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Ecodesign history  
 
Falling in and out of focus over the past four decades, ecodesign for the product design 
community has had a host of luminaries who raised the question about our role and responsibility 
in utilizing limited resources thoughtfully. This has its roots in the early sixties starting with the 
publishing of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, which focused on the environmental toxicity of 
pesticides. Also in the sixties, R. Buckminster Fuller believed technology and design could be the 
basis for meeting the basic needs of all of mankind, without destroying our home planet in the 
process.  During these nascent days, designer and educator Victor Papanek became our 
harshest critic, challenging the morality of our profession.  
 
These voices and others brought attention to the harm being inflicted on the planet when trying to 
appease the needs of an ever expanding, consuming society.  These voices did help raise 
awareness, and for the next two decades, others joined in and ecodesign became a topic that 
faded in and out of focus as evidenced by articles and presentations by next generation pioneers 
such as Bud Steinhilber, John Paul Kusz, and Wendy Brawer. The current IDSA code of ethics 
includes 5 fundamental ethical principles and six articles. Fundamental principle 3 states: 
“Striving to maintain sufficient knowledge of relevant current events and trends so as to be able to 
assess the economic and environmental effects of our decisions” 
 
While this principle is short on specifics, IDSA has endorsed and supported in numerous ways 
the development and distribution of information, methods, and knowledge that can equip 
students, teachers, and IDSA members with the means to incorporate ecodesign principles and 
tools into the design process. This access to knowledge has been amplified by the Ecodesign 
Professional Interest section that has evolved over the last decade. It has been one of the most 
active sections in supporting primary research and the sharing of knowledge with all members. 
This effort is perhaps best illustrated through the development of the Okala ecodesign guide. 
 
Okala: A brief history  
 
In 2001 the Okala team set out to develop ecodesign curriculum for Industrial Design. At the time, 
there was considerable confusion around how to teach ecodesign and what the priorities and 
objectives were. The team drew from expertise that had been building in Europe, Australia and 
the United States to develop an approach that would be suitable for North America. After a period 
of refinement & testing, the first Okala guides were printed and PowerPoint’s distributed through 
the IDSA Ecodesign Section at no charge to more than fifty ID schools in the US. This first wave 
of dissemination affected more schools than the team initially expected. 
 
In subsequent IDSA workshops and symposia over the next several years, the Okala team was 
regularly approached by instructors who reported how important Okala had helped them make 
curricular improvements at their universities. Some programs (Western Washington University, 
Emily Carr University) were inspired to orient their entire ID programs towards Ecodesign as early 
as 2005. Over the next several years, we began to hear from educators outside of the ID field; 
business schools, engineering, and fashion design to name a few. In 2010, the French 
Government undertook to develop a translation of the current Okala guide for Technical schools 
in France. This wave of response was almost certainly due as much to a growing general 



awareness of the state of the planet as it was to the ease of use of the Okala materials. Without a 
doubt, the wide reach of this work took the authors by surprise.  
 
While Okala has been embraced by some within our design community, the question must be 
asked what type of community actually exists.  We believe it is currently fractured; it exists in 
small pockets, without formal structure or clear direction.  These circumstances need to be 
addressed if ecodesign is to have a leadership role in design education and influence business 
communities, consumers, and future society. To help identify solutions, it is instructive to 
understand the basic concept of community and to apply its meaning to ecodesign education.      
 
Community and Ecodesign; a central issue 
 
community (kŏ

.
mū'nĭ

.
tĭ), n.; pl. –TIES (-tĭz).   

1. A body of people living in the same place under the same laws; hence, an assemblage of 
animals or plants living in a common home under similar conditions. 
 
Many contemporary writers cite the importance of community for sustainability, and by inference, 
ecodesign*. Ezio Manzini is a leading researcher exploring community and sustainability. 
According to Manzini, great insights can be gained from observing community groups that have 
evolved local and specific solutions to ecological problems

1
. Bill McKibben writes about how 

important community is to happiness, and discusses how our sense of community in North 
America has eroded over the past 50 years. He asserts that a healthy community is essential to 
creating a sustainable lifestyle

2
. John Thackara echoes this with examples of Transition Towns -- 

communities in England that self organize to be carbon-neutral and regenerative
3.
 These voices 

cite the importance of community as a well-spring of ideas (Manzini), a means to a desirable 
future (McKibben), and a crucible for improvement (Thackara and McKibben).  
 
Communities often develop due to shared challenges and living conditions, but they can also 
emerge out of functional networks.

4
 An ecodesign network of this type would serve to support 

designers in moments when they might need additional skills, tactics, or motivation to persevere 
in making improvements. While ecodesign might seem straightforward, many practitioners find it 
difficult to face bias or a lack of understanding among co-workers and clients. A strong ecodesign 
network can: 
 

i. Reinforce common values 
ii. Provide a place to exchange knowledge and skills 
iii. Help individuals maintain motivation 
 

The IDSA offers some of this through the Ecodesign section, and was referenced by the 
Executive Director, Clive Roux. With Okala and the IDSA, there exists some level of community. 
However, as noted earlier, a highly functional ecodesign network is not yet in place. 
 
Design’s unique capacity to help create community 
 
Alongside a growing understanding of the importance of community, the design practice has 
expanded to include a more diverse community within the design community. Different terms are 
used to reflect this type of practice, including transformation design, trans-disciplinary design, 
design thinking, and co-creation. Along with the understanding that these types of practice strive 
to solve larger and more complex societal problems, there has been the development of new 
skills and approaches to draw out the voices of others in a collaborative and inclusive design 
process. These strategies include mind-mapping, enhanced brainstorming, card sorting, and 



participatory design toolkits, to name but a few. These activities build communities of practice, 
and indeed, can be part of a set of methods for creating community. Under the rubric of these 
new terms, designers develop their capacity to build communities. 
 
Community-building is not entirely new to designers – it simply has not been fully articulated as 
one of our strengths. Communication is among the first skills that industrial designers learn. From 
the beginning, students practice presentation and listening skills. They are expected to learn to 
speak the language of multiple professions; non-designers, co-creators, social scientists, clients, 
engineers and marketers. As the profession has evolved to embrace design collaboration over 
design heroism, designers have taken different roles, including that of facilitator. Designers often 
function as the connector, the thread that draws out and connects dissimilar people and ideas 
through creative conversations. We begin our careers uniquely suited to building community, and 
as the profession matured, this capacity is complemented with new skills. Designers wishing to 
use their skill set to build ecodesign community in their schools, design teams, and professional 
associations can employ these strategies. 
 

1. Speak first to those who are ready to listen. We may be tempted to explain the global 
environmental crisis to everyone, but researcher Margaret Wheatley suggests that we 
focus on people who are open and receptive to listening. Wheatley’s theory is that by 
sharing information with those who are ready to be advocates, we contribute to the 
organic growth of a community of committed people. “[T]he world … changes as 
networks of relationships form among people who discover they share a common cause 
and vision of what's possible.” 

5
 

2. Allow others to engage at their own pace. In all communities, there are some who are 
up to date on the issues and others who are overwhelmed by them. You can enable 
others catch up to your knowledge of ecodesign and sustainability, rather than pushing. 
Pushing creates resistance to this complex and emotionally charged content.   

3. Let your actions do the talking. This insight comes from green marketing. Terry 
O’Reilly, on CBC’s “The Age of Persuasion” relays how British Petroleum’s attempt to 
rebrand themselves in 2000 as a progressive energy company using the tagline “beyond 
petroleum”, backfired. At the time, BP spent extensive resources on oil exploration, but 
was no better or worse than any other oil company. BP was criticized for that campaign 
because they proclaimed that they were better than all of the others. “Virtue cannot be 
proclaimed. It can only be deduced from your actions.” 
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4. Build relationships. The Japanese business community has long known that the 
business deal is much more than a business deal… the people around the table are 
people first. Understand and engage on a human level. (After all, the impacts of global 
devastation will impact all of us at a human level). Robust relationships with stakeholders 
require time and cultivation (For more information, see the Okala guide, p. 65) 

5. Use design skills to establish creative, inclusive conversations. As mentioned 
earlier, designers engaged in interdisciplinary teams or co-creation practices have 
developed skill sets to bring non-designers into the design conversation. The potential to 
use these skills to engage communities of diverse stakeholders around ecodesign is not 
yet fully explored, and could have enormous community-building potential. 

6. Help others to see where they have already taken ecological action. The notion of 
ecodesign is often surrounded by guilt and fear, both of which tend to block action. By 
simply pointing out to stakeholders where they are already doing the right thing in some 
areas, you help them feel both relieved and included. Commitment to the ecodesign 
community often follows. This also helps others understand that ecodesign is not a task 
that requires perfection, which can be quite inhibiting.  In other words, “Don’t let the 
perfect be the enemy of the good”  



7. Remember to prototype. Even the most rudimentary sketch model brings a group 
together to have a conversation, and often helps to solidify the common purpose. With 
ecodesign, sometimes the prototype is complex, and a storyboard serves more 
effectively. Interaction design communities are currently advocating quick and dirty 
videos (edited in camera) as an effective way of prototyping complex ideas.

7
  

8. Use eco-evaluations to demonstrate consequences, such as an LCA, as shown in the 
Okala guide. Over the past ten years, the authors observed that using metrics develops a 
common understanding around the table - a shared truth, if you will. This shared 
understanding unifies the stakeholders and helps to build ecodesign community. 

9. Help others to acquire the skills they need to contribute more effectively to 
ecodesign. Any designer who has worked in a team context has experienced the ease of 
learning new skills from a team-member sitting beside them. This builds confidence, 
capacity, and commitment… contributing to the energy of the team. The potential exists 
to include a variety of stakeholders in this type of activity, thus building their capacity and 
commitment as well. Community can be enhanced by leveraging the capacity of the 
individual members, and commitment to ecodesign can be strengthened when individuals 
feel capable of making a contribution. 

 
The last point suggests sharing experiences and insights with the wider community. The following 
examples are intended to help the diverse members of the design community grow and foster 
new connections and collaborations.  
 
Project example –an educational project as community-building and outreach 
 
Students at Emily Carr University worked with children from a local primary school to design 
community-based alternatives to toy consumption.  The project community included primary 
school teachers and administrators, children and parents. 
 
 

    1 

The design students developed story-telling boards, games, visual questionnaires, and activity 
cards, to help bond the teams and facilitate the co-creation capacity of the children.  
 



Project results ranged from paper toys (to replace the disposable plastic toys often used for party 
favors), toy repair kits and connectors, a roving toy lending library, and a complete program for 
recycling and rehabilitating fashion dolls through doll “spas”.  
 

   2                                                        

The project culminated in an open house for the parents in which all of the projects were 
discussed and received with great enthusiasm. Parents welcomed conversation about 
consumption and eco-design, and felt that this was a learning experience for them as well as their 
children. 
 
Project example –a design studio project as business community outreach 
 
An effective way to engage members of the business community is to include ecodesign 
objectives into a given project. At Southern Illinois University Carbondale, each semester design 
students at the junior or senior studio levels participate in a corporate sponsored project.  As part 
of the process, the design faculty member makes certain that the experience and learning 
objectives include ecodesign opportunities. 
 
This project was with Whitney Design (now Household Essentials) in St. Louis.  A junior studio 
class was tasked with updating the firms ‘Butterfly Dryer’; a storable, air clothes dryers. While 
already a relatively environmentally benign product, the company had no means to understand 
the environmental footprint of their actual product and packaging. For this project the student 
team incorporated the Okala single figure LCA assessment method by first creating a reference 
LCA using the current product, and then by developing a comparable LCA for their new concepts. 
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For the client, the project brought a new level of understanding about the full environmental 
performance of a given product over its life time use. This helped the company begin to think 
more comprehensively about all of their product and packaging designs and the roles of 
numerous manufacturing and supply partners as well. The firms marketing, management, design, 
and financial team members participated in the project orientation and presentation process. Full 
team participation added to the ecodesign dialogue and comprehension for both client and 
students.  The client understood and incorporated the new LCA information presented by each 
student. They also were empowered to continue this work after the duration of the project.  
 



 
Conclusion 
 
 “We don't need to convince large numbers of people to change; instead, we need to connect with 
kindred spirits.  Through these relationships, we will develop the new knowledge, practices, 
courage, and commitment that lead to broad-based change.” – Wheatley 
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The ecodesign education communities in the US and around the globe have come a long way 
since the days of Bucky Fuller and Victor Papanek.  A wide range of local, regional, and online 
communities have grown up around the precepts of reducing environmental impacts through the 
use of ecodesign strategies and methods. The amount of content and dialogue committed to this 
topic has exploded. Yet many feel overwhelmed and hesitant to fully commit to creating a vibrant, 
connected ecodesign community. But without action, the design community is at risk of being left 
behind.  
  
It is easy to cite a growing list of government and agency regulations forcing many companies 
who do business worldwide to change product and packaging content to reduce environmental 
impacts.  There are also an expanding number of corporations committed to developing their 
products and services using sustainable methods and new commercial consortiums dedicated to 
greening their industries. LCA and life cycle thinking is emerging as the de facto means for 
gauging environmental performance for a company, product, package, or service. Consumers are 
being inundated with an array of green marketing messages. These and other factors are rapidly 
changing to the business landscape and the design profession. 
  
Communication, collaboration, and community-building skills are fundamental design skills, so 
designers must leverage these skills to optimize our role in a rapidly changing global society. We 
believe the principles and examples outlined in this paper can serve as a partial roadmap to 
action for the design education community. We possess the capability to craft a course of 
community action that serves our students, our clients and our planet. 
  
The Okala Team   
 
 

 * Definitions: Ecodesign and sustainable design. Ecodesign refers to both environmental and 

financial viability. Because ecodesign is complex, it also includes many aspects of innovation that 

may engender behavior change and affect larger systems. Ecodesign does not comprehensively 

encompass social equity issues. Sustainable design attempts to improve and balance the 

imperatives of environmental health, economic viability and social equity. 
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