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Abstract

This paper presents a current research project in sustainable product design. Three parallel strands of the research are presented which are then brought together to provide fresh insights into design for sustainability. Firstly, the overall concept of ‘Integrated Scales of Design and Production for Sustainability’ (ISDPS) is presented, that proposes integrating mass-production with local production to better address a variety of sustainable criteria. Secondly, an example of a contemporary product is examined which integrates various scales of production in its design. Thirdly, design explorations are presented that introduce concepts such as impermanent and transient design and adaptable or enabling design. Finally, these three strands are brought together to provide insights to better define the feasibility and potential of the “ISDPS” concept. 

Socio-cultural and environmental impacts of product design and production need to be rethought within the realm of sustainable development through new systems thinking and new understandings of product design. To achieve this, our current norms in product design and production, in terms of people, processes and products, have to be thoroughly examined so that new, viable and sustainable initiatives can be implemented. A continuation of conventional mass-production, which externalizes the production impacts (environmental and social) is not sustainable. However, shifting design and production towards a local/craft level, which tends to internalize many of the production impacts, is not feasible. Both mass-production and craft production have merits - integrating them in new ways offers a third option that has the potential to be both sustainable and feasible.  

This ISDPS concept brings together mass-production approaches and integrates them with key sustainable concerns such as use of local materials, tacit knowledge and skills at the local level, and effective and economically viable product repair, re-use and recovery.  The objective of the current research is to develop and explore the feasibility of this concept because it appears to better address sustainable principles in terms of, 1) facilitating local employment and developing related skills for product maintenance, upgrade and recovery and, 2) tailoring products to local needs, tastes and expressions through adaptable design. 

The way a product is designed, the materials it is designed from, and the processes it is designed for are all intimately connected to the anticipated production numbers and the distribution system. To define the implications of various scales of design and production, a contemporary lamp design will be examined, which integrates traditional craft techniques with batch production. Initial findings from key informant interviews with the lamp’s designers together with field notes will be presented. This product will be compared and contrasted to a mass-produced lamp of similar design by examining the key components and stages in the design and production processes. In this context, the meaning of the local in terms of product availability and adaptability and its relationship with the underlying sustainability criteria will be discussed. In addition, design explorations will be presented that articulate and develop the ISDPS concept within the designing process. These explorations begin to develop an approach that combines mass-production with local design and production contributions. Finally, conclusions are drawn that provide a basis for the further development and research of the “ISDPS” concept. 
