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SUMMARY  
The Designers Accord is a coalition of diverse professionals, who are working together to create positive 
environmental and social impact. It's  made up of over 100,000 members of the creative community, 
representing 100 countries, and each design discipline, striving to integrate the principles of sustainable 
design into all practice and production.   Adopting the Designers Accord provides access to a community 
of peers that shares methodologies, resources, and experiences around environmental and social issues in 
design. 

This panel discusses the organization, its mission, sustainable design practices at each of the panelists' 
companies, while also taking questions from the audience. 

                    
 

INTRODUCTION  

{Valerie welcomes audience, and asks how many people are familiar with the Designers 

Accord. A good number of people raise their hands, considering this is mostly a business -

oriented audience. Valerie introduces the following statement on screen: 

 

 

{Valerie says they use the words ñEnvironmental and Social I mpact ò because it is more 

meaningful to their mission, than using the word ñsustainability ò, which can be interpreted  in 

various ways.  

Supplemental Information : There are 3 ways to join the Designers Accord, and 5 guidelines for each 

constituent category to follow. Please see: http://www.designersaccord.org/da_guidelines.html  

  

http://www.designersaccord.org/da_guidelines.html


{ An infographic  is shown and explained by Valerie. It has been reproduced  as shown}:   

 

1st :  Greening your People & Places  

- Measuring your carbon footprint in all your locations.  

- Establish a program to educate your internal teams on the most important things you can think about 

regarding sustainability, social impact, and environmental impact.  

2nd : Portfolio or Work Product  

- Everything that you do, every client/product you touch, we ask every adopter to engage in a 

conversation about sustainable alternatives, and think about the environment, social impact, and life 

cycle of the products & people weôre touching.  {This involves asking questions to re-perspective the 

product/  serviceôs goal, core benefit, or desired experience first, before thinking about form} . 

- The most radical aspect is to take the methodologies and the best practices that they are experiencing in 

their work, their wor kplace, and in their relations  with clients and customers, and actually share them 

back with the community.  

3 rd : Community  

- This approach is fundamentally different from the traditional model of how the design and creative 

industry works, which typically  involves keeping everything close to the designer or within the firm. What 

we are seeing is that the days are over of being very competitive and exclusive with information .  What we 

need to be doing is embracing an entirely different model so that we can take a very active leadership role. 

 

  



{ An infogr aphic is shown and explained by Valerie. It is has been reproduced as shown}:  

 

 

{Valerie continued} :   

Philosophically, we are not asking design firms to create a green product line or portfolio. We never want 

a designer to say: ñOh, Iôll make a green mobile phone for you, or a green house for you, or a green retail 

experience for you.ò  What we want to do is really get to the point where, when we talk about 

sustainability, we are putting it at the same level as thinking about organizational behavior, b rand design, 

technology in business, and then human factors. So it should just be one of the many frameworks that we 

are using. And we ask all the adopters not actually to take out a line item, and describe their business as 

ñoh, and we can also green this product for youò. It really needs to be an integrated part of the business.  

We are supporting this knowledge sharing t hrough a global network, and we are partnering with 

Architecture for Humanity , which has the Open Architecture Network, and we will be building this web 

platform so that all of these informal conversations, {some of which youôll hear about today} , actually can 

happen on a digital platform, and we can reach a much, much, broader audience.  Our intention is to 

launch the beta version this summer. 

Cameron Sinclair  started Architecture for Humanity a nd won the TED prize in 07, with which Sun 

Microsystems (American computer hardware/software manufacturer) funded the creation of this 

platform. So we are actually joining forces with about 5,000 architects from around the world, building 

projects in various places, and weôll be adding into their network. 

The last point  is about really understanding  the power of the collective; the power that the creative 

community can make, working together, and how we can actually collectively, change consumer behavior, 

change the way business does business, and really understand different kinds of consumption habits.  The 

power of the collective though, is pretty meaningless unless you have individual accountability, so what 

the Designers Accord tries to do is create a framework so that people are accountable. They need to report 

http://www.architectureforhumanity.org/
http://www.openarchitecturenetwork.org/
http://www.cameronsinclair.com/
http://www.ted.com/


their carbon footprint reduction, and they need to provide evidence of bringing materials, best practices, 

and methodologies into the community. T hey also get the benefit of being part of this global network of 

peers who share this passion and are thinking really creatively about this. 

{A timeline of progress is shown}  

1) Began with an article {by Valerie Casey}  and encouragement from Paul Hawken, noted 

environmentalist. Founded in July 2007 with 450 designers from 3 countries and 4 disciplines.  

 

2) By January 2008, there were 3,500 designers from 21 countries and most disciplines (interaction 

design, mechanical engineering, research, industrial design, architecture, interior  design). This 

happened through word of mouth (people talking with others) , informal meetings, and a 

BusinessWeek article. 

 

3) Now there are 100,000 designers {audience claps}, with  70% from outside the United States. So 

itôs really a global coalition with people from various countries with different regulations, while 

sharing unique political views, social views, and simple material analysis. 

 

{Valerie mentions a blog article from Mindtribe , and tells the story}  

A Silicon Valley (Northern California, USA) engineering firm, was talking to a well-known vendor about 

different material choices.  The vendor brought in a case of materials.  The lady who wrote the article  said 

that she and another designer were there and at the end of the conversation, she picked up a material and 

asked if it was recyclable. The vendor stopped for a moment , paused, look at her curiously, and said that 

only two times in his entire c areer had anyone asked him that question, and the first time was yesterday. 

I t was remarkable, because when they did this further inquiry , they discovered that the people who asked 

the day before, were actually members of the Designers Accord, and they said that the reason why this is 

happening is that weôre all asking these questions. And we may not be making a huge impact that you can 

see in the marketplace right away, but by participating in this conversation, youôre forcing people to find 

out the answers to those questions. The vendor didnôt know if the material was recyclable, but now with 

having two voices asked, and also the awareness that the entire industry is considering this, or especially 

his clientele, we have this really amazing kind of powerful effect. And itôs those incremental things we do 

every day that are going to be part of making this radical change, and thatôs what this Designers Accord is 

all about. 

 

PANEL DISCUSSION 

{Valerie introduces Lucas Daniel from Gravity Tank, and briefly describes his firmôs 

innovation and market opportunity consulting services }  Through the evidence that youôre 

seeing around the Designers Accord, how do you see this involvement is changing your 

practi ce? 

http://www.paulhawken.com/
http://www.businessweek.com/innovate/content/jan2008/id20080118_434274.htm
http://blog.mindtribe.com/?p=68


{Lucas}:  Itôs definitely different. People in this arena now arenôt really holding information and 

practices too close within their organizations . So the anecdote that I bring is that we were 

working on a project with an internal product pla nning team for one of our large clients, and 

they were wrestling with how to interpret broad corporate sustainability initiatives at the ground -level 

and tactical level, and how does that actually impact making the product design they were going to 

pursue. So, rather than approach the process new and come up with a perspective of our own, we decided 

that it would be best to source the collective thought capital available, and look for great evidence and 

case studies. I saw Terry Swak of Sustainable Minds talk at last yearôs Sustainable Brands conference, give 

a great presentation with case studies. So I emailed her and said that Iôd love to learn more and borrow 

some case studies. So she did. We spent some time on the phone and it was such a great experience that 

we decided to invite her to our workshop, where she collaborated with us and some other people. In the 

end, it was a great format for us to collectively talk about it. Afterwards having created our deliverable 

and summed everything up, she asked if she could get a copy, so I emailed it back.  I think itôs this sort of 

back and forth communication and collaboration thatôs really starting to raise all the boats at once. From 

a couple conversations Iôve had here, we really need to figure out how to produce the narrative (story)  

overall. One of the things that is going to hurt all of our firms is if weôre all sort of consulting for these 

clients independently, while bringing our OWN definition of sustainability and sustainable desi gn.  So 

what we really need to do is look at a collective narrative and really share the same stories, examples, and 

case studies, and start to bring that to light.  

 

{Valerie} :  I think thatôs a great point. If youôre outside the design industry, it may not seem that 

palpable to you about this competitive nature of design, but in reality itôs fiercely competitive. 

People are always protecting this notion that weôre all sort of against each other, and I think that 

in this case you can have a much better chance of innovating if youôre not spending all of your time 

defining what sustainability is  and trying to educate your teams, but rather pool each othersô interests and 

build on each othersô notions. With Design Continuum, another large design firm, I  called their people up 

and said that thereôs a couple of small firms in San Francisco that are really looking for a quick way to 

engage in those conversations with clients, and I said that what we did to begin, is that we made a 

physical space, like an exhibition of green products and things, and let people try the difference between 

this soap and that one, while looking at different bottles and shapesébut in essence make it a physical, 

experiential thing, rather than giving a lot of rhetoric around de sign. It resulted in a wonderful 

experience. They just shared that and now these little firms are doing so and are able to take on some of 

those strategies, then send on their successes or failures, etc., back to the community. And you can see 

that this has a sort of wonderful amplified effect.  

{To John}:  Youôve been experiencing some of that in the bay area yourself as well, correct? 

 

{John}:  I see our firm as independent. My previous life was in larger organizations, but now 

when youôre constrained with the number of resources one has, you tend to be a bit more 

entrepreneurial in terms of the types of individuals you reach out to. And so by nature, I think 

we create our own networks, and I think itôs actually beneficial because the problems weôre working with 

http://www.sustainableminds.com/
http://www.sustainablelifemedia.com/events/sustainablebrands07
http://www.dcontinuum.com/


are getting more complex. Right now weôre working on a project called Better Places, from this gentleman 

who is creating a fundamentally new infrastructure for transportation, and now heôs talking about energy 

and the subscription cell phone model as a way to think about how one purchases cars. These are the 

kinds of projects weôre beginning to work on, and frankly theyôre beyond our capacity, so we have to reach 

out to many luminaries in the business. I think the common ground Iôve found is that as weôre all sharing 

this sustainability envelope, the dialogue is easier.  Before, getting for example some kind of information 

from a competitor was just more difficult. For some reason, weôre now in a kind of open source world; itôs 

broadly about sharing, learning, and wanting to improve. Thereôs this shared ethos around that, and itôs 

really truly amazing. In the last couple years, itôs been opening up. 

 

{Valerie} :  Iôm interested in that notion of having the agility as an independent firm, versus 

something like {points to }  Peter, youôre involved with DesignWorks which is owned by BMW, 

and we had an interesting conversation the other day when another division of BMW said: ñOh 

we heard about this thing called the Designers Accordò.  And DesignWorks came to the Designers Accord 

voluntarily as well. T here were very few people and organizations that we had to seek out to be a part of 

this. The last sort of holdout was Pentagram, and they signed up two weeks ago.  

{To Peter Falt}:  So Peter, do you want to talk about that sort of corporate hierarchy, the parent, and the 

level of flexibility you have in taking on an initiative like this?  

 

{Peter} :  First thanks for inviting us. Ye s, itôs different, but whatôs at least helpful is that BMW 

has its own sustainability policy, and so certainly theyôre making their own path. Having them as 

a parent, we do get a little bit of the Right Hand / Left Hand issue, so although weôre trying to do 

similar initiatives, BMW , MINI, and the other brands are finding ways to make an impact in the 

marketplace. As a parent company, we benefit from their resources, from their knowledge bank, and 

certainly anything that we can bring to our non-BMW clients. Thereôs not really a mandate that comes 

down from them - itôs mostly guidelines that are there, that as a subsidiary we can adhere to. 

 

{Valerie} :  So thereôs a pre-existing structure in place, while the Designers Accord gives you an 

action arm for it, right?  

 

{Peter} :  Yes, thereôs a sustainable management system in the parent company as well as 

DesignWorks, and I think that the Designers Accord, from what I can tell, has given us access to 

individual designers culturally outside of D esignWorks. So itôs actually more of a flux between 

consultancies and industries, rather than just inside the DesignWorks team and our efforts.  

 

{Valerie} :  Interesting. {To Lynelle}  Lynelle, Iôm going to have to pick on you, {to audience}  

because before Lynelle was at AutoDesk, she was leading corporate social responsibility at HP 

(Hewlett -Packard Corporation, American Computer & Hardware Manufacturer)  for seven 

http://www.designworksusa.com/
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