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Abstract
This research examines the emerging role of sustainable graphic designer. A current gap
exists between a small group of highly-motivated sustainable graphic designers and the
rest of the industry. The purpose of this study is to identify demand for sustainable
graphic design and to understand how prepared graphic designers are to meet this
demand. A variety of research methods are used, including job searches, surveys, and
interviews. General survey results show a reported increase in the practice of
sustainable graphic design, yet few of these designers understand how to practice it.
Interviews find that leading sustainable design practitioners are establishing best
practices and defining their own roles while they wait for the rest of the industry to
catch up. This foundational research suggests that sustainable graphic design is still in
the early adoption phase and makes recommendations on next steps to define and build
consensus around the practice of sustainable graphic design.

Keywords: Sustainability, Graphic design, Design education, Demand, Best practices,
Sustainable graphic designer, Systems thinking
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Introduction
The role of graphic designers is shifting. No longer seen solely as the producers of
aesthetic “things,” graphic designers are being valued for their problem-solving skills
and ability to help businesses and organizations strategize. In addition, both designers
and the clients they serve are increasingly expected to consider issues of sustainability
and take responsibility for the impacts of the products and systems they create.
However, graphic designers who lack formal training in sustainable design thinking and
methodologies are unprepared to take on this sustainable design challenge. To prepare
graphic designers to make this transition, emerging sustainable design roles and
practices need to be identified and defined.

Background
Defining sustainability
Over the past few decades, the term sustainability has been coopted by a myriad of
ecological and social ideas, economic activities, and even as a way of living. Such broad
use of the word can lead to ambiguity and confusion. A quick review of sustainability
models will set the stage for further discussion on the role graphic designers can play in
sustainability.
Visual sustainability models
Contemporary sustainability models tend to focus on three dimensions of sustainability:
society, the economy, and the environment. This is often referred to in business as the
Triple Bottom Line, a concept popularized by John Elkington in his 1997 book
Cannibals with Forks: The Triple Bottom Line of 21st Century. Also known as the Three
Es—Equity, Economy, Ecology (Edwards 20), this model of sustainability is most often
represented visually in the form of a Venn diagram (see Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1. Venn diagram of sustainability.

Another model of sustainability is that of three concentric circles that depict the
economy as a subsystem of human society, and society as a subsystem of the natural
environment (see Fig. 2). This is an arguably better interpretation of sustainability as it
acknowledges the interdependence of these systems and the very real limits of our
natural resources. It acts as a reminder that society can never be larger than what the
earth, or biosphere, can support (Chick and Micklethwaite 82).

Fig. 2. Concentric circle diagram of sustainability.

The Living Principles for Design framework adds a fourth dimension to sustainability:
culture—representing the values, beliefs, and actions of the people living within a
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society (“Framework Introduction”). The inclusion of culture recognizes the impacts that
peoples’ lifestyle aspirations and consumption patterns can have on sustainability
(“Roadmap”). Originally conceived through AIGA—the professional association for
design—The Living Principles for Design framework was developed with graphic
designers in mind and acknowledges the important role they play in creating positive
cultural change (“Press Kit”) through their ability to influence people’s behaviors.

Fig. 3. The Living Principles framework (Framework Introduction). Used with permission under
the Creative Commons license CC BY-NC-SA 3.0.

For the purpose of this paper, the term sustainability will be defined as:
Striving to meet the needs of people, culture, and business today in a way that restores
the planet and does not compromise our ability to meet the needs of future generations.1

This definition adapts the Brundtland Report definition for sustainable development
(Brundtland) to include the four streams of sustainability from The Living Principles framework.
It stresses the importance of restoring the environment, not just limiting our impacts.
1
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Defining sustainable design
Good design by definition should be sustainable. Making responsible choices can easily
be added as just one more criteria of good design, along with form, function, color, and
typography (Gerber 22). In Design for Sustainable Change, authors Chick and
Micklethwaite write:
Sustainability should not be just an add-on to the design that we do; it must be
integral to that design, and define that design in terms of its goals and ambitions.
Rather than thinking of sustainability as sitting within design, we must think of
design as sitting within sustainability. Sustainability must define our world view,
and everything we design should contribute to delivering that sustainable world
view. (117)
At the same time, Chick and Micklethwaite recognize that most mainstream design is
currently unsustainable and argue that special terminology is useful to remind
designers of how they should be designing. “When all design is sustainable,” they write,
“then we no longer need to use the language of sustainable design” (116).
As all design is not yet sustainable, all subsequent uses of the term sustainable design
will be defined as a process or type of design that strives to diminish negative impacts
and optimize positive impacts across the Living Principles’ four streams of sustainability:
society, environment, economy, and culture.

Graphic design through a sustainability lens
As the language, methods, and practice of sustainable graphic design evolve, what
constitutes sustainable graphic design becomes less clear. Looking at graphic design
through the various lenses of sustainability can help guide what this might mean in
practice.
A single-focused approach
Contemporary understanding of sustainability has deep roots in environmentalism
(Edwards, ch. 1). A prime example is Rachel Carson’s 1962 book Silent Spring, which
first brought to light the devastating effects of man-made chemicals on the environment.
Not surprisingly, then, environmental impacts, such as printing and paper waste, are
the first thing to come to mind when trying to apply sustainability concepts to the
graphic design process. Some commonly applied solutions to these environmental
impacts include the use of recycled paper and vegetable-based inks, and creating digital
PDFs instead of printed materials.
Design focused on environmental impacts is commonly referred to as eco-design. From
my professional experience, I often see the practice of “eco-design” as a starting place for
graphic designers as it is easy to understand, tangible, and within their control. The
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limitation of this design approach is that it often does not consider larger, system-wide
impacts. For example, a graphic designer may focus efforts on “greening” a client’s
packaging by switching from a petroleum-based plastic to bamboo. The designer can
now claim the package is made from a renewable resource, yet overall sustainability
may be worse. The bamboo packaging may be bulkier and heavier than the plastic,
causing an increase in CO2 emissions during transport, or perhaps the source of the
bamboo is supporting unsustainable land use or unfair wage practices. By focusing only
on one environmental aspect of a design, other important environmental or social
elements of sustainability may be overlooked.
The same is true for social or human-centered design approaches. A graphic designer
applying a single-focused, human-centered design approach to a product, service, or
web design may achieve great usability and functionality without any regard or
consideration for environmental sustainability. This approach also does not address a
graphic designer’s role in specifying socially responsible sources, such as to avoid child
labor, or in choosing to work with local vendors to support the local economy. Humancentered design models, used by such organizations as IDEO and such projects as
Design for the Other 90%, focus on social innovation to help disadvantaged people.
These models start to address issues of sustainability by equating human-centered
design with equality and human rights. However, if designers are too focused on the
immediate human condition without looking at the big picture, unexpected
consequences can occur. For example, TOMS Shoes—a buy-one-give-one model—was
criticized recently for “dumping” shoes into local economies and ruining any local
industry that may have existed prior to receiving these free shoes (Costello). Giving away
free shoes may help with some immediate societal need but it undermines the ability of
the community to sustain itself in the future.
Full sustainability view
A full understanding of sustainability brings the entire system into focus. Rather than
looking at only environmental attributes or social issues, the sustainable graphic
designer looks at the whole life cycle of a design—materials, manufacturing,
distribution, use, and end-of-life scenarios. A sustainable graphic designer also
considers key stakeholders and their needs, and may look for ways to change patterns
of behaviors or mindsets. All parts of a system and their relationship, influence, or
impact on each other are taken into account. While a particular project may require a
designer to heavily focus on one or two areas of sustainability, a truly sustainable
design process considers all the elements of sustainability along the way.

Defining sustainable graphic design
Graphic design has been defined as an interdisciplinary profession that “combines
visual sensitivity with skill and knowledge in areas of communications, technology and
business” (“By-law” 3). Graphic designers use visual elements—typography, images,
colors, and space—to convey ideas through a variety of communication tools (“What is
9

Graphic Design?”). Today’s graphic design professional may specialize in any number of
communications areas, including print, websites, social media, video, signage, exhibits,
and user experience.
Sustainable graphic design is the application of sustainability principles to the field of
graphic design. A sustainable graphic designer would use strategies, processes, and
materials that respect the four elements of sustainability: society, environment,
economy, and culture. In actual application to communication projects, this may
include looking at material life cycles and supply chains for environmental, social, and
economic concerns; assessing the true needs of an intended audience through a
human-centered design approach; translating design solutions into real economic value
for stakeholders; and creating truthful and persuasive messaging that empowers others
to take sustainable action. Sustainable graphic design should both walk and talk the
values of sustainability.

Current thinking and trends around sustainability
in the graphic design profession
A review of recent literature shows a large number of articles, books, blogs, and
websites dedicated to the topic of sustainable graphic design. AIGA—the largest
community of graphic designers in the United States (“About AIGA”)—recently published
an article series entitled “Designer of 2015.” This was the result of several years of
research conducted by AIGA and Adobe Systems, Inc. that looked at new developments
in business and the graphic design industry, and attempted to define the skills and
roles that will be expected of graphic designers in the future (“Defining the Designer of
2015”). In the online article “Designer of 2015 Trends,” AIGA acknowledges the shift
towards more sustainable design practices, including the need for understanding
systems thinking and human-centered design approaches, and calls upon designers to
“assume a leadership role in proposing responsible uses of resources” (par. 13).
In the past five years, many leading graphic design and communication organizations
have realized the importance of sustainable design. In October 2013, the International
Council of Communication Design (Icograda)2 updated its definition of the graphic
design profession to say that a designer must “understand the cultural, ethical, social,
economic and ecological impact of their endeavors and their ultimate responsibility
towards people and the planet across both commercial and non-commercial spheres”
(“Defining the Profession” par. 2). In 2009, the Society of Graphic Designers of Canada
(GDC)—Canada’s first, and only, certification mark for graphic and communication
designers—adopted Sustainability Values and Principles as part of its core certification
by which all members should adhere (“About Sustainability”).

Icograda is a global network of over 200 professional communication design organizations in 67
countries and regions around the world (“About Icograda”).
2
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A desire by graphic designers to put ethical ideals into practice
In recent years, graphic design organizations, like AIGA, have seen an increase in
activities around sustainability and social-good projects. The Living Principles for
Design was launched in 2009 (“The Living Principles for Design”) and Design for Good,
which provides opportunities for designer to work on social impact projects, launched a
few years later (“Design for Good”). There has also been quick growth and popularity of
the non-profit organization EPIC (Engaging Philanthropy, Inspiring Creatives). EPIC
provides an opportunity for designers to collaborate on a social-good project for eight,
intense weeks (“For Creatives”). This increase in activities around sustainability and
social good seems to suggest that designers are looking for ways make a positive impact
on society and the earth, and to do design work that encapsulates their ideals.
The power and responsibility of graphic designers
An internal industry debate continues over how much influence graphic designers really
have in affecting sustainability. One camp of thought is that the role of designer carries
an innate power and responsibility with it, and that best practices need to be developed
to assure responsible design. In Do Good Design, author David Berman writes that
designers should identify their sphere of influence and “then embrace the responsibility
that accompanies that power to help repair the world” (2). In a 2014 article “Designers
Can Save the Planet,” Ellen McMahon writes, “We need to shift how we educate
designers so they don’t think of themselves as artists for hire but as informed and
empowered creative forces working for the greater good” (par. 10). Likewise, Cheryl
Heller, in “The Studio is the World: Educating Tomorrow’s Designers,” writes how her
view of design has transitioned from the “creation of things to the creation of change”
(par. 3). Heller goes on to discuss the role of designer in ultimately changing human
behavior. Berman, Heller, and McMahon are just a few of the many examples of
designers embracing the responsibility of sustainability.
At the same time, many graphic designers feel powerless because they do not often have
the ear of leadership or the people who are setting priorities and making decisions that
impact the design process, such as specified goals, preferred vendors, and budgets.
Graphic designers may also lack access to key stakeholders who hold important bits of
information that inform the sustainable design process, such as distributors or
procurement. One way to let designers flex their design power would be to get them
involved earlier on in the process, where they could ask necessary questions, talk to
clients about sustainability, and write sustainable goals into the design brief (Sherwin).
More research needs to be done to understand possible models and practices that
would allow graphic designers to have more influence in sustainable outcomes.

Sustainability in graphic design education
As with preceding major shifts in the graphic design profession—notably the
introduction of web design two decades ago and the more recent inclusion of user
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experience (UX) design—the education system is slower to respond to changing
demands. As such, sustainability is largely absent in today’s graphic design curricula.
However, some schools are starting to address issues of sustainability by offering single
sustainable design courses. Examples include the University of Tampa and Maryland
Institute College of Art, which offer a single sustainable design course within their
graphic design programs. Graphic designers serious about sustainability will have to go
for a master’s degree available at only at a handful of universities (Stewart, “Sustainable
Design Degree Alternatives”). Consensus on sustainable design curricula, approaches,
skills, and strategies has yet to be reached.

Current sustainability trends in business
A number of reports in recent years continue to find corporate sustainability on the rise.
A 2014 report by the CDP—an international non-profit housing the largest global
collection of self-reported climate change, water and forest-risk data (“About Us”)—offers
real evidence linking company sustainability performance to the bottom line.
Specifically, the “Climate Action and Profitability” report showed that companies actively
planning and managing climate-change risks showed return on investment to be 18%
higher than lower-scoring peers, and 67% higher than companies not reporting climate
change data at all (Fox 4). Another recent report, surveying 3,344 executives from
around the world, showed a shift in the top reason organizations address sustainability.
After years of executives citing “reputation” as their top reason, the 2014 survey showed
that a majority of these executives (43%) now see sustainability as aligning with their
overall business goals, mission, or values (Bonini and Bove). This is a clear indication
that sustainability is becoming entrenched in business.
What does this mean for graphic designers? As companies continue to invest in
sustainability and make it a fundamental part of their business, graphic designers will
need to be able to support these business goals through sustainable design production
and service offerings. Graphic designers will also need to understand and communicate
sustainability efforts to company shareholders and consumers. The importance of
sustainable brand communications is exemplified in a 2012 study by Brandlogic,
measuring real versus perceived sustainability performance of the100 most prominent
brands (Bridwell and Cerruti). Between 2011 and 2012, the study showed that real
sustainability performance rose for a majority of companies, yet perceived sustainability
performance dropped (3). This suggests a missed opportunity on the part of brands to
communicate their sustainability efforts and influence consumer decisions (1).
Overall, these reports show that practicing the Triple Bottom Line and taking the time to
analyze, find, and improve upon issues of sustainability in business, leads to bettermanaged and more successful companies. So too, graphic designers who take the time
to think through the whole system and address issues of sustainability can bring added
value to business.
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Need for research
Though businesses appear to be taking sustainability more seriously every day and
more graphic designers than ever feel the pressure to address issues of sustainability,
very few graphic designers are practicing sustainable design. This research will attempt
to understand possible reasons behind this slow response and to find out how
pioneering sustainable graphic designers are using their skills to deliver value to
business. Other questions that need to be considered include: Who is asking for
sustainable graphic design and why? What challenges are sustainable graphic designers
facing and where are they finding success? What are some best practices for sustainable
graphic design that can inform future design education?
To help advance the sustainability conversation in the graphic design field, this thesis
project provides research data and case studies from currently practicing sustainable
graphic designers.

Thesis Summary
Thesis Statement
The intent of this thesis is to understand the current demand for sustainable graphic
design in the marketplace and to illustrate how graphic designers are responding to this
demand, including the challenges they face, common practices, and the value they
provide to clients. This research study also examines how graphic designers perceive
their roles and sphere of influence in sustainability. Professional graphic design
organizations and design educators will find this foundational research useful in
identifying gaps between marketplace demands for sustainability and the current
training of graphic designers.
This paper serves as a narrative of my research objectives, processes, and findings,
along with questions the industry may need to address and my recommendations on
possible next steps for creating sustainability standards within the graphic design
profession and undergraduate graphic design curriculum.

Project Scope and Research Objectives
Research for this project heavily depended upon information voluntarily given by
participating graphic designers who perceived themselves as practicing sustainable
design. A 30-question survey was distributed online through various sustainable
graphic design groups and networks, and interviews were conducted with a variety of
sustainable graphic designers and educators. Research revolved around three major
objectives:
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Objective 1:

To determine the current demands for sustainability within the graphic
design field and identify any existing trends.

Objective 2:

To gauge current levels of sustainability understanding among graphic
designers who say they are practicing sustainable design.

Objective 3:

To understand how graphic designers perceive their roles in sustainability
and apply sustainability to their practice.

To establish current demands for sustainability in the graphic design profession,
hundreds of job descriptions related to graphic design were reviewed over the course of
6 months. Surveys sent to designers asked where they perceived demand for
sustainability to be coming from, what was driving the demand, and what (if any)
sustainable outcomes were expected of them.
To gauge the current level of sustainability understanding by designers who say they
are practicing sustainable design, designers were asked on the survey to rate how
familiar they were with certain sustainability concepts and terms.
To understand how graphic designers perceive their roles in sustainability and apply
sustainability to their practice, they were asked survey and interview questions about
their ability to influence sustainable outcomes. They were also asked to talk about their
sustainable design processes, challenges, and successes.

Methodology
Review of recent employment opportunities
A review of job postings was conducted to help understand the demand for
sustainability within the graphic design field. In order to obtain a sufficient sampling
and representation of the market, some of the largest and most popular online job
search engines were used: CareerBuilder, Glassdoor, Indeed, LinkedIn, Monster, and
Simply Hired. An equal number of “green job” search engines were used to determine if
demand for sustainable graphic design was different in specialized “green markets”
versus mainstream markets. The following green job sites were used: B Corp3, GreenBiz,
Great Green Careers, Green Dream Jobs, The Green Job Bank, and GoodWork.
Data was collected from March 16, 2014 to September 6, 2014. In all, sites were
checked a total of five times with spacing between searches ranging a few weeks to a few
months. Searches of mainstream and green job sites were always done within a day or

The B Corp job board was only included in the last two searches after International Society of
Sustainable Professionals failed to produce any results for graphic design jobs.
3
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two of each other to ensure that one group of sites was not being searched more often or
at a different pace. The length of time spent searching any one site depended upon the
flexibility and accuracy of filters, and the number of search results generated. Search
words included: graphic design, graphic designer, sustainability, and communications.
Using the word sustain, sustainable, or sustainability did not seem to matter as most
search engines accounted for this variation on the word. Whenever possible more
narrow restraints were tried first, such as the keyword sustainability plus graphic
designer in the job title. If that yielded little to no results, search parameters were
broadened to include any mention of sustainable and graphic design, or even the terms
sustainable and communications, in order to find jobs that might require graphic design
skills but not be classified as graphic design jobs. These broader parameters would
sometimes yield hundreds of results and were much harder to find relevant job
descriptions.
Search results from mainstream job sites had to meet the following criteria in order to
make the final list:
1. Graphic design tasks (including web and app design, UX design, sign design, and
packaging design) had to be a key part of day-to-day responsibilities; or previous
graphic design experience was required; or a graphic design degree was required.
2. The description had to make some request of the applicant to have knowledge or
interest in sustainability or to be passionate about that company’s specific
sustainable mission, such as having a passion to promote clean, renewable
energy.
Also included in the final list were jobs posted by companies with a clear mission and
model of sustainability but that made no specific request of the applicant to have
knowledge or interest in sustainability. The significance of this is considered in the
Findings section.
This method of data collection presented some limitations. First, job descriptions only
provided a very high-level snapshot of the market at a moment in time. Second, this list
may be missing many internally or locally posted jobs. Finally, job descriptions are not a
true reflection of all the responsibilities or expectations of a position, nor do they reflect
how roles may evolve over time to include new responsibilities and expectations around
sustainability.

Surveys with graphic designers
An online survey was created to better understand the realities and perceptions of
sustainable graphic designers who are practicing in the workplace. Because designers
may define sustainable design in very different ways, the questions also attempted to
capture the level of sustainability knowledge and confidence of the graphic designers
taking the survey.
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Survey participants were self-identified sustainable graphic designers because no official
job role or certification for sustainable graphic designers exists. To reach these
designers, a news article was posted with a link to the survey on a few sustainabledesign-focused websites, including The Living Principles for Design website and the
MCAD Sustainable Design blog site (see Appendix for full blog post). An attempt to get
the story featured on the Sustainable Brands website was unsuccessful. The survey was
also promoted through the O2 Network, AIGA’s Living Principles and Design for Good
listservs, and through the National Sustainability Committee of the Society of Graphic
Designers of Canada (GDC). Personal emails with a link to the survey were sent to
graduates of the MA in Sustainable Design program at MCAD and to influential
sustainable graphic designers like Brian Dougherty of Celery Design; Eric Benson,
creator of re-nourish.com; and Naomi Pearson, a sustainable graphic designer and
strategy consultant. These designers were also asked to pass along the survey to their
own networks of sustainable graphic designers. Personal emails were also sent to inhouse marketing and design teams at large companies with known sustainability goals
or efforts, including Starbuck’s, Seventh Generation, Aveda, Nike, and Walmart. It was
made clear to designers at these companies that all information collected would be
anonymous unless they chose to share more information.
The survey was created using Qualtrics, an online survey software tool. Qualtrics was
selected for its ease of set up and distribution, large selection of question formats, and
various reporting tools. It was also important that the survey interface for participants
was simple, clean, professional looking, and easy to navigate to encourage participants
to follow through and complete the survey.
The online survey remained open for 6 weeks. Surveys were completed by 63 designers.
Participants were allowed to complete the survey in multiple sessions but after 3 days
any partially completed surveys would be closed and any answers logged. The thinking
was that it was a short survey and most people would finish within 15 minutes. If they
did not come back within 3 days they were not likely to finish. Because participants
were self-administering the survey, there was no way to send reminders to them to
complete the survey.
A total of 30 questions were asked on the survey (see Appendix for full survey). Basic
demographic information was collected, including job title, design specialty, years of
experience, education, age, and location. Other questions gauged the demand for
sustainability in the workplace, the knowledge and comfort level of the designer in
applying sustainability to their work, and the designer’s sphere of influence in
sustainable outcomes.
The format of most questions was kept to multiple-choice in order to gain more
quantifiable results. Some questions were set to a forced or mandatory response,
requiring the participant to answer the question before moving on. Mandatory questions
were limited to certain information that was deemed most important to collect. This was
done as a best practice to avoid frustrating participants and encourage them to
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complete as much of the survey as possible. Half of the questions on the survey were
mandatory and included main job role, design areas of practice, education and
sustainability training, number of years practicing graphic design and sustainable
graphic design, and various questions regarding sustainability job expectations and
perceived demands for sustainable graphic design. Non-mandatory questions included
ones that had qualifiers, such as “if you present sustainable design solutions to clients
not asking for them….” Therefore, designers would not have answered this question if
they do not present sustainable design solutions to clients who are not asking for it.
Other non-mandatory questions included ones with opinion-focused, written answers,
such as “In your opinion, how or where can graphic designers most influence
sustainability?”
One limitation of the survey distribution methods was the inability to reach larger
numbers of sustainable graphic designers. As mentioned earlier, sustainable graphic
designers were self-identified because no official job role or certification for sustainable
graphic designers exists. This made it difficult to know how well the final survey data
represented practicing sustainable graphic designers. This data can be used as a
benchmark for further study.

Interviews with graphic designers
Interviews were conducted with graphic designers practicing sustainability in a variety
of ways in order to gain a deeper understanding of individual roles and practices.
Interviews also allowed for more nuanced conversations about designers’ interpretations
of sustainable graphic design and their perceived roles in sustainability.
Interviewees were selected in two ways. The first was an open invitation at the end of the
survey to participate in follow-up questions. Each week, designers who selected this
option and provided additional contact information were sent a personalized email
inviting them to schedule an interview time. This method provided opportunity to talk
with a diverse group of graphic designers. The second method involved sending a
personal invitation to a select group of sustainable graphic designers and educators
asking them to participate in this research. The selection of this group was based on
initial research and personal network connections. Most of the individual graphic
designers and design companies were selected for being well-known or respected leaders
of sustainable graphic design. A few were selected because of their seemingly
sustainable practices, explorations, and interesting models of working, even though they
didn’t explicitly claim to be doing sustainable graphic design. Several additional
interviews resulted from email introductions by graphic designers from the initial group.
Emails were sent to many in-house marketing and design teams at large companies
with known sustainability goals or efforts, including Starbuck’s, Seventh Generation,
Aveda, Nike, Herman Miller, Walmart, Target, Chipotle, and Whole Foods. Some of these
emails were sent on my behalf by other designers who had a potential connection with
someone on the selected company’s marketing or packaging team. Other emails were
17

considered “cold calls” to designers and creative directors at these companies when an
email address could be found. No responses were received from any of these companies,
limiting the pool of interviewees. Possible reasons for this could be that graphic
designers at these companies lacked the time to participate in an interview or felt it was
of little value for their time. Other reasons could be the inability to reach the right
person within the company or concern over confidentiality.
Interviews took place over the phone, video chat, or in person. All persons interviewed
were asked permission to record the conversation for reference purposes, and all agreed.
Interviews usually started with an introduction about the purpose of the research; then
participants were asked to talk about their personal path to sustainability. This helped
to set a conversational tone and to better understand participants’ educational and
career background before launching into deeper questions. Interviews were expected to
last one hour. If an interview ran long, the interviewee was respectfully asked if the
conversation could continue and given a sense of what remained in the interview.
A set of interview questions was scripted and further refined after the first few
interviews to a final set of twelve questions. A few of these twelve questions were
optional depending upon the situation. For example, one question was specifically for
in-house graphic designers, asking them how their role contributed to larger company
sustainability efforts. The interview questions were meant to guide the interview process
and provide reference points for collecting specific information. However, conversations
were allowed to flow organically and follow the pace of the interviewee.

General limits on research
Research for this project focused on graphic designers who were already practicing
sustainable graphic design in order to better understand their knowledge, perceptions,
and roles in delivering sustainable graphic design solutions to businesses. Graphic
designers not practicing sustainable graphic design were intentionally excluded from
this research as the intent was to determine a baseline understanding of the skills
employed by sustainable graphic designers. Other design fields, including product
design, interior design, and architecture, were also excluded in order to focus on the
emerging practice of sustainable graphic design. Though a few sustainable graphic
design educators were included in the interview process, any in-depth research into
sustainable design curricula was determined to be outside the scope of this project.
Other potentially important stakeholders mentioned in this research, such as business
clients of sustainable graphic designers, hiring managers, and leaders of various
graphic design organizations, were also determined to be outside the scope of this
project.
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Findings
Analysis of recent employment opportunities
A review of recent employment opportunities in the graphic design field found very few
jobs mentioning sustainability. The few that were identified proved difficult to find
because of poor filtering options by some sites, and because search parameters often
had to be widened to find these rare and elusive jobs. In roughly one-third of the
returned search results, the word sustainability was used vaguely to describe the
company posting the job and had no bearing on expectations for the applicant. An
example might be something like “our company is committed to providing quality, value,
sustainability, and safety.” Other times descriptions with phrases like “sustained
growth” were returned in the search results. This meant having to sift through many job
posts that were not applicable to this research. In total, 124 job descriptions made the
final list with 58 coming from regular job sites and 66 coming from green job sites.
The final list was divided into three sub-categories based on the type of sustainability
knowledge or experience asked for in the job descriptions. Due to the vague nature of
many of these descriptions, some subjectivity was involved in classification. A best effort
was made to classify sustainability job specifications by the following parameters:





A desire for candidates to have a general interest in sustainability or passion for
the company’s sustainable mission or goals.
A request for candidates to have a basic understanding of sustainability
concepts, and/or implied that some sustainable knowledge or solutions would be
asked of this job (but no specific requirement was given).
A preference or requirement for candidates to understand sustainability at a
deeper level, or the need to apply specific sustainability knowledge or experience
to the job.

For simplicity, call these job classifications:
Do Good, Feel Good
Sustainability Basics
Serious about Sustainability
Most job descriptions fell in the Do Good, Feel Good category. Any request for
sustainability knowledge was superficial. The tone of the description was often about
the company’s sustainability mission or goals and the desire to have applicants who
share the same values and mindset.
The second highest number of descriptions fell in the Sustainability Basics category.
Many of these job descriptions literally called for a “basic understanding of
sustainability.” The obvious problem is that this is open to wide interpretation. Other
descriptions wanted the applicant to have sustainability knowledge specific to the
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industry in which they would be working, such as “familiarity with corporate
sustainability,” or knowledge of sustainable food and agriculture policy, or issues of
waste. However, these descriptions were still vague and were not a job requirement.
The Serious about Sustainability category represented the smallest segment of job
descriptions. These jobs required some level of sustainability expertise to be applied on
the job. A few examples include:




“Advocate, drive, and execute environmentally sustainable and low-impact design
solutions” (“Graphic Designer – Freelance” par. 2).
“Knowledge of environmentally sound design and printing techniques”
(“Graphic Designer” par. 2).
“Materials sourcing for innovation and sustainability, e.g., paper stock”
(“Graphic Designer / Art Director” par. 2).

These examples are very few, especially for traditional graphic design roles. Many of the
jobs requiring higher sustainability expertise were advanced graphic design positions,
such as creative director, or were more sustainable-communications-based positions
that still required some experience in graphic design.
A number of job descriptions from very sustainable companies, such as Organic Valley,
Whole Foods, the Sierra Club, and Earthwatch Institute, made no mention of
sustainable knowledge in the job requirements—not even a Do Good, Feel Good
statement. This was far more prevalent in the search results from green job sites. In fact
a majority of the results from these sites had no sustainability-specific job
requirements. Potentially, these companies expect that anyone looking for jobs on green
job sites will already have the mindset and values they desire, and instead focus on
getting top-notch talent. Perhaps they believe graphic designers do not need specific
knowledge about sustainability to be effective at communicating their company’s brand.
More research would have to be done on how companies post their job descriptions and
their perceptions of sustainable graphic design.

Survey results
A total of 63 surveys were satisfactorily completed. Another nine surveys were started
but did not get past basic demographic questions; these were considered invalid and
deleted from the study.
Another ten participants filled in zero for the number of years practicing sustainable
graphic design. Five of these also selected no training. However, in digging deeper, many
of these graphic designers still reported client demand for sustainability or stated they
occasionally considered sustainable materials, vendors, and methods. A few even
reported high expectation to practice sustainable graphic design, yet they did not
consider themselves to be sustainable graphic designers. The survey data collected
cannot reveal why these participants did not consider themselves to be practicing
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sustainable graphic design. Without an industry-wide definition for sustainable graphic
design, the practice of it is largely open to interpretation.
Quick demographics of survey participants
Location:
 51 (81%) were from the United States
 5 United Kingdom
 4 Canada
 1 Australia
 1 Mexico
 1 Italy
Ages of participants were well dispersed:
 16% age 18-24
 33% age 25-34
 25% age 35-44
 16% age 40-54
 10% age 55-64
Type of organizational structure in which work:
 26 (41%) freelance or self-employed
 18 (29%) design studio or some type of agency
 14 (22%) in-house design team
 5 (8%) other
Design areas or specialties:
(Designers were allowed to select up to 5 design areas or specialties that reflected the
work they do. The top six are listed below. A full list can be found in the Appendix.)
 Print design (75%)
 Identity and branding (63%)
 Web and digital design (38%)
 Marketing and advertising (33%)
 Packaging (30%)
 Strategy and planning (29%)
Years practicing in graphic design:
 Range was 1 to 45 years
 Average length in practice was 13.6 years
Years practicing sustainable graphic design:
 Range was 0 to 30 years
 Average years in practice (including zero years) was 5.7 years
 Average years in practice (excluding zero years) was 6.9 years
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Important survey findings

Fig. 4. This graph represents surveyed individuals and the number of years practicing
sustainable and regular graphic design.

The chart above shows 53 individual graphic designers surveyed who stated they had
been practicing sustainable graphic design for at least one year. The years practicing
sustainable graphic design (blue) added to the years practicing traditional graphic
design (red) equal the total number of years any one designer has been practicing. When
sorted lowest to highest by the number of years practicing sustainable graphic design,
the graph reveals an important trend and recent increase in the practice of sustainable
graphic design.
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Fig. 5. This graph highlights that a majority of surveyed graphic designers have been practicing
sustainable graphic design for five years or less.

56% of the surveyed graphic designers reported practicing sustainable graphic design
for 5 years or less, regardless of how many total years they had been in practice. This
recent increase in the practice of sustainable graphic design suggests that sustainability
is finally taking root in the graphic design field. Furthermore, the data show that this
trend is occurring among new and veteran graphic designers alike, suggesting that
designers at any stage in their career are finding some need, demand, or added value in
practicing sustainable graphic design. In addition, 80% of these graphic designers have
been practicing sustainable graphic design for less than 10 years, further indicating
that this is a relatively new practice.
Where is demand for sustainable graphic design coming from?
Overall, 68% of graphic designers surveyed felt that demand for sustainability was being
self-driven. Half of the graphic designers surveyed estimated that only 20% or less of
their internal or external clients were actually asking for sustainable design solutions
(see Fig. 6.) It appears that these sustainable-focused graphic designers are not waiting
for clients to demand sustainability, but instead are trying to establish their own best
practices. These graphic designers reported that, if they offered up sustainable graphic
design solutions, clients not asking for sustainable design were still generally receptive
to the ideas. In fact, 50% of graphic designers surveyed said clients were frequently or
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most always receptive to unsolicited sustainable design solutions. Another 38% said
clients were occasionally receptive, with only 12% saying clients were rarely receptive
(see Fig. 7). This is significant because it indicates businesses are open to ideas about
sustainability and that graphic designers can find influence in articulating the value of
sustainable design practices to businesses.
Where do you feel the greatest demand for sustainability is coming from in your job or company?

Fig. 6. Where survey participants are seeing demand for sustainability.

If you present sustainable design solutions to clients not asking for them, how receptive are they generally to
these ideas?

Fig. 7. Percentage of survey participants reporting on the receptiveness of non-sustainablefocused clients when presenting sustainable design solutions.
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Graphic designers were also asked to select one primary reason why their clients agree
to implement sustainable design solutions. In talking with some graphic designers
afterwards, they felt this question was difficult to answer and that it really depended on
the client and the project. Some designers felt it was always a combination of factors. In
hindsight, a ranking of the top three may have been a better indicator of reasons driving
clients to implement sustainable graphic design solutions. As the data stand, “doing the
right thing” topped the list, followed by saving money and reputation (see Fig. 8). Doing
the right thing is closely tied into a company’s reputation and speaks to the growing
need for sustainable communications and practices in today’s business world.
If clients agree to implement sustainable design solutions, what is the primary reason?

Fig. 8. Reasons for clients implementing sustainable design solutions (ranked by percentage of
survey participants reporting).

An in-depth look at demand for sustainable graphic design
Surveys provided a second method for understanding the demand for sustainability
within the graphic design field. To this end, graphic designers were asked questions
such as:
Where do you feel the greatest demand for sustainability is coming from in your job
or company?
What percentage of your clients (internal or external) is asking for sustainable
design solutions?
To what degree is sustainability expected as part of your design work outcomes?
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Freelance/self-employed graphic designers:
In looking at the data provided by the 26 freelancers or self-employed graphic designers,
92% said they are driving demand for sustainability in their job. Only 27% felt there was
a significant demand coming from their clients. As to the percentage of clients actually
asking for sustainable graphic design, there seems to be a split among freelance graphic
designers. One third of freelancers said no clients were asking for sustainable graphic
design, while another third rated client demand at 10-20%. The remaining third of
freelancers rated client demand between 40-80%.
The subgroup of freelancers with low client demand for sustainability (0-20%) reported
“occasional” receptiveness to unsolicited sustainable designs. If clients did agree to
implement sustainable design solutions, it was most often because of reputation or
doing the right thing. Not surprisingly, 86% of these graphic designers also stated they
felt no imposed expectations to design sustainably. Even so, 64% of these designers said
they usually or always consider using sustainable materials, vendors, and methods
first, which speaks to their self-driven, sustainable-design ethic.
The subgroup of freelancers with 40-80% of clients asking for sustainable design
reported “frequent” receptiveness to unsolicited sustainable designs. 78% of the graphic
designers in this subgroup stated their clients were frequently or most always open to
sustainable design ideas. If clients did agree to implement sustainable design solutions,
it was for a variety of reasons, including the design being a better solution, saving
money, reducing waste, being the right thing to do, and upholding the client’s
reputation; no one answer stood out above the rest. Some designers chose “other” just
so they could list several reasons why their clients are implementing sustainable
graphic design solutions. Half of these graphic designers felt no imposed expectation to
design sustainably, while the other half felt strongly that they were expected to suggest
or actively seek out sustainable design methods and materials. As would be expected,
the level of expectation for designers to practice sustainably increased as a higher
percentage of their clients asked for sustainable design solutions.
In-house graphic designers:
In-house graphic designers work inside organizations or corporations, often as part of a
marketing team. Overall, 64% of in-house graphic designers felt no imposed expectation
to design sustainably, and a majority of them saw little to no demand for sustainable
design solutions from internal company clients. Of the 14 in-house graphic designers
taking the survey, 10 reported that the percentage of internal clients (that is other
departments) who were asking for sustainable design solutions was at 30% or below.
This subgroup felt that sustainability played a minor role in overall company business
decisions. What little demand they did see for sustainability came from independent
work-group initiatives or supply-chain pressures. Most of these graphic designers also
felt that they were driving sustainability in their own jobs. 60% of graphic designers in
this subgroup reported that internal clients were occasionally to frequently receptive if
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they presented them with unsolicited sustainable designs. Graphic designers stated that
their internal clients most often agreed to implement sustainable design solutions
because it was “doing the right thing” or important to the company’s reputation.
Only four in-house graphic designers reported high percentages of internal clients
asking for sustainable graphic design solutions. This small subgroup also showed a
complete shift in their sustainable design expectations and perceptions. Higher internal
client demand correlated with a greater expectation to design more sustainably. It also
correlated with an increased perception by the graphic designer that sustainability was
at the core of all business decisions and that company leadership and mission were
driving sustainability. These graphic designers also reported that “delivering on goals”
was just as important as “doing the right thing” when citing client reasons for
implementing sustainable design solutions. These findings suggest that this small
subgroup of in-house graphic designers likely works for very sustainable-focused
companies.
Studio and agency graphic designers:
The studio and agency graphic designer works on a team with other “creatives” and
marketing staff to provide a wide-array of graphic design and marketing services to
outside clients. Of the 18 studio and agency designers taking the survey, 67% felt they
were driving sustainability in their jobs, while 56% also felt their company mission and
leadership played an important role. Only 22% felt that clients were demanding
sustainable graphic design. Actual client demand reported by studio and agency graphic
designers ranged all over. Studio and agency graphic designers reported that 0-90% of
their clients were asking for sustainable graphic design, and the distribution of this
spread was nearly even across the board, suggesting that these graphic designers are
seeing a wide variety of client demand. Wide differences were also seen in the
expectations placed upon these graphic designers: 44% reported no expectation for
them to design sustainably, while 25% reported they were expected to actively seek out
sustainable design methods and materials. The rest fell in between.
Though demand and expectations varied widely, 75% of these sustainable graphic
designers said they usually or always consider using sustainable materials, vendors,
and methods first. Once again, this speaks to the high percentage of self-driven
sustainable graphic designers. As with the other groups of graphic designers, the studio
and agency designers are bringing forward sustainable design solutions and finding
frequent success. 69% reported clients to be frequently or most always receptive e to
unsolicited sustainable design solutions.
Designers’ understanding of sustainability
One large matrix question was administered to help gauge the sustainability knowledge
and understanding of these self-identified sustainable graphic designers. The question
asked graphic designers to rate their familiarity with a long list of sustainability
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concepts, methods, principles, and terminology. Only 49 of the 63 graphic designers
participating in the survey completed this question. A full graph of all responses to this
question can be found in the Appendix.
The response options available to participants were:
 I’m unfamiliar
 I’ve heard of it, but not sure I understand
 I know what this is
 I sometimes consider/apply/practice this
 I regularly consider/apply/practice this
Sustainable graphic designers participating in the survey reported that they most
regularly consider or practice the concept of Reduce-Reuse-Recover-Restore-Respect or
similar guiding R’s (63%), systems thinking methods (38%), and the Triple Bottom Line
(37%). They also regularly use materials with post-consumer waste (47%), FSC
certification (40%), and low volatile-organic compounds (32%). See Fig. 9.
Other concepts and methods less regularly considered but high on the list included fair
trade (43%), carbon footprint (40%), biomimicry (30%), cradle to cradle/closed loop
systems (27%), and life cycle assessments (25%). See Fig. 9.
Sustainable graphic designers participating in the survey were least familiar with the
terms and concepts of Okala (65%), the Hannover Principles (60%), the Precautionary
Principle (56%), Life’s Principles (50%), Designers Accord (44%) and The Natural Step
(39%). See Fig. 10.
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Fig. 9. Sustainability terms and concepts that graphic designers were most familiar with.
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Fig. 10. Sustainability terms and concepts that graphic designers were least familiar with.
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The survey also asked graphic designers about their sustainability “training” to
understand where and how graphic designers are learning about these concepts above.
Participants could select more than one option if applicable (except for “None” which
was an exclusive answer, allowing nothing else to be selected).

What has been your sustainability training?

Fig. 11. Sustainability training of survey participants.

63% of designers participating in the survey were taking the initiative to learn
sustainability on their own, and 35% said they were learning from on-the-job
experience. This, coupled with the fact that most of the designers in the survey felt they
were driving sustainability in their job, suggests that this group is highly motivated and
passionate about sustainability. It also suggests there is a real need for formal
sustainable graphic design training. While 46% of surveyed graphic designers
participated in some form of higher education opportunity to learn about sustainability,
it is unknown if sustainability was the focus of these higher education programs or just
a small element. See Fig. 11.
Perceived sustainability roles and sphere of influence
To better understand how sustainable graphic designers perceive their role and sphere
of influence in sustainability, the following questions were asked:
In your opinion, how or where can graphic designers most influence sustainability?
What role do you play in your company’s sustainability efforts?
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Forty-nine survey participants gave an answer for how they thought graphic designers
could most influence sustainability. Table 1 lists common themes pulled from those
survey answers with the corresponding number of mentions by graphic designers.

How and where can graphic designers most influence sustainability?

Number of
designers
mentioning this

Being involved early on in the planning and strategy phase so that discussions of
sustainability happen before design starts

5

In thinking about the whole system and life cycles

9

Advising and educating clients on the value and benefits of sustainable design

6

Using communication skills to influence others; tell truthful sustainable stories; translate,
educate, and engage others in sustainability

12

Using sustainable materials, vendors, and supply chains

12

Determining real needs and best method of delivery

3

Reduce print, packaging, and waste; encourage reuse

11

Table 1. Commonly cited reasons for how graphic designers can most influence sustainability.

A complete set of answers can be found in the Appendix.
As shown above, answers varied widely, from a simplistic view of reducing paper waste
to the complexity of thinking through an entire product or supply-chain system. A
handful of graphic designers wrote lengthy answers that mentioned several of these
points, suggesting they had a better grasp than most on what sustainable graphic
design meant. Once again this highlights the huge gap in understanding of what
sustainable graphic design is and how to best practice it.
Sustainability roles
Over half of all survey participants viewed themselves as leaders in the sustainability
efforts of their companies (see Fig. 12). This echoes the earlier findings that many of
these sustainable graphic designers also believe they are driving sustainability in their
jobs. When filtered by job type, 73% freelance/self-employed graphic designers and 69%
of studio and agency graphic designers saw themselves as leading sustainability.
However, only 29% of in-house graphic designers surveyed saw themselves as
sustainability leaders. The majority of in-house graphic designers (50%) saw themselves
as “participants” in their companies’ sustainability efforts.

What role do you play in your company’s sustainability efforts?
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Fig. 12. Role graphic designers play in company sustainability efforts—showing answers from all
survey participants.

How strongly do you agree with this statement: Designers have a responsibility to society to design
sustainably, and must be held accountable for the things they create?

Fig. 13. How strongly graphic designers agree that they have a responsibility to design
sustainably.
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Designer responsibility
Designers were also asked to answer how strongly they agreed or disagreed with this
statement:
Designers have a responsibility to society to design sustainably,
and must be held accountable for the things they create.
Fifty-three of the graphic designers surveyed chose to answer this question. Of those
that did, 68% strongly agreed with the statement, 19% somewhat agreed, 4% somewhat
disagreed, and 9% strongly disagreed (see Fig. 13). This indicates a strong desire among
sustainable graphic designers to change the way design is currently being practiced.
From the data seen thus far, this small but vocal group of early adopters seems to be
driving the change they seek.

Interview highlights
Interviews were conducted with 21 professionals in the graphic design field. Twelve were
practicing broad communications and graphic design roles, including print, web,
marketing, branding, and communications strategy. Two were solely focused on
interactive web applications and user-experience design. One was an illustrator; one a
packaging designer. One was a writer, but as a partner in a small design studio, is
deeply involved in the design process and dealing with clients. Three were graphic
design educators. In addition, one interview was conducted with a professor of
industrial design who is directing a unique multidisciplinary design program that
includes graphic designers.
Only three of the graphic designers interviewed were practicing in-house—one at a large
corporation and two at small sustainability-focused non-profits. Seven graphic
designers were freelancers, and seven worked for, or owned, small design studios or
consultancies.
Demand for sustainability
The sustainable graphic designers interviewed saw a wide range in client demand (14 of
the 17 practicing graphic designers reported). Three reported they had zero client
demand, the others reported anywhere from 10% to 100% of their clients were asking
for sustainable design. The spread was even across all percentages with no percentage
being reported by more than two designers. On average, those reporting low percentages
of client demand had been practicing sustainable graphic design for a lower number of
years. However, the number of years in sustainable practice didn’t directly correlate to
client demand. Other factors that seemed to affect the reported percentage of client
demand included the type of organization within which the designer worked, their client
base, and how they positioned themselves or how well they had established their
reputation as sustainable graphic designers. The two graphic designers working in-
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house for sustainable-focused non-profits reported 100% client demand, whereas the
in-house graphic designer working for a non-sustainable-focused corporation reported
10% internal client demand. Overall, the freelance and studio graphic designers who
had established themselves as credible, sustainable graphic designers reported higher
percentages of client demand.
Common challenges and best practices of sustainable graphic designers
The largest challenge by far for the sustainable graphic designers interviewed was the
constant need to explain to clients (and even peers) what sustainable graphic design
means in practice and deliverables. With the exception of a few graphic designers who
worked primarily with sustainability-focused companies, 13 of the practicing
sustainable graphic designers mentioned the need to proactively educate clients about
such things as basic sustainability principles, how the sustainable design process
differs from conventional graphic design, and the value of sustainable graphic design
goals and outcomes. For example, freelance graphic designer Dawn Keene stated that
she felt it was her responsibility to reach out to clients versus waiting for clients to ask
for sustainable graphic design. She believes many clients do not know to even ask for
sustainable graphic design services.
Several graphic designers cited this lack of understanding as a reason for why a larger
percentage of their clients were not asking for sustainable graphic design. They said
clients had misperceptions about sustainable graphic design being only a feel-good “add
on” to design or that it automatically meant greater monetary costs. For example,
Jennifer Stewart, a partner at Modern Species, stated that potential clients often want
to align with them just because of their client list. These potential clients come to them
thinking a sustainable design studio only means that it operates sustainably (i.e. low
waste and small carbon footprint). When Modern Species explains to clients that it also
means they only provide sustainable design options, the client’s first reaction is often
that it will be more expensive. Stewart is quick to explain that they regularly save their
clients 40%-60% by making small changes to optimally use resources, which she said
certainly surprises these potential clients (Stewart, Interview).
Graphic designer Eric Heiman of Volume, Inc. agreed that sustainable graphic design
needed to be economical (part of Triple Bottom Line of sustainability) if clients were to
opt for this. However, he didn’t see the added cost of a sustainably-designed option as
being a deterrent for a client if the design was better and brought more value to the
business. Other graphic designers that were interviewed echoed these sentiments.
Sustainable design must still meet all the conventional criteria of good design—
appearance, cost, performance, compliance—but it expands on this definition of quality
to include things such as optimizing resources, responsible sourcing, material health,
and resource recovery (“Design Guidelines for Sustainable Packaging”).
To help clients see the value in sustainable graphic design, the interviewed graphic
designers suggested several best approaches, including talking about the triple bottom
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line and showing that sustainability can still be profitable. Others suggested changing
the sustainability conversation to focus on a company’s reputation, the need for
transparency, and the shifting expectations of savvy consumers. Some stressed the
importance of making a connection for clients that by not adopting sustainability
strategies, they were potentially putting their business at risk for public scrutiny, loss of
market share, and possible business failure. Stewart of Modern Species gave an
example of a banking client who couldn’t see how sustainability related to their mission.
Throughout the project, Stewart stated that she kept reinforcing the idea that business
practices and demands were shifting to transparency around sustainability practices,
and that to ignore this was a real business risk. The way Stewart saw it, any business
wanting to ensure its own future needed to grasp sustainability in a real and
meaningful way.
Freelance graphic designer Shannon Rahkola takes a more subtle approach to her nonsustainable clients. She likes to find a way to connect the message of sustainability to
the client’s emotions or values. An example she gave was a Catholic non-profit in which
she connected sustainability to their deeply held value of being “stewards of the earth.”
She believes that once a client makes that connection and is in the mindset, it is easy to
take them one step more on the path to sustainability.
Great emphasis was also placed on building relationships and rapport with clients in
order to get past initial sustainability hesitancy on the part of clients. Eight of the
sustainable graphic designers interviewed mentioned this. The word “trust” also came
up in a few interviews. This included gaining the trust and respect from potential clients
unsure about sustainable design, and also having the trust of sustainability-focused
clients looking to partner with a knowledgeable sustainable graphic designer. Graphic
designer Noble Cumming said building client trust was especially important for him as
he was just starting his practice and felt he lacked the “street credibility” of more
established sustainable graphic designers. Cumming has found that offering some free
sustainability advice when he networks with small-business owners helps to build that
trust. They are then more receptive to discussions on the importance of sustainable
branding and marketing and may be more likely to turn to him later when they do need
graphic design services.
The second biggest challenge for the interviewed sustainable graphic designers was lack
of information and support structures, and consequently the large amount of time and
effort it took to do research. Nine of the graphic designers who were interviewed
mentioned the difficulty they had in finding information and the large amount of time
they dedicated to researching sustainable materials, processes, and vendors. When they
did find information, they often had no method to verify the reliability of the source.
Stewart of Modern Species talked about the exhaustive research she has done on
projects, pulling things apart and looking at every little element, and calling the experts
(like recycling facilities) when she gets stuck. She mentioned how daunting the process
can sometimes be and how sustainable graphic designers must have a lot of
perseverance.
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Two sustainable graphic designers who had been practicing for several years were
frustrated that most of the books, articles, seminars, and education programs about
sustainable graphic design were still focused on the basics of sustainability and the
over-arching principles. These graphic designers were tired of going it alone and wanted
recommendations on best practices. They wanted to take the sustainability conversation
to the next level: the “nitty gritty” and “nuts and bolts” of practicing sustainable graphic
design. Suggestions from interviewees on how to do this included: self-producing a book
or seminar of this nature; creation of a database or a crowd-sourced website with lists of
resources, vetted vendors, and practical steps towards sustainable solutions (Eric
Bensons’ website re-nourish.com was mentioned as the closest example to this); and a
support network or forum from which to pose questions, get advice on best practices, or
find out where to find experts on a particular technical subject.
All the practicing sustainable graphic designers felt sustainability was most successfully
incorporated into projects when they were involved early on in the planning and strategy
phase—long before the design process even started. If clients came to them only for
execution of a design, a few graphic designers stressed the importance of trying to back
up the process in order to have conversations with clients about their needs,
assumptions, and the incorporation of sustainability. While early involvement can
benefit even non-sustainable design processes, the interviewed designers felt it was
especially important in the sustainable design process to allow time for questioning and
strategizing around sustainability. They felt it was very difficult to design something
sustainably if most of the decisions affecting the design process had been
predetermined.
Designers’ understanding of sustainability
Each person interviewed had a very unique understanding and perspective of what
sustainability was and how it pertained to their design work. Participants were not
directly asked to define sustainability or to answer any questions that would test their
knowledge of sustainability, but their views inevitably came across when describing
their personal path to sustainable graphic design, how they practice, and their personal
views on sustainability.
Though everyone’s path to practicing sustainable graphic design was very different, a
common thread emerged starting with a personal interest in sustainability in their daily
lives. Every designer stated that some kind of personal interest in sustainability is what
drove them to seek out more knowledge and eventually apply it to their design practice.
The designers often expressed a desire to live and act their ideals out in both their
personal and professional lives. Another common theme was a desire for their design
work to do “good” and make a difference, or at minimum to stop contributing to the
current systems of waste and unbridled consumerism. Table 2 lists reasons specifically
mentioned by interviewees as to why they started practicing sustainable graphic design.
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Number of
designers
mentioning this

Reason for practicing sustainable graphic design
Desire to design for social good

2

Frustrated with design for obsolescence and waste

4

Wanted to make a difference or have larger positive impacts

5

Personal values and a desire to work with others who share those same values

2

Table 2. Reasons given by interviewed designers for why they started practicing sustainable
graphic design.

Educational background of the interviewed graphic designers
The graph below (see Fig. 14) represents data collected in surveys taken by the
interviewed sustainable graphic designers and information gathered in the actual
interviews. Many of the graphic designers interviewed cited more than one method of
educating themselves about sustainable graphic design. Seven reported having no
formal sustainable design training, relying solely on what they had taught themselves
and learned from experience. Ten reported some kind of higher education, including
individual college courses, certificate programs, and post-graduate programs. A few
graphic designers with post-graduate degrees also selected “self-taught” as another way
they have educated themselves. This seems to support earlier discussions on the need
to constantly research and learn more.

Fig. 14. Educational backgrounds of the interviewed sustainable graphic designers. Designers
could select more than one.
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A total of six interviewed graphic designers had completed an undergraduate or postgraduate program that was focused specifically on sustainable design. They were
represented as follows: three have a Master of Arts in Sustainable Design from the
Minneapolis College of Art and Design (MCAD), USA; one has a Professional Certificate
in Sustainable Design from MCAD; one has a Master in Eco-design and Eco-innovation
from the School of Architecture and Design at the University of Camerino University,
Italy; and one has a BA in Sustainable Product Design from Falmouth University, UK.
One designer had completed a post-graduate program focused on general sustainability
and leadership. This was a Master’s in Strategic Leadership towards Sustainability from
the Blekinge Institute of Technology, Sweden.
Two other designers had completed general master’s programs in graphic design, but
they had made sustainable graphic design a focus of their learning and final research
projects.
The wide range of educational backgrounds also manifested very different views on the
practice of sustainable graphic design. The two interactive-web/user-experience
designers did not have any formal training and admitted that they did not feel like they
were outwardly practicing sustainable design. However, they felt sustainability was
inherent in their work because they did not produce anything physical. This viewpoint
was also shared by many of the survey participants. This is a common fallacy that
overlooks the impacts of energy required for data storage at server farms, and the large
amount of electronic waste produced every year. The internet’s carbon footprint is
currently 830 million tons of CO2 annually—as much as the entire aviation industry—
and growing (American Chemical Society). Toxicity of materials used in electronics is
another big problem when it is incinerated or leaches out of landfills, ruining
environments and poisoning people. This very narrow and uninformed view of
sustainable graphic design shows a need for all graphic designers to be educated on the
facts and realities of the graphic design industry and its impacts.
One of the graphic designers who worked for a sustainability-focused non-profit also felt
that sustainability was inherent in her job because she was supporting the goals of this
organization. She also held a Master in Strategic Leadership towards Sustainability. Her
focus on sustainability seemed less about her role as graphic designer and more about
helping her organization to make larger systemic change through policy changes and
education of local governments on climate change. She felt policies such as extended
producer responsibility were necessary to take some of the responsibility off graphic
designers to do all the hard work of finding good materials and vendors. When
specifically asked how she practiced sustainable graphic design, she mentioned
reducing printed materials and using more sustainable papers. Her sustainability
training had given her a deep understanding of large sustainability issues and a desire
to affect systemic change, but she had not been trained on how to practically apply
sustainability to her own graphic design work. She held a common belief among many
graphic designers that their impacts are relatively small in comparison to the large-scale
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issues of sustainability. While it certainly can feel this way at times, graphic designers
need to understand that every choice and action has impacts.
Holistic views of sustainable graphic design
Eleven of the sustainable graphic designers interviewed seemed to have a full
understanding of sustainable graphic design, yet even they were applying sustainability
in different ways. It depended on their position and role and personal area of design
focus. Some openly branded and marketed themselves as “sustainable graphic
designers” and claimed their niche, while others did not see sustainable graphic design
as a specific service offering, but rather a methodology to define their everyday practice.
Still others have tried to experiment with new roles for sustainable graphic designers.
This section will cite some examples of how sustainable graphic designers are
successfully integrating sustainability into their practices.
Freelance graphic designer Shannon Rahkola and graphic designer Eric Heiman of
Volume Inc. have not branded themselves as sustainable graphic designers, but it was
apparent that sustainability was integral to their design processes. To them it did not
matter if a client was asking for sustainable graphic design services or not. They always
went through the same sustainable approach and delivered sustainable design
solutions whether the client realized it or not. Rahkola said she had embedded systems
methodology into her creative brief, but had chosen not to use specific sustainability
language. She stated that when walking her clients through the design process, they did
not know it was sustainable graphic design; they just saw it as smart, good design. No
matter the client, Rahkola said she always tries to deliver a sustainable design solution.
This also includes an offer to use her vetted sustainable vendors and material choices.
Clients, however, ultimately have the choice to print on their own.
Heiman said his sustainable design practice was “baked into the process.” He
mentioned several times that he did not feel sustainability was a focus of his company
(in the niche market sense), yet throughout the interview he talked about how he
constantly questioned everything in the design process and always tried to make better
social and environmental design decisions. He also mentioned the importance of
aligning oneself with like-minded vendors and partnering organizations. In his eyes,
sustainable design was really a team effort and he would not be able to design anything
sustainably without the vendors and partnering companies who provide sustainable
alternatives, or who are willing to experiment with new methods. An example he gave of
this sustainable “team” approach was the Sustainability Treehouse exhibit for the Boy
Scouts of America. The architects had a goal for the building that housed the exhibit to
be a Net Zero structure, meaning it was sustainably powered by the sun and wind,
captured all of its rainwater, and recycled or reused all of its waste (“Sustainability
Treehouse”). This became the benchmark by which every design decision was evaluated.
According to Heiman, Volume, Inc. worked closely with the architects, exhibit experts
and builders to design and build the exhibit as sustainably as possible. Because they
were in close communication early on in the process, the builders were able to save the
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scrap wood from the building for use in the exhibit. The overall strategy, messaging, and
intent were also established early on, ensuring the final exhibit met the needs of various
stakeholders and ultimately, engaged the intended audience. This example highlights
the importance of systems thinking and everyone’s role in creating and delivering
sustainable design solutions. Every little sustainable action can have a ripple effect,
making everyone’s ability to practice sustainability a little bit easier.
Sustainable graphic designer Rita Penrod of four five design also talked about how
seamlessly sustainability had become part of her practice. She stated that this was one
of the biggest surprises for her in the five years she had been practicing sustainable
graphic design. She had thought that completing a Certificate of Sustainable Design
from MCAD would radically transform her career, but she discovered that her
sustainable design work today was really not that different. She believed her training
has helped her to think differently and come up with completely different solutions, but,
to her, the graphic design process still looks the same and has the same purpose:
helping her clients to effectively communicate with their audiences. Penrod stated that
she just now does this in a more sustainable way. For example, she uses the five Rs of
sustainable design—Restore. Respect. Reduce. Reuse. Recover.—as a framework and
strategy for approaching every design project. She ensures that her clients know about
her sustainable approach by clearly stating it in her design proposals. Penrod shared an
example of her design proposal, which also mentioned that she operates a tiny office
with a very low environmental footprint, and often makes trips by bike. Penrod stated
that she believed it was important to explain the benefits of sustainable graphic design
to her clients and to encourage them to consider their own sustainability story. Her
proposal could be an example of how to do exactly that.
Packaging designer Tracy Sutton has made sustainability an exclusive focus of her
work. As founder of her sustainable branding and packaging consultancy, Root
Innovation, she stated that having a sustainable design niche can be both good and
bad. On the good side, she said her work was fulfilling and that she had less
competition. On the bad side, she felt her work was always under scrutiny to be
authentic and sustainable. She also stated that her unique position meant that she had
no defined job role and had to dedicate 10% of her time to writing articles and attending
conferences in order to explain her company’s offering. What she does offer is a holistic
approach to packaging design, blending the science of life-cycle and supply-chain
analysis with sustainable brand strategy. What that means in her daily practice is
taking a step back and looking at the whole system, including the product, packaging,
business needs, use, culture, and location in order to understand the biggest
sustainability challenges for any project. To explain what she meant by culture and
location, she cited an example of the limited recycling structures in places like Peru and
Chile and how it was important for her to think about where the product was actually
being distributed.
Sutton talked through a packaging redesign she did for Food Doctor as an example of
her systems-thinking approach. The original Food Doctor container was a heavy, clunky
41

jar made of three different plastics and a label glued on it. She said she analyzed the
entire supply chain to figure out the biggest sustainability challenges, while also
considering the function and user experience. Since the contents of the container
needed an airtight seal, plastic still remained the best option. The design strategy then
focused on reducing materials, making it easier to recycle, encouraging reuse, and so
forth. The final solution saved 20% in packaging material, was made of one type of PET
plastic, and included recycled content. An embossed logo on the lid (which added no
extra cost) and a cardboard sleeve eliminated the need for a glued on label. The sleeve
could be easily removed and recycled, leaving the tub container for reuse. Even the
shape was optimized for stacking and shipping both empty and full. Finally, she
considered the small, tactile details, brand image, and appeal.
In addition to working with clients, Sutton also noted that 70% of the work she did was
as a consultant for graphic design agencies. She stated that in her experience most 2-D
graphic designers had very minimal sustainability training, nor did they understand the
technical world of 3-D design. Often she served as a consultant in both of these ways,
offering workshops on sustainability, or sometimes sitting down with a graphic designer
on a project. She sees this separation of graphic design from the technical production of
design as a hurdle for many companies trying to implement sustainability, and believes
her understanding of both aspects helps bridge this gap.
Untraditional graphic design models:
A few consultancy groups, like New Kind and Azul 7, have expanded traditional graphic
design services to include human-centered design, service design, co-creation,
community activism, and public policy.
Azul 7 focuses on service design and the human-centered design processes. Humancentered design (HCD) focuses on designing for users’ needs and functionality.
According to the Human-Centered Design Toolkit by IDEO, this approach involves the
skills of research, empathy, listening, and observation to uncover real needs and
problems surrounding a larger issue. This process encourages rapid idea generation
and design iteration in a trial-and-error fashion in order to test assumptions and further
refine designs. Where sustainability comes into play in this process is in the
effectiveness and efficiencies of the designs created. A product or service that functions
well and meets real needs, can reduce unnecessary waste, increase the longevity of the
design, and even improve peoples’ lives.
Laura Foster, a web and UX designer by training, helps to lead human-centered design
“boot camps” at Azul 7. These 3-day sessions with clients help them to understand the
HCD process and its benefits. Foster said the process can be messy, scary, and full of
uncertainty as they challenge all assumptions and explore untraditional ideas. However
by the end of these boot camps, Foster said clients are excited about the process and
bring these ideas back to their own offices. Clients are also invited to collaborate in the
HCD process, helping with interviews and observing user interactions. Foster said this
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process is immensely beneficial for the clients, who walk away with a deeper
understanding of what their customers really want and need.
The real potential of this design approach would be to combine it with sustainable lifecycle thinking in order to address all the areas of sustainability along the way. In fact,
this is Azul 7’s next step: combining the socially-focused model of HCD with the naturefocused principles of biomimicry.
On the other hand, New Kind is diving even further into the realm of social design and
culture in order to affect larger social and environmental change. New Kind, as its name
suggests, is a new kind of design consultancy focused on the idea of co-creation and
graphic designers as facilitators in order to achieve larger social and sustainability
goals. Graphic designer and founder Matthew Muñoz stated that during graduate school
he became very interested in the intersection of public policy and graphic design. He
wondered how visual communications could be used as a tool for driving change and
action, not just delivering an end design or artifacts (such as a logo, brand identity, or
poster). New Kind has been his experiment into this new realm of possibility.
Muñoz stated that many social and sustainability issues are adaptive challenges or
“wicked problems:” they have changing stakeholders, are often politically divisive, and
do not have a final solution because the target is always moving. If there can never be a
solution, Muñoz asked hypothetically, then how does the role of the designer change
from finding solutions to facilitating improvement? How does this change the design
process, and how can designers learn to adapt their approach as they go? (Muñoz,
Interview).
At a recent HOW Design Conference, Muñoz presented his ideas in “Designer as
Catalyst.” In this presentation, he described graphic designers as having been trained to
design only for “technical challenges,” such as creating a website to fulfill a specific
need, but he sees new opportunities for graphic designers to solve larger issues and be a
“catalyst” for change (see Fig. 15). In my interview with Muñoz, he said the skills of
graphic designers—empathy, optimism, translation, and ability to imagine new
possibilities—were very important to uncovering mindsets and building common ground
among diverse perspectives.
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Fig. 15. Slide image used with permission by Matthew Muñoz, Chief Design Officer + Partner at
New Kind (Muñoz, “Designer as Catalyst”).

In some ways these ideas are similar to the human-centered design process. They stress
the importance of uncovering needs through a participatory design process. However,
New Kind’s real focus is in moving the needle on the fourth element of sustainability:
culture. By acting as facilitators and bringing diverse groups of people together as part
of the design process, the various stakeholders are more likely to adopt the ideas and
carry on their own to create more lasting change.

Conclusion
The current state of sustainable graphic design
One objective of this thesis research was to determine if there was a quantifiable
demand or trend in sustainable graphic design. While graphic design job searches
yielded little mention of sustainability, the survey results seemed to point to a growing
practice of sustainable design among graphic design professionals. Both the survey and
interview data suggested that graphic designers are driving sustainable graphic design
and that many companies and clients are unaware of the value sustainable graphic
designers can bring to a project.

44

The second and third objectives were to gauge how well graphic designers understood
concepts of sustainable graphic design, how they applied it in practice, and how they
perceived their roles in influencing sustainability. The survey and interviews reflected a
wide range of understanding and practical application, from the most basic use of ecofriendly materials and digital solutions to the deep understanding of systems thinking
and life-cycle assessments. In addition, their level of understanding greatly impacted
their perceptions of how much influence or responsibility they had to design
sustainably. This underscores the need for a common definition and education around
sustainable graphic design.
Sustainability gap
Much of the data presented in this paper point to the fact that sustainable graphic
design is still somewhere in the early adoption phase. A small group of passionate
sustainable graphic designers are leading the way. These early adopters have been
willing to risk going it alone in order to practice what they see as a necessary evolution
of graphic design. This early adoption phase may be frustratingly slow for those who
want to see change happen, yet in spite of this, they are establishing best practices and
defining what it means to be a practicing sustainable graphic designer.

Fig. 16. Model of an adoption curve for the current state of sustainable graphic design.

As to where sustainable graphic design is exactly on the adoption curve is hard to say
and would take more research to determine. However, trends in the last 5-10 years
show an increased interest, support, and practice of sustainable graphic design. Some
of these early sustainable graphic designers are now entering the educational system to
teach and influence the next generation of graphic designers.
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In the meantime, the majority of graphic designers are waiting and watching what the
early adopters are doing. They want to see if these sustainable graphic designers are
finding success, how they are doing it, and what’s happening in the business market
place. The majority of graphic designers are not yet comfortable with sustainability; it is
not what they learned in school and they do not know much about it. They design from
a place of default: what’s safe, what has always been done, the status quo (Muñoz,
“Designer as Catalyst). The looming question is: How does sustainable graphic design
reach the next phase of adoption?

Key findings
This research has identified some key findings about sustainability within the graphic
design industry:
1. The graphic design industry as a whole has not come to any consensus on the
definition or expectation of the role of sustainable graphic designer. This has
created misunderstanding and potentially missed opportunities for graphic
designers and the businesses they serve.
2. Current sustainable graphic designers are meeting real demands and providing
real value to their business clients, but feel largely unsupported in their efforts.
They are making it up as they go without any established methods, practices, or
standards of measurement. Many of these designers have expressed a need for
deeper information on how to apply sustainability to their work.
3. Graphic designers are ready for change. The number of practicing sustainable
graphic designers is growing and demonstrates that now is the time to address
these issues.

Closing the sustainability gap
Sustainable graphic design has been languishing on the fringes of the graphic design
industry for many years. On one hand the turning tide of sustainability within society
and business is putting pressure on graphic designers, who feel they should be
practicing sustainably. On the other hand the graphic design industry has not defined
what it means to practice sustainable graphic design, and so the conversation does not
move forward. This research shows a real need to advance this conversation and to start
closing the sustainability gap in graphic design practice and education.
Creating consensus and defining sustainable graphic design
First, the graphic design profession must develop an industry-wide definition of
sustainable graphic design. This research has shown many discrepancies in how
graphic designers view and try to practice sustainable graphic design. An industry-wide
definition would send a signal to graphic design professionals and educators that
sustainable graphic design is a legitimate and supported area of practice. It would also
help graphic designers explain their role to business. This could be accomplished with a
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few graphic design organizations reviewing current definitions that may exist, such as
the GDC’s definition of sustainable communication design4, and coming to some
consensus on a standard definition. Perhaps this is a challenge best undertaken by
Icograda because of its global representation of design organizations.
Support for practicing sustainable graphic designers
Second, the graphic design profession needs to support the sustainable graphic
designers leading the way and provide a platform for open discussion on the topic of
sustainable graphic design and a place to find in-depth resources. The graphic design
industry could follow the lead of other design disciplines and organize a working group
to address issues of sustainability within the profession and to develop industry
standards. One model that could be considered is the Sustainable Packaging Coalition
(SPC). The SPC was created in 2005 by nine founding companies—including Starbuck’s,
Unilever, Estée Lauder, Nike, and others—that wanted to define sustainable packaging
and to create a neutral meeting ground for potentially competitive stakeholders to
discuss supply chain issues (“Sustainable Packaging Coalition”). An equivalent graphic
design working group could define sustainable graphic design, determine where the
greatest impacts are happening in the graphic design industry, and provide research,
resources, metrics, tools, and best practices. Key stakeholders that should be
represented in this working group could include representatives from printing, paper,
forestry, computer technology, packaging, and large companies with vested sustainable
brands. The graphic design industry could even partner with the SPC to use their bestpractice information on paper, inks, plastics, and recyclability that already exist on the
“SPC Resources” web page. This graphic design working group could then build upon
these best practices to address the unique sustainability challenges of graphic
designers. For example, research could be done on the impacts and best practices of
website and app design for the reduction of energy use, or research studies could
provide valuable insight into the psychology of sustainable behavior change. This new
working group could advance the graphic design industry by demonstrating to all
graphic design professionals and affiliates that graphic design can provide additional
valuable services to businesses.
Preparing graphic designers
Finally, more sustainable graphic design training is needed. It has been five years since
the Designers Accord launched their toolkit for sustainable design education
(“Integrating Sustainability”) and it is time to take it to the next level. This research
provides evidence that graphic designers are in need of at least basic sustainable-design
training in order to understand and speak the language of the changing business

Sustainable communication design is the application of sustainability principles to
communication design practice. Practitioners consider the full life cycle of products and services,
and commit to strategies, processes and materials that value environmental, cultural, social and
economic responsibility. (“About Sustainability”)
4
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landscape. Graphic design educator Eric Benson, along with many of the interviewed
graphic designers, believed that sustainability concepts needed to be worked into the
fundamentals of graphic design. The initial findings presented in this paper identify
some gaps in sustainability education among graphic designers, including knowledge of
systems and life cycles, and an understanding of how to practically apply concepts of
sustainability to graphic design work. In the absence of formal education and training
opportunities, this research shows a growing group of sustainable graphic design
practitioners and educators who have been experimenting and discovering best methods
and practices on their own. Tapping into this group for advice will be important to
establish practical applications and to understand the common sustainability
knowledge and language needed by all graphic designers. Much more research could be
done in this area to talk with educators and assess existing sustainable graphic design
courses and programs in order to create a common fundamental curriculum for
sustainable graphic.
Final thoughts
This research project gathered much data on the current state of sustainability within
the graphic design profession. The paper presented as much of this information as
possible and identified common themes, highlights, and initial analysis. However, there
are many ways to look at these data sets and many more ideas to be pulled out. I would
like to further explore ideas presented here and find ways to share and present
interesting bits of information with graphic designers. It is my hope that others will also
continue to expand upon this foundational research in order to further advance
conversations around and the practice of sustainable graphic design.
The time to integrate sustainability is now. Other design disciplines and businesses are
already embracing sustainability, and the graphic design industry appears ready for
change. Graphic designers could wait around for business clients to demand
sustainable graphic design, or they could instead seize this opportunity to embrace
sustainability and show real relevancy and leadership. If graphic designers believe they
have the power to influence people and behaviors and change culture, then helping
businesses and brands make the transition into sustainability will be the next big
challenge.
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Appendix
Blog Post
Closing the Gap: Graphic Designers and Emerging Sustainability Roles
The role of graphic designers is shifting. No longer seen solely as the producers of
aesthetic “things”, graphic designers are being valued for their problem-solving skills
and ability to help businesses and organizations strategize. At the same time, both
designers and the clients they serve are increasingly expected to consider issues of
sustainability and take responsibility for the impacts of the products and systems they
create. However, most graphic designers have had no formal training in sustainable
design thinking and methodologies. As graphic designers face this paradigm shift, what
sustainable design roles are emerging in the marketplace, and how do we prepare
designers to make this transition?
These are the questions Amy Dritz, graphic designer and graduate student in MCAD's
Sustainable Design program, is seeking to answer with her thesis project. As part of this
research, she is surveying and interviewing designers, who are practicing sustainable
design, to gather their unique perspectives on sustainability in design and business.
The goal of this research project is to help graphic design educators and professional
design leaders in identifying and closing the gap between current graphic design
competencies and the future demands of business and sustainability.
If you are designer in a graphics or communications-related field and have a desire to
design more sustainably, please click here to take a survey to help with this research.
(Please allow yourself 15-20 minutes to complete the survey – you may complete over
multiple sessions.) The survey will remain open through October 24, 2014.
For questions or more information about this project, contact Amy Dritz,
adritz@mcad.edu.
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Survey Questions
SUSTAINABLE DESIGNER SURVEY Please allow yourself 15-20 minutes to complete
this survey. You may stop at any time and return to finish the survey within 3 days
from the same computer.

In what country do you reside?
 United States
 Other (please specify)) ____________________
(United States) In what state? Zip Code

Select the job title that best defines what you do:



























Account Manager
Account Services Director
Agency Creative or Design Director
Art Director
Chief Design Officer
Design Manager
Designer (print and/or web/interactive)
Executive Producer
Freelance contractor working through a staffing agency
Head of Production
In-House Creative or Design Director
Information Architect
Junior Designer (print and/or web/interactive)
Marketing or New Business Manager/Director
Mobile App Developer
Mobile Interface Designer
Motion Graphics Designer/Animator
Motion/Video Editor
Operations Director
Owner, Partner, or Principal
Producer (print and/or web/interactive)
Production Manager
Project Manager (print and/or web/interactive)
Self-employed working on my own (no employees)
Senior Designer (print and/or web/interactive)
Social Media or Online Community Manager
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Strategy Director or Design Strategist
Usability Analyst / Researcher / Engineer
User Experience Designer
Web Content Strategist
Web Developer (front end/interface systems)
Web Programmer/Developer (back end systems)
Web-based Rich Media and Motion Graphics Developer

Select UP TO FIVE design areas that reflect the work you do:























Apps or interactive
Books or magazines
Data Visualization
Direct mail
Education or training
Exhibits or events
Identity and branding
Illustration
Information architecture
Marketing or advertising
Multimedia
Packaging
Presentation
Print
Signage and environmental graphics
Strategy and planning
Systems design
Type
User experience
Video
Web and digital
Other ____________________
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Select what type of organization you work for:











Freelance or self-employed
In-house designer - corporate
In-house designer - non-profit
In-house designer - government or public institution
Design studio or consultancy
Interactive or multimedia agency
Marketing or advertising or PR agency
Publishing or media firm
Web development firm
Other

How many years have you been practicing design?

How many years would you consider yourself to have been practicing sustainable
design?

Please indicate your age group:







18 to 24
25 to 34
35 to 44
45 to 54
55 to 64
65 or older

What is your highest level of education?





High school degree
Some college
A college degree
A masters or doctorate
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What has been your sustainability training? Check all that apply








None
Self-taught
College course or two
Certificate program
Post-graduate college degree program
Hands-on job experience or training
Mentorship

If you completed any specific certificate or graduate program, please list the name of it
below:

How focused would you say your company is on sustainability? Consider company
actions and operations.





Sustainability is at the core of our/my business and affects everything we/I do.
Sustainability plays a significant role in business decisions and operations.
Sustainability plays a minor role in business decisions and operations.
Sustainability is rarely considered in business decisions or operations.

Where do you feel the greatest demand for sustainability is coming from in your job or
company? (You may check more than one option)










Company mission and leadership
Company policies
Sustainability Director/Officer or formal sustainability program (
Independent initiatives determined by internal work groups or departments
Government legislation or program
Consumer advocacy groups
Supply chain or business-to-business pressures
Customer or client demand
Self-driven
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What most accurately describes the level of employee engagement around sustainability
in your organization?
 Employees are reluctant to change.
 Employees express interest in sustainability and social responsibility, but don’t
implement change
 Employees feel a sense of sustainable and social responsibility and implement
change occasionally
 Employees are highly engaged and actively implementing change
 No employees

What percentage of your clients is asking for sustainable design solutions?












0%
10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
60%
70%
80%
90%
100%

If you present sustainable design solutions to clients not asking for them, how receptive
are they generally to these ideas?






Not at all
Rarely
Occasionally
Frequently
Most always

58

If clients agree to implement sustainable design solutions, what is the primary reason?









reputation
better design solution
delivering on goals
waste reduction
more efficient design
doing the right thing
saves money
other ____________________

At what point in a project or the design process are you involved, and how does that
affect your ability to design the most sustainable solution?

As a designer, how focused are you on sustainability?





I
I
I
I

think about sustainability when required on a project
occasionally consider ways to incorporate sustainability into more of my work
usually consider sustainable materials, vendors, and methods first
always consider using sustainable materials, vendors, and methods

To what degree is sustainability expected as part of your design work outcomes?
 There is no imposed expectation for me to design sustainably or use sustainable
materials
 I’m only expected to consider sustainable design methods and materials on specific
projects
 I’m expected to suggest sustainable design methods and materials as I become
aware of new options
 I’m expected to actively seek out sustainable design methods and materials

What role do you play in your company’s sustainability efforts?





Leader
Participant
Volunteer or self-initiated
Non-participant
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In your opinion, how or where can graphic designers most influence sustainability?

How strongly do you agree with this statement: Designers have a responsibility to
society to design sustainably, and must be held accountable for the things they create.





Strongly disagree
Somewhat disagree
Somewhat agree
Strongly agree

In your opinion, why has the graphic design industry been slower than other design
disciplines (such as architecture, and interior and product design) in creating and
standardizing sustainable practices like LEED certification and Life Cycle Analysis?
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What is your familiarity with the following?
I’m
unfamiliar

Cradle to Cradle/ Closed
Loop Systems

I've heard of
it, but not
sure I
understand

I know
what this
is

I sometimes
consider/
apply/practice
this

I regularly
consider/
apply/practice
this









































The Living Principles for
Design











Life Cycle
Assessment/Analysis







































































Design Guidelines for
Sustainable Packaging











Seven Sins of
Greenwashing



















































The Natural Step
Triple Bottom Line
Precautionary Principle

Systems Thinking
Life’s Principles
Biomimicry
Designers Accord
Hannover Principles
Okala

Federal Trade
Commission’s Guidelines
for Environmental Claims
LEED Certification
ISO 14000
Sustainable Supply Chain
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Management
Environmentally
Preferable Purchasing











Forest Stewardship
Council (FSC)











Sustainable Forest
Initiative (SFI)

















































































Totally Chlorine Free (TCF)
or Processed Chlorine Free
(PCF)
Low VOC (Volatile Organic
Compounds)
Carbon footprint
Post-consumer waste
content
Reduce, Reuse, Recover,
Restore, Respect (or
similar guiding “R’s”)
Green Seal
Fair Trade

Additional comments or explanations you would like share:

I would be interested in hearing about the results of this survey at a later date. My
preferred e-mail is:

I would be willing to participate in a follow-up interview to help with this research.
 Yes
 No
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INFORMATION FOR FOLLOW-UP INTERVIEW
Contact information:
First and last name
Phone number
E-mail
The best time to reach you

Please provide information about your current or most recent work as a graphic
designer:
Company Name
Job Title
Job Role (Briefly describe your role and responsibilities in 1-2 sentences)

Please list a few examples of specific sustainable projects or initiatives on which you
have worked:
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Select Survey Data
Select UP TO FIVE design areas that reflect the work you do:

Fig. 17. Shows the percentage of surveyed designers practicing each design area.
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What is your familiarity with the following?
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Fig. 18. Shows the percentage of surveyed graphic designers and their familiarity with various
sustainability terms and concepts.
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In your opinion, how or where can graphic designers most influence
sustainability?
Number of responses: 49





















As communicators, graphic designers can influence others in the company or
consumers that sustainability is necessary and can have real beneficial impacts.
Through storytelling prowess and visuals, graphic designers can help people see
things in a new way or with more clarity.
In the planning stage of the design. Need to have those discussion upfront before
any design or process take fold.
While material selection and supply chain management are key, many designs I
work on are intangible products, my greatest influence is on systems thinking
and changing the stereotype of sustainable design as a thing, into a smart
business decision.
By changing themselves. Graphic Design is a trade based on delivering ideas
and/or messaging. The means of delivering these messages and ideas are not of
our creation. The printing and computer industries handed them to us. So we
need to review how we design and what our communication goals are before we
decide what format/media we are designing for.
By pushing sustainable technologies and LCA through the graphic design
process. Presently, these solutions are given to graphic designers, not created by
them.
I see graphic design influencing most on establishing relationships between
people and the world around them. Whether that be resource consumption or
local species conservation, people respond more positively when what they are
looking at is at least designed well. Graphic design can also present the
information in a new and engaging way.
Consumer behavior, awareness, education, waste reduction, materials, longer life
cycles, better end of life scenarios, efficiency, production costs, strategy and
systems thinking, encouraging empathy in the design of products, etc.
Designers can influence sustainability simply by using systems thinking
throughout the creative process. In most cases the client won't even know the
difference - good design is good design. However I also believe it's important to
explain the benefits to the client and encourage them to consider their own
sustainability story and the value it brings to them and their customers.
articulating the role it plays in brand expression - envisioning new ways of doing
things - creating innovative/unique models to which people can aspire
Promotion and education on the role of designers as leaders to affect change
I think graphic designers can use messages in their designs to influence
sustainability to make their audiences more aware of facts.
Applying systems design
It's not just graphic design anymore. Bring us to the table to redesign whole
systems that are not sustainable. We can be the truth tellers.
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Design process, packaging, messaging.
In the communication and messaging of sustainability. 2.) Materials and supply
chain
In suggesting responsible print solutions or digital comms instead of print where
possible
Finding ways to use design to educate local community and influence behavior
change/choices one makes. Following a kickstarter/startup model to promote
faster protyping and iteration.
Material choice Increase awareness Education
Printing and digital use.
In print
In the system thinking of projects and communicated to clients even if they dons
asked
Material choice is usually the first step and obvious choice. However, a deeper
level is to work with organisations and clients that make large scale change.
Designers can influence a project by leading knowledge and practice. This means
not only implementing environmental sustainability but also social and cultural
sustainability. Methodology, resources and tools are just one aspect of
sustainable communication design.
By offering sustainable substrates and educating themselves to educate their
clients.
Reusable products and packaging. The messages that we advertise, since we
design absolutely everything that is sold to the consumer.
In considering the form and function of an end product, whether through its use,
its materials or its production.
Our greatest opportunity for influence is in practice with clients, as respected
partners and advisors. We can advocate and educate where possible (by
including sustainable considerations in creative briefs, for example). To do this,
we also need to educate ourselves so we are prepared to recognize opportunities,
help, and advise. I believe it's an incremental process, rather than an all or
nothing proposition.
In the choice of paper and printing processes. Also in designing packaging to use
less and recyclable materials.
helping the client decide how to roll out a concept and decide what they really
need. They can also help the client think through a more effective use of their
resources (eg. why develop a print campaign if your target market engages with
your brand online?) and think about how to design for reuse and/or recyclability
(end of life). conceptually, I think it's important designers know what ideas
they're supporting with their work and that they believe in what they're putting
out into the world (the world is filled with enough meaningless crap) choosing
vendors who use best practices can also be a big influencer as the clients rarely
seem to have these relationships themselves, it's usually up to the designer to
figure out how to make a concept come to life.
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So much of my work is delivered via FTP, web.. and is paperless. I encourage this
method to reduce paper consumption. In the last 5 years, have really began to
question large sculpture, "junk-art" and 3D printing practices.. Asking "Why?"
when art is just product production, and will likely end up in a landfill.
Packaging and marketing.
Get involved early on in a project. Reassure client and need to have lots of
information; ask questions.
Graphic designers can influence sustainability by making their designs have an
"afterlife"
Material usage, true to brand design, innovation
by informing consumers through sustainable communication and campaign, but
also informing while making marketing communication (paying attention to
greenwashing!)
Reusable materials, less waste
non-toxic process
In choosing materials and printers. Pushing back on handouts and suggesting
something with more than one time.
Can attempt to persuade clients to choose sustainable materials and processes
(ie print), and also can visually communicate any eco / ethical benefits of the
brand.
I think graphic designers can influence sustainability at every step of the process.
When designers are thinking about sustainability in relation to solutions and vice
versa it can dramatically affect the impacts and outputs of the file product/or
service.
For myself its being there at the beginning of a project and educating my clients
about sustainable choices such as paper and printers who practice sustainable
practices.
Designers have the ability to impact sustainability initiatives throughout the
entire project cycle as well as influence vendors and clients.
Integrating sustainable options on a systems level, taking personal initiative.
Creating sustainable designs that are not only environmentally friendly but
actually more efficient and cost effective. Creating self-sustaining systems that
require less maintenance will also shift the overall focus of a design towards longterm sustainability, not just immediate effects of waste reduction, etc.
by choosing right materials for a job. Reduce of packaging.
From before the beginning—it's often too late if it doesn't come up at the start of
a project. Being sustainably focused can drive designers to think with a more
creative mindset rather than just coming up with standard ideas.
Designers can influence in many ways. They can change the companies they
work for, they can educated their clients, they can change their industry, they
can alter their supply chains through their specification choices, they can
influence supporting industries by the vendors and materials that they choose,
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they envision better futures and new options and ways of working and they can
communicate ideas to society at large.
When a project is still in it's determining phases: It's not about swapping fresh
paper out for a PCR'ed paper. It's about not using paper at all and still having the
project reach it's desired goal.
By raising awareness and engaging citizens with complex issues/ideas/solutions
in the form of creative, accessible and influential forms of communications.
Design is one our most powerful tools to influence positive behavior. To be
successful and impactful in that, we must emphasize the connectedness of
everything and promote and practice the values that best benefit humanity and
our planet.
More walk the walk, less talk the talk. I think a lot of these "Living Principles"type initiatives are well-intended, but I'm skeptical of much they actually move
the needle. Designers need to incorporate sustainability thinking into their
process and demand it of the clients and vendors that help realize the work. They
need to educate themselves on how it's done and share that knowledge. And they
need to consider if a project is worth doing in the first place. If the project is
unnecessary or superfluous, sustainability engineering is a moot point.
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Interview Questions
Name:
Title:
Company:
Job roles:
Background (education, training, work experience, etc.):
Note: Review answers given on survey if participated, and ask any follow-up questions.

1.

On the survey you wrote that you have been practicing sustainable design for ______
years. What was the turning point for you? Was there a significant event or was it a
slow progression?

2.

On the survey, you answered that sustainability is (expected/not expected) as part
of your job outcomes. What factors do you think lead to this expectation or lack
thereof? Clarify with solo designers if this a self-imposed expectation or an
expectation from client.

3.

INHOUSE: What specific roles or responsibilities do you have that contribute to
your company’s sustainability efforts?

4.

On the survey you answered that _____% of your clients are asking for sustainable
design.
a) Why do you think they are not asking for it more often (or vice versa)?
b) If clients choose to implement sustainable solutions, how much influence do you
feel you have in their decision?
c) Tell me about a time when a client who was maybe resistant at first, but finally
recognized the value in sustainable design? How or what finally convinced
them?

5.

CHECK SURVEY ANSWER FIRST: When a client typically approaches you with a
project, at what point in the design process do you get involved or consulted upon?
How do you feel this impacts your ability to design the most sustainable solution?
Prodding questions: Are they coming to you with a problem?
Are they willing to explore or do they just want you to execute their idea?

6.

IF SOLO DESIGNER ASK QUESTION #8 INSTEAD.
a) How does your creative team function and what is the design process?
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b) How does this process affect your ability to design sustainable solutions?
c) What would be your ideal process?
7.

CAE STUDY: Tell me about a particular sustainable design project or initiative that
gives you pride or that was particularly successful.
Prodding questions: What factors allowed for success?
What outcomes were expected versus what was delivered?
Were there any additional unexpected benefits or effects, including company savings,
sparking of other ideas, changes in attitudes or work relationships?
Why did you suggest this particular example?
What was your overall experience?

8.

How do you personally work through, research and evaluate sustainable design
options?
Prodding questions: Do you have favorite resources, references?
Do you follow specific sustainable principles or design processes?
Do you specify sustainable material requirements or certifications?

9.

What experiences or insights are you gaining as you practice sustainable design
methods that you didn’t expect when you started down a sustainable path?

10. a) What do you think is the biggest challenge for graphic designers trying to design
more sustainably?
Prodding questions: Do you have favorite resources, references? Is it lack of knowledge/or
formal education, a lack of resources, resistance by others, a societal or design industry
attitudes/culture, etc.

b) What would need to change to overcome this challenge?
11. a) Do you see any new trends, shifts, or changes that would make it easier for you
or other graphic designers to practice sustainable design?
b) Do you see new opportunities (beyond traditional graphic design) in which you
might use your skills as a designer and problem-solver to impact or influence larger
sustainability issues?
12. What advice would you give to young designers wanting to practice sociallyresponsible and environmentally-sustainable design?
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