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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to answer to the challenges of sustainable innovation. An approach to sustainable innovation within engineering design is suggested, based on discussions on innovation and sustainability, as well as on projects carried out in Germany, Norway and China, mainly performed by young engineering students. Students are an interesting group for the purpose of innovation as they have not yet locked into set lifestyles, and will carry sustainable patterns throughout life. They are thus an important group both for implementing ways of thinking, working and acting, as well as a group to address for new sustainable solutions.

The suggested innovative approach is based on sustainable future scenarios , which switches from the simple improvement of an existing product to the core of the product itself: the functional unit. This increases the possibility for innovative solutions, and the solutions themselves might also be implemented in the near future on a micro-scale. This way, the product developer considers the whole system and is able to design innovative systems or products.

By broadening the view of the product developer, it is possible to fulfill the product function without having a product on hand. Instead of the product itself the customer “buys” the service of a so called product service system (PSS). The goal of PSS is to increase the functional unit and sustainability of the product by intensifying the use. 

The problem with PSS is the acceptance by the consumers since the user is no longer the owner of the product. A recent study found that in Germany, a maximum of 24 % of the inhabitants could be convinced by the idea (Hirschl et al., 2002). Therefore, only a few concepts are successful on the market but when the time has come and we move more and more towards the sustainable society as promoted by Stevels (1997), the PSS concept will gain importance. Since it will take a couple of years to arrive there it is advisable to develop sustainable innovative products which have a clear personal added value so that they will be accepted by the customer.
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