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INTRODUCTION: THE POWER OF REDUCTION IN
DESIGN

In a world saturated with clutter, noise, and endless features, the
phrase Dieter Rams as little design as possible stands as a
quiet  but  powerful  manifesto.  It  is  not  merely  a  call  for
minimalism; it is a philosophy that champions clarity, purpose,
and  restraint.  Dieter  Rams,  the  legendary  German  industrial
designer,  shaped how generations think about products—from
Braun radios to the very ethos behind Apple’s iconic devices. His
tenth and perhaps most famous principle of good design states:
“Good design is as little design as possible.” But what does that
truly mean, and why does it resonate so deeply today?
This article explores the life and legacy of Dieter Rams, unpacks
his “less but better” approach, and demonstrates how embracing
Dieter  Rams  as  little  design  as  possible  can  transform
everything from consumer electronics to our daily environments.
Whether  you  are  a  designer,  a  business  leader,  or  simply
someone  who  craves  order,  understanding  this  principle  is
essential for creating products that are not only functional but

also enduring.

WHO IS DIETER RAMS? A BRIEF BACKGROUND

Dieter  Rams  was  born  in  1932  in  Wiesbaden,  Germany.  He
studied  architecture  and  interior  design  before  joining  the
electrical  appliance  company Braun in  1955.  At  Braun,  Rams
collaborated with other visionary designers to create some of the
most influential products of the 20th century, including the SK 4
record  player  (dubbed  “Snow  White’s  Coffin”  for  its  transparent
lid), the T 1000 radio, and the ET 44 calculator. His work defined
Braun’s design language for decades and later inspired countless
tech companies.
Rams was deeply influenced by the Bauhaus movement and the
principle of “form follows function.” However, he took this a step
further. He believed that design should be unobtrusive, almost
invisible, so that the user could focus on the task at hand. This
thinking crystallized into his ten principles of good design, which
he  articulated  in  the  late  1970s.  Among  them,  the  last
principle—“Good design is as little design as possible”—is the
most distilled expression of his entire philosophy.

DECODING “AS LITTLE DESIGN AS POSSIBLE”

The phrase Dieter Rams as little design as possible is often
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misunderstood. It does not mean stripping away all aesthetics or
creating  bare,  cold  objects.  Instead,  it  means  eliminating
everything that is not essential. It is about reducing a product
down to  its  core  function  without  sacrificing  usability  or  beauty.
Rams himself said: “Less, but better—because it concentrates on
the essential aspects, and the products are not burdened with
non-essentials.”
Consider a classic Braun alarm clock. It has no extra buttons, no
distracting  colors,  no  superfluous  textures.  Every  element—the
shape, the font, the position of the dials—exists because it must.
The result is an object that communicates its purpose instantly.
This is the essence of “as little design as possible.” It is the result
of  ruthless  editing,  where  the  designer  has  the  courage  to
remove rather than add.

The Ten Principles of Good
Design
To fully appreciate the meaning behind Dieter Rams as little
design as  possible,  it  helps  to  see  the  context  of  his  ten
principles. They are:

Good design is innovative.1.
Good design makes a product useful.2.
Good design is aesthetic.3.
Good design makes a product understandable.4.
Good design is unobtrusive.5.

Good design is honest.6.
Good design is long-lasting.7.
Good design is thorough down to the last detail.8.
Good design is environmentally friendly.9.
Good design is as little design as possible.10.

Each principle feeds into the final one. For example, if a design is
honest, it does not pretend to be more than it is, which naturally
leads  to  less  decoration.  If  a  design is  long-lasting,  it  avoids
trends, which also reduces visual noise. The tenth principle is a
summation  of  the  other  nine,  a  call  for  simplicity  born  from
thoughtful consideration.

THE PHILOSOPHY OF “LESS, BUT BETTER”

Rams’s mantra “Weniger, aber besser” (less, but better) is the
heart of Dieter Rams as little design as possible. It is not
about doing less work; it is about making every detail count. In
practice, this means:

Prioritizing function over fashion – A product should do
its job well first; how it looks should follow.
Reducing visual clutter – Unnecessary lines, colors, and
textures are removed to let the form speak clearly.
Focusing on user experience – The less confusion a
product creates, the more satisfying it is to use.
Embracing durability – A simple design doesn’t go out of
style, so it stays relevant for decades.

This  philosophy  has  profound  implications  for  sustainability.
When a product  is  designed with minimal  components and a



Dieter Rams As Little Design As Possible 3

3

timeless aesthetic, it  is less likely to be thrown away. Rams’s
commitment to environmental friendliness was ahead of its time;
today, the idea of “as little design as possible” aligns perfectly
with circular economy principles.

INFLUENCE ON MODERN DESIGN: THE APPLE
CONNECTION

No discussion of Dieter Rams as little design as possible is
complete without acknowledging its influence on Apple. Jonathan
Ive,  Apple’s  former  chief  design  officer,  openly  admired  Rams.
The iPod, iPhone, and MacBook all reflect Rams’s principles: clean
lines, intuitive interfaces, and a focus on the essential. Apple’s
early product designs even borrowed directly from Rams’s Braun
catalog—the calculator app on the original iPhone, for instance,
mimics the Braun ET 66 calculator.
Ive  once  said,  “Dieter  Rams  was  a  huge  influence  on  me.  His
design is so clear, so simple, so honest.” The result is a product
ecosystem where  the hardware recedes  into  the  background,
allowing the software and the user’s tasks to come forward. That
is the goal of Dieter Rams as little design as possible: to
make the object disappear and let the experience shine.

Other Brands That Embrace

the Philosophy
Apple  is  not  alone.  Many  companies  have  adopted  Rams’s
approach:

Muji – The Japanese retailer explicitly follows a “no-brand”
strategy with minimal packaging and simple designs.
Vitsoe – The furniture company, which Rams himself
designed for, produces modular shelving that is both
functional and timeless.
Bang & Olufsen – Their audio products are stripped of
ostentation, focusing on pure sound and tactile controls.
IKEA – While not always minimal, IKEA’s best-selling items
often showcase clean, functional forms that echo Rams’s
principles.

These  brands  prove  that  Dieter  Rams as  little  design as
possible is not a historical footnote but a living, thriving design
philosophy that consumers crave.

PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS: HOW TO DESIGN “AS
LITTLE AS POSSIBLE”

If you are a designer, product manager, or entrepreneur, how can
you apply Rams’s tenth principle to your own work? Here are
actionable steps:
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1. Start with the User’s
Core Need
Ask: What is the one job this product must do? Then design for
that  job  alone.  Resist  feature  creep.  Every  additional  button,
screen, or option should justify its existence. If it doesn’t solve a
real problem, remove it.

2. Reduce Visual Noise
Use a restrained color palette. Choose typography that is legible
and not distracting.  Avoid gradients,  shadows,  and decorative
elements  that  do not  support  usability.  A  flat,  clean interface or
object is easier to understand.

3. Test with Real Users
Often, designers add elements because they think users will need
them. But testing reveals that people rarely use extra features. A
minimal design forces you to understand what truly matters to
your audience.

4. Embrace White Space
In physical products, leave empty areas. In digital design, use
generous margins  and padding.  White  space is  not  empty;  it

gives the eye a place to rest  and makes important elements
stand out.

5. Think Long-Term
Avoid trends. Instead, aim for a design that could have been
created twenty years ago and still look fresh twenty years from
now. That is the essence of timelessness under Dieter Rams as
little design as possible.

CRITICISMS AND MISINTERPRETATIONS

No philosophy  is  without  critique.  Some argue  that  “as  little
design  as  possible”  can  lead  to  boring  or  indistinguishable
products.  Minimalism,  when  applied  poorly,  can  feel  cold  or
soulless.  Rams himself  acknowledged that  reduction  must  be
thoughtful; it is not about laziness but about clarity.
Another  criticism  is  that  radical  minimalism  can  sacrifice
accessibility. For example, a digital interface with no labels may
look clean but confuse new users. The key is to balance minimal
aesthetics  with  intuitive  affordances.  Rams’s  own  products  did
not omit necessary information—they presented it in the clearest
possible way.
Finally,  some claim that  the philosophy is  elitist,  as  perfectly
minimalist  products often carry premium price tags.  However,
Rams always intended “less but better” to apply across price
points.  Indeed,  many mass-market  products  have successfully
adopted his principles without high costs, such as the humble
“egg” timer made by Rosti or basic IKEA cutlery.
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THE ENVIRONMENTAL IMPERATIVE

Today, the idea of Dieter Rams as little design as possible
intersects with urgent environmental concerns. Overconsumption
and  planned  obsolescence  are  direct  opposites  of  Rams’s
principles. When a product is designed to be minimal, durable,
and repairable, it  stays out of landfills.  Rams long advocated for
“environmentally  friendly  design”  long  before  it  became  a
marketing buzzword.
His  principle  of  “good  design  is  as  little  design  as  possible”
inherently supports sustainability: fewer materials, less energy to
produce, fewer parts that can break. In a world of fast-changing
gadgets,  returning  to  this  philosophy  could  reduce  electronic
waste and encourage a more thoughtful  relationship with the
objects we own.

CONCLUSION: THE QUIET POWER OF REDUCTION

Dieter Rams as little design as possible is not a rule that
restricts creativity; it is a framework that liberates it. By stripping
away  the  unnecessary,  designers  can  focus  on  what  truly
matters:  usefulness,  clarity,  beauty,  and  longevity.  Rams’s
influence  is  visible  in  everything  from  the  smartphone  in  your
pocket to the chair you sit on. His legacy reminds us that the best
design is the one you barely notice—because it works so well.
As we face a future of increasing complexity, the call to do “less
but  better”  has  never  been more  relevant.  Whether  you  are
designing a product, a website, or a space, the question to ask
yourself is always, “Can I remove something without harming the
experience?” If the answer is yes, then you are on the path of
Dieter Rams. And that is the path toward truly good design.


