the work they do as this often gets in the way of progress, this could be taken as any designer contemplating how they are going to improve their projects to be sustainable and socially valuable, should commit and try, even if they don’t get it right the first time. Without trial and error how would society move forward, it is vital to learn from our mistakes and do it with passion. The more the designer commits and cares about their work, the more successful their attempts towards perfection will be. 

Sagmeitser contradicts Garlands manifesto as it can be inferred Sagmeister believes that as long as the designer is fulfilled by the work they produce, and can survive financially, then the work of the designer is in fact, societally valuable. It could be argued that the most value to society comes from the designer’s personal satisfaction of delivering a product they believe is for the greater good despite working for a for-profit company. Considering that commercial design is the most accessible design, it can therefore also be considered societally valuable despite coming from a for-profit company. 

Overall, if the designer is fulfilled by the work they produce and the benefit their work has for the masses, then regardless of who or where they work for, the designer and their work are of value to society. If the designer is truly a good designer with evolution, sustainability and society at the heart of their work then they have in fact not “flogged their skill and imagination” (Wright et al., n.d.) why should we base our criticism of what truly makes good design from the designer or their place of work when it is the design itself that matters the most. 





From my research, I have compiled my own personal manifesto:


1. Foresight is the key to design. Designers should reflect on the past and learn from their mistakes and the mistakes of others to generate good designs. 

2. Regardless of the means, if the design produced in of substance to the designer or to society, it is valuable.

3. In the age of technology, strive to be present in reality. Only then can we focus on producing work of value.

4. Art is to be interpreted differently by each viewer, and we cannot get caught up in differences of opinion when there is work to be done. 

5. Designers have a duty to create beauty with discoverability and understanding.

6. Emotional intelligence is as important as academic intelligence. As long as the designer knows what they are producing is right, then they can do no wrong. 


7. Societally valued design is worthless if it can benefit the masses. It cannot truly be of value if it cannot help.

8. Transparency is key for the future, designers must admit to their mistakes and their successes


9. Designers must uphold integrity by prioritizing designs that generate solutions that address real-world problems, improving quality of life for individuals and communities.

10. Design to enhance relationships—between individuals, communities, and the environment.
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