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<Modes of design>

bäd design: a discussion about ethics and design
I chose the title bäd design as a form of critique on how, in the field of design, it is
more common to associate the terms good or bad with its communicability or
concept instead of their significance to ethics. Why is this so when the more common
connotation for good and bad in our lives, outside of design, is about if something is
right or wrong?
This observation feels to me almost like in our pursuit of creation, some of us have
lost sight of how designers are only a subset of society. And as part of the society,
ethics should come first; therefore the subtitle: a discussion about ethics and design,
with emphasis on the order. The umlaut in the title is a reference to Häagen-Dazs,
which is one of the most well known examples of fraudulent branding practice and
also part of my research in this project.

Packaging concept
My approach involves a promotional packaging for a tobacco company because I
wanted to use this opportunity to put into practice the topic I explored in my
dissertation. The prospective job at a tobacco company is a commonly used example
to focus the issue of ethics in design in my experience, thus I felt its iconic visual
could be turned into an object of contemplation.
Of all the tobacco brands, I find that the Lucky Strike concept very appealing but is not
as distinct and as internationally recognisable as the visual language that Marlboro
has instilled; even with non-smokers like myself. Going with the Marlboro styled

packaging allows more people to identify the project quicker and this paradox of it
being familiar but also unusual will hopefully invoke curiosity and thus promote
interaction.
Taking cues from oversized packaging that products like Tic-Tac or Toblerone
typically creates for promotional purposes, I began to examine the effects of taking
something familiar and simply making a huge version of it. Immediately, the product
appears more light-hearted because it has a nostalgic effect. With smaller hands as a
child, everything felt bigger and this strategy replicates that emotional experience. As
children, we also commonly associated larger than usual objects to be impressive and
therefore more desirable. By applying this amusement park insight onto packaging
for cigarettes, I hope to present the fault in applying creative thinking in the absence
of ethics.
From a user journey perspective, I have always enjoyed book covers which true
meaning can only be accessed with insights from the book; I see this as symbolic of
the reader having gained a new perspective after reading. I wanted to replicate this
experience in my project and the cigarette box was an appropriate choice here again
because the associations we make mentally will suggest to an observer a certain set of
expectations before reading the dissertation. But after reading it, they will
understand the discussed topic better and make the observations mentioned in the
previous paragraphs. This misdirection is also something discussed within the
dissertation, and its use in my project is intended to raise discussions about its ethical
considerations.
The larger size also allows the publication to be housed inside the box. This
integration is important in unifying the whole experience of the project. It also
reiterates the notion of going beyond the superficial because the reader needs to
literally look inside to access the true contents of this project.

Publication concept
I chose to go with a publication to convey the ideas of this project because I wanted
something physical that could serve as a visual reminder to reinforce them. This is
not to say that ethics is less important in the digital space, but that we consume a lot
of content online these days, and in my opinion, I do not think we retain as much as
we would like to because of the sheer volume and speed at which we go through
them.
Reading and interacting with a physical object is definitely a more engaging
experience because we get to touch it by opening the box, flipping it around, turning
the pages, etc.

I also wanted to create a very commercial outcome where it could easily be massproduced for 2 reasons. Firstly, it would open up the possibility of rapidly spreading
the ideas discussed; and hopefully with some refinement in the content, it could be
similar to a guidebook or manifesto. A sculpture or performative piece would not be
as easy to distribute, thus limiting its reach significantly. As discussed in the
dissertation, this issue is not one that can be resolved with a small group; the more
people we have behind this, the better chance we have of turning this around.
Secondly, I believe that most designers would be working in a commercial
environment, so a commercial outcome would be more relatable and convincing.
The discussion on ethics is continued with the visuals on the publication cover, which
features paraphernalia such as matches and cigarettes. Cigarettes are what one would
expect in such a box and here it is visually represented but again. It also raises more
ethical questions: are we promoting the habit by stylising it visually?
I felt that the Coptic stitch binding method would be appropriate with its bare and
exposed aesthetic to continue juggling the secondary conversational themes on
transparency, introspection and social behaviour. Plus it has the added benefit of
being able to be opened flat for a less cumbersome reading experience.
Since this is a relatively short publication, I decided that page numbers were not the
most effective way of getting to the sections of the book. Instead, I came up with a
colour-coded system where the first page of each section has a unique coloured ‘dogear’. To use it, one simply has to refer to the contents page to learn the assigned
colour and locate it by scanning the top right edge of the book.
A large portion of this project was handmade: the padding in the box, the oversized
cigarette packaging and the binding of the book. What I could not make was the
oversized lighter, which comes with the project. They come in a set that can be
displayed together.
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<Dissertation>

Introduction

“Yeah, yeah, but your scientists were so preoccupied with whether
or not they could that they didn’t stop to think if they should.”
– Dr. Ian Malcolm in Jurassic Park

From my experience, it seems natural to jump into a discussion of aesthetics or
communicability when engaging with a project. Ethics and purpose often comes in
later, if at all, which is an indicator of our priorities as designers and is something
worth some honest introspection.
Over the past 2 years of lectures, debates and canteen exchanges at Central Saint
Martins, the message that our ‘great’ power demanding great responsibility is
probably one of my most significant lessons learnt.
Like those before me, I came here seeking means to advance myself but it has dawned
on me that becoming a better designer involves neither polishing that creative bulb,
nor simply honing those pixel-pushing reflexes. I realised that, in order to take my
craft further, I need to be asking ‘why’ more often than ‘how’.
In my second year, I worked with two friends on what started as a typical brief but
later resulted in the three of us facilitating one of the Design & Interaction (D&I)
debates. The topic of ethics crept into the room and raised the question, “How much
money would it take to convince you to do creative work for a tobacco company?”
Even though our initial objective was to get everyone contributing and debating the
subject, I recall thinking that it was still a job and as a professional I would definitely
accept the job as long as it pays well.

Some shared my opinion but others were adamant that no amount of money would
convince them to lift a finger in service of such establishments. I recall that was when
things quickly escalated with the next question, “What about an abortion facility?”
This sparked in my mind a seed of guilt that has been growing ever since; how had I
not considered this before?
In the weeks to come, reminders of my short-sightedness hit me in waves. A tutor
threw a, “perhaps there’s more to gain in design than money” at me and countless
other comments with regards to social implications of the projects became more
noticeable at critiques.
As these experiences piled up, I began to notice and also critique commercial work in
a different light. I realised that ethically ambiguous content is more commonplace
than I had expected and that creative people, not unlike my friends and graduating
peers, must have been behind the majority of it.
Is it possible that these people have yet to realise the impact of their contributions? Or
are they aware but just indifferent or even wilful purveyors? This is a topic that I feel
is relevant to any designer, but especially so in our formative years in school before
we embark on our potentially game-changing careers.
Bäd design aims to be a creative piece of writing that will open up more conversations
about ethics in design.

Our relationship with brands

“All that glisters is not gold.”
– William Shakespeare

While universal truth is seldom the objective of communication design, certain fields
are more notable for stretching the boundaries of truth more than others. Branding
and advertising is one such example. While not part of the ‘advertising is lies’ lynch
mob, I have noticed several brands that were certainly ‘not all that meets the eye’.

Fig 1. The TWG tea logo.

The first point of visual contact we have with a brand is most often is logo, thus I felt
this was a suitable point to begin analysing it. Firstly, 1837 is easily misconstrued as a
reference to the year the company was established, when in fact, TWG tea was formed
over a century later in 2007. According to their website, marking the year 1837 on
their logo is a form of celebration of when the island of Singapore became a trading
post for teas, spices and other fine epicurean products. (TWG Tea Company Pte Ltd,
2015) My personal interpretation of this is that TWG is trying to inject heritage into
their brand story. To form an impression in the minds of consumers that they have
existed for a long time and thus their product comes along with esteemed tradition
and knowledge.
The tone of lettering, colours and graphic elements suggest extensive heritage and
brings to mind vignettes of steam locomotives, filled with the most decadent
tableware, chugging through open green pastures. And the packaging design, while
in tune with the entire spirit of the brand, elevates the luxurious old-world feel with
vibrant colours and serif-typefaces. However, one might argue that this is form of
commercialised nostalgia: an aesthetic plucked from our collective past, bottled into
a modern brand and sold back to masses.

Fig 2. TWG Tea packaging design.

Fig 3. TWG retail design in Singapore

Although its logo is adorned with French descriptors, the company was established in
Singapore. It worth noting that post British colonisation, Japanese occupation, the
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merger and separation from Malaysia, Singapore declared its independence on 9 August
1965 and subsequently selected English as its Lingua Franca, not French. While is it not
uncommon nor illegal for companies to adopt foreign culture into their branding, this
decision comes across as cultural appropriation. This raises several questions about the
intentions of such companies.
1.

Do they feel that their local culture is not appealing enough to represent the
foundations on which their company was established?

2.

What is the threshold beyond which we as a society will consider an implanted
culture as disingenuous?

3.

And does this offer a glimpse into the state of the values held by such a company?

While the answers to these questions will undoubtedly differ upon individual
perspective, I would like to encourage contemplation on this subject during the next trip
to the supermarket or shopping mall.
‘Melanges Exquis’ translates into ‘Exquisite blends’ and ‘Millésimes D’Exception’ means
‘Exceptional Vintage’. These are familiar in the descriptions of fine wines, which leads
one to deduce that TWG is trying to elevate its product to a similar premium status. Just
like an exquisite vintner would describe the quiet backwater setting and the steep slopes
of rocky terraces that line their epic vineyard to distinguish itself from the rows of £5
bottles on the shelves at Tesco, TWG seeks to elevate the exotic nature of its product by
endorsing itself with such lingo. All their efforts in branding, packaging and retail design
convene to create a narrative, which allows its consumers to indulge in moments of brief
reprieve from the present-day hustle and bustle as they partake in their teacup serving of
escapism.
Singapore promotes itself as a multi-cultural nation which may have led founders Manoj
M. Murjani, of Indian descent, and Taha Bouqdib, French of Moroccan descent (possibly
explaining the French found in the branding) to choose this little red dot to build their
luxury tea empire. According to an interview with Mr Murjani, TWG sold 650 tons of tea
(worth USD $30 million) in its first full year of operations, turning profitable in 2009.
(Tan, 2009)
As of this writing, TWG tea has vastly expanded and now has distributors or outlets in
China, Hong Kong, Japan, Morocco, United Kingdom and United States of America and
many other territories outside of Singapore. (TWG Pte Ltd, 2015) It is not difficult to
gather that much of its success comes from, other than its product, its highly engineered
and designed brand image and story. While lucrative, where do we draw the line between
an effective advertising strategy and inauthenticity? In this case, it seems that they are
merely different sides of a coin. And to realise that this simultaneous triumph and

craftiness was achieved by a piece of design, puts into perspective the potential impact a
designer’s creation might have on society and weight of their moral disposition.
The practical graphic designer in me would love to hold TWG Tea up like Simba to all my
fellow designers. After all, most of my research and analysis of this brand points to it
being a commercially successful company, fuelled by creativity and design. My previous
employer used to say that, “Creativity is pointless if it doesn’t make the cash register
ring.” While easily taken out of context, this surely qualifies. And if I were part of the
creative team behind TWG Tea, I would definitely be patting myself on the back and
enjoying an exorbitantly priced cup of tea.
Looking beyond its impeccable façade however, its branding components come across as
superficial and hollow because there is a gap between their true origins and that which
they claim to be. Perhaps to inquire into the origins of things is the natural instinct of a
species in turmoil over its own. But it is also worth contemplating if it really matters if a
company is really from where it says it is.
It may matter more to some because of instilled ethical guidelines and the expectancy of
reciprocal honesty and sincerity from their environment. Whether this expectation is illconceived or not, I experienced an overwhelming sensation of deceit that was echoed by
the 85.71% of others I shared this case study with (Refer to Appendix 1). The overall
sentiments from the participants of my survey were that they felt this was misleading
because, although not illegal, this strategy was subverting the common practice of
displaying the year on a logo in accordance to a company’s establishment.

	
  
Fig 4. Bacardi logo, featuring the year 1862.
Fig 5. Prada logo, featuring the year 1912.
Fig 6. De Palma motif, featuring the year 1972.
Fig 7. Patagonia motif, featuring the year 1973.

	
  

	
  

There were others who were indifferent to this disclosure. Perhaps they are the rare
few that are dispassionate about tea in London or simply numb to the antics of
commercialism, but this made me consider the position of the consumer. As a
designer and consumer myself, I then began to question if it was unreasonable for us
to demand authenticity in brands in an environment of curated online personas,
brought about by the rise of social media.

In this digital age of curated online personas, is it unreasonable
to expect 100% authenticity from commercial identities?

Would it be extremely prejudiced for us to wag our fingers at categorically fiction
brand stories only to turn around and upload that filter-laden Selfie? A recent media
literacy report informs us that as of 2014, 90% of people in the UK, aged 16+, have
Internet access and 72% of them have a social media profile. Out of this group, 81%
are on social media at least once a day. (Office of Communications, 2015) This
includes activities like searching but also creating and publishing.

Fig 8. Social media use in UK.
Data adapted from Office of Communication.

Based on daily interactions with social media, we can begin to deduce that the
majority of this user-generated content is curated and doctored to cast our personal
utopias. Contoured make-up Selfies and dinners at Michelin-starred establishments
flood social media platforms like Instagram and Facebook; users often cherry pick
events in their lives and peddle this ‘greatest hits’ compilation as the daily norm

(West, Ford and Ibrahim, 2015). It is daunting to consider that the social media
community is self-perpetuating this unending, digital edition of ‘keeping up with the
Joneses’. And as we slide our fingers across filter options to project our ideal selves,
we also consume, often in hundred-fold, a brand of universally accepted half-truth.

Fig 9. Top 4 most popular photos on Instagram are pictures of themselves.

This could explain our behaviour in response to one of the most well known
examples of fabricated brand stories: Häagen-Dazs. Even though it is now common
knowledge that this was an American brand that chose its name to imply a
Scandinavian origin, it’s product is still one of the most recognised and consumed.
Beyond just a company that chose a foreign sounding name, their strategy involved
playing on the perceptions of consumers; that this was an exotic product, thus more
desirable and valuable. Its packaging reinforced this deliberate misdirection with a
starred map highlighting the European capitals Oslo and Copenhagen. This suggests
that the fantasy of an exotic brand, not the truth of its origin, is enough to convince
consumers of superior quality; a page right out of TWG’s branding manual.

Fig 10. Häagen-Dazs lid featuring Copenhagen and Oslo.

A more recent example of this phenomenon can be found in automobile
manufacturers, Volkswagen. On 20 September 2015, the German company admitted
to covertly outfitting its vehicles with a defeat device to alter the results of its
emissions during testing. Capable of distinguishing between road and laboratory
conditions, this software was designed to allow models with diesel-powered engines
to meet regulations set by the Environment Protection Agency of America by
engaging an alternative mode of operation during testing. While this may have been
a step forward in the field of intelligent robotics fuelled by hard work and creativity,
its engines were emitting nitrogen oxide pollutants up to 40 times of what is
permitted in the US when on the roads. (Hotten, 2015)
Repercussions wrought by cheating their customers came in the form of the
company’s share prices falling by 20% and former CEO Winterkorn being forced to
resign. New management pledged to refit the estimated 11 million vehicles affected
worldwide with a planned budget of US$7.3 billion, intensifying the company’s
financial burden.
However, according to its sales report of October 2015, Volkswagen of America
actually experienced an increase in sales over October 2014. This was reported after
its first full month since the scandal broke where sales figures were above the initial
projections before the scandal broke. (Volkswagen of America, Inc, 2015)
Did Volkswagen manage to regain the trust of their consumers in a few short weeks
with its heartfelt public apology, scheduled replacements and discounts? It is more
plausible that this outcome reflects the lack of empathy for the health and climate
devastation behind Volkswagen’s deceit. Their marketers were so in tune with their
target audience that they managed to keep sales margins afloat in a time of an
expected backslide by offering discounts, rebates and lower-cost leases. Granted that
figures may have been even better sans scandal, there is still a disparity between the
consensus public sentiment and the reported sales trend. (Clothier, 2015)
The social issue here may be even more detrimental than the climate one which
dominated headlines in 2015. Ziegler (2015) postulates that perhaps the Americans
simply do not care about the fact that they have been lied to about the environmental
effects of the vehicles. He observed that for prospective VW buyers, a $5000 discount
is hard to pass up. Disconcertingly, it may well be the case that some of these people
value personal monetary gain over the state of the environment that we all share. It
would not surprise me to find the same people unperturbed by TWG’s branding
antics. A point that unveils yet another conundrum: who decides if what we create is
ethical or not?

Designer as creator

“If you can design one thing, you can design everything.”
– Massimo Vignelli

In a Graphic Communication Design (GCD) lecture at Central Saint Martins, Gonzalo
Hergueta pointed out that with modern technology, we can now produce work
relatively quicker. In the past, designing a poster or book took a long time and
because very specific skillsets were required to produce them and designers were
often specialised. Back then, every line and mark had to be measured and defined by
hand.
With the computers and software we have today, a designer can go from laying out a
book, to designing a chair, to editing a video, all within the space of a day and on only
a single machine; all fields of design are converging. These tools permit anyone to
learn, explore and create at an unprecedented pace but this ability also calls for
greater emphasis on the ethical code of a designer because this superhuman capacity
has moulded the design and creation process into a largely isolated one.
Technological advancements in communication and manufacture have also
increasingly separated the ideation and conceptualisation stage in the design process
from the making. Machines half a world away can organise, print, bind and trim
almost anything. These products can then be shipped, stored, digitally marketed,
distributed and fall into the hands of consumers that you may never interact with for
the rest of your life. While expeditious, this detached process may also be behind the
lack of empathy behind some of our work.
One of the most recent in these developments is 3-Dimensional printing, an invention
with the potential to turn contemporary commercial production on its head and
return making to the hands of designers. From medical prosthesis to rapid
prototyping, a quick Internet search will reveal a plethora of products created by this
‘futuristic hot glue gun’. But like the broken record of the history of technological
innovation, this leap created just as many problems as it was poised to solve. A
poignant example can be observed when this technology is combined with the
Internet and ‘open source’ culture; it is now possible to print your own gun.

“One thing that exploded 3D printing to mass consciousness
was the shot heard around the world.”
– Moses Znaimer in Ideacity
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On 6 May 2013, Cody R. Wilson, co-creator of Defence Distributed, fired a single shot
handgun that he designed and printed. Dubbed the ‘Liberator’, the designs for this 3D
printable handgun were then made available for download for free. This was the first
of its kind, and capable of firing traditional ammunition.
After downloading the schematics and gaining access to a 3D printer, anyone can
then begin the manufacturing process. The gun itself is printed in parts that require
assembly to operate. Besides its lethal capabilities, the Liberator is almost untraceable
because its plastic material negates metal detectors; currently the dominant method
of detecting firearms in sensitive areas such as government buildings and airports.
Furthermore, dispersed in its pre-assembled form, one may not even recognise these
parts as a potential weapon when viewed through an x-ray machine.

Fig 11. Disassembled, the Liberator is difficult to identify as a potential weapon.

Fig 12. Assembled Liberator in Cody Wilson’s Workshop.

Correspondents from the Israeli television program ‘Zinor Layla’ demonstrated this
possibility in 2013. (Captain, 2013) Featured on this culture and technology program
was a test fire of the Liberator from behind a safety barrier. As expected, the barrel
did not survive the blast, however the discharged round successfully lodged itself into
the target board several metres away, confirming its potential to maim, if not kill.
They then smuggled that exact weapon, without the barrel and live ammunition, past
Knesset (Israeli parliament) security checks. Investigative reporter Uri Even, went as
far as to discreetly unveil it from his bag and point it in the general direction of Israeli
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu who was making his address less than ten rows
away. (Zinorfan, 2013)
While the stunt was criticised by the Prime Minister’s office on behalf of Israeli
Security Agency, Shin Bet, it proved that in the right hands, a single shot plastic gun
could be disastrous even to a country renowned for its experience and technological
edge in weapon development. (Berman, 2013)
Another cause for concern stems from the nature of its production as it circumvents
serialisation and licensing, which is typically enforced by commercial gun
manufacturers and governments. With no means to track the Liberator, security and
policing agencies will be faced with even more hurdles in preventing or investigating
its use.
CAD files for this ‘physible’ (a term for an object that can be made physical from
digital files) weapon were hosted on the Defence Distributed website and days later

the United States Department of State’s Office of Defense Trade Controls demanded
its retraction from public availability. (Greenberg, 2013)
Wilson complied but by this time the damage had been done as the files were already
downloaded over 100,000 times. Ironically, because these files were made illegal and
outlawed by the United States government, interest piqued and ownership of these
files became even more desirable. Wilson comments that this is simply due to
curiosity and human nature. (Ideacity, 2013) And like all the other gun parts that
Defence Distributed made available, prior to creating a complete handgun, the
schematics were quickly deposited and made available for public access via major file
sharing sites such as Pirate Bay.
The Victoria & Albert museum (V&A) has their very own at their Rapid Response
Collecting exhibit. Beneath a brief introduction lay an assembled sample and another
that had been damaged when fired. In person, the appearance of the gun, combined
with its observably plastic construction did not strike me a hostile or intimidating. I
have handled weapons from automatic assault rifles to belt-fed grenade launchers in
my 2 years of national service, and have an appreciation that the appearance and
noise factor of a weapon can contribute to its overall effectiveness in use. The ‘gun’
before me however, was not even black.

Fig 13. AR-15 lower receivers printed in multiple coloured plastics; they look more like toys than gun parts.

Fig 14. The Liberator that Cody Wilson fired has some visible damage near the barrel. Acquired by the V&A.

This observation has led me to believe that the Liberator was not created for nefarious
purposes. It looks almost like an alien blaster prop from a 1950s production, and
would not be the most effective tool to use when trying to threaten someone in an
armed robbery or kidnapping.
A mere three days later, one of the curators of the Rapid Response Collecting, Corinna
Gardner, gave a lecture about the exhibit at CSM. I was able to speak with her about
the Liberator and she later sent me an article about its acquisition.
The article detailed the long process that Shannon, on behalf of the V&A, had to
endure in order to acquire the Liberator as an exhibit. Although she was able to meet
with Wilson personally and secure 3 Liberators for display, including one that Wilson
fired personally, she was ultimately unable to get them to clear customs regulations
by the time the exhibition was due to open. (Shannon, 2014)
Instead of waiting for the proper licence to import the Liberator, the V&A simply
printed their own; a fact that spotlights the gravity and irreversible repercussions of
Wilson’s creativity. (Wainwright, 2014) (Shannon, 2014)
Nothing to date has thrust additive-production technology into mainstream news
quite like the Liberator has. The attention has created even more emphasis on the
possibilities and repercussions of 3D printing, but just like an automatic assault rifle
or a printed single shot handgun; it is a merely a tool. It is the intent of its user that
will make all the difference.

“The real question is not whether
machines think but whether men do.”
– Burrhus Frederic Skinner

I initially began researching this example with the mind-set that it sat outside the
boundaries of positive ethical consideration since the final outcome was a means by
which anyone could produce and own their own untraceable gun. And no matter how
you slice it, a gun is a tool used to grievously injure or kill a living being. But I have
since realised that things are not as clearly defined.
Many of our ideas and values are considered attractive to ourselves but that perceived
beauty may be the very thing that blinds us to the moral obligations we have in
creation. In fact, how many times have we received advice in the form of, “trust your
instincts”, when speaking to a more experienced designer?

“Trust your instincts!”
– Every other designer you’ve met
with more experience than you.

Through my research, I believe that Wilson is a highly creative, resourceful and
determined individual that worked hard to bring to fruition something he truly cares
about: challenging the political and ideological frameworks of his government and
countrymen in hopes of advancing the mind-sets of his peers. This is all too familiar
within the classroom tutorials at CSM. Most will believe that their project is for the
betterment of society or at very least their target audience and clients because as we
are often told to accept, “That is what design is all about: Bettering lives.”
Imagine devoting all your time and creative ability into championing a social cause,
which you believed to be a basic human right, only to inadvertently create a tool that
permitted the assassination and total political reform of a war-prone region of the
world.
Sometimes it is difficult for us to see that the spark of an idea that can brighten up a
dark room, can just as easily burn down an entire city because we are so precious with
it. We have to realise that everything we create will interact with other unforeseen
events in the world and will not always be used for the purposes we created them for.
And since we do not live in isolation, it is rational to exercise a greater sense of
situational awareness in considering how our ideas may resonate with our
environment.
The solution may very well be not to trust your gut like every other designer you have
met with more experience has told you to. Instead, if we open up projects to

collaboration, an extra set of eyeballs could help prevent anything from the unwitting
collapse of political regimes to the widespread extinction of cuddly house pets.
Wilson however, sits apart from corporations that are applying their creativity with
deceitful intentions. These companies and their products are usually not associated
with guns, tobacco or alcohol, but this should not be mistaken as an indication of how
much damage they can cause us.

Designed to fail

“They don’t make them like they used to…”

Otherwise known as planned obsolescence, many companies have adopted the
practice of artificially shortening the lifespan of their products. Everything we use
goes through a wear and tear cycle but the difference here is that these products are
simply designed to fail or become obsolete sooner. This is a strategy that employs
creativity in the service of shortening the replacement cycle.
The nylon stocking is a textbook example of planned obsolescence. These stockings
were prone to ‘laddering’ or rips but instead of improving the product with more
resilient materials, the manufacturers realised that this ‘fault’ encouraged repeated
purchasing through replacement. (Hindle, 2009)
With this in mind, it is observable that in-built obsolescence is practically woven into
the fast fashion industry. Not only is durability - in the form of craftsmanship and
material selection – a non-priority in their apparel design, but they have also
encouraged this environment and culture that permeates all of fashion, known as
seasons. This means that clothes quickly become ‘out of season’ or obsolete style-wise
and are slated for replacement even if the durability of the garments endures. Tham
(2012) explains that “with the advent of fast fashion, shops change their ranges
virtually every week, and many garments spend a limited active time in their wearer’s
lives.”
Hines and Bruce (2007) offer a different view on this by claiming that a fashion range
would perform poorly if it did not adhere to the current season’s sensibilities. This
suggests to fashion designers and marketers that designing within seasonal trends is
crucial for success because that is what the customer wants. And when considered in
tandem with how consumers have been conditioned to feel about being out of style,
we can glean the clockwork behind the self-perpetuating cycle of planned
obsolescence.
The distinction between clothing and fashion is almost non-existent to many
fortunate people who are able to afford it. It has become so integral in our lives
because it flows into our personal concepts of identity, expression and self-worth. We
become increasingly susceptible to this strategy the more we buy into it, and this is
not by accident; it was designed to be this way. What is crushing in my opinion is that
this is by no means a new strategy - it has been around since the Great Depression
where products initially needed to be made with lower quality materials, or
adulterated, to lower cost (Slade, 2006) but kept around till today to float profits – and
although there is an awareness of such strategies, many have turned a blind eye to it;
along with deceitful branding strategies and products covered earlier in this writing.

The latest iteration of planned obsolescence can be found in consumer tech. The
concept is obvious: why release a full product when you can split it up into parts and
sell them for more? This strategy is applicable because our dependence on technology
is higher than ever before; psychologists have even detected similarities between
Internet addiction, and the addiction of drugs and alcohol. (Young, 1996)
Even before the dawn of wearable tech like the Google Glass or Apple watch, the
devices we owned were designed to be increasingly personal. The smartphone is a
prime example of how personal technology has become, in the fact that it probably
knows more about your life than any other human being - and for some people, even
more than themselves.
Text messages, photos, reminders and contact information are just some of the basic
things we rely on our pocket-sized computers for to connect, communicate and even
to make memories with. McLuhan (1966) described how humans are the reproductive
organs of technology in his seminal book, ‘Understanding Media’. Although this is a
recurring theme that has been signalled to us time again, we seem to be entrenching
ourselves deeper and deeper into reliance; no doubt orchestrated by a pool of creative
minds not unlike our peers.
Smartphones have become extensions of ourselves, physiologically and mentally in
our era, and major manufacturers like Apple are privy to this; which is how they
reportedly sold 13 million units of their latest product, the Iphone 6s, within 3 days of
its launch (Apple Inc, 2015). Surpassing the record set by its predecessor, the Iphone
6, of 10 million within the same time frame. That is an average of about 3000 units
every minute for 3 days straight for a product that replaces itself with a new model
every year.

Fig 15. Average number of Iphone 6s sold per hour during the first 3 days of its release.
th

In 2015, owning any model of Iphone prior to the 5 iteration feels to me like sporting
a mullet. The immense social pressure to conform can make people part with a fully
functional device and get another because of intangible factors like status and desire.
But when we pick between the newest Samsung or Apple smartphone, are we even
making a choice, or simply picking from what is already decided for us?
A counter-argument is that this form of planned obsolescence is actually what drives
ever-improving goods and services in the marketplace. (Kotler in Hindle, 2012) While

his point of view highlights the positive by-product of planned obsolescence, I do not
believe it makes up for inducing an artificially short lifespan in the things we create.
Even if it drives technological advancements forward at an extraordinary rate, are we
not spiralling into something akin to addiction as we chase the latest non-backwards
compatible device just to feel included?
Beyond the social issue, the environment is also affected as the nature of
obsolescence is connected with disposability. These one-year-old devices and
clothing get discarded almost as quickly as they are being introduced into the market.
Approximately 350,000 tonnes of used clothing is discarded into landfills every year
in the UK alone. If we could just extend the lifespan of these garments by 3 months
each, we would be able to experience a 5 to 10% reduction in the carbon, water and
waste footprints (WRAP, 2012).
It is simultaneously inspiring and staggering to consider that we can release
consumers from the social pressure of consumption that obsolescence creates, reduce
the rate of which our diminishing resources are drained and decrease the amount of
waste we put into landfills; the prerequisite is a fundamental presence of ethical
awareness while we create.

Conclusion
“Art, like morality, consists of
drawing the line somewhere.”
– G. K. Chesterton

The primary aim of design is typically to amplify or be impactful; seldom does design
set out not to be deceitful. This certainly muddles the water where design and ethics
intersect because how far can go when we try to push a concept before it crosses the
line of ethics? And even if we can identify the tipping point, can a single graphic
designer really make a difference in world?
The odds come across as insurmountably poor to me. Even if we wag our fingers atop
our moral high horses, can we really fault another person for simply doing as their
told in order to keep a job they were hired for?
In all my research for this writing, I have observed that there is always a power
struggle between the designer and other parties. It lies between the policy maker (the
corporation or governing body that decides all public design), the designer and the
consumer. As designers, we can beguile ourselves into thinking that our precious
work is ours, but in truth, once we have manifested it from our minds and into the
shared and physical dimension, we have lost all control of it; regardless of man-made
conditions like trademarks or copyrights will have you believe.
One option is to not participate. If we embargo our ideas, we can truly protect them
from being twisted or manipulated for the objectives of commerce or violence by
others, but this is hardly a desirable remedy.
Rosenthal (1965) suggests another, where designers must learn not only to persuade,
but also to work with these regimes. Washing our hands off these ‘unethical’
corporations and forming partnerships with only like-minded individuals will not
solve anything because simply being on the ‘right’ side of the fence hardly resolves
the larger issue; not every designer is as informed nor instilled with the same moral
fibre.
He refers to these corporations as “wielders of power” in the sense that they have the
authority and means to control what design gets published or made. With
technological advancements like those discussed in the earlier sections however, this
‘power’ is diminishing. Cody Wilson displayed this in a clear way with the ‘Liberator’
but I suspect many designers will find it challenging to replicate his results for
multiple reasons; the prime one being that most of us are already conditioned to
operate in the material world.
It is for this reason that I believe Rosenthal’s recommendation still holds water. If we
put our creativity and training in communication to use, we can surely learn the

language of ‘power’. He believes that moral incentives will not sway these “wielders
of power” because it is difficult to motivate them without incentives.
He brings up money, position, reputation and honours as more suitable points of
entry. I agree with his logic; by understanding their psyche we can begin to exert
some influence on the overall course, one that is less deceptive, and begin to
overcome those previously unfavourable odds.

“To get across to the young the beauty of our surroundings,
the first essential is not the teaching of knowledge,
but the awakening of the capacity to love things.”
– Philip Rosenthal

Education presents another opportunity to combat misconceptions of how design or
applied art is merely a commercial construct. This is not to say that we should turn
our backs on commercial design; if we can begin to teach others, and more
importantly ourselves, that there is more to our craft than selling, then we can begin
to revise our priorities when approaching the concept of design. The issues and crises
of our generation such as the deteriorating environment, gender identity and
terrorism can be approached as more valuable opportunities to focus our creative
problem solving skills on (Garland, 1963).
Perhaps ethical consideration can be at the heart of any design discussion with
greater emphasis over aesthetics. If ‘form’, and even the much-lauded ‘function’
would always be considered through the lens on morality, we would spend less time
debating the appropriateness of typeface, how complimentary colours are or the
hierarchy of information. Instead, the distinction to be made between good and bad
design would be then be determined on an ethical scale as opposed to perceived
beauty.
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<Appendix>
Survey: Ethics in TWG Tea’s use of ‘1837’ in their logo.

Survey Part 1:

Fig 1. The TWG tea logo.

Question 1:
Have you heard of TWG Tea?
Responses:
1.

Yes (19.05%)

2.

No (80.95%)

--Question 2:
Have you tried any of their products?
Responses:
1.

Yes (19.05%)

2.

No (80.95%)

--Question 3:
What do you think the numbers "1837" on the above logo means?

Responses:
1.

When it was established

2.

Date the company was founded

3.

The founding year

4.

The year of production

5.

Year that start the company

6. Founded in 1837
7.

First establishment

8. When the TWG tea started
9. When the company TWG was founded
10. The year they started
11. The company was found in 1837
12. The date the company was established
13. I would assume its the date of foundation, but the quiz makes me suspicious
of that
14. The date when the company was established
15. Date established
16. Year of foundation
17. The year when the company was established
18. The year it was founded
19. The year 1837
20. Year that it was established.
21. The year the company was founded

---

Survey Part 2:
TWG was founded in 2008, but instead of 2008, it has 1837 on its logo
instead. According to its website: "TWG Tea, the finest luxury tea brand in the
world, was established in Singapore and celebrates the year 1837 when the island
became a trading post for teas, spices and fine epicurean products."
--Question 4:
Do you think the brand is being deceitful by having 1837 on its logo instead of 2008?
Responses:
1.

Yes (85.71%)

2.

No (14.29%)

---

Question 5:
Please explain your response to question 4.
Responses:
1.

Playing in people's assumptions.
People associate a long-established business with quality and this misleads
the buyer.

2.

They are manipulating pretence to give themselves more credibility by
looking like they a more established heritage then they do.

3.

Yes, people normally refer the dates on the logo as the company start, so the
longer it is, the better the product might be.

4.

When a year is placed along with a logo we always associate it with the year
the brand was founded. However it might not be wrong to try and break this
first impression but maybe it needs to revisit the structure of how it is read
which seems misleading,'1837 TWG tea'.

5.

I feel cheated because it was not clear in its purpose of 1837.

6. Because although its not a direct lie, it feels like one. If it was something like
"celebrating tea since 1837" or something mentioning that fact then id be
okay with it.
7.

The customers assume it means that their brand has a long heritage.

8. Because that's what people would think.... Guess technically they are not
wrong just like how SUPER DRY JAPAN is not even Japanese at all. :/
9. Usually it's how companies express when they were found. Usually it also
says 'est' or 'since', and even though in this case it doesn't, I associated it with
the date of establishment.

10. There is an established practice of companies using their date of
incorporation as indicators of quality, and the visual language supports this
date, they are piggybacking on someone else's heritage.
11. It is obviously part of the branding image, it is dishonest, but it is not totally
unethical, more like creating a narrative behind the company and placing it
in context.
12. Having a date on a logo always means the year the business was established.
13. They re trying to sound like a very old brand when it's not.
14. The older year makes it sound like the brand has the longer experience in the
tea industry. Therefore it gains more trust from consumers.
15. When someone places a year or date on a building/bottle/package label, it is
widely understood this refers to the year it was made. Companies should
know and respect this international understanding and not intentionally
shift the meaning of it. They are fully aware what they are doing and try to
make their product sound more worldly, when it fact it is a recent brand. By
their choice of typeface, logo and colours, their try their hardest to look
'vintage' and so using the wrong year is totally intentional for the wrong
reasons. BAD design work and very deceitful indeed. It should be either
changed into 2008 or removed all together, if they want to keep up their
pretent.
16. Sort of Yes and No, however the brand has not done anything wrong. They do
not quote "since" or "established in" or likewise in their logo so their are
actually not lying about anything. I think a consumer is just as responsible
for these sorts of details as is the company.
17. I feel cheated.
18. They took a recognisable format where logos would put the year of their
companies founding and implied that their company is older to evoke a sense
of trust and quality from the client

--End of Survey
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