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“I am speaking of the life of a man who knows 
that the world is not given by his fathers, 
but borrowed from his children;“  

(Wendell Berry, 1971) 
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We are surrounded by design to the point 

that we no longer see it.

Koffler Scientific Reserve north of Toronto Rockway Garden, Kitchener, Ontario Balsille School of International Affairs, Waterloo, ON



Looking past the pandemic

Vince,(2020)

Taherzadeh, O. (2021) 

Peters, G. et al.(2012) Sarao,J.(2020)



Sustainability and the Economy

Weak Sustainability model

Image: https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=1587372

Strong Sustainability model

Sustainable

Triple Bottom Line

Used in Ecological economics

information on ecological economics  Costanza, (2010)



Sustainability

“the possibility that humans 

and other life will flourish on 

the Earth forever“

(Ehrenfeld, 2008, p. 49)



How do you value nature?

Intrinsic: 

Essential and within itself

Instrumental: 

how it can serve you

We are unlikely to protect what we do not love, 
and cannot love what we do not know.              Gould

Allow humans to see themselves as part of a web of life



The Economy as an iceberg

• Envisioned by Gibson-Graham

Take Back the Economy
An Ethical Guide for Transforming Our Communities

Gibson-Graham, et al. (2013)



Capitalism

• Article by Teen Vogue

• “an economic and political system in 

which a country's trade and industry 

are controlled by private owners for 

profit, rather than by the state.” 

(Oxford Dictionary)

• Privatize profits, socialize costs

Kelly, K.  (2020)



Gross Domestic Product

• Proposed by Simon Kuznets to the US Congress in 1934

• measure of all goods and services produced in a period

• Has become “the ultimate measure of a country’s welfare” 

• Healthcare costs

• Cleaning up pollution

• Repairs from natural disasters

• Spending on the police

• Non-monetary activity

• Unpaid/ voluntary work

• Raising children

Includes Excludes



Best example of GDP measurement system in action

• Illustrated by Joseph Christian Chestnut over 13 years

• 13 times world champion

• Throughput



Global Growth Tracker (past 53 years)

Source: http://www.worldeconomics.com/papers/Global%20Growth%20Monitor_7c66ffca-ff86-4e4c-979d-7c5d7a22ef21.paper

Annual real GDP growth has averaged 3.8%, and 2.2% in per capita terms

PPP = purchasing parity power



• As GDP increases, material consumption (EF) also increases.

• The material consumption of the World’s richest (EF) is ten times that of 

the world’s poorest. IRP, 2016

Income and Happiness in the United States, Source Layard (2006)

• Past a point, Easterlin has shown 

that increased consumption does 

not increase happiness or well-

being (Binswanger, 2006).



The Ecological Footprint
• Measures how fast we consume resources and generate waste.

Image: footprint network, 2019



EF per person Current capacity of planet: 1.7 Global Hectares / person

> 6.7

> 5.1 - 6.7

> 3.4 – 5.1

> 1.7 – 3.4

< 1.7

Footprint Network (2019)

Global North

Global South



1970: lived within our means Footprint Network (2019)

August 22, 2020: Earth Overshoot Day marks the date when humanity’s demand for ecological resources and 

services in a given year exceeds what Earth can regenerate in that year.

Al-Jazeera, (2020)



Is Infinite growth possible on a finite planet?

Reduce consumption in Global North

So people in Global South can 
have some resources too.

The Impossible Hamster, NEF, (2010)

Soman, D., et al. (2014)



Is there an alternative to GDP?

Clark. J. (2019)

Andester. N. (2019)



What role can design play in this degrowth future?

• Studies show that 75% of the final decisions on production processes 

and materials are made during the design stage. (Sobel & Groeger, 2012)

• 90% of the waste that can be attributed to many of the products that 

we meet in our daily lives has been created before the end-user even 

gets their hands on the products: design & manufacturing. 

• 80% of a products environmental impact is determined at design.

(McAloone & Bey, 2009)



Product Design through a Systemic Lens of Ecological Economics

Methodology Resource

Cross Book: Design Thinking

Schindlholzer Toolkit: Design Thinking Coaching

Koberg & 

Bagnall

Toolkit: The Universal Traveler: A soft 

system methodology

Kelley & Kelley Book: Creative Confidence

IDEO
Toolkit: Fieldguide for Human-

centered design

Stanford 

University

Toolkit: “Bootleg bootcamp methods 

cards”

Martin Book: Design of Business

Ogilvie & 

Liedtka
Toolkit: Designing for Growth

Review of 8 Design Solution Methodologies
• Nature (planetary boundaries)

• Justice (the good life of society)
• Time (irreversibility)

Dastgheib-Beheshti, S. (2017)



Moral Dilemmas: 9

36 criteria in 5 categories: 

• methodology

• conceptual framework of problems

• economic aspects 

• product lifecycle

• moral dilemmas designers face

Dastgheib-Beheshti, S. (2017)



Systems thinking
Boehnert (2014) Design vs. the Design Industry



Ecological Economics

• Nature (planetary boundaries)

• Justice (the good life of society)
• Time (irreversibility)

Victor, P. (2014)

Victor, P. (2009)



GDES-3061

SUSTAINABLE PRACTICES

COURSE DESCRIPTION

This course introduces the knowledge, vocabulary, 

usage, and critical analysis of sustainable 

materials and practices related to design. 

Research will involve utilizing a holistic approach in 

defining sustainability through systemic 

explorations of concepts of ‘flourishing’, economic 

growth, planetary boundaries, social equity, as well 

as the impact of basic life-cycle investigations to 

discover the sourcing, processing, usage and 

disposal methods of materials and products.  

Through concepts of industrial ecology and circular 

economies, patterns for recycling, reusing and re-

designing products will be explored.
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Creating products for a sustainable future



1. Reduce consumption

“The role of the designer in developing a 

sustainable society is not simply to create 

“sustainable products,” but rather to envision 

products, processes, and services that 

encourage widespread sustainable behavior.”

(Stegall, N. 2006)

Thorpe, A. (2012)



2. Design for the local economy

• Maker communities

• Local Solutions

• Cultural value

Schwartz (2009) 

Sassatelli, R. (2007).

Mazzucato, M. (2018) 



Photo courtesy ifixit.com

3. Right to Repair

Photo: Dastgheib-Beheshti, S. (2021)



4. Focus on quality of life

Rowe, (2016)
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