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If business is to effectively tackle issues of waste and reductions in energy and resource use, and their concomitant effects on air and water pollution, including CO2 emissions, then innovative and radically different conceptions of product design and business models must be envisioned. New inter-related notions of product design and production that fully integrate ‘the local’ within the greater global context are needed if sustainable development is to be more effectively realized. Such a direction would not only ameliorate environmental damage but also contribute to the socio-economic aspects of sustainable development.
This paper addresses these issues by presenting a case for designing ephemeral products for sustainability. A distributed, pluralistic approach to product creation is taken that is able to respond to many sustainable priorities. Essentially the approach is one of temporarily concentrating components so that, for a period, they constitute a functional object with a contemporarily appropriate aesthetic. Once the ‘product’ is no longer desired – due either to functional obsolescence or because it becomes aesthetically outdated – then all or many of the components can be readily disassociated and, thence, re-concentrated into new forms and functions. In this way, and with judicious design, components and materials can be continually reconfigured and re-assembled into transient functional forms, and in this way they become continuually re-valued. 

This model of products and product design implies a quite different appreciation of the place and importance of products. It fosters an appreciation that is better aligned with sustainable principles and one that, as with some traditional cultures, values design not as a thing to be possessed but as a transient act. Moreover, it implies a quite different conception of manufacturing, product distribution and post-use product services. Today we generally conceive products as independent, complete, inviolable objects which, as we know only too well, are disposed of at increasingly alarming rates. In contrast to these conventions, ‘products’ here are conceived at temporary concentrations that, for a short time, allow a certain functional benefit to be effected. When technologies and tastes change or when, for other reasons, a product is no longer needed, then the constituent parts can be recovered, separated and thence ‘re-concentrated’ in new ways. To achieve this, design will be a key ingredient.
To illustrate the approach, a number of prototypical design examples, developed by the author, are included. These show the potential of the apporach and some of its diverse possibilities. They also demonstrate some of the aesthetic characteristics that begin to emerge from the process. Examples include lighting designs as well as a number of electronic and audio products.

The direction described here responds to many inherently sustainable principles. It allows local input into the manufacture of the product, including use of local materials, aesthetic choices, development of employment opportunities and the provision of production, use and post-use product services. It contributes to local socio-economic wellbeing and reduces many of the external costs of global scale manufacture and product distribution (packaging, shipping, energy use, emissions etc.). However, the primary focus of the paper is product design and the contribution of the designer in visualizing and being at the vanguard of a new, sustainable vision for the nature of functional objects and sustainable business. Sustainable design is not simply a matter of quantifying emission reductions and accountability. Design is a normative, creative discipline and, as such, can contribute to the development of new business models in imaginative, poetic ways that overcome many of the barriers that quasi-scientific or engineering approaches fail to address.
