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The sustainable design context

Although sustainable design could be considered a relatively young discipline, general 

concern for the environment is nothing new; it is possible to trace back observations that 

describe the impact of human endeavours on the natural world to the 13th century – German 

theologian Meister Eckhart was amongst the first to identify the emergence of our negative 

impact on the environment. Ancient animistic cultures considered themselves an integral 

part of natural systems and had a more direct and symbiotic relationship with Nature, which 

made their impacts (positive and negative) upon the immediate environment more tangible 

and visceral, and this undoubtedly affected the way they perceived both the environment, 

and their place within it. However, in more contemporary situations our species has moved 

to separate itself from natural systems, turning Nature into an other – the more that Nature is 

objectified as an external entity, then the more one is separated from it.

	 Today, perhaps as a direct consequence of our streamlined and automated lifestyles, 

we seem to place ourselves beyond all this. In the constructed environment, Nature is 

frequently perceived as an opposing force; a random unpredictable realm in constant 

rotational flux that must be beaten down and controlled. In contrast, seeing the interrelation 

between things, the cause and effect and the linkages that connect seemingly disparate 

elements are all part of a sustainable perception. This extends beyond the disconnected 

and closed attitudes often adopted by contemporary consumer cultures, to which design 

contributes. However, we are as dependent today on Nature as we have ever been and 

the illusion we have constructed around ourselves has deceived us into thinking we have 

conquered it, and become its masters. Yet, beneath the glossy surface of this mirage of 

progress ecological decay on an unprecedented scale has been steadily gestating.

	 So why has sustainability appeared so late on the radar? Perhaps it is because we 

can now see that the ecological changes happening around us are having an immediate and 

tangible impact on human health, prosperity and happiness. Furthermore, sustainability 

is becoming increasingly quantifiable in economic terms. Though this may be cynically 

perceived as anthropocentrism at work, the move away from the charitable, altruistic guise 

that is often portrayed by sustainable action may actually be more productive. In addition, 

climate change and an increase in energy and material cost can no longer be ignored 

– economically or environmentally. 

	 Within the last 50 years numerous strategic approaches to sustainable design, 

production and consumption have been developed and deployed, with varying degrees 
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of success. Conventionally, sustainable design is understood as a collection of strategies, 

which broadly include: products designed for ease of disassembly and recycling; designing 

with appropriate materials to ensure a reduction in environmental impact; design that 

optimizes energy consumption and considers options for alternate sources of power; and 

design that considers longer lasting products both in terms of their physical and emotional 

endurance, to name but a few. Although there are many strategic approaches to sustainable 

design that make key contributions to the discipline, it is certainly not all figured out, and 

essential debate continues to question and explore the most effective ways and means of 

working with it. This book aims to unpack some of these debates, to both question current 

approaches and facilitate the pioneering of new strategies. 

	 One thing is for sure: the only universal constant is that of perpetual change. 

The ebb and flow of the tides, the erosion of the coastline or the continual fluctuation 

in global temperature – nothing stays the same, and it has always been this way. It is 

therefore essential that we too continue to evolve and change, as the environment evolves 

and changes in reaction to us. Indeed, without human presence, the Earth will heal itself, 

eventually. When described in this way, you could conclude that ‘sustainable design is 

not rocket science’. After all, the planet doesn’t actually need saving – just saving from us 

perhaps? So, we just need to find ways that enable us to continue as a species, but in a (more) 

sustainable way that places as little pressure on the biosphere as (humanly) possible.

	 Back in the early 20th century, in the heady innovation-days of Henry Ford, the 

favoured term ‘design’ meant creation, progression, development and the production of 

newer and better interpretations of everyday life. Today, we are back there, only now it is 

‘sustainable’ design that signifies creation, progression and development, and presents the 

real opportunities for visionaries and heroes to emerge. It could even be said that, in today’s 

new and enlightened age of sustainable awareness, design has become a lazy and somewhat 

cosmetic practice that erodes consumer consciousness to nurture promiscuous cultures 

of more, more and yet more. Yet whether the ‘disease’ or the ‘cure’, once again design has 

a central role to play in achieving a new and sustainable future. In terms of ‘sustainability’ 

therefore, design could be seen as the ‘perpetrator’ of whimsy, trend and transience. In 

this way, it may be asserted that ‘sustainable’ design is the cure – the antithesis of design’s 

disease-like presence; the stocking-clad superhero that swoops in at the last minute to whisk 

us off that crumbling ledge. 

	 Sustainable design is about criticism. Essentially, it is an edgy culture that 

reinvigorates design with the ethos of debate that was once the hallmark of creative 
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practice. Situated well within the comfort zone of an ever-hungry consumer society, the 

daily throughput of products born of trend-driven design slip quietly through the net, 

unchallenged, while their ‘sustainable’ counterparts, by default, seem to invite criticism due 

to their participation in what is a critical process; the ‘wagging finger’ that baulks at any 

given product failing to achieving 100% sustainability often bullishly attacks any claim of 

environmental improvement. This mode of disruptive and non-inclusive assault is unnerving 

to many designers, and does not help to encourage designers to engage in more sustainable 

practice. Therefore, a less bold designer may remain perfectly content to ‘piggyback’ trends as 

a means to achieve immunity from such criticism. This could be described simply as ‘lazy’, as 

comforts await this breed of practitioner through the immediacy, low expectation and overall 

achievability of this prevailing mode of design. Sustainable design is not about this. Rather, 

it is a vibrant, dynamic and forward-looking discipline that questions why things are the 

way they are, and proposes how they could, and should be. Furthermore, for all its demands, 

sustainable design (beyond ecological benefits) offers creative sustenance, enduring 

meaning and genuine integrity to those who are willing to engage with it.

	 It may be proposed that the term sustainable design suggests that it is a ‘thing’, an 

‘other’ that must be acquired and learnt in order for it to occur; an ethically enlightened 

destiny that must be aspired to by those practitioners and researchers who have reached 

‘that place’ in their career. In fact, sustainable design can actually happen inadvertently, 

when it is not meant to. Is this still sustainable design? To put it another way, just because 

someone does not deliberately set out to achieve it, does not mean that it won’t be achieved. 

Conversely, just because someone sets out to achieve it, does not necessarily mean that it 

will be achieved. Thus, the same dichotomy is constructed that is present in all areas of the 

sustainable debate; namely, is it sustainable or not, green or not, good or not, 100 per cent 

sustainable or not? Perhaps, therefore, the term ‘sustainable design’ is in itself unhelpful, 

as it tends to suggest that all other practice is unsustainable, and thus the aforementioned 

polarizations are further reinforced.

	 Sustainable design is generally considered a specialist approach to design proper 

– an extra (yet fully integrated) set of issues to be considered when planning, developing 

and producing objects, spaces and experiences. This can be non-inclusive (exclusive) and 

often serves to isolate and marginalize those that do, and those that do not. At this point, 

a false opposition is often created, where sustainable design and design split into two 

different camps, with ‘apparently’ different agendas. Despite this dualism, the work of the 

‘unsustainable’ design camp is sometimes inadvertently more sustainable than that of the 
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‘sustainable’ design camp. The fundamentals of efficiency, for example, can often synchronize 

well with the motivations of sustainable design practice; reductions in material usage, driven 

primarily by cost, often afford a secondary (yet nonetheless impactful) improvement in 

sustainability. Speed, too, can be a catalyst to efficiency; the much criticized digital age, with 

its frictionless action may well take us closer to achieving sustainability than a lawnmower 

made from reclaimed steel could ever do. A false opposition perhaps, but essential notions of 

efficiency are often compatible with sustainable systems.

So why design anything at all? 

There is a seemingly infinite range of means through which sustainability might be 

approached, as a designer today. Yet despite this diversity, the damning question poked 

in the face of most designers when approaching sustainability, is ‘Why design anything at 

all?’ At first, this might seem like an insightful and appropriate proposal, born as a natural 

consequence of sustainable design discourse, with its heart so firmly rooted in the reduction 

and minimization of impact. However, on closer inspection we see that consumption is both 

a natural and integral facet of human behaviour. Human behaviours are at the motivational 

core of today’s production and consumption cycles and, as a sustainable designer, you ignore 

this at your peril. Furthermore, human behaviours should not be seen simply as the cause 

of all problems. Too often, consumer behaviours are fought against, and the natural train of 

thought that drives them is rebelled against and boycotted. In this context, one consequence 

of considering sustainability is often the conclusion not to consume, not to have – and to 

do without. Yet, this knee-jerk response to the problems we face flies in the face of our deep 

motivations as a species – to create, to produce and to consume. Problems arise when these 

deep motivations are expressed physically (e.g. objects, materials and new technologies), as 

opposed to metaphysically (e.g. stories, ideas and friendships).

	 In this respect, asking people to stop consuming is a pointless endeavour, when 

what we should be pursuing is redirective behaviour, which steers consumers towards 

greener, and more sustainable, alternatives (just as the response to the AIDS pandemic is 

not to try and stop the world having sex, but rather, to think about safer ways for individuals 

to go about it). This may well be a more favourable consumer destiny than asking people to 

do without, which is rather like asking a vampire to stop sucking blood. As with Dracula, our 

desire to consume is not necessarily our fault, and the sooner we come to terms with this, the 
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sooner we can move forward; doom and gloom cultures of guilt and self-loathing are deeply 

counterproductive in terms of real progress. Sustainable design methodologies that fail to 

accommodate human desire are useless unless consumers actually embrace them, engage 

with them and essentially invest in them.

	 Is it possible for designers to change human behaviour? The designer’s job is not 

to sit there and tell people to stop consuming – telling people what they cannot do rarely 

bears fruit. Design is a needed, necessary and valuable process of invention and innovation, 

with the potential to take us closer to a sustainable society – a society in which we design for 

sustainable consumption. As a designer, it is unrealistic to think that you will single-handedly 

save the world, and to pursue this destiny is hazardous, as it sets up an unachievable 

(utopian) destiny that guarantees failure. Rather, a designer’s function is to design in a way 

that (in practical terms) allows for measured, strategic progress. In this sense, consumption 

must no longer be polarized in terms of to consume, or not to consume – particularly when 

one considers that in the context of design, the model of non-consumption means to design 

nothing. 

	 Though the designer’s role clearly has political impact, designers are not politicians. 

However, if you embrace consumerism then a role is set up for the designer as a facilitator 

of objects and experiences that through their existence stimulate and steer real sustainable 

progress. Furthermore, through not consuming, the need for more sustainable products 

ceases to exist, as if you don’t consume, nothing more gets invented and improved. One 

could understandably respond to this with the cry of ‘Good!’ Although this is driven by sound 

intention, the hidden danger is that consumer reality becomes nothing more than an ascetic 

life sentence, characterized by a noble culture of sacrificial non-enjoyment – not to mention 

the huge economic transition that this shift implies within a consumer society. The developed 

and developing worlds are not simply going to stop consuming, and the designer’s role 

becomes clearer the moment we accept this inevitable fact. The aim therefore must be to 

design in a way that promotes consumption models of long-term sustainability.

	 While it would be misguided to advocate the mindless, indiscriminate consumption 

of products, it would be fair to say that there will always be a need for them (as has been 

proven through millennia of our species having and possessing material things). So, is 

designing a recyclable pencil sharpener going to change the world? Perhaps not, but if 

you strive to accommodate consumer motivation (or lust) with more sustainable products, 

then improvements are actually being made – and there is considerable room for such 

improvements in today’s unsustainable world of goods. Designing in a sustainable way 
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is a proactive engagement with the issues, rather than a fanciful dance within an overly 

optimistic utopia of non-consumption.

100 per cent sustainable?

Can anything be 100 per cent sustainable? While we still have ice caps, igloos are said 

to be pretty harmless to the natural world, yet when faced with the everyday demands 

of commercially driven product design it becomes difficult to imagine how anything 

manufactured can be truly benign in environmental terms. Everything has an impact 

of some sort, whether through resource extraction, production, shipping, retailing, 

use, disposal, recycling and so on. So why ask the question? In an etymological sense, 

sustainability is an ‘absolute’ term, which implies the total accomplishment of its well-

intentioned proposition. In this sense, the sustainability debate should leave little room for 

discussion. Unfortunately, this approach also adds fuel to the idea that you either are or you 

ain’t – green or not, sustainable or not. This sweeping overview of reality is grossly unhelpful, 

as it polarizes what is actually a complex and multifaceted debate. In this way, it can be 

seen that terminologies such as this are the lowest common denominator where debate is 

concerned, and unfortunately serve to close down and inhibit discussion, when they should 

be opening it up and catalysing it. 

	 On the other hand, the idea of 100 per cent sustainability is the ultimate ambition 

of the sustainable designer; it is the direction we all face, but should do so in the awareness 

that the term 100 per cent sustainable is as exclusive as it is inclusive. Perhaps a more helpful 

way of framing this is to consider degrees of sustainability. The questions then become: ‘How 

sustainable is it?’; ‘How sustainable could it be?’; and ‘How can we make it more sustainable?’ 

Clearly, new ways of measuring sustainability are greatly needed; ones that are inclusive 

and participation-widening as a means to engage a broader industry populace. In addition, 

new means of gauging and mapping sustainability must be more effective in enabling the 

deeper complexities of the subject to embrace the diversity of creative approaches that 

might be developed. 

	 In a recent survey staged at the 100 per cent Design exhibition in London (2006), 

it was found that 53 per cent of those of the design industry that took part in the survey 

believed that 100 per cent sustainability is possible, whereas 47 per cent felt that it was not. 

The similarity in these opposing results suggests that consensus is far from reached, and 

sustainable design practice is driven largely by ‘perception’ as to what is, and what is not 
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effective and achievable. In a field as subjective as design, it is quite understandable that this 

should be the case. However, these perceptions can become problematic, as they foster the 

practice of simplistic, symptom-focused paradigms. As such, they tend to incubate popular 

myths about sustainability, rather than pioneering and adopting a more integrated process 

that celebrates, through engagement, the complexities and unilateral benefits of a new and 

creative process that situates sustainability at its centre. It is essential that sustainable design 

is more than just a box that can be ticked once a recycled material has been specified, or 

solar cells used, for example. Yes, these changes would make things more sustainable, and 

any motion towards a more sustainable future should be embraced, but that should not, and 

must not be where the discussion ends. As a discipline, sustainable design requires a level 

of engagement that must go beyond these immediate solutions, delving deeper into the 

multifaceted issues relating to object creation, and applying the same level of rigour that 

would be expected of any other creative discipline. To be effective, sustainable design must 

become more than a ‘bolt-on module’ that enables ‘conventional design’ to transcend its 

current form. If you want to move closer to the notion of 100 per cent sustainability, you must 

first embrace the discipline itself, on a deeper level and at the earliest possible opportunity; 

in doing this, by default, you become a sustainable designer.

	 Today, we live in a strange time. People often think they are being sustainable when 

they are not, and the attitude of others – fostered by off-putting doom and gloom diatribes 

of statistical eco-data that bode the end of the world – is to avoid the issue completely due 

to the apparent hopelessness of it all. This is a symptom of modern times; when there is 

ignorance, an oversimplification of sophisticated debates occurs that forces generalizations 

to be made. Percentages are a mode of description that is often used in a similar context 

to this. The problem with percentages is that there is no accounting for the complexities 

of scale. Therefore, it is the journey towards, rather than destination, that industry should 

be focusing on; thinking in terms of ‘ecologies of scale’ is helpful in framing this particular 

scenario – moving from 9 per cent sustainable to 9.5 per cent sustainable is progress after 

all. For example, if you are a junior designer working with a successful large-scale global 

brand, your achievement of a 0.5 per cent improvement has a massive impact – particularly 

when dealing with multiples of millions of units. In contrast to this, the same 0.5 per cent 

improvement made by a back-bedroom basket-weaver may be less significant in terms of 

ecological progress, despite their maintaining a healthy eco-persona. Sadly, designers with 

the potential to make real change often get branded as environmental violators, while less 

impacting individuals readily receive great applause for achieving relatively little. 
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Awakening consciousness 

For decades now, popular design has eagerly fed the consumer populace with the seemingly 

infinite stream of box-fresh products that they so fervently demand. The culture of consumer-

led design is linked with the human desire to express progress, change and development 

and, in this way, design makes it fashionable to be fashionable; the more we design the new, 

the more newness is desired and encouraged. However, newness is a transient concept, 

the unstable character of which, when expressed through products, will always guarantee 

ultimate disappointment within consumers. Such is the veraciousness of the consumer 

model and the responsiveness of the ever obliging design industry that the mere passing of 

time dictates that new gets old, new gets replaced by newer and, within a matter of fleeting 

moments, version 10.2.1 becomes 10.2.2. Through this persistent inability to satisfy, the 

cyclic and wasteful model of marketing and design breeds deep ‘hunger-pangs’ within the 

consumer psyche. Desire, consumption, waste – followed by re-desire – make up an endless 

sequence of serial dissatisfaction that represents the ecologically inefficient and destructive 

process through which we fumble today. Though obscure when described in this way, this 

treadmill represents a tried and tested economic system that, unfortunately, the globalized 

industry finds difficult to break away from.

	 The proliferation of objects that once provided living testimony as to one’s degree 

of individualism and uniqueness is today an ecological burden carried by the entire 

biosphere, of which we are an integral part. For product designers operating in a mass-

consumer context, quantities of product are (by default) commensurate with commercial 

success, competitive edge and volume, which are often intertwined; just as the premise 

of ‘celebrated design’ is so frequently built upon volume, and number of units sold. In this 

respect, it could be said that resource depletion goes hand-in-hand with global design 

success. Within this pop-culture design world, creative practitioners often aspire to make the 

transition from independent designer into a new and high-ranking league of commercial 

success; local becomes global, batch becomes mass and the bespoke and unknown become 

‘of-the-moment’ household names. In ecological terms, large scale, in itself, is not necessarily 

a negative force; however, as volume increases, so too does the level of responsibility 

and burden. So in these scenarios opportunity knocks for the sustainable designer: where 

volume exists, so too do the opportunities for positive change – change that can be acted 

upon. Too often, sustainable design is served up via exclusive, small-scale and often elite 

genres of objects. In many respects, bespoke and commission-led design of this nature is 
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not necessarily the problem and should in many ways be celebrated, but if this is all that 

sustainable design is, and can be, then the point is sorely being missed. Sustainable design 

is essentially about the reduction of impact; therefore, the ‘successful’ sustainable designer 

should surely go where ‘success’ is, where the biggest impacts lie. Sustainable design cannot 

simply be a marginal activity operating within the safety of a cliquey cell of like-minded 

greenies. Through the awakened consciousness, sustainable design has acquired a licence to 

impact upon the mainstream.

	 Today’s demands are being increasingly driven by an awakening consumer 

consciousness, hungry for more meaningful products boasting a rich and diverse array of 

tangible eco-credentials, accompanied by a healthy slice of wearable ethical status. The 

more enlightened consumer is now questioning the once celebrated culture of excess that 

has come to characterize the made world in recent decades. Of course, brands respond 

to market drivers, and do so readily. However, the collective eco-consciousness of a given 

multinational corporation will not necessarily be enough to stimulate the degrees of ethical 

change needed at boardroom level; the driver that ordinarily forces this degree of corporate 

change is legislation. UK legislation alone provides significant leverage, yet with global 

market-places, where products are traded internationally, the need for legislation-compliant 

products is increasing fast. Thus, an enlightened market-place provides an opportunity for 

capable sustainable designers, while the impact of legislation on multinational industries 

enables these opportunities to be realized within both commercial and highly competitive 

contexts. In short, there is an increasing economic demand for sustainable design, driven by 

both social and governmental change. Happy days!

From theory to practice

So why is it important to engage fully with industry? After all, when one thinks of industry, 

stereotypically apocalyptic images emerge in the form of the plumes of smoke emanating 

from chimneys, burning mountains of fossils fuels to turn the ‘wheels of industry’. A dystopian 

image perhaps, but one that is shared by most when faced with the baggage-laden term 

‘industry’. However, beyond theoretical sustainable design research, it is industry where 

the decisions are actually made, where ideas are commodified and realized in a physical 

form, packaged, shipped and sold, where the materials are forged into products. Therefore, 

to leave industry out of the discussion, or adopt practices that exclude, or even demonize 
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industry’s profit-oriented demands, is clumsily to ignore the issue. However, integrating the 

often conflicting worlds of theory and practice is never a straightforward process. When 

one considers the tentative adoption of sustainable practices by industry and the lack of 

integrated and applied sustainable research, it appears obvious that there are unhelpful 

inhibitors to sustainable progress where it is most needed. 

	 So what is preventing greater conductivity between theory and practice? Theories 

abound as to why this may be, but it seems obvious that at present the two sides of this 

debate are not necessarily compatible. In a commercial context shareholder demands tend to 

ensure that the investment in research is generally driven by an inevitable accountability that 

has a direct relation to commercial avenues of progression (market research) and, as such, has 

developed a tendency to be blinkered.

	 Perhaps due to the seemingly optional nature of increasing the sustainability 

of one’s processes and practices – coupled with the perceived financial and restrictive 

demands that this might place on economic and creative development – opportunities to 

invest in sustainable design research are often avoided and dismissed. The commercially 

oriented system is often incompatible with the non-commercial and scholarly nature of 

theoretical research, which functions within an entirely different developmental time scale 

and funding regime. How success is measured in both these fields can differ enormously 

– in theoretical situations success often relates primarily to originality, and the degree of 

contribution made to the research field.  In addition it tends to exist as a scholarly process 

that develops relatively freely, due to its independence from day to day constraints of profit-

focused industry, and as a result tends to adopt a polarized language that is both remote and 

inaccessible to the creative industry. The language has thus far failed to penetrate the core of 

design practice – the one place where it is needed most.

	 A carrot and stick scenario is now emerging where the scissor action of forces 

of legislation and an increasingly ethically aware market-place are creating an incentive 

and increasing demand for companies to reconsider their ethical and environmental 

practices.  Taxation poses an economic burden while, in contrast, the weight of demand 

from an increasingly ethically aware market-place is commercially alluring. This awakening 

consciousness that can be witnessed across the creative sector is a mere fragment of a 

broader cultural awakening that is unveiling itself across the world today. This cultural shift 

is fuelled by a number of contributing factors, from popular media to noticeable changes 

in weather patterns and the publication of high profile, economically and politically driven 

research such as the Stern Report.
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	 At first glance this new and enlightened market situation appears wholly positive, 

and in many respects it is. However, without a considered and informed response to these 

emergent problems and opportunities, we are in danger of turning sustainability into 

nothing more than a passing trend rather than a deep cultural shift that makes sustainability 

sustainable. Meanwhile, consumer dizziness grows as marketeers employ increasing 

magnitudes of ethical spin, with little to follow. This creates an illusion of progress and a 

false sense of security within consumers and producers, which in many cases places us 

further away from solutions or meaningful progression. We are experiencing a migration 

towards more eco-nomic opportunities for commercial growth; where ecological concerns 

are integrated within market demand to create opportunities that offer greater sustainable 

exchanges between producers, consumers and the environment. Indeed, future success 

will be measured against sustainability and monetary scales. Some more ‘forward facing’ 

companies will be quick to take advantage, and succeed in exploiting these new territories, 

and others will not. In the new eco-nomic context the sustainable designer can offer a unique 

insight and practical capability into new market development rather than simply being 

employed in a problem solving capacity or to ‘pay lip service’ to a superficial ‘feel-good’ 

agenda. Sustainable design, if situated at the core of change, has the potential to instigate 

and steer positive eco-nomic progress. 

About this book

Love it or loath it, design has a central role to play in achieving a sustainable future. Yet 

despite increased levels of awareness surrounding sustainable design, and how best it may 

be achieved, it still remains a contentious, apparently complex, bewildering and oftentimes 

self-contradicting discipline; although contradiction and bewilderment in many respects 

provide the lifeblood of creative discourse. Healthy debate is essential in working towards 

sustainability. Designers, Visionaries and Other Stories aims to address this by gathering, 

collating and discussing differing understandings of sustainable design, to curate a 

comprehensive body of knowledge that widens the participation in sustainable design by 

reaching beyond the well-intentioned minority (who were already interested in the first 

place) to more fully engage the broader creative community in the sustainability debate.   

	 Designers, Visionaries and Other Stories is by key proponents at the forefront 

of today’s sustainable design debate; a book for practitioners of all creative disciplines 
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– professionals, students and academics. With contributing chapters from Ezio Manzini, John 

Thackara, Kate Fletcher, Alastair Fuad-Luke, Stuart Walker and John Wood, this challenging 

book provides the reader with a rich resource of future visions, critical propositions, creative 

ideas and design strategies for working towards a sustainable tomorrow, today. Among the 

contributing chapters of this book are further visual contributions, made by members of the 

creative industry; these images were captured through an information gathering space called 

‘100% Sustainable?’, as a feature of the 100% Design exhibition, London, UK (2006). Thirty-

eight thousand representatives of the international design industry visiting the show were 

invited to create a vision, depicting their individual, uncensored perception of sustainable 

design; dispersed thoughout this book is a small selection of 100 of these visions.

	 This is not another book about design for recycling, alternative energy or the 

specification of biodegradable materials. Rather, this book presents pertinent new 

understandings of sustainable design, to present a challenging, at times uncomfortable 

and at all times provocative, collection of essays by some of the world’s leading sustainable 

design thinkers. In doing so, this book aims to fuel sustainable design discourse with the 

rich culture of critique that characterizes effective theory and practice within the creative 

industry.

	 The sustainability challenge is a design issue, and as such, this is a book for 

sustainable design, which grows out of sustainable design research. Too often, sustainable 

design practice is unintentionally polarized within either academic or commercial contexts. 

This provocative text occupies the ‘fuzzy’ territory between these two worlds, as a means 

to open the door to designers and researchers alike to enable a greater flow of information 

between them. Furthermore, the timeliness of this book is underscored by the critical mass 

of public interest, environmental legislation and design engagement (research and practice). 

This anthology aims to deepen practical and theoretical understandings of sustainable 

design through the gathering, collation and mapping of the disparate and isolated bodies 

of knowledge that have become so characteristic of sustainable design today. In this way, 

interdisciplinary thinking can be seen to extend theoretical understanding through the 

connecting of previously disconnected knowledge. Sustainable design is a debate in which 

fundamental principles, philosophies and working methodologies transcend disciplinary 

boundaries. In connecting expertise from distinctive corners of the sustainable design field, 

new insights will emerge that facilitate conceptual understanding – paving the way for 

positive social, economic and environmental development in a wasteful age of looming 

ecological crisis, mounting environmental legislation and limited sustainable design 

progress.
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