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The term ’Design’ can refer to the academic and professional field of design, 

the activity/process to design, a concept prior to realization or manufacturing 

or the actual outcome of a design process, e.g. a product, service or building. 

These four areas can be studied and discussed individually, but are often 

connected. The focus of this lecture is on the contribution of these four 

different meanings of ’design’ to sustainable development.  

”Design is to design a design to produce a design” is for example discussed by 

Chick and Micklethwaite (2011) 
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Almost everything is designed.  
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If is not designed, e.g. a part of nature, it is often by human design that it is left 

untouched.  
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I refer to the term ‘design’ (the field) in the broadest sense possible, meaning 

that I do not only focus on styling and/or aesthetics, nor do I only focus on 

artifacts, but also see for example services, systems and models as forms of 

design.  

The field of design is concerned with how things ought to be, meaning that it 

concerns an element of improvement: going from current state to a preferred 

state, regardless if this preferred state means solving a problem, eliminating a 

previous design, providing a luxury, doing something cheaper, etc. Whether or 

not everyone agrees on what this ‘preferred state’ includes is up for debate. 

Design is a normative activity, meaning that it is subjective and value-based.   
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In 1987 World Commission on Environment and Development, better known 

as the Brundtland Commission, provided this definition of sustainable 

development, which is still often used today. As with design, sustainable 

development is concerned with how things ought to be, both for current and 

future generations.  
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Both design and sustainable development are normative processes, meaning 

that they are subjective and value-based. Our values differ (e.g. based on 

experience, cultural background, etc.) and therefore what we consider to be 

’good’ design (design we value) or sustainable development will differ as well. 

However, this does not mean that there are no objective measures available to 

discuss sustainable design and sustainable development.  
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Life cycle analysis (LCA) is a tool which supports with calculation of 

environmental impacts of for example a product or production process. It is 

also possible to conduct LCAs on services or more complex systems (e.g. air 

travel)  
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Full source: http://www.stockholmresilience.org/21/research/research-

programmes/planetary-boundaries/planetary-boundaries/about-the-

research/the-nine-planetary-boundaries.html 

Planetary boundaries is a framework developed by a group of international 

scientists. This group identified and quantified 9 planetary boundaries within 

which humanity could continue to develop. Crossing these boundaries could 

lead to sudden and severe environmental damage.  
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Ecological overshoot refers to the carrying capacity of the earth, the capacity 

to provide resources, to sustain current lifestyles (for the global population). 

This does not take into consideration the global inequalities.  
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Looking at the impact of design, Papanek claims that design is a harmful 

activity, contributing to inequality, waste, damage to human health, etc. 

Papanek states that designers need to take responsibility and not contribute to 

these damaging practices.  
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The Sustainable Development Goals recently followed the Millennium 

Development Goals. The aim is to achieve these goals by 2030.  
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Design problems are wicked problems. Buchanan argues that design thinking 

is of value in addressing these problems.  
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Moving from the field of design to the activity. There are countless 

representations of design processes. There is not ’one way’ to design. The 

steps in the design process and needed design methods will differs for each 

design challenge and design team. Different working styles and design 

methods (e.g. creativty methods) will work different for different people. The 

key is to explore and to find out what works well for you and your team.  
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Very simplified model of a design process which demonstrates that a design 

process often iterates between divergent (opening up) and convergent 

(narrowing down) modes of thinking.  
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Please note: this provides an impression of the variety of different sustainable 

design strategies, not the connections between them. These strategies focus 

for example on social, environmental, economic, cultural, political and ethical 

aspects and can easily be applied in parallel.  
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Can everybody design? My personal belief is that everyone has the ability to 

learn how to design and to contribute to the design process. Design processes 

and methods are best learned by doing.   

19 



Designers often start by critically questioning and examing the 

problem/challenge they want to address.  
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Highly recommended TED talk! Alejandro Aravena explains among other 

things how he redefined ’a good home’ and how he found a new way to 

develop these homes.  
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Going through a design process requires curiosity, exploration and iteration. It 

can be compared to a journey to the top of a mountain. You could go straight 

to the top, but if you go around and around you will discover more and have a 

more interesting journey. In the design process this will mean that you will 

have more and richer insights to inform your design. It might seem ’inefficient’ 

or ’unproductive’ but the end results will be a better design outcome. If the 

process feels confusing and fuzzy at times you are probably doing it right!  
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Different explorations of problems and processes will lead to different 

outcomes to similar challenges. This does not mean that one is necessarily 

better than the other.  
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Different explorations of problems and processes will lead to different 

outcomes to similar challenges. This does not mean that one is necessarily 

better than the other.  
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Moving from the activity to the third meaning of design, a proposal or concept. 

Before a product is created and send out into the world in exists in the form of 

a concept, a proposal of something which could be produced or build. These 

proposals can contribute to sustainable development in various ways.  
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Prototypes can be build to test ideas and concepts. These tests could for 

example answer: How does this product work? Does it actually lead to 

sustainable behaviour? How do people respond to this idea?  
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To initiate debate: Do the design we create today contribute to social equality? 

Are the designs sigmatizing? What is the impact of design on developments in 

society? Is this how we want to live?  
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To inspire new developments: Imagine if we would direct our energy towards 

making this a reality? Which technological development would be required?  
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To envision: what are ways to do things radically differently?  
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Moving from the field, to the activities, to the concepts to the actual outcomes 

of design. What is actually sustainable or not? How do we decide? What do 

we need to consider?  

30 



31 



32 



33 



34 



Feel free to contact me at heleen.degoey@swerea.se if you have any 

questions.  
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