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Introduction

The paper describes firstly how sustainability was introduced into CDN, with innovation being a key factor. It then describes how CDN is using this new knowledge in innovation and product development for client projects.

CDN International is a product innovation, design and development company in Barcelona, Spain. Following initial case study action research which was carried out by Cranfield University’s International Ecotechnology Research Centre, sustainability is now considered an important integral element into CDN’s product innovation and design process. CDN sees sustainability as a clear point for competitive advantage in developing product strategies for their clients.

Abstract

The objective of the initial research was to test appropriate methods to achieve successful acceptance of sustainability as an important business issue. The researcher lead the plan to introduce sustainability into CDN, and having achieved acceptance and motivation for sustainability, from the CEO, the Innovation Manager, and Design Team leaders, the plan was developed, and the researcher recruited to implement the plan. It was thought to be more appropriate for the researcher (now sustainability knowledge manager), whose subject knowledge for sustainable design is more developed, to initiate the implementation, with the support of senior management.

Therefore the first part of this paper describes some of the learning points brought from the initial research which demonstrate the need for innovative forward thinking business in the introduction of sustainability into a company.

During the initial research it was identified that the most effective influence for sustainability of CDN (a ‘knowledge-based’ company)  would be in the design strategies and product development knowledge offered to clients (external output focussed) unlike manufacturing organisations whose greatest influence and strongest business case is often on internal environmental process improvement and Eco-efficiency. (SustainAbility 2002) 

It was also identified that the nature of CDN’s business lends itself to the adoption of sustainability as a business approach. It is well known that sustainability requires a rethink in strategic direction, which requires a different mode of thinking than ‘business-as-usual’ approaches. This requires forward thinking organisations, creativity and innovation to be successful; something that design consultancies are particularly adept at.  Design consultancies therefore have the ability to bring change into organisations and clients in the form of the product strategies they propose. However, “in UK based design consultancies, EcoDesign is rarely (if at all) integrated in a systematic way” (Dewberry and Goggin 1996) and neither the previous literature in industrial design or EcoDesign demonstrates a clear understanding of the industrial designers role in EcoDesign or sustainability (Lofthouse 2001)

The unique case of CDN, a design consultancy, demonstrates that there is real value to be brought by sustainability to the design and innovation process, and in offering a service to clients.

CDN’s Applied Innovation department has been the main area of influence and point in which sustainability thinking can be implemented, therefore the methodologies used have a ‘front-end’ emphasis, being the place where more influence can be made over the product strategy, and the improvements for sustainability.

This paper describes the CDN Sustainable Design Methodology, and how this works throughout the other knowledge areas of CDN. This is demonstrated in this paper through case study projects where sustainable innovation, technologies or materials have been a valuable element. The case studies will include our findings and results from working with vehicle interiors, office furniture, and electronic products. Such as, proposing strategies for increasing or rejuvenating value of ‘obsolete’ technologies, and enhancing lifecycle strategies through modular upgradeable designs.

Product Development and new product strategies are viewed as ideal places to begin the process of working towards sustainability, as decisions made early in the product strategy and decision making processes can have an amplified effect on the contribution or impact of the client’s business towards sustainability.

CDN will be looking to continuously improve this new approach to product development and aims to be able to tackle more issues for sustainability in the future. Until now, CDN has found sustainability to add a real competitive advantage to innovation projects through the retention of value in product cycles, extended business relationships between final users and companies by offering services, and new business areas offered by contributing positively to sustainability. 
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