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Dieter Rams Less
But Better

Introduction:
The Enduring
Wisdom of
Dieter Rams

In a world overflowing with
clutter, noise, and endless
consumption, one design
philosophy stands as a
beacon of clarity: Dieter
Rams Less But Better.
This simple yet profound
maxim, coined by the
l e g e n d a r y  G e r m a n
industrial designer, has
transcended its origins in
product design to become a
guiding principle for
minimalism, functionality,
and sustainable living. For
anyone seeking to cut

through the  chaos  of
modern life—whether in
technology, architecture, or
d a i l y
habits—understanding the
depth of Rams’s thinking
offers a roadmap to what
truly matters.

Dieter Rams is widely
regarded as one of the
most influential designers
of the 20th century. His
work for Braun and Vitsoe
in the 1950s, 60s, and 70s
produced some of the most
iconic consumer products
ever made: the T3 pocket
radio, the SK4 record
player (famously called
“Snow White’s Coffin”),
and the 606 Universal
Shelving System, which



remains in production
today. But Rams’s true
legacy is  not  a  s ingle
object; it is a mindset. His
famous phrase “Weniger,
aber besser”—less, but
better—encapsulates a
ho l i s t ic  approach  to
creation that prioritizes
essential function over
superficial form, durability
over disposability, and
honesty over gimmickry.

This article explores the
origins, meaning, and
applications of Dieter
Rams Less But Better,
d iv ing  in to  how th i s
deceptively simple idea can
reshape the way we design
products, build businesses,
and even live our lives. By
the end, you will see why
this philosophy remains
more relevant today than
ever before—and how you
can apply it in your own
world.

Who Is Dieter
Rams? A Brief
Background

Born  i n  Wie sbaden ,
Germany, in 1932, Dieter
Rams studied architecture
and interior design before
joining the electrical
appliance manufacturer
Braun in 1955. At the time,
B r a u n  w a s  a  s m a l l
c o m p a n y  w i t h  b i g
ambit ions,  and Rams
quickly rose to become the
head of design. Over the
next four decades, he
s h a p e d  n o t  o n l y  t h e
company’s product line but
also the very language of
modern industrial design.

Rams’s work was deeply
influenced by the Bauhaus
movement and the Ulm
School of Design, both of
w h i c h  e m p h a s i z e d
functionality, honesty of
materials, and the idea that
f o r m  s h o u l d  f o l l o w
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purpose. But Rams added
something uniquely his
own: a profound respect
f o r  t h e  u s e r  a n d  t h e
environment. He believed
that good design should be
a s  l i t t l e  d e s i g n  a s
possible—an idea that
directly challenges the
consumerist impulse to
cons tan t ly  add  more
features, more buttons,
more complexity.

I n  t h e  l a t e  1 9 7 0 s ,
concerned that the world
was becoming a “confusing
chaos of forms, colours,
a n d  n o i s e s , ”  R a m s
f o r m u l a t e d  h i s  t e n
principles of good design.
At  the  hear t  of  these
principles lies the core
concept of Dieter Rams
Less But Better—a call to
reduce products to their
absolute essence without
sacrificing utility or beauty.

Deconstructin
g “Less But
Better”: What
Does It Really
Mean?

At first glance, “less but
better” sounds like a call
for minimalism—strip
everything away until
nothing remains. But that
interpretation misses the
nuance. Rams was not
advocating for bareness or
austerity. He was arguing
for intentionality. The
phrase  has  three  key
components:

Less: Eliminate
everything that is
unnecessary. This
includes superfluous
features, decorative
elements that serve
no function, and
materials chosen
purely for cost-
cutting or trend-



following. “Less”
means reducing the
cognitive load on
the user.
But: This
conjunction is
critical. It signals
that “less” is not an
end in itself.
Reduction must be
paired with
improvement. You
cannot simply
remove things; you
must refine what
remains.
Better: The
ultimate goal is
excellence. A
product with fewer
features that
performs its core
function flawlessly
is superior to a
feature-rich product
that confuses or
frustrates. “Better”
also implies
durability,
repairability, and
timelessness—qualit

ies that stand in
direct opposition to
planned
obsolescence.

To illustrate, consider
Rams’s own design for the
Braun T3 pocket radio. It
h a d  n o  u n n e c e s s a r y
ornamentation. Every line,
every curve, every button
p l a c e m e n t  s e r v e d  a
purpose. The result was an
object of such clarity and
e l e g a n c e  t h a t  i t  h a s
inspired generations of
designers ,  inc luding
Jonathan Ive at Apple. The
T3 is “less” in terms of
visual  noise,  but  i t  is
“be t t e r ”  i n  t e rms  o f
usabi l i ty  and las t ing
aesthetic appeal.

The 10
Principles of
Good Design:
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A Framework
for “Less But

Better”

Rams’s ten principles are
the practical expression of
his philosophy. Each one
reinforces the idea that
good design is restrained,
thoughtful, and purposeful.
Here they are, viewed
through the lens of Dieter
Rams Less But Better:

1. Good Design Is
Innovative

Innovation does not mean
adding new features for
their own sake. It means
finding better ways to solve
problems. “Less but better”
innovation focuses on
meaningful improvements
that simplify the user
experience.

2. Good Design

Makes a Product
Useful

A product must serve a
clear  purpose.  Every
element that does not
contribute to that purpose
is a distraction. Rams
believed that usefulness is
the foundation of all good
design.

3. Good Design Is
Aesthetic

Aesthetics are not about
decoration. They arise
from the harmony between
form and function. An
object that is truly “less but
better” has a quiet beauty
t h a t  c o m e s  f r o m  i t s
honesty and clarity.

4. Good Design
Makes a Product
Understandable

Complexity should never
be an excuse for confusion.
R a m s ’ s  d e s i g n s  a r e



intuitive because they
remove everything that is
not needed, leaving only
what the user needs to
understand and operate the
product.

5. Good Design Is
Unobtrusive

Products should be tools,
not attention seekers. They
shou ld  fade  in to  the
background of daily life,
serving their purpose
w i t h o u t  d e m a n d i n g
constant recognition. This
i s  t h e  e s s e n c e  o f
“ l e s s ” — d e s i g n  t h a t
respects the user’s focus.

6. Good Design Is
Honest

No manipulation, no false
promises. A product should
not claim to be something
it is not. Honest design
uses materials and forms
that reflect true function
and durability.

7. Good Design Is
Long-lasting

I n  a  c u l t u r e  o f
d i sposab i l i ty ,  Rams
championed permanence.
“Less but better” means
creating objects that you
will not want to replace in
two years. This requires
high-quality materials,
timeless aesthetics, and
repairable construction.

8. Good Design Is
Thorough Down to
the Last Detail

Nothing is left to chance.
Every millimeter, every
joint, every surface is
considered. Thoroughness
ensures that the reduction
of elements does not come
at the cost of quality.

9. Good Design Is
Environmentally
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Friendly

Rams was ahead of his
time in recognizing that
design has an ecological
impact. By using fewer
materials, designing for
longevity, and avoiding
unnecessary packaging,
“ l e s s  b u t  b e t t e r ”  i s
inherently sustainable.

10. Good Design Is as
Little Design as
Possible

This is the culmination of
all the principles. The goal
is to achieve the maximum
effect with the minimum
means. Rams famously
said, “My heart belongs to
the details.  I  actually
a l w a y s  f o u n d  m o r e
pleasure in the things that
are not noticed.”

The Influence

on Modern
Design: From
Braun to
Apple

It is impossible to discuss
Dieter Rams Less But
B e t t e r  w i t h o u t
a c k n o w l e d g i n g  i t s
profound influence on
contemporary technology
design. In the 1990s and
2000s, Apple’s design
team, led by Sir Jonathan
Ive, openly cited Rams as
an inspiration. The original
iPod, with its minimalist
wheel interface and clean
white shell, is a direct
descendant of Rams’s
Braun  T3  rad io .  The
iPhone, with its single
button and focus on the
touchscreen, embodies the
“less but better” idea of
removing physical clutter
t o  e n h a n c e  d i g i t a l
functionali ty.



Beyond Apple, Rams’s
philosophy has shaped
c o u n t l e s s  p r o d u c t
ca t ego r i e s .  Modern
f u r n i t u r e ,  k i t c h e n
appliances, consumer
electronics, and even car
interiors show signs of his
influence. The concept of
“ u s e r  i n t e r f a c e ”
itself—whether in software
or hardware—owes a debt
to Rams’s insistence that
design should be self-
e x p l a n a t o r y  a n d
unobtrusive.

However, Rams himself
has been critical of how
some companies have
interpreted his philosophy.
H e  h a s  n o t e d  t h a t
min imal i sm wi thout
substance is merely a style,
not a principle. “Less but
better” is not about making
things look sparse; it is
about making them work
better by removing what is
u n n e c e s s a r y .  T h i s
distinction is crucial for

anyone seeking to apply his
ideas authentically.

Applying
“Less But
Better”
Beyond
Product
Design

The beauty of Dieter
Rams Less But Better is
that it extends far beyond
the realm of physical
objects. It is a philosophy
that can be applied to
virtually any area of life
and work.

In Business Strategy

Companies that embrace
“less but better” focus on
d o i n g  a  f e w  t h i n g s
exceptionally well rather
than spreading themselves
thin.  They prior i t ize
cus tomer  needs  over
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feature bloat. They build
products that last, creating
brand loyalty through trust
r a t h e r  t h a n  f o r c e d
upgrades. This approach
often leads  to  higher
m a r g i n s ,  s t r o n g e r
reputations, and more
sustainable growth.

In Personal
Productivity

The modern world is full
of distractions—endless
notifications, meetings, to-
do lists, and commitments.
Applying “less but better”
means ruthlessly cutting
activities that do not align
with your core priorities. It
means saying no to good
opportunities so you can
say yes to great ones. It is
the difference between
being busy and being
effective.

In Home and

Lifestyle

T h e  d e c l u t t e r i n g
movement, popularized by
Marie Kondo and others,
shares deep roots with
Rams’s philosophy. “Less
but better” encourages you
to own fewer things but
choose them with care. A
well-made chair that you
love is worth more than ten
cheap ones that fill your
space without meaning.
Quality over quantity is not
just a design principle; it is
a life principle.

In Communication
and Writing

C l e a r ,  c o n c i s e
communication is a form
of  “ l e s s  bu t  be t t e r . ”
Remove jargon,  t r im
unnecessary words, and
focus on the message that
matters. Good writing, like
good design, is as little
writing as possible—every
word must earn its place.



Criticism and
Counterpoints
: Is “Less But
Better”
Always the
Answer?

No philosophy is without
its critics, and Dieter
Rams Less But Better is
no exception. Some argue
that extreme minimalism
can lead to products that
are too stripped down,
sacrificing functionality for
aesthetic purity. Others
point out that “less” can
sometimes feel cold or
uninviting—particularly in
spaces meant for warmth
and comfort, like homes.

There is also the issue of
privilege. The ability to
choose high-quality, long-
lasting products often
requires financial resources
that not everyone has.

Cheap, disposable goods
serve  a  rea l  need  for
affordability, even if they
conflict with Rams’s ideals.
Additionally, in fields like
software design, the “less is
more”  approach  can
conflict with the need for
a c c e s s i b i l i t y  a n d
customization. Not every
use r  wan t s  t he  s ame
experience.

R a m s  h i m s e l f
acknowledged  these
tensions. He never claimed
that every product should
fol low his  principles
rigidly. Instead, he offered
h i s  p h i l o s o p h y  a s  a
guide—a north star for
thinking about quality,
purpose, and impact. The
key is to apply “less but
bet ter”  wi th  nuance,
recognizing that context
matters.
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Practical
Steps to
Embrace This
Philosophy

Today

If you are inspired by

Dieter Rams Less But
B e t t e r  a n d  w a n t  t o
incorporate it into your
own life or work, here are
some actionable steps:

Audit your1.
possessions. Go
through your home,
office, or


