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Abstract
This paper focuses on the culture of consumer society and examines the role of design both as a protagonist for
consumerism and as a reactor against it.

Within the last twenty years, socio-economic changes within the UK have profoundly altered the fabric of society
and, with it, the lifestyles of its citizens. Designers have the opportunity to use the impetus of social change a
means of influencing human behaviour, extending, facilitating and directing it. Are we guilty of exploiting change
solely for commercial benefit, promoting consumerism, or have we the wisdom to use design responsibly as a
benign agent for the improvement of human society?

In addressing these issues through the practice of design, both our understanding of society and our participative
role as designers are challenged. Our self-knowledge increases yet we may still struggle to identify those paths
which contribute to improving the quality of life and the means by which to follow them.

The paper draws on a current research project which considers the impact of design within the framework of
consumerism and lifestyle change. It examines contemporary UK society and identifies the factors which direct it
now and will influence it in the next decade. In parallel, it seeks to establish whether design itself is a proactive
component in determining the direction society will follow or whether its role is passive, reacting to change rather
than initiating it. It questions the ethics of marketing and consumerism and how design wisdom may challenge
their authority, influencing current and future consumer cultural directions. 

Introduction 
We are all consumers. The scenario in which this paper is set focuses on the supermarket environment, a familiar
enough experience for most of us. It is where many of us begin the cycle of consumerism and repeat it at regular
intervals. Unlike buying a car, for example, where high value involves a high degree of involvement, buying
groceries is a relatively low value, low involvement process. We are prepared to experiment through our choices
with little risk attached. Unlike the car, there is nobody to help us and, again, in contrast to the car, we will be
buying frequently. In the supermarkets, brands and products have to work hard for our attention. The design of
packaging becomes critical.

This multiplicity of brands and product offerings, combined with low-risk decision making, provides an ideal
platform for examining consumer behaviour and lifestyle trends.

The significance of a study conducted solely within the UK should not be lost on those from other countries. What
is happening here in the UK may already be finding resonance within other countries. If not today, it may be
tomorrow, for better or for worse.
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The UK consumer

Within the EU, the UK remains the most isolated state, geographically separate from mainland Europe. It is also
the European State which maintains closest links with the USA. Sharing a common language has enabled the
process of importing cultural values from other countries and, in particular from the USA. It is, perhaps, partly for
this reason that the UK has pursued a US style in its patterns of consumption and been less influenced by its
European partners.

Past colonial imperialism has resulted in a long established cultural diversity amongst UK citizens, significant here,
in the context of food and eating habits discussed later in this paper.

.Within the last twenty years, socio-economic changes within the UK have profoundly altered the fabric of society
and, with it, the lifestyles of its citizens. During this period, the UK has largely moved from a production-based
economy to one based on services. Traditional, rigid structures have been replaced by a flexible forum wherein,
for example, the stereotypes of age, gender and social class are becoming increasingly blurred. As late as in the
1980’s, it was the barriers of class, education, religion, political allegiance and issues of gender which helped
create an identifiable diversity amongst the populous.  

In today’s post-production Britain, lifestyles are very different. People have become less involved with traditional
barriers, moving towards a more egalitarian society, a mass market of individuals where our differences are less
apparent. Demographics become less relevant while the distribution of wealth and choice of lifestyle become of
greater significance. While the demise of a class-ridden society is welcomed by the majority, it has introduced new
anxieties. 

We can no longer expect a career spanning our working life. Contracts have become the norm, changing our
attitude to work, sometimes from a vocational calling to simply a job and introducing uncertainties. Trust in
authority has been eroded and we have become openly sceptical of political motives, businesses and financial
institutions. Our personal relationships have changed with families becoming dispersed, an increasing number of
single parents and people living on their own. These and other changes have played a fundamental part in
transforming the way we live in the UK.

Curiously perhaps, while people are keen to maintain their own identity there is also a human need to belong to
a tribe or community. With the erosion of traditional communities, the church, political affiliations, amongst
others, new groups are forming to fulfil the social need for tribal behaviour. These span the demographical divide
in all respects. Examples include, health clubs, chat lines, environmental groups and participation in Non-
Government Organisations Characteristically, these new groups are inclusive in terms of age, gender and ethnicity
while personal wealth may be disparate. 

Marketing to the UK consumer

Such plurality in society, however, requires a rethink of the way market sectors are defined and the relationship
between market, design and consumerism. It is increasingly difficult to segment markets in a meaningful way and
to identify customers or potential customers with shared demographic characteristics, values or needs. The
traditional methods of market research to target consumers who share attributes are now less effective than
previously the case simply because people now move seamlessly across market segments. A forty five year old
mother may be a student; an eighteen year old may run a successful business or, as a personal friend has done,
a sixty eight year old woman may gain her sub-aqua license.  Trying to place a real flesh and blood person in any
one segment becomes difficult.
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There do, however, remain some exceptions where actionable segmentation can operate. Families expecting a
first child are an example, where companies producing not only nursery products but also items such as cameras,
can effectively define their target market. Such instances of easy targeting are becoming rare and marketing seeks
alternative strategies both to define and to exploit markets. Some market research strategies are based on
sophisticated modelling techniques, others, typically those employed by the multiple groceries, can use data
collected through loyalty cards schemes. In the UK, Tesco pioneered the introduction of loyalty cards in 1995. They
provided an immediate platform for the collection of consumer lifestyle data and spending patterns. The
computing power required to analyse the mass of information acquired, however, is only now being realised.
Tesco have established a subsidiary data-mining company charged with the task of identifying means of attracting
new customers, consumer reaction to promotions and the monitoring of emerging trends. Additionally they
employ video in-store surveillance and eye-tracking equipment to monitor consumer behaviour. Little, in the arena
of supermarket operations is left to chance.

Grant (1999) suggests that targeting an audience of individual members may be replaced by encircling them with
information and ideas. It’s a more subtle approach, typified by Sainsbury’s use of their in-house lifestyle magazine,
or Proctor & Gamble’s parent’s internet site. This encourages self-selection, providing consumers with a way of
finding the products and services  which they want, reversing the traditional relationship between customer and
company. Cost sensitive air travellers, for example, will find their own way to Easyjet and will be prepared to
sacrifice flexibility in scheduling to gain low cost airfares. Its part of a successful marketing strategy adopted by
the company.

Within the supermarket environment, self-selection of pre-packed products has always the rationale for operating
successfully. Now, however, supermarkets and brand manufacturers are looking at how to adapt the format to
cater for a new and changing consumer profile. 

One approach is to tailor product lines, designed to meet the needs of specific sectors. An example can be found
in pregnancy testing kits. Forsythe et al (1999), refer to the US company Quidel who are active in this market.
They identified two separate kinds of women, those that want to get pregnant (‘hopefulls’) and those who were
afraid that they might be (‘fearfuls’). There is no actionable demographic distinction between the two segments.
The company’s marketing strategy was to create two distinct brands, ‘Conceive’ for the ‘hopefuls’ and ‘RapidVue’
for the ‘fearfuls’. ‘Conceive’ features a smiling baby and is positioned with ovulation kits while ‘RapidVue’ omitted
any baby photography and was positioned near the condoms.

Self-selection is also encouraged by both extending product offering in terms of size and through product
diversification. We can see the results of this strategy clearly demonstrated in the laundry category of products.
Laundry products for domestic washing are a commodity item. They fulfil a simple role in cleaning our clothing
and are not products most consumers find engaging or stimulating. The rise in single households, a continuing
trend, brings a dilemma for men, in particular, regarding the choice of appropriate detergent. This applies to
young men, traditionally catered for by their mothers, together with older males who find themselves on their
own. 

If the marketing strategies discussed above were to be applied we may anticipate that the single male market
sector would be addressed. Not so; at least, not yet.  A typical edge-of-town branch of Tesco (Abbeydale Road,
Sheffield, in this instance) stocks 131 different product offerings in this category, excluding fabric conditioners.
This already is an extraordinary and confusing proposition, making choice more difficult and not easier. The choice
includes a combination of pack size, brand, powder, liquid, concentrate, sachet, tablet, bio, non-bio, colour,
aroma, performance, handwash, twin wash, automatic wash, fabric type, dosing balls, nets and original soap
flakes. The shopper is presented with a vast array of packaging but with no guidance. We may speculate whether
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or not a simple solution for men would be successful or not but, if adopted it would become yet another addition
to the range. Following the same principle for other niche markets further extends the number of products
displayed. One might assume that others would have to be withdrawn but, as we shall see later in this paper,
that is seldom the case. 

Similar product extensions exist in other categories, particularly in cereals, ready meals and coffee. With an edge
of town supermarket already offering between 30,000 and 45,000 stock-keeping units, we may anticipate yet
further increases in stock levels if marketing continues to base it’s activities on pursuing yet smaller niche markets.

The relationship between consumer, market and design

Clearly, design today can be perceived as being closely linked to commercial exploitation. In post-production Britain,
as elsewhere, it is used as a tool for selling products and services and, in this role, obedient to marketing and the
criticism of helping to fuel consumerism. The designer becomes a critic of what is available on the market and, directed
by marketing, provides design expertise to elicit solutions which exploit opportunities or overcome problems. The
design process is largely linear, moving from marketing brief through concept generation to final design solution.

In this strictly commercial arena, the results are not measured by design awards nor by social improvement but
by increased sales revenue. This is the harsh reality for much design output. It suggests that designers are solely
expert operators in the cycle of consumerism, manipulative purveyors of products which we may not need. Here,
designers may be perceived largely as an elite looking down on society with little concern or responsibility for the
direction design decisions are propelling it.

It can be argued that well designed products which meet individual needs add value to people’s lives. The
provision of a ready meal, from the freezer to the microwave may meet the needs of those with little time. It
might free individuals to spend more time with their families or in other worthwhile pursuits. Similarly, provision
of choice is often regarded as a positive attribute, particularly by the supermarkets themselves. We associate it
with democratic values, wealth and the empowerment of citizenship. Choice becomes our right and, conversely,
lack of choice associated with oppression and poverty. These simplistic associations are inappropriate within a
consumer society where choice becomes excessive, eventually a negative value rather a positive benefit. From the
perspective of those outside the system and who may have little ‘choice’, it may be viewed as desirable luxury. 

Yet, designers are also citizens and participants in society and its cultures.  We may draw a distinction between
design originating from and fuelled by cultural experience and that directed by profit motives alone.  While we
all have to earn a living, we may, as a community, make our pitch for a better world.

The ready meal market

When considering issues of consumer behaviour, the selection and purchase of food becomes an interesting area of
study as, unlike many other areas of consumer practise, it is an activity entirely inclusive of the total population. This
paper, however, focuses on ready meals, one of the most significant product categories within the supermarket.

For this study, Mintel’s (2002) definition of ready meals was used:-

Pre-prepared and pre-packed food where there has been an element of recipe input beyond mere
processing on the part of the manufacturer; and where the product is already prepared and partially
cooked to the point that it only requires re-heating.
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This definition excludes raw meal centres such as marinated meats and products such as fish fingers or fish in sauce.

The market for ready meals is an area of high growth with sales of chilled ready meals now exceeding £1.2 billion,
twice that of 1997 (Mintel, 2002). Sales of frozen ready meals are also set to rise from their projected base of
around £772 in 2002 through the introduction of more appealing menus. In the frozen food sector, this marks a
distinct move from frozen vegetables to menu meals. Clearly, ready meals are becoming a significant product
sector for consumers and it is the fastest growing sector within supermarkets.

With sales of ready meals increasing, we need to establish who is buying them. 

In a survey of 25,000 adults commissioned by Mintel, the following key data can be extracted (Mintel, 2002)

Household penetration of ready meals
Increase from 58.1% in 1997 to 75.6% in 2001

Comment: Significant increases overall

Usage by age group
Light users (two or three times/month or less) 45-64’s
Medium users (once a week) 15-54’s
Heavy users (more than once a week) 15-44’s

Comment: Light users include a high proportion of post-family consumers who may be leading active lives and
no inclination to cook.

Usage by income
£6999 or less 72% heavy users
£20000 –29999 79.7% heavy-medium users
£40,000 or more 81% light users

Comment: The lowest earners here include students who are likely to have a low inclination to cook. The highest
penetration is in the highest income group who may also be the group most time poor. They are however light users.

The report also indicated little significant differences by region or by demographics. It did indicate, however, that
women are important to this market. Not only being the principle purchaser, women now make some 45% of
the workforce and so may have both family and professional responsibilities. The ease of cooking ready meals,
particularly in the microwave (for safety reasons), encourages children to prepare food for themselves.

Fragmented mealtimes were also highlighted in the report as a continuing trend. With family members eating at
different times, ready meals can be selected which particularly appeal to individual taste rather than a traditional
meal for all.

Finally, the report suggests that purchasing decisions are no longer based on convenience, this has now been
accepted as the norm. Price, flavour, quality and innovative product/pack design are more decisive factors in
selecting products.

As part of a wider research programme, surveys have been conducted into food purchasing behaviour in different
multiple grocery outlets. For the purposes of this paper, however, the following survey results are typical of the
sector, providing an indication of activity and an understanding of scale. This survey was carried out at Tesco’s,
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Abbeydale Road Sheffield, a typical provincial edge of town location. Here we consider frozen and chilled ready
meals but exclude ambient ready meals and pizzas. (The Pizza category is considered to be sufficiently large to
constitute it’s own product sector. Ambient ready meals, such as pot-noodles, are also classified separately)

In total, three hundred and sixty different products were offered under Tesco’s ready meal categories. Some
products could be regarded as ‘meal centres’, where additional accompaniments such as salads, rice or potatoes
could be added to provide a more interesting meal. Portion sizes also varied and, particularly with Indian food, it
would be usual to select more than one product to provide both quantity required and a feeling of authenticity.

The categories below are defined by Tesco and illustrated by typical product offerings in the chilled product sector.

Tesco Finest 13 items
Roasted vegetable & sunblush tomato risotto 400g £2.99
Duck in plum Sauce 500g £6.99
Meals for one 8 items
Teriyaki chicken 475g £2.99
Chicken & chorizo paella 475g £3.49
Convenience Kids 12 items
Chicken nuggets & chips 180g £0.99
Chicken & vegetable smiley face pie 235g £1.39
Mega meals 20 items
Tuna pasta bake 500g £1.49
Lasagne 1.5 kg £3.79
British meals 20 items
Sausage and mash 450g £1.99
Chilli beef wedge bake 900g £3.79
Vegetable meals 9 items
Vegetable pasta bake 380g £1.59
Vegetable fajitas 450g £2.99
American meals 25 items
Rustlers hot dog 145g £1.38
Tex-Mex takeaway 1kg £5.99
Indian meals 34 items
Bombay potato 350g £1.69
Indian meal for two 1.75kg £7.49
Oriental Meals 37 items
Battered sweet and sour chicken 350g £2.99
Chinese banquet 1.9kg £9.99
Italian Meals 26 items
Beef cannelloni 340g £1.49
Bolognese pasta bake 850g £2.99

It can be seen that ‘international’ menus dominate, reflecting perhaps a British fondness for Indian and Oriental
cuisine in particular. In addition to further expansion in this area, it is forecast that the premium sector will grow,
together with organic, healthy eating and children’s meals.

The frozen ready meal sector follows a similar pattern after lagging behind in new product development. There
is considerable potential to capitalise on the lack of preservatives required and on the safe use of microwave
cooking, particularly for children’s products.
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Discussion

There is little doubt about the increasing popularity of ready meals and their appeal to both time-poor and skill-
poor sectors of society. So for both students on a limited budget and busy professionals, there is a reason to
purchase. Women, particularly those balancing a working life with a family, find these products useful in both
catering for differing tastes within the family and convenient in coping with different family timetables.

While there is an identifiable and growing market for ready meals across a wide range of the population,
conversely, there is also much public interest in cooking. Cooking books remain high in the ‘best sellers’ list while
prime time TV features more cooking programmes than ever before, providing a platform for chefs to become
media stars. The programmes are part instructional and part entertainment, depending upon the celebrity chef
performing. While the tone may vary between programmes, the pattern emerging is one of removing everyday
cooking from recreational cooking. We may for example, eat ready meals at some point during the week yet
prepare and cook something special for friends and family. 

As potential design participants in this arena, we may take the view that new and innovative presentations of ready
meals are satisfying an established demand. We may spend some of our working lives developing concepts which
take convenience a step further. An example here, is the ‘All American Breakfast’. A pre-packed product which can
move from freezer to microwave and deliver, chilled orange juice, hot coffee, crisp bacon, potatoes and eggs – in
just three minutes. The technology is impressive even if the results are inedible. Is this the route we should be
following?  Through clever design we can achieve such results and, as technology improves, better convenience
products. Before we embark upon that particular journey, we may need to reflect upon some negative aspects.

There is currently an ongoing UK government research programme, under the aegis of the Food Standards
Authority, to investigate claims that it the socially disadvantaged groups who are becoming obese while the rich
are diet obsessed.  The National Audit Office (Guardian, 2001) is reported to be claiming that nearly six in ten
adults are now obese, with a correspondingly high increase in the number of overweight children. While obesity
results from both a poor diet and lack of excercise, there has been widespread criticism of the increasing
dependence on ready meals.  

In addition, it is claimed that the use of ready meals is eroding both cooking skills and masking the true nature
of vegetables, in particular. Ready meals specifically designed for children often deliberately disguise vegetables
in an attempt to persuade children to eat them. Anita Cormac (2002), director of the RSA’s programme, ‘Focus
on Food’, states,

“We don’t believe we should hide any foods from children, but introduce them to a full
range of foods including vegetables from an early age. Ready meals and TV dinners are not
the answer to a very real problem”.

It is perhaps in the interests of celebrity chefs to promote an interest in food but some are now beginning to lend
their status to campaigns for educating the public in general and children in particular to a healthier diet of fresh
food. Through, for example the RSA’s campaign, Focus on Food’, backed by the retailer Waitrose, chefs are
involved in helping schools develop practical programmes surrounding food issues.  
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Conclusion

Our rapidly changing society presents us with opportunities but also dilemmas. As designers we can influence
society but only if we see the whole screen and not just the individual pixels we happen to be working on. 

In this study, the development of ready meals has been shown as a trend set to continue, with little regard for
the consequences in terms of health, social interaction and educating our children about food – real food. This
is an issue for marketing, certainly but also an issue for designers. If the design community wishes to contribute
positively to the improvement of human society, it may need to challenge current marketing practise. Surely we
can do better.
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