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I had my first introduction to green design from an architect. In 1995, a California architect named Sim Van der Ryn published a book called Ecological Design that sparked my interest. It talked about using the power of design to create innovative solutions for a set of pressing ecological problems. For a while, I thought I might shift my career from graphic design to architecture, which seemed to be where eco-innovative design was happening.

Then I came across a book called From Eco-cities to Living Machines by John and Nancy Todd, which talked about ecological design from an engineer’s perspective. At the time, I worked down the street from the restaurant Chez Panisse, where Alice Waters crafted some of America’s most celebrated cuisine by combining culinary innovation and ecological responsibility through the use of local, seasonal ingredients. This struck me as the gastronomic equivalent of ecological design. Paul Hawken’s book, Ecology of Commerce, expressed the same philosophy of innovation and ecology from the perspective of a business person. It became clear to me that this philosophy was like a wave flowing through many aspects of design and business. Rather than changing to a different field, I simply needed to change the way I thought about graphic communication.

All of the authors and innovators I mentioned cut their teeth as 1960s progressives. Over the intervening decades they formulated a philosophy that seemed to reconcile the environmentalism of the 60s with the realities of contemporary science and business—and managed to infuse their work with beauty and creativity along the way.

When I cofounded Celery Design Collaborative with two friends in San Francisco in 1997, we modeled the studio after this group of green pioneers. Our goal was to do graphic design that “tastes good and is good for you.” For us, the name “celery” evoked a quirky sort of green that was more interested in innovation than guilt. (I should note here that this is my version of history. My mother, a New Orleans native, insists that celery references “the holy trinity of Louisiana cooking”; my business partner Rod DeWeese insists it has something to do with Bloody Mary cocktails.)

We had the good fortune very early on of working with The Natural Step, an influential nonprofit organization that promotes a science-based framework for sustainable development. Many business people have found The Natural Step model helpful as they attempt to steer their organizations toward sustainable operations. When Celery began working with The Natural Step, Paul Hawken was directing the organization in the United States. He encouraged us to try out some ambitious eco-innovations, and we learned from both successes and failures. In the process of designing an identity system, brochures, and educational materials, we learned a great deal about sustainability and were able to help one of the thought leaders of this arena. SEE PAGES 61 AND 90.
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In the years since then, Celery has done design work for a wide variety of large and small nonprofit organizations. Helping advocacy organizations get their messages out has been a great way for us to learn and gain experience doing green design. Local organizations like the Ecology Center, which promotes recycling and sustainable lifesyles in our hometown of Berkeley, and global organizations like Future 500, which encourages corporations to adopt sustainable practices, have a great deal in common. They all rely on effective communications to achieve their missions. Therefore, they need, and usually appreciate, good design.

Celery got its first big taste of Fortune 500 work when Gil Friend, a green business guru and founder of Natural Logic, invited us to work on Hewlett Packard’s first corporate social responsibility (CSR) report. Gil was advising HP on their CSR strategy, and he thought that a fresh design approach would help the cause. We worked very closely with Gil and the team at HP to build a compelling narrative and a set of easy-to-understand information graphics. Our passion about the content came through in the design and helped to elevate the project beyond typical corporate communications. The report was very well received and it helped to establish HP as one of the early leaders of corporate responsibility reporting in the United States. SEE PAGES 98 AND 179

The project taught us that green design was equally possible at the largest corporations in the world and at small, local nonprofits. That’s because design decisions are not made at the scale of the “corporation,” they are made at the scale of the person. Doing interesting, innovative work is largely a matter of connecting with people who share your passions. Those people could be anywhere in the world and could be employed by almost any organization. When you peel back the façade of any great design project, you find a group of people, sitting around a table, trying to think through difficult issues and solve communications problems.


Doing interesting,
innovative work is
largely a matter of
connecting with
people who share
your passions.
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THE LAYERS OF GREEN DESIGN

There are three distinct ways of thinking about a graphic designer’s role: designer as manipulator of stuff; designer as message maker; and designer as agent of change.

I like to think of design as a big, ripe avocado. The outer layer of this avocado represents the physical world of paper and print. This is the obvious part of design that we immediately see—the layer of stuff. Yet if we peel back the skin of the avocado, we discover the meat. This is the realm of brand and information. All of that stuff on the exterior really exists in order to convey information and deliver messages.

If we dive still deeper into the design avocado, we find one more layer—the seed at the center. This seed represents the central challenge around which all of the messages and stuff of design revolve: effecting change.

DESIGNER AS MANIPULATOR OF STUFF

The kind of graphic design that I learned about in school is a world of typography and images, paper and ink. It is the descendant of Gutenberg and the Bauhaus. It is essentially a world of stuff. In this world, graphic designers are manipulators of words, creators of image, and specifiers of materials.

Within this conception of graphics, green design is a matter of finding and using better physical materials. Designers may research things such as recycled and tree-free papers; or try to find nontoxic inks; or devise folds and structures that result in less waste. When most designers think of green design, these are the common themes.

In the early days of Celery, we immersed ourselves in the world of alternative materials and manufacturing techniques. We collected a library of unusual papers made from bamboo, banana, beer, and a bounty of other materials. We discovered topics outside the typical realm of graphic design, such as biomimicry, biocomposites, and Bucky Fuller. Ten years later, this is still a big part of what we do. We are researching and experimenting on nearly every project we touch.

DESIGNER AS MESSAGE MAKER

Along the way, I have also come to know a different realm of graphic design—one that is not specifically about stuff. In addition to creating physical artifacts (all those booklets, brochures, and banner ads), graphic designers also help clients strategize about how to build strong brands and craft communications that resonate with their target audiences. As such, we are message makers. The messages designers make, the brands we build, and the causes we promote can have impacts far beyond the paper we print on.
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This points to a different level of green graphic design. In addition to seeking out better materials and manufacturing techniques, designers can craft and deliver messages that have a positive impact on the world. An obvious example of this sort of green design is when designers work with nonprofit advocacy organizations. For instance, Celery helps the Global Footprint Network communicate with political leaders around the world about sustainable development. We use green materials, of course, but the ideas and messages we work with have much more potential to change the course of world development than our material choices do.

Likewise, green designers may help values-based companies build strong brands and succeed in the marketplace. These companies in turn help to educate their customers about social and environmental issues. Innovative brands can also have an influence far beyond their market share because they can shift the competitive landscape for major industries. A small company like Elephant Pharmacy, which has four stores in the San Francisco area, has carved out a comfortable niche by focusing on holistic wellness and natural products, but it has also influenced larger competitors to focus more on these things.

However, green messages are not limited to nonprofits and green businesses. Community outreach, cause marketing, and corporate responsibility are all well-developed corporate activities that allow graphic designers to work with messages that can have a positive impact. Designers can help companies position themselves as leaders on social and environmental issues, which in turn can influence business operations for years to come.

DESIGNER AS AGENT OF CHANGE

At its core, design is about effecting change. Someone, somewhere is dissatisfied with the way they find things, and they attempt to improve the situation by investing in design.

As designers, we are trying to help clients change the way people think and/or the way they act. In this sense, designers are uniquely positioned to shift not only our own actions, but also the actions of many others who are touched by our work—including our audiences and our clients. We may be hired to change the user’s experience of a client’s brand. But in the process of doing this, we have the power to change the brand itself. We have the power to influence the substance of a product or service. Green design at this level is about being a force for positive change.

Your range of possibilities as a green designer is directly related to how you define your role as a designer. If you think of yourself as a manipulator of stuff, then you can specify recycled paper and green printing. If you think of yourself as a message maker, then you can actively help influence the ideas and brands you work with. If you think of yourself as an agent of change, then you just might be able to change the actions of your audience, your clients, and your peers.

GREEN DESIGN IS GOOD DESIGN

Green graphic design is, first and foremost, about using the power of design to shift the status quo toward sustainable solutions.

The past century has witnessed a profound change in the role of graphic designers from a physical craft toward intellectual problem solving—from the factory floor to the cubicles of middle management. In recent years, a handful of design consultancies such as Stone Yamashita Partners and Bruce Mau Design have pointed the way to a future where graphic designers help define long-term corporate strategies and command a place among corporate executives. Many of us still set type and work with printers on production issues, but the range of our industry has increased dramatically and will probably continue to increase.

Likewise, the influence of graphic design is increasing. As partners with printers, graphic designers influence the flow of enormous quantities of materials and energy. With marketing managers, we influence public opinion and educate customers. With business leaders, we influence the brand value of organizations and help to determine their success or failure.

The power of graphic designers has undoubtedly increased. And with this newfound power comes new responsibility. We have to ask, Are we having a positive influence, or a negative influence? Is our work making life better for people and for future generations? Or, are we helping to fray the social fabric that holds us together and the ecological systems upon which we all depend?

Whether our job relates to production, layout, message hierarchy, or brand strategy, all of us can embrace a greener, more responsible model for graphic design. We stand between business and its audience. Just think of the good we could do—if only we choose to use our power!

Green design is a higher order of “good” design. Most of the aesthetic and functional principles that have guided our traditional conception of “good design” still apply. In fact, our work needs to be “good” in order to be green. But green design adds a new set of standards to the old “good design” that encompasses ecological and social “goodness.”

As graphic designers, we develop an innate compulsion to fix bad kerning and to clarify muddled messages. That’s a big part of “learning to be a designer.” It doesn’t matter whether it’s a major corporate identity system or a toddler’s birthday invitation with an audience more likely to eat the design than read it. Most of us are in this field because we enjoy solving visual problems. Over time, we develop an internal compass that guides us and helps us make design decisions.

Yet when it comes to the environmental and social aspects of communications, many designers feel that they need special permission from some higher authority to do the right thing. Suddenly, designers start saying things like “My boss hasn’t asked me to do it” and “They’re not paying me to be a do-gooder.” But it is everyone’s job to do good work. If we redefine “good design” to encompass green thinking, then it is automatically part of our job. We don’t need permission to do good any more than we need permission to obsess about kerning.

Learning to be a green designer is simply a process of refining that internal compass that guides our design so that it includes social and ecological considerations.

The New York ad agency Green Team developed a tool for assessing the overall “goodness” of communications. They created a web tool, called After These Messages, that allows people to view an advertisement, then answer a series of simple questions (If you created it, would you sleep well at night? Would you put it in your portfolio? Does it contribute to society?). The tool processes the answers and then plots the ad on a chart with two axes: aesthetic quality (from Hack to Genius) and social benefit (from Heaven to Hell). Anyone is free to make a judgment, and then to see how that compares to the average judgment from all other viewers. It is a fun, often surprising, activity.

After These Messages is a window into the future of design. It is no longer enough to strive for high production values. Designers must also strive for positive social and environmental impact. It is not “good” to be genius if your genius is used to damage society. Our conception of “good design” is changing. After playing with the After These Messages tool for a while, all of our design awards programs start to seem shallow and superficial. They seem one-dimensional because they only assess production values, completely ignoring the broader social context. As we adopt a more multidimensional lens for assessing design, green design will become the norm. We all strive to do good design; we just need to update our concept of “good.”
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After These Messages is a tool that helps people judge both the aesthetic quality and the social value of advertisements.
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Let’s start with a difficult reality: Green design is harder than “normal” design. You will have to learn more, struggle against the status quo, and possibly try things that no one in your organization has tried before. Your boss and/or client won’t have the answers for you and may not appreciate your accomplishments. Furthermore, you will probably make some embarrassing and costly mistakes.

Green design, like any change to a well-entrenched status quo, is challenging. The good news is that designers are very good at overcoming challenges and finding ways to improve upon the past. We are frequently faced with new materials, new tools, new clients, and new audiences to reach. This is what makes graphic design so interesting. For most designers, green issues are just another set of new challenges. The possibilities are exciting, but it won’t be easy for any of us to master them.

The important thing to know is this:
Sustainability will define our era.


Human
progress
never rolls in
on wheels of
inevitability.



Ideas related to sustainability are in the process of transforming the way businesses and other organizations operate and communicate. Sustainability is one of those waves, like the rise of modernism in the 1930s and the personal computer revolution in the 1980s, that change nearly every aspect of our society—and every design industry, including graphic design. We are already seeing the “green” transformation in architecture and industrial design. It doesn’t matter what political party you belong to, where you live, how much money you make, or what car you drive. Within the next ten years, almost every graphic designer will be a green designer to some degree. The real question is whether you use this shift as an opportunity for growth or allow it to put you at a competitive disadvantage. Whether you surf the wave or allow it to toss you into the rocks.

There are lots of reasons why sustainability is transforming our business. Values branding, corporate responsibility, the realities of ecological overshoot, and the mainstreaming of green are a few of the big ones.

1
VALUES BRANDING. We are moving from an era when consumers made purchasing decisions based primarily on price and performance to an era when consumers make values-based purchasing decisions. Fierce global competition means that nearly every successful product or business quickly spawns multiple copycats. Overseas contract manufacturing means that these competitors often share components and manufacturing techniques, making it even harder to tell them apart. And big-box retail and e-commerce mean that we have access to an almost infinite array of product options. In order to make sense of it all, consumers form “relationships” with companies that are built on trust and a perception of shared values. It is easier for us to “connect” with one of five brands than to compare five hundred competing products.

Meanwhile, mass communications and sophisticated transpor-tation infrastructure have erased many of the regional and socioeconomic differences that defined previous generations. We now assemble into “tribes”—groups of people held together by shared values and interests. “Values branding” is a response to these phenomena. As companies try to connect with particular tribes, they are finding that qualities such as “authenticity” are as important as price and performance. Graphic designers are increasingly being tasked with the challenge of creating this new generation of values-based brands.

2
CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY. The old model of corporate communications and public relations, built upon control of information and message, is breaking down. Over the past decade, a long string of scandals has taught the public that corporate communications can be an unreliable source for information on the true health of a business. Meanwhile, savvy activist organizations have learned to use grassroots campaigns to spread the word about a wide variety of unsavory activities—despite the best efforts of corporate public relations agencies. We have also seen several high-profile examples of imploding brand value, such as Philip Morris and Enron, which demonstrated to many corporate leaders what can happen when a corporation loses the public’s trust.

The result of all this is that many companies are embracing “transparency” and talking a lot more about corporate social responsibility (CSR). The principle of transparency is that companies are better off talking openly about difficult issues and engaging actively with critics, rather than ignoring those issues or hiding behind a façade of corporate marketing and public relations. CSR is an acknowledgment that companies need to do more than make a profit in order to earn the trust, respect, and business of customers. They must answer to the “triple bottom line” of financial, social, and environmental performance. This changes the role of graphic design from something akin to cheerleading to something more like facilitating open dialogue.

3
ECOLOGICAL OVERSHOOT. Few aspects of life in the devel-oped world are currently “sustainable.” Population growth and rising rates of material consumption in the developing world make this picture ever more dire. We are, without a doubt, in a state of “ecological overshoot,” consuming more resources than the Earth produces on an annual basis and systematically diminishing the Earth’s productive systems.

Of course, humans have been doing “unsustainable” things for millennia on a regional level. Occasionally, those unsustainable actions have brought great civilizations to their knees (as doc-umented in Jared Diamond’s book Collapse). But this is the first time in history that humans have overshot the carrying capacity of ecological systems on a global scale. Global warming is the first ecological crisis that impacts every citizen of every nation on every continent.

Businesses are starting to realize that ecological collapse is bad for business. As Yvon Chouinard, founder of the outdoor clothing company Patagonia, puts it, “There’s no profit to be made on a dead planet.” That statement applies equally well for graphic designers and their clients. We will need to radically reinvent the way we work in order to operate within very real ecological limits.

4
ECO-QUALITY—THE MAINSTREAMING OF GREEN. It is nearly impossible to pick up an architecture magazine today and NOT see something about green design. The business media issues a steady stream of reports on hot new green companies and the greening of old industry titans. After a long courting stage, it seems the world is suddenly in love with renewable energy. Many of the largest corporations in the world have made bold public commitments to corporate responsibility in the past few years and are starting to set ambitious goals for ecoinnovation. In case you hadn’t noticed, green is going mainstream.

Organic food, green building, and renewable energy have all reached a tipping point. In each of these markets, we have seen a merger between the mainstream consumer’s perception of “quality” and the idea of “ecological.” As a result, consumers who want the best quality are increasingly attracted to the ecological solutions. This is a shift from the days when eco-solutions were marketed as “less bad.” Most people don’t want “less bad”; they want good. As Alex Steffen, the founder of WorldChanging, puts it, “We want affluence without guilt,” not sacrifice and restriction.

We will continue to see green niches taking significant market share in the mainstream. In response, old-school consumer brands are trying to buy up the niche players and/or reposition themselves as responsible, even revolutionary alternatives. Again, graphic designers have a major role to play in aiding the development of green markets.

Change is coming from many different directions. This is not a fad diet; it is a sea change. The implications for the graphic design industry are profound. And this change will not be easy. Positive change, it seems, always lies uphill. To reach it, we must fight the pull of gravity—the inertia of the status quo. Yet out of need and out of opportunity, the ideas behind the “sustainability era” will transform our industry.
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The word “sustainable” can apply to any action that does not degrade the systems supporting it, and therefore can persist indefinitely. The systems that support our civilization are the natural systems of the Earth. They provide us with potable water, arable land, temperatures within a certain range, and so forth. Trees grow, fish reproduce, wetlands filter out sewage, rainwater falls and fills the rivers. The cycles continue.

The Earth’s systems have a fairly consistent and quantifiable level of productivity. If our collective actions cause us to “harvest” more resources during a particular span of time than the productivity of any of the Earth’s systems, then those actions can be called “unsustainable.” If we continue those actions, we gradually diminish the productivity of the systems. Overfishing is an obvious example of this. Consuming fresh water from rivers or underground aquifers at a rate faster than it is replenished by rain and snow is another example.

If our actions alter and degrade natural areas, making them less productive in the future, then those actions are also unsustainable. Filling in wetlands to build subdivisions is an example of this. That wetland will never again filter water or incubate aquatic life, so the net productivity of those systems goes down. Another example is clear cutting in forest lands, which can result in erosion of topsoil, making it difficult or impossible for healthy forests to regrow. The eroded soil flows into streams where it can permanently disrupt the spawning of fish. The net result is a degraded natural system. Many people would argue that humans have been altering landscapes for millenia. This is true, but this does not negate the fact that systematic degradation cannot continue indefinitely.

Also, if our actions produce materials that accumulate over time (because they can’t be effectively absorbed, decomposed, or filtered by natural systems), then those actions are unsustainable. Persistent chemicals such as dioxins and greenhouse gases are examples of this.

The basic assessment of “sustainability” is a fairly straightforward calculation. Either we are degrading our natural systems or we are not. Either we are producing persistent chemicals or we are not. This assessment of whether or not a particular action is sustainable is not a matter of ethics or opinion. However, what we choose to do, or not do, with the information may indeed be a moral decision.
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Ecological Footprint by Nation
Each dot represents one million people. The size of each dot is proportional to the per capita ecological footprint for each nation.1 This map shows the interconnection of population and lifestyle in determining our collective ecological impact.

The scientist Mathis Wackernagel, founder of Global Footprint Network, has developed a helpful method for visualizing sustainability with the concept of Ecological Footprints. With the help of other scientists, he calculated the annual productivity for a wide variety of ecological systems, multiplied this by the total area of productive land and sea on Earth, and divided that by the total number of people in each region of the world. The result is an average productivity per acre of land and sea and the per capita productivity of the Earth.1

With this in hand, Wackernagel’s team is able to translate almost any activity into an area of productive land, or “Ecological Footprint.” It is therefore possible to assess whether our resource consumption exceeds the per capita productivity of the Earth.

Since the mid 1980s, the collective resource consumption of humans has exceeded the annual productivity of the Earth. We are in a state that scientists call “ecological overshoot.” This means that we are using more resources than our planet can generate.

Through the scientific lens of sustainability, we sometimes see uncomfortable conclusions. Using an ecological footprint calculator,2 I can calculate the footprint of my personal resource consumption, which comes to about 13 global acres, or 5.2 global hectares. That is less than the average North American (24 acres/person, 9.6 ha/person), but higher than the average German (11.25 acres/person, 4.5 ha/person) and much higher than the average Earthling (5.5 acres/person, 2.2 ha/person). More importantly, my Ecological Footprint is significantly greater than what is available per person—4.5 acres/person, 1.8 ha/person. If everyone lived like me, we would need 2.9 planets to support the world’s population indefinitely. Therefore, MY LIFESTYLE IS NOT SUSTAINABLE.
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Humans are living well beyond the means of Earth to support us. This cannot continue indefinitely.

This puts the whole “paper versus plastic” debate at the grocery store into perspective. It turns out that both the paper and the plastic bag are likely to be unsustainable, as are most of the Sustainability groceries you’re buying and the supermarket you’re standing in while you ponder the question. Perhaps we don’t need an answer to the “paper or plastic” question; we need to design a different system altogether—a significantly better system.
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