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Use It In  
Everything  

You Do
The Living Principles for Design are meant to guide purpose-
ful action. They will evolve, grow and draw openly from a wide 
range of professional practices.

The Living Principles for Design framework is a catalyst for 
driving positive cultural change. It distills the four streams of 
sustainability—environment, people, economy, and culture—
into a roadmap that is understandable, integrated, and most 
importantly, actionable. Designers, business leaders, and edu-
cators can use The Living Principles to guide every decision, 
every day.

These principles are truly living: success is dependent on the 
active involvement of the creative community to drive the con-
versation, the industry, and the world toward a brighter future.

Join our feedback loop on Facebook and help create and share 
tried-and-true best practices, guidelines, tools, ideas, case 
studies, and general support for a broad range of design disci-
plines, including: Communication Design Packaging Design Ex-
perience Design Interaction Design Fashion Design Industrial 
Design Architecture/Interior Design Service Design.



Need
As one of the defining ideas of the 21st century, sustainability 
holds tremendous possibilities for the creative community, 
its business partners and society. And while 87% of recently 
surveyed AIGA members view sustainability as a top priority, 
many of them confess they are ill-equipped to apply its prin-
ciples effectively.

Sustainability is complicated. The decentralized nature of re-
sources, the complexities of the issues and the lack of filtering 
for how they relate to design appear to be the main barriers for 
turning motivation into action. Everyone wants to do the right 
thing, but no one relishes attacking this knowledge hairball.



Approach
The Living Principles for Design distill the collective wisdom 
found in decades of sustainability theories and bring them to 
life in the first quadruple bottom-line framework for design.

The Living Principles weave together environmental protec-
tion, social equity, and economic health — thus building upon 
commonly accepted, triple bottom-line frameworks. But most 
significantly, they incorporate cultural vitality because culture 
is where all aspects of sustainability find their way into the 
blood stream of society, and culture is where designers have 
the deepest impact as their creations and choices shape habits 
and values.

The Living Principles framework is a lens that brings clarity to 
integrated sustainability and makes it accessible, relevant and 
ready to put into action.



Design can visualize complex 
information and make it com-
prehensible and relevant. It 
can help invent new  
systems, products and  
services to deliver more value 
for less material and energy 
used. Design solutions that 
integrate environmental 
criteria at every step can 
overcome natural resource 
constraints, whether animal, 
plant, mineral, air or water.



Environment
Learn and inform about the environmental impacts of choices 
and behaviors. Consider intended and unintended ecological 
consequences of components over the entire lifecycle, including 
extraction of raw materials from nature, conversion of materials 
into artifacts, artifact use / reuse, transportation, disposal, and 
recycling.

Consider the entire supply chain. Seek sustainable suppliers and 
clean production technologies at every step. Plan to optimize 
shipping volumes and transportation distances.

Eliminate waste. Maximize use of recycled, recyclable and 
compostable materials. Plan for use of materials in continuous 
cycles including disassembly, ease of recovery, take-back  
programs, upcycling and recycling.

Avoid the use of any substances that may cause environmental 
damage to air quality, water or the earth.

Consider appropriate durability to make artifacts last longer 
or decompose more easily. Design for multiple functions and 
repairability to encourage reuse.

Minimize energy use. Maximize use of clean energy sources 
such as wind and solar in manufacturing, transportation and 
product use.



Designs and messages that are 
based on principles of inclusion, 
equality and empathy provide 
harmonious and healthy condi-
tions in which all members of 
society can flourish. Design 
can visualize acute needs, raise 
awareness, prompt response, 
and affect policy to improve 
quality of life.



Society
Create messages, artifacts, services and experiences that re-
spond to the needs of all people, celebrate beauty and promote 
and enable joyful, healthy living. Consider intended and un-
intended consequences for individuals and communities from 
all components over the entire lifecycle, including impacts on 
human toxicity, water pollution, cancer causing potential, re-
source depletion and climate change.

Understand the ethical supply chain to ensure that products 
and services are manufactured under safe and fair labor condi-
tions, supporting human rights and basic needs like suffcient  
pay, healthcare and benefits. Minimize environmental, health 
and safety risks to employees and communities involved in 
manufacturing, use, and end-of-life scenarios with safe tech-
nologies, facilities and operating procedures.



Design thinking can help 
invent new economic and 
business models appropriate 
for 21st-century realities and 
set the foundation for a more 
sustainable world. Design’s 
approach to investigation, 
analysis, and visualization 
can be leveraged to create 
opportunities and value for 
companies and people across 
all streams of sustainability.



Economy
Understand financial parameters and ensure that solutions 
meet market criteria for performance and cost.

Communicate truthfully and with transparency.

Understand and communicate sound business values and short- 
and long- term benefits of sustainable solutions including  
ef ficiency, competitive advantage, profitability, increased sales, 
brand equity and employee morale.

Consider and encourage business models that incorporate  
product take- back systems, end-of-life product collection,  
product upgrading and material recycling.

Consider solutions that can transform products into lease or 
service models.

Consider equitable systems of corporate ownership and gover-
nance, such as co-ops.



Design can connect people 
with ideas, motivate behavior 
change, and shift mindsets. 
This transformative power 
can shape new values and  
provide a compelling under-
standing of sustainability  
that ensures its assimilation 
by a broad array of people, 
nations and cultures.



Culture
Create messages, artifacts, services and experiences that 
provide people with choices that can change attitudes and 
redefine prosperity.

Support and promote the uniqueness of different cultures and 
recognize that highly functional systems like eco- systems and 
human communities are resilient because of their diversity.

Consider historical, place-based, social, cultural and economic 
contexts to make design and messaging culturally relevant and 
to preserve local cultures.

Promote desirable visions that will compel people to want to 
live sustainably.
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Design is a powerful conduit for change. As the messages, artifacts and experiences we create 
pass through the hands, minds and hearts of people, we have an opportunity to weave sustain-
ability into the broader fabric of culture and to shift consumption and lifestyle aspirations to a 
more sustainable basis for living.

In order for individuals, societies, economies and the planet to flourish, we must support envi-
ronmental responsibility, social equity, economic health and cultural vitality and recognize that 
they are inextricably linked. The Living Principles for Design form a practical framework that 
illustrates the confluence of these four streams – the key to sustainable design.



Genealogy

In developing the Living Principles for Design, our goal was to distill the collective wisdom found in decades of sustainability 
theories and make it accessible to a broad audience of design practitioners and their clients.

To uncover a meaningful opportunity, we started by looking at the landscape of the major sustainability visions, manifestos, 
principles, frameworks and tools that have been developed over the past 50 years and that are relevant to design. We think of 
this research document as the genealogy of the Living Principles. It is also a chronology and a primer of sorts – an invitation for 
further discovery.

Upon close investigation, we noticed some trends:

 » Many of the principles and frameworks focus squarely and solely on environmental sustainability.

 » Several are based on a systems approach, but this do not necessarily add relevance for designers beyond the environmental 
and social realms.

 » Some of the tools and frameworks that appear very useful are not widely used or adopted.

 » There are countless resources for material choices, production techniques, energy, waste and even on the social impact of 
design. However, few address design’s impact on culture and the role culture plays in sustainability.

So while a lot of good and useful information already exists, it is fragmented. It is also missing a compelling case for looking at 
design’s impact on trends and habits. We believe that for sustainable design to be attainable, designers need a common under-
standing of the interdependence of all four streams of sustainability – environmental protection, social equity, economic health 
and cultural vitality. The Living Principles for Design stand on the shoulders of giants. The DNA of their work will become evident 
as you peruse this genealogy.

“One serious problem for designers is that, even with a systems approach, there are few tools in existence that wrap 
these issues together. Instead, designers must learn to match together a series of disparate approaches, understand-
ings, and frameworks in order to build a complete solution.”

— Nathan Shedroff, Design Is the Problem: The Future of Design Must be Sustainable, 2009



ACTIONABLE

SELECTIVE

INTEGRATED

TOOLSFRAMEWORKSPRINCIPLESVISIONS
ASPIRATIONAL

Kyoto/Cumulus

EEID Stockholm Declaration

The Hannover Principles

World Economic Forum

The Ceres PrinciplesFirst Things First Manifesto 2000

First Things First Manifesto 1964

The Precautionary Principle

AIA

SROI

Design Can Change
Designer’s Field Guide to Sustainability

The Sustainability Scorecard

Cradle to Cradle

Biomimicry

The Designers Accord

Sustainability Helix

Eleven Design Questions

Life Cycle Analysis (LCA)

The PHAROS Project

IDSA Eco Design Principles & Practices

GDC Sustainability Principles

Natural Capitalism

The Natural Step

LEED

re-nourish

Sustainable Packaging Coalition

Sustainability Helix

Okala

Presidio Model

The Living Principles

Social Equity

Actions and issues that affect  
every aspect of society; 
including poverty, violence, 
injustice, education, health-
care, safe housing, labor and 
human rights.

Environmental Protection

Actions and issues that affect 
natural systems, including 
climate change, preservation, 
carbon footprint and restora-
tion of natural resources.

Economic Health

Actions and issues that affect 
how people and organizations 
meet their basic needs, evolve 
and define economic success 
and growth.

Cultural Vitality

Actions and issues that affect 
how communities manifest 
identity, preserve and culti-
vate traditions, and develop 
belief systems and commonly 
accepted values.
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