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Sustainable design 
doesn’t have to 
kill creativity. 

It’s just about producing the most effective 
and least wasteful solution possible. It’s about 
thinking about the creative process laterally, 
and being aware of our options and the 
consequences of our choices from the start. 
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Our industry can make A positive 
change if we work together.
What we do is so intrinsically linked  
to the issue of environmental damage, 
that we are uniquely positioned to 
make a difference.

Sustainable thinking has to be the way 
forward. Many agencies have already 
fully embraced it, and most printers 
are well ahead of designers. What’s 
more, soon ALL of our clients will have 
to demand it. So why get left behind?

What is sustainable design?



Designers make the 
most beautiful trash”

“
– Scott Ewen, Emigre

Why should we change our ways?



The pulp and paper industry is one of the 
world’s largest emitters of greenhouse 
gases. It uses vast amounts of water 
and energy, and produces significant 
amounts of pollutants and landfill waste.

We will run out of landfill in the UK in  
7 years if we don’t slow down our waste. 
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Why should we change our ways?

18% of household waste is paper and 
card. We’re responsible for a large part 
of this because most of our print work 
eventually ends up there.

It’s time we accepted responsibility – 
and acted on it.

18%

Designers make the 
most beautiful trash”

“
– Scott Ewen, Emigre
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WHAT CAN WE DO?

We just need to keep it in mind at every 
stage of the design process – from the 
initial brief, to the design, to the client 
sell-in and final production. So it doesn’t 
just come down to designers – everyone 
involved must play their part. 

Sustainable design doesn’t 
require hours of our time.



WHAT CAN WE DO?

This is where we have the potential to 
make the most difference.

Before we dive into a brief, we should 
step back and find the most effective 
way to communicate our clients’ needs 
instead of just delivering them what 
they’ve asked for. 

We need to solve the problem, so we 
shouldn’t be afraid to re-write the brief.

THE BRIEF



WHAT CAN WE DO?

Approach a project backwards, considering 
the sheet size and the printing process 
first. For example, you may design a book 
or leaflet that would have been a lot less 
wasteful if it was just a few centimetres 
smaller in order to fit more on a single sheet.

DESIGN



WHAT CAN WE DO?

Imposition is key – how you position your 
job on a sheet of paper can make a big 
difference. Most printers have B sized 
plates, but most designers’ specifications 
are based on A sizes. This wastes 25% 
of the paper immediately. Talk to your 
printers first to work out some optimum 
page sizes for minimum waste.

DESIGN
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should keep in mind when designing and 
attempt to use more sustainable options:
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WHAT CAN WE DO?

These are some of the questions we 
should keep in mind when designing and 
attempt to use more sustainable options:

Finally, always include information so that 
your final audience knows what materials 
your work is made from – and how they 
should recycle or dispose of it.

Remember, being less wasteful and using 
the right materials will result in lower costs.
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WHAT CAN WE DO?

The production of paper undoubtedly 
impacts our environment, but there are  
a few steps we can take to ensure we are 
using the most sustainable options.

Recycled paper is the greenest option 
overall – it uses up waste paper and 
its production requires less energy and 
fewer chemicals. Recycled paper has the 
capacity to be recycled 6 times and is more 
sustainable than virgin paper. Plus the 
quality of recycled paper has improved 
massively in the last 20 years. It’s often 
impossible to tell the difference between 
quality recycled and virgin paper.

Each tonne of recycled paper can save 17 
trees, 1700 litres of oil, three cubic metres 
of landfill space and 32,000 litres of water.

Paper



WHAT CAN WE DO?

‘Sustainably’ sourced paper definitions vary, 
so we need to source from certified suppliers. 
A true sustainably managed forest is one 
that provides a renewable, economic supply 
of timber from a source that sustains native 
wildlife, plants and non-commercial trees. 
Ask your printer for FSC (Forest Stewardship 
Council) certified paper. 

Paper



WHAT CAN WE DO?

We need to become friends with our 
printers, even visit them if we can. We 
should be familiar with the process our 
works goes through, as it will ultimately 
help us prevent waste.

Seek printers that are ISO14001 
certified or have the Greenmark 
standard, which means that they have 
focused on reducing their carbon 
emissions as well as, in some cases, 
offsetting them.

print



What’s next?

Now that you know the basics of sustainable 
design, it’s important you continue to keep 
learning and practising. The most beneficial 
thing you can do today is to begin using this 
knowledge in your daily work and make 
sustainable thinking second nature.

Please do not print this document, it has been designed for screen only.

GOOD LUCK!


