Linking Sustainable Product Design with Corporate Social Responsibility: a Consideration of Frameworks and Measurement Tools

Eco design focuses on reducing the environmental impacts of products throughout their life cycle.  Sustainable design goes further in that it also addresses the social aspects of production. For example, it seeks to ensure that workers have a healthy and safe work environment, are paid a living wage and that the production process does not harm local communities. As framed by The Natural Step, sustainable design endeavors to “dematerialize, substitute and humanize”.
  That is, this new approach to product design aims for:  much greater efficiency in use of materials and energy, commonly called dematerialization; reduction or elimination of hazardous inputs, referred to as substitution or detoxification; and, improvement in the conditions under which these products are made, referred to as humanization.  Lewis and Gertsakis state that “sustainable design begins to address the bigger picture by considering collectively some of the harder questions, such as need, equity, ethics, social impact and total resource efficiency and thus the role of design in achieving inter-generational equity”.
  

Researchers and practitioners have begun to develop frameworks to assist firms in implementing sustainable product design and development.  This paper will review work by Tischer, Maxwell and van der Vorst, The Natural Step US, and the German Oko Institut to develop methods for product sustainability assessment and will suggest ways to augment and strengthen these tools.  While eco design strategies have been relatively effective in the areas of dematerialization and substitution, the greatest challenge remains in the arena of “humanization”, especially in an era of globalization, where production often occurs far from where the product is designed and will be used/consumed and supply chains are complex and multi-layered.

Tools for evaluating the economic, social and/or environmental performance of firms do exist, such as the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) and SA 8000.  However, these tools may not directly address product design and development. The GRI includes two product related environmental performance indicators to measure the “significant environmental impacts of principal products and services” and the “percentage of the weight of products sold that is reclaimable at the end of the products’ useful life and percentage that is actually reclaimed”.
  Social factors of production, such as labor practices and human rights are addressed in the social performance indicators of GRI.  In addition, the social performance indicators address “product responsibility” by considering consumer health and safety during product use and evaluating compliance with product labeling requirements. 

There is a need to more explicitly link sustainable product design/development with measures of corporate social responsibility.  Sustainable design is a logical extension of eco design as it goes beyond a consideration of environmental attributes of a product. By pushing the boundaries of eco design to incorporate sustainable design, this process becomes more naturally aligned with principles of corporate social responsibility which frame core business values and ethics to be applied at each node of globalized production and consumption.
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