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What is the role of design in the transition to a sustainable future?

REBECCA COOPER

“The world will not evolve past its current state of crisis by using the same
thinking that created the situation”
- ALBERT EINSTEIN

“Study nature, love nature, stay close to nature. It will never fail you.”
- FRANK LLOYD WRIGHT

“Be the change that you wish to see in the world.”
- MAHATMA GANDHI
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INTRODUCTION
This essay aims to explore current industrial processes in relation to consumerism
through critically reviewing two keys texts in the area of design and consumerism.
The first text is Cradle to Cradle (Braungart & McDonough, 2009) and the second is
Architecture and Design versus Consumerism (Thorpe, 2012). These two texts have
been selected for their relevance to the field of design and their specific
exploration of consumer relationships with objects within the current economic,
social and environmental climate. Although both texts explicitly make reference
to particular areas of design such as Architecture, product and landscape design,
this essay and ultimately the manifesto will describe design as a collective that
must change and evolve in conjunction with one another. The texts will be
reviewed individually, describing their main arguments and their proposed
theoretical models. In addition, the counter arguments to their solutions will be
explored.

TEXT 1 REVIEW

Braungart, M and McDonough, W. (2009) Cradle to Cradle: Remaking the way
we make things.
Braungart and McDonough (2009) are an interesting duo of Chemist and Architect who
took on the challenge to evaluate the events that have led to our current
industrial processes, which they describe as linear and go on to explain that “resources
are extracted, shaped into products and eventually disposed of.”1 Cradle to Cradle is a
theoretical concept that employs biomimicary to create a design process that generates
zero waste. The authors’ theoretical arguments are reinforced using scientific analysis of
current consumer goods and materials in use. For example, an electric hand mixer has
been shown to emit chemical gasses that get trapped in the cake mixture producing a
toxic product for the end user. The reason for this is that high tech products are
usually composed of low quality materials, which although the substances may be
banned in developed countries, they can still find their way into the manufacturing
processes in less developed countries where they use cheaper plastics and dyes. This
example also highlights pressures within the current economic climate, as consumers
demand cheaper products this puts pressure on manufacturers to source cheaper
components.

Throwaway Society
Braungart and McDonough (2009) state “objects are designed to be attractive,
affordable, meet regulations, perform and last long enough to fulfill consumer needs.”2
This can be seen within the technology industry where consumers assume a low life
expectancy; this is partly due to the rate of increased technological advances as well
as being a ‘throwaway’ society. In fact Braungart and McDonough (2009) suggest that
objects are actually designed to be thrown away. For example, an iPhone is designed
with fixed components that are not compatible with software updates making them
outdated after a few years. They question whether corporations are solely to blame
and whether the root cause of this problem is unintelligent design. For example, iPhones
could be designed to allow users to easily replace outdated components. Ultimately,
Braungart and McDonough (2009) propose that design processes chase economic
growth and it does so at the expense of “human and ecological health”3 as well as
“cultural and natural richness”.4

Fig. 1 – Industrial Revolution vs. Eco-Efficiency. Cradle to Cradle. M, Braungart & W, McDonough (2009).
Adapted by Cooper (2015).
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Why being “Less bad” isn’t good enough
Braungart and McDonough (2009) suggest that the industrial process model that was put
in place during the 19th century, known as a linear process, has changed little over time.
Recent advances in ‘eco-efficiency’ have resulted in the four “R’s” - Reduce, Re-use,
Recycle and Regulate. Bruangart and McDonough (2009) describe these recent
advances as lacking in imagination as they still leads to the same inevitable conclusion
and are simply an adaptation of the existing model (Fig 1). Therefore, instead of being
efficient in current linear systems, we need to become effective in natural systems.
Nevertheless, working to become more ‘eco-efficient’ definitely helps reduce some
individuals guilt, but unfortunately it does not solve the problem of the depletion and
destruction of resources whilst continuing to release dangerous toxins into the air, water
and soil (Fig 2).

Reinvent
Cradle to Cradle seeks to find a long term sustainability strategy and suggests we must
strive further than attempting to be “less bad” and propose an entirely new model that is
100 percent good (Fig.3). One of the many ideas set out in Cradle to Cradle, is the
proposal of a new type of car called a “nutivechicle.”5 This seeks to remove the harmful
effects from cars such as, toxic emissions and the consumption of oil and petrol. Imagine
the “nutrivehicle” is designed to positively impact the environment by releasing nutritious
emissions and useful by-products. For example, as fuel is burnt the water vapour released
in its emissions could be captured and turned back into water for reuse. In addition,
Braungart and McDonough (2009) highlight how human systems are entirely
disconnected from natural systems. This is best described in Fig.4 where we see
human industrial processes being compared to the processes within a community of ants.
Braungart and McDonough (2009) feel inspiration can be taken from mimicking natural
processes.

Fig.2 - Design Cycle - Bad, Less Bad & Good. intercongreen.com. Adapted by Cooper (2015)

Fig. 4 – Industrial Processes Vs. Natural Processes. Cradle to Cradle. Braungart, M & McDonough,
W. (2009). Adapted by Cooper (2015).
Fig.3 - Eco-Efficient Vs. Eco-Effective. Cradle to Cradle. Braungart, M & McDonough, W. (2009). Adapted
by Cooper (2015).
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[5] Braungart, M & McDonough, W. (2009) Cradle to Cradle: Remaking the way we make things. Vintage, London. P, 180.
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The Industrial Re-evolution

TEXT 2 REVIEW

Braungart and McDonough (2009) propose that the next industrial revolution will not be a
step back to creating products made entirely from natural materials, rather a step away
from the linear processes found in today’s industries to a process with ”design that deeply
respects diversity on all levels”.6 Designs of the future will be in partnership with natural
systems. Cradle to Cradle suggests that we “build factories where products and
by-products nourish the ecosystem with biodegradable materials.”7 For example, the
textiles company Designtex worked with Braungart and McDonough to generate a
manufacturing process that creates biodegradable fabrics whilst cleaning water. All
waste scraps of fabric are turned into felt and used by strawberry farmers as ground
cover for their crops. Unfortunately,this is not reflective of what currently happens in most
industries.

Thrope, A (2012). Architecture & Design versus Consumerism: How design
activism confronts growth.

Implementing Cradle-to-Cradle

Designers as Activists

Braungart and McDonough’s (2009) research leads to an argument that if the human
race would like to continue inhabiting our planet then we will need to completely rethink
our design processes. The Cradle to Cradle approach offers a radical solution to the
problems facing designers trapped in the current linear industrial processes and urges a
design cycle that creates zero waste. In the book’s final chapter we see a set of
guidelines for designers proposing five principles working towards being eco-effective
(Fig.5).

Thrope (2012) is an Architect whose specialist subjects include areas such as product
stewardship and sustainable consumption. Thrope (2012) is an associate member of the
American Institute of Architects (AIA) and a member of the Design Research Society.
Her book looks holistically at design within the broader context of economics, politics
and social change. It sets an agenda for how design can transpose from a system that
prioritises consumerism and economic growth, to a system that looks predominantly at
well-being and the environment as the main driving factors. However, in order for this to
become a reality, Thorpe (2012) states that designers need to become activists.
Thorpe (2012) poses the question, “as activism involves taking action that calls for change
on behalf of the wronged, excluded or neglected groups”8 and as “most design seeks
to improve the conditions of life for people”9, does this then make all designers, in some
sense, activists? If this is the case then it sets up a narrative in which designers have a
moral obligation to put forward a vision for a better society (Jordan 2002). Datschefski
(2011) agrees that designers should be improving the lives of people. However, he goes
one step further and states that designers need to consider not only the material choice
of products, but also the manufacturing processes, distribution methods, user life and end
of life. It must be taken into consideration that designers not only have to design
products that are better both socially and environmentally, but they also have to sit
within a price range that appeals to consumers. Unfortunately, these products are
normally the higher end of the market which makes them unaffordable for the vast
majority of consumers.

Design in the shadow of the rise and fall of growth
Thorpe (2012) highlights why consumerism and economic growth work against
well-being. She states that “many important values don’t have a price”10 and goes on
to question whether there could be a way to convert the human costs of exploited
workers into financial costs that could be reflected in the final product. There is evidence
of evaluating human value and this can be seen in the Fairtrade Foundation; this
organisation ensures decent working conditions as well as supporting workers and
communities and protecting the environment for future generations (Fairtrade
Foundation, 2015). Nevertheless, this is not common practice worldwide.
Fig. 5 – Five Guiding Principles towards “Eco-Effective”. Cradle to Cradle. M, Braungart & W, McDonough.
(2009). Adapted by Cooper (2015).

[6] Braungart, M & McDonough, W. (2009) Cradle to Cradle: Remaking the way we make things. Vintage, London. P, 154
[7] Braungart, M & McDonough, W. (2009) Cradle to Cradle: Remaking the way we make things. Vintage, London. P, 156
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Economics & Sustainable Consumption
The data behind economic growth has been used as a proxy for overall wellbeing
(Thorpe 2012). It is generally accepted that growing levels of spending means higher
incomes. Which would lead to assumptions of “better choices, richer lives, and improved
quality of life.”11 However, Thorpe (2012) questions whether continuous economic growth
is beneficial and more importantly whether it is an accurate measure of well-being. Her
research findings eventually indicated that there is little correlation between
material consumption and well-being. In addition, Thorpe (2012) suggests that the
constant search for novelty and stimulation can improve satisfaction up to a certain
point and then it can become a burden (Fig. 6).

[8] Thorpe, A. (2012) Architecture & Design versus Consumerism: How design activism confronts growth. Earthscan, Oxford. p, 67.
[9] Thorpe, A. (2012) Architecture & design versus Consumerism: How design activism confronts growth. Earthscan, Oxford. p, 4.
[10] Thorpe, A. (2012) Architecture & design versus Consumerism: How design activism confronts growth. Earthscan, Oxford. p, 67.
[11] Thorpe, A. (2012) Architecture & design versus Consumerism: How design activism confronts growth. Earthscan, Oxford. p, 57.
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Social Change
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Fig.6 - Scitovsky’s Wundt curve – Diminishing returns of novelty and Stimulation. Architecture and Design
versus Consumersim. Thorpe, A (2012). Adapted Cooper (2015).

Fig.7 - The traditional way of conveying the
economy. Architecture and Design versus
Consumerism. Thorpe, A (2012).

Within the topic of social change, Thorpe (2012) looks at corporate social responsibility,
which encompasses the wider components beyond profit and loss. She highlights the
need for businesses to monitor ethical standards and have a positive impact on the
environment, employees, communities and consumers. Another fundamental issue
within social change is consumer demand; it is widely acknowledged that consumers
have some power to change the way products are manufactured. For example,
Greenpeace successfully promoted a new type of fridge in Germany that did not
contain ozone destroying chemicals. They were able to secure orders from
environmentally conscientious consumers which in turn directly affected other large
manufacturers who felt pressured to change their products in line with public opinion
(Elliot 2010). Thorpe’s (2012) research shows that although ethical consumption in the
categories of fair trade, organic produce and energy efficiency have tripled in the past
ten years, it still only represents less than one percent of household expenditure. This
highlights that there is still a long way to go in changing social values and thereby
increasing sustainable production.

Fig.8 - Putting the Biosphere to the centre of the
economy. Architecture and Design versus
Consumerism. Thorpe, A (2012)

Thorpe (2012) states that our current society places a higher value on economic growth
and financial wealth, often at the expense of environmental health and social
wellbeing (Fig.7). She goes on to explore a scenario in which a future economy is not
driven by consumerism and the need for constant financial growth. Instead, she
describes a steady state economy where the main drivers would become environmental
health and social well-being (Fig.8). It could be argued with the environment and
well-being placed at the centre of the economic system, it becomes difficult to quantify
success or failure. There are however examples of data being collected to measure
well-being around the world. There are many examples of data collected on well-being
by the Office for National Statistics (2014). For example they complete an annual
questionnaire on general life satisfaction, asking “Overall, how satisfied are you with your
life nowadays?”12, with 0 being ‘not at all’ and 10 ‘completely’. The results of the 2012/13
date collected as show in Fig. 9, revealed an increase in general life satisfaction from the
previous year from 75.9% to 77%.

Fig.9 - 2012/13 Life Satisfaction Survey Results. (2014) www.ons.gov.uk. Adapted Cooper (2015).
[12] Randall, C. Corp, A & Self, A (2014). Measuring National Well-being: Life in the UK.
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Counterarguments
The counterarguments posed were from research undertaken within the area of design
and consumerism, and will be explored in order of points raised from the book reviews. In
addition, the counterarguments specifically review designers’ roles in changing current
economic, social and environmental issues.
After reviewing Cradle to Cradle where Braungart and McDonough (2009) state that
“less bad” or “Eco-efficient” are not good enough, it could be argued that reduce,
reuse, recycle and regulate are important stages in raising the level of awareness for
consumers, government and industries. Any positive change that seeks to protect the
environment should been seen as a step in the right direction. These small changes in
the market place send out messages that are beginning to create a more conscientious
consumer. We have seen evidence where the end users actually demanded more from
organisations to design alternative models that fulfil a more sustainable future. In fact,
data collected in the United States suggests the companies acting ethically outperform
those who do not (Fig.10).

Looking to move into a Cradle to Cradle future, it must be recognized that there are
limitations for designers’ to influence transformation to industrial process that generates
zero waste. Datschefski (2011) states that current industrial processes are not equipped
to recycle at such an efficient level. Therefore, before this change can occur, major
advances in industrial processing needs to take place to make Cradle to Cradle an
option for organisations.
In the book Architecture and Design versus Consumerism, Thorpe (2012) states that it
is important to consume less. However, it is not easy to change lifestyles or constrain
peoples choices as purchases form an important part of our social language. Jackson
& Michaelis (2007), cited Herring (2010) state we consume in order to identify ourselves
within a social group and asking consumers to forgo material consumption would be
unsuccessful. Nevertheless, it was found that if people were motivated by personal
meaning, it was most likely to change their behaviour (Herring 2010). Although
everybody wants to do their bit for the environment, they will only do so if it saves them
money and is convenient (Herring 2010). Thorpe (2012) believes that consumerism can
be an engine of change, whereas Herring (2010) disagrees as he feels that increased
production and consumption conflict with environmental sustainability.

Conclusion

Fig.10 - Connecting Economic and Environmental Sustainability: Dow Jones Sustainability World Index
October 2009. Architecture and Design versus Consumerism. Thorpe, A (2012). Adapted Cooper (2015).

Being able to move into a Cradle to Cradle future which involves processes that
generate zero waste and benefit the environment, relies on the understanding of what
people want and that they will accept change. Jordan and O-Riordan (2000), cited
Herring (2010) state that even if government led, sustainability to gain hold needs to be
universally valued in society otherwise it will not achieve significant results. Herring (2010)
states that peoples lifestyles are an expression of their identities and their beliefs. Any
departure from their existing lifestyle can raise feelings of inadequacy and therefore
behavioral changes are unlikely to occur.
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It is clear that the role of the designer is important in moving from the current linear
industrial processes to cyclical processes that work with nature (Bruangart and
McDonough 2009). Thorpe (2012) further elaborates on this by exploring how this could
potentially be achieved through activism within design, that looks to change what
society places value on. The question posed by Thorpe (2012) is that designers have a
moral obligation to create a better society. However, it must be acknowledged that
design sits within a much wider web of other influential factors, such as government,
consumers and industry. When assessing social change, it has become evident that no
matter how good a design, it has to be accepted in order to be successfully integrated
into society. Through evaluating the current economy, Braungart and McDonough
(2009) argue for good growth not economic growth, whereas Thorpe (2012) proposes a
post growth model, in which the main drivers in the economy are human and
environmental health. However, in today’s market, business is about trends, global selling
and anything that will increase turnover and profits. Therefore, however important the
design process, it is not able to work independently of other factors and they are
sometimes so powerful they could make many good designs redundant.

14

List of References
Bess, P (2015). Building on Truth. First Things: A monthly Journal of Religion & Public Life. 249, p. 47-53. Retrieved 14.3.15 from eds.b.ebscohost.com/eds/pdfviewer/
pdfviewer?sid=4787a7cc-a433-479b-b400-a3e09947fdb6%40sessionmgr113&vid=11&h
id=103
Braungart, M & McDonough, W (2013). Beyond Sustainability, Cradle to
Cradle – Science, Innovation + Leadership. Retrieved 5.2.15 from www.mcdonough.
com/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/MBDC-Brochure_4.25sq_130701.pdf
Braungart, M & McDonough, W. (2009) Cradle to Cradle: Remaking the way we make
things. Vintage, London.
Brown, T (2009). Change by Design: How design thinking transforms
organisations and inspires innovation. Harper Business. New York
Datschefski, E (2011). The Designers Role in Sustainable Development: Design and
sustainability. [video file] ouLearn. Retrieved 15.3.15 from https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=Q4UngkWKxRA
Datschefski, E (2001). The Total Beauty of Sustainable Products. RotoVision. Hove
Elliot, D (2010). Diffusion: Consumers and Innovation. The Open University, Milton Kynes
Herring, H (2010). Consumption: Innovation for Sustainability. The Open
University, Milton Kynes
Lumsden, F. (2014). Cradle to Cradle: 4 success stories, from countertop
fabrics. Retrieved 14.3.15 from www.greenbiz.com/blog/2014/03/20/4-cradle-cradlecertified-product-breakthroughs
Office for National Statistics (2014). National Wellbeing: Measuring what
matters. Retrieved 15.3.15 from www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/user-guidance/wellbeing/index.html
Porritt, J (2007). Capitalism as if the World Matters. Earthscan, Oxford.
Thorpe, A (2012). Architecture and Design versus Consumerism: How design activism
confronts growth. Earthscan, Oxford.

De Botton, A. (2004). Status Anxiety. [Video File] Retrieved 19.12.14 from https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=t1MqJPHxy6g
Foley, M. (2010). The Age of Absurdity: Why modern life makes it hard to be happy. London: Simon & Schuster UK Ltd.
Huxley, A. (2004). Brave New World. London: Vintage
Knabb, K. (2006). Situtationist International Anthology. (Knabb, K, trans). United States:
Bureau of Public Secrets. (Origional work published 1981)
Monaghan, A. (2014). Wellbeing joins GDP as a measure of nation’s financial health:
Office for National Statistics will now look at a variety of indicators to get a better picture
of whether the recovery is being felt among UK households. The Guardian. Retrieved
24.12.14 from http://www.theguardian.com/business/blog/2014/dec/21/economic-wellbeing-ons-gdp
More, T. (1961). Utopia. Middlesex: Penguin Books Ltd.
Nietzsche, F. (1997). Thus Spake Zarathustra. Ware, Hertfordshire: Wordsworth Editions Ltd
Office for National Statistics. (2013). Measuring National Well-being, Personal Well-being
in the UK. Retrieved 24.12.14 from http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/wellbeing/measuringnational-well-being/personal-well-being-in-the-uk--2012-13/index.html
Orwell, G. (2003). 1984. London: Penguin Books Ltd
Orwell, G. (1962). The Lion and the Unicorn: Socialism and the English Genius. London:
Secker & Warburg
Palahniuk, C. (2006). Fight Club. London: Vintage
Resnick, S & Wolf, R. (1987). Knowledge and Class: A Marxian Critique of Political Economy. London: The University of Chicago Press Ltd.
Sassatelli, R. (2007). Consumer Culture: History, Theory and Politics. London: SAGE Publications Ltd.
Smith, K. (2007). The Guerilla Art Kit. New York: Princeton Architectural Press.
Thorpe, A (2010). Design’s Role in Sustainable Consumption. Design Issues. Retrieved
2.12.14 from http://eds.a.ebscohost.com/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=2&sid=10f8625f8610-44ea-98f2-4f648dadcea0%40sessionmgr4005&hid=4111

Bibliography
Belo Allué, S. (2002). Serial Murder, Serial Consumerism: Bret Easton Ellis’s American
Psycho (1991). United States: Miscelánea: A Journal of American Studies 26. Pp. 71-90.
Retrieved 24.12.14 from http://www.academia.edu/507091/Serial_Murder_Serial_Consumerism_Bret_Easton_Elliss_American_Psycho_1991_

Truss, L. (2013). Lynne Truss on the Illusion of Choice. The Telegraph. Retrieved 24.12.14
from http://www.telegraph.co.uk/journalists/lynne-truss/10035440/Lynne-Truss-on-theillusion-of-choice.html

Bernays, E. (1928). Propaganda. New York: IG Publishing
Chayefsky, P (Writer). Lumet, S (Director). (1976). Network. [Film]. United States: MetroGoldwyn-Mayer.
15

16

Appendix
Biodegradable fabric samples from DesignTex.
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