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What to Expect
CaTalysT was designed to stimulate thinking and encourage conversation about the role of strategic design in defining and develop-
ing an economically, socially and environmentally sustainable future. We have included numerous external links throughout the 
text and in the form of “related resources” at the end of each article. CaTalysT is accompanied by a blog that is our means of 
continuing the conversation between publications. Blog posts are related to, as well as unique from, those in the digital publication. 
you can find the CaTalysT blog on our website: http://www.CaTalysTsdr.com.
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Catalyzing the Conversation
The desire for more is deeply designed into modern material cul-
tures. Without more we feel less. We express need, frustration, joy 
and love in material form. We are what we wear and share, Tweet 
and toss together as lifestyle statements. We are truly material girls 
and boys. Can we balance our desire for material expression of 
who we are with our desire for a more inclusive, equitable and sus-
tainable world? We think so. But we must mature and deepen our 
understanding of the political, social and economic consequences 
of our material choices.

We have come to imagine our biosphere as a vast mall of mate-
rial “resources” and we have increased our use of those resources by 
1000 percent in the last half century. The living systems which have 
sustained us have been degraded and exploited. 

There are very real risks associated with the design of our mate-
rial expression. Materials matter. Design matters. Life matters. 

Material shortages alert and sober us as regimes fall, economies 
falter and nation states square off for the rare earth materials that 
provide the infrastructure of our virtual worlds. More apparent 
material shortages highlight new opportunities to design different 
and more meaningful material expressions and to deepen our rela-
tionship with our material world. 

It is time to look at the way we consume objects, experiences 
and our world. We are disrupting and deregulating the rhythms 
that stabilize our climate and establish the seasons upon which 
the planting cycles of the world’s people depend. This has conse-
quences. They are designed in. They can be designed out. 

In this issue of Catalyst, we re-imagine our relationship with our 
material world. We map a world designed by those intrigued by the 
challenge of making material choices that are benign by design. A 
world filled with meaning, shaped by design and expressed in the 
language of objects and experiences. We take a new look at TED and 
examine its method for spreading ideas, the material of our mental 
lives. We examine how the well designed use of micro finance can 
help to flow the material resource of money to communities where 
it has rarely reached. And we follow fashion as it begins to boldly 
move forward with sourcing strategies that can help style glamorous 
and prosperous lifestyles for the few and for the many. 

We invite you to meet the material girls and boys who are chal-
lenging the norms of wasteful cultures and designing the new 
narratives of desire. They are helping to mature and deepen our 
understanding of the strategic role of design. 

Dr. Mary McBride
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Designing 
Desire – 
Material  
Matters
Our ecOnOmy and sOciety depend on our material 
flows. A lack of balance in material supply creates politi-
cal and economic consequences for a world community.  
We are already witnessing the consequences of the 
struggle for supply of critical materials. Strategic design 
can inform how we source, select, transform and recap-
ture these materials. Our designs will not only impact 
the political and economic relations of states, but also, 
the material well being of the world’s people.

Materials 
Sourcing Must 
Consider:

1. Where the materials come 
from and the impact they 
have on local communities 
and economies;

2. Local actors in the regions 
where materials are sourced;

3. Global economic and 
political impacts as a result 
of their procurement;

4. The carbon footprint 
of their journey from 
sourcing to end user;

5. Their effect on the health 
of on designers and users;

6. The additional resources 
required to alter their  
current state for use in 
production; and

7. What happens to products 
they are used for at the  
end of lifecycle.

8. Designers create desire. We 
must also help others to 
recognize and respect the 
limits of the rare and real.
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From the Catalyst Blog

Re-Designing  
Education
The International  
Baccalaureate® (IB)  
Primary Years Program  
In Trinidad & Tobago

By giselle Carr

While traveling in the Caribbean  
over the holidays, I had the great  
fortune to run into a high school 
friend who now teaches Art at The 
International School of Port of Spain, 
the first authorized International  
Baccalaureate® (IB) Primary Years 
Program World School in Trinidad 
& Tobago. The IB Primary Years 
Program is an innovative education 
model designed to engage students 
and prepare them to be active partici-
pants in a lifelong journey of learning, 
or to foster a “community of learners.”

Students in the 21st century are 
faced with the challenge of learning 
about an interconnected world where 
knowledge is constantly developing. 
Designed for children ages 3 to 12, 
the program focuses on the holistic 
development of the child as an inquirer, 
both inside and outside the classroom. 
The most distinctive feature of the 
program is the written, taught and 
assessed curricula, broken down  
into six transdisciplinary themes of 
global significance:
•	 Who	we	are
•	 Where	we	are	in	place	and	time
•	 How	we	express	ourselves
•	 How	the	world	works

•	 How	we	organize	ourselves
•	 Sharing	the	planet

Teachers design units of inquiry  
that both transcend and articulate 
conventional subject boundaries.  
The six themes are centered on the  
subject areas of language, social stud-
ies, mathematics, arts, science and  
personal / social / physical education.

Another significant aspect of the 
framework is the Five Essential  
Elements component – concepts, 
knowledge, skills, attitudes, and action. 

Students are given the opportunity to:
•	 gain	knowledge	that	is	relevant	 

and of global significance
•	 develop	an	understanding	of	 

concepts, which allows them to 
make connections throughout  
their learning

•	 acquire	transdisciplinary	 
and disciplinary skills

•	 develop	attitudes	that	will	lead	to	
international-mindedness

•	 take	action	as	a	consequence	of	 
their learning

The IB Primary Years Programme 
model illustrates how the global 
themes, traditional subject areas and 
actionable elements have been designed 
into one integrative experience for a 
child, in order to help create the leaders 
of tomorrow.

Students in the 21st century are faced with the 
challenge of learning about an interconnected 

world where knowledge is constantly developing.
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read more posts on the CaTalysT 
blog at: CaTalysTsdr.com

Levi’s introduces  
Waterless jeans
Designing Sustainable  
Competitive Advantage

By alexandra Bocon

The Levi’s brand has made huge 
strides towards significantly reduc-
ing the amount of water used in  
the manufacturing process of jeans. 
The Water<Less collection, being 
released in the infamous 501, 511 and 
514 styles, reduces water consump-
tion by an average of 28% and up to 
96% for some new products within 
the Levi’s line. In contrast to this 
effort, the average pair of jeans uses 
42 liters of water in the finishing 
process alone. In most manufac-
turing processes, jeans are washed 
in industrial washing machines 
between two and ten times during 

the finishing process in order to 
achieve that “worn-in distressed” 
look that is so popular.

To achieve the Water<Less 
 collection, Levi’s Brand decided 
to design three simple steps. First, 
combine multiple wet washing 
machine cycle processes into a single 
wet process, incorporate ozone  
processing into garment washing, 
and finally, remove the water from 
the stone washing process where  
just stones are needed. With the 
release of the Water<Less collection 
currently in stores, Levi’s Brand  
estimates that by spring it will have 
over 1.5 million pairs of Water<Less 
jeans for sale, leading to 16 million 
gallons of water saved.

In addition to saving millions of 
gallons of water for the planet, the 
company’s changes are also projected 
to save suppliers money as well. By 
designing a system that uses less 
water energy costs decrease, thus  
saving suppliers money in their 
monthly utility bills.

The Water<Less collection is  
just one way in which the Levi’s 
Brand is using strategic design to 
reduce their environmental impact.  
According to Levi Strauss research, 
the largest water impact is in  
the cotton growing process. In  
reaction, Levi’s has begun to  
support their suppliers in discover-
ing more sustainable ways to grow 
cotton as well as monitoring  
how suppliers use water in their 
manufacturing processes in an 
attempt to create a sustainable  
competitive advantage for Levi’s.

Smart Clothing:  
Design at its Best
By Haris silic

What would happen if we designed 
clothes that helped facilitate the  
communication between the envi-
ronment and our bodies?

NYU students Niem Lam and Sue 
Ngo decided to answer this question. 
They designed sweatshirts that detect 
the levels of carbon monoxide in  
the atmosphere and respond to it. So 
far they only have two designs: one 
with an illustration of a heart and the 
other with an illustration of lungs. 
When the level of carbon monoxide is 
high the illustrations start to change. 
In sweatshirt designs, distinct veins 
begin to appear.

This genius use of strategic design 
has a potential to explode in the gar-
ment arena. Sue Ngo mentioned that 
they are working on a shirt design 
that would detect the levels of alcohol 
in a person’s liver, and respond to it. 
I really think there are countless uses 
for this idea. What if our clothes told 
us our immune system was weaken-
ing, or that we needed to hydrate our 
bodies? Smart clothing, such as these 
sweatshirts, elevates design to the 
level that it deserves: a strategic tool 
that improves lives, and creates more 
intelligent human beings.
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Catalyst Voices: Adam Zoltowski

e xc lus i v i t y. Deep down we all 
seek it. Think back to high school  
or earlier, where being a part of the 
cool kids group meant everything. 
Fraternities at major universities 
operate , and thrive on this principal  
of perceived ‘coolness.’ TED, the 
online video lecture series built, a 
global brand on exclusivity, but  
in an ironic twist has managed to  
turn into one of the web’s most  
inclusive communities. 

The TED conference, held each 
year, costs around $6,000 and features 
a line up of the brightest minds on 
the planet.  TED started as a series of 
simple dinner party lectures at  
the home of founder Richard Saul 
Wurman and has grown to become a 
global phenomenon. A visit to TED.
com can provide access to lectures 
on a dizzying array of topics from the 
best thinkers of today. Talks last no 
more than 18 minutes and can be on 
any topic so long as it relates back to 
the larger TED theme and mission, 

which is ‘Ideas Worth Spreadings’.  
Last year the TED conference had 
1,500 attendees. 

At first, this all sounds incredibly 
exclusive, and it is. Not many people 
can afford to spend $6,000 on a 4-day 
event listening to academics and 
industry professionals expound on their 
latest and greatest ideas. Luckily, TED 
realized the best way to balance the 
desire for their content while remaining 
exclusive was to offer the talks, for free 
no less, online via their website. Using 
this channel, they distribute the talks 
given at TED to anyone who is eager to 
learn about some of our world’s most 
fascinating concepts. 

Yet, TED has managed to remain 
exclusive while becoming even more 
open for people to appreciate. To be  
a speaker at TED is quite an honor.  
In response to the growing desire to  
participate in TED events, they 
launched TEDx. TEDx events are  
independently organized TED like 
events which are run and operated 

by community members all across the 
world. They operate under the guid-
ance and guidelines of the TED brand 
but are steered by the vision of volun-
teers and community members. TED 
took the exclusive attraction of their 
model and decided to share it with the 
masses, while still retaining the shine 
of the organization’s original attraction.

The creation of TEDx has accom-
plished at least two things. First, it has 
cemented TED as an organization that 
works at both the global  
and local level in the sharing of infor-
mation. TED began as a small group 
of thinkers that grew into a large one. 
But it was still an elite class of people, 
hand-picked by a small group. It chose 
who could participate and share, and 
the fans of TED could not share back. 
TEDx makes it able to continue to do 
that while also offering the community  
the power to share in return what it 
values, while still maintaining and 
upholding the TED brand.

Second, it has enabled communities 
to disseminate essential information 
to the world at large. 750 TEDx events 
have occurred in over 60 countries. 
The themes have been as varied as the 
response to the oil spill disaster in the  
Gulf Coast to TEDx Dubai, which was 
the largest of its kind in the Middle 
East. This format allows speakers and 
thinkers to share information we may 
never have heard of before. It enables 

TED: The Desire for 
Exclusivity and Inclusion

TED has managed  
to remain exclusive 
while becoming  
even more open for 
people to appreciate.

Adam Zoltowski is the executive editor 
of CaTalysT and is a participant in the 
pratt Institute’s Design Management 
program. prior to his involvement with 
CaTalysT, he was a web designer in 
Washington, DC where he specialized in 
online advertising for political candidates 
and non-profit organizations.
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local communities to become more 
involved in the exploration of the 
critical thought required to change 
the world in which we live. In addition 
to TEDx, the organization has also 
launched TED fellows, a sponsorship 
program of young people, primarily  
from developing regions, who are 
accomplishing great things.

TED itself is still an exclusive event, 
but the organization has done an 
incredible job of creating an inclusive 
community through their auxiliary 
programs TEDx and TED fellows. 
They used the desire to be a part of an 
exclusive community to help build a 
more inclusive, and participatory one.

The organization has 
done an incredible  
job of creating an  
inclusive community.





Pratt Design Incubator for 
Sustainable Innovation: 
Connecting the  
“Want-To” the “How-To” 
the “Need-to”
By DEBErA Johnson

Pa r a Phr a se d f r Om t he se P t e mbe r 25,  2010  NPR radio broadcast “Wait, Wait 
Don’t Tell Me” where host Peter Sagal interviews Delmar Smith, a lifetime Oklahoman, 
world-renowned birddog trainer and longtime rodeo gate-man of the Lazy–E steer 
roping finals.

Executive Summary
pratt Design Incubator Director Deb Johnson discusses the process of taking a new venture from an original idea to a fully realized 
business. she begins by discussing how entrepreneurs develop their desire for new businesses that are socially and environmentally 
responsible. she examines the Incubator process, providing a step-by-step explanation of how new ventures get off the ground 
and running. she uses case studies of actual “Incubees” to demonstrate the value of the incubation process, exemplifying its 
commitment to fulfilling consumer desires in innovative new ways through design.

Material Matters  9



Strategy  
in Action

>> Possess 
the desire to create 

something new

>> Understand 
the ‘How-To’ of your 

design process

>> Identify 
and measure the 
‘need-to’ create  
something new  
and for whom

>> Establish 
a network of  

professionals in your 
area of expertise

>> Learn 
from your  

professional network

>> Deliver 
a desirable, quality 

final product
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Pratt design inCubator for sustainable innovation

sAGAL: So what skills, what native skills do 
you need to have to be a good rodeo cowboy?
DELMAr: The want to.
PETEr: The want-to.
DELMAr: Mm-hmm.
PETEr: So if I wanted to be a rodeo cowboy, 
I could do it?
DELMAr: I can see you’ve got the want-to. 
You may not be one of the top ones, but you 
could do it.
PETEr:	Oh,	really?	[How	do	you	know?}
DELMAr: I’m watching your neck.
sAGAL: Oh, really? 
DELMAr: You have a twitch in the neck.
sAGAL: And what does this tell you 
about me?
Mr. sMITh: That you’re setting on ready.
sAGAL: Is that a good thing? I was proud 
for a second, but what does that mean?
Mr. sMITh: That you’ve got the want-to and 
you’re sitting on ready.

The desire to take on the inherent risks of 
entrepreneurship requires a certain set of 
building blocks. It begins with an irresistibly 
good idea, a strong sense of independence 
and a willingness to take risks. This “want-to” 
energy – combined with an attitude of “setting 
on ready” -- drives the entrepreneur through 
the “how-to” phase. This is an immense chal-
lenge, to steadfastly take on what you don’t 
know, fail, find success and not give up when 
confronted by the sheer enormity of it all. 

Entrepreneurial thought processes are 
analogous to those of a designer: highly 
emergent, contextually-driven, and iterative 
by nature. Currently “Design-Thinking,” is 
used to describe the migration of design pro-
cesses into the world of business., Design has 
become the model for approaches to innova-
tion in our complex world.

Entrepreneurs are driven by their passion 
to build a product that is better than what’s 
already out there; designers are driven by 
their passion for making the user’s experi-
ence better. Social citizens are driven by 
their passion for making the world sustain-
able. Assembling the values of the social 
citizen, the designer and the entrepreneur to 
construct business models that challenge the 
status quo.

 At this time the world is asking us all to 
consider the environmental and societal con-
sequences associated with making a profit. 
Consumers have begun to examine the con-
sequences of their investments. Up and down 
the supply chain and value chain, this is the 
“need-to” that is stimulating change. In this 
era, the culture of socially responsible design 
entrepreneurship is thriving.

Finding design-driven entrepreneurs with 
good ideas and supporting them in creating 
successful, “triple bottom line businesses” is 
a key motivator of the Pratt Design Incubator 
for Sustainable Innovation. Started in 2002 
as a part of the Industrial Design program at 
Pratt Institute, the Pratt Design Incubator  
for Sustainable Innovation emerged in res-
ponse to three challenges: 1) the need for 
resources to advance viable concepts for 
new product opportunities, 2) decreased 
full time job opportunities for designers 
and a resulting increase in the freelancer 
life/work style, and 3) perhaps most impor-
tantly, the aftermath of 9/11 created a new 
urgency to do something relevant in a trans-
formed world.

A freelance culture that became main-
stream around the turn of the 21st Century 
resulted in changed expectations on the part 
of workers and a more transient, project-
based work culture. Around the same time, 
interest in global warming was increasing as 

“Entrepreneurial 
thought processes  
are analogous to 
those of a designer:   
highly emergent,  
contextually-driven, 
and iterative  
by nature.”

A closer look at the solar 
ivy system designed by 

sMIT, an Incubator  
project that became a 
fully realized business
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CATALysT Insight
The Incubator forces 

participants to  
imagine their designs 

in real-life settings, 
combining design 
ingenuity with the 

needs of business.
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Pratt design inCubator for sustainable innovation

weather patterns and political strife reflected 
the depletion and overuse of the earth’s 
resources. People began to construct connec-
tions between work and social responsibility. 
But there were few places devoted to support-
ing the people who wanted to integrate sus-
tainability, design and entrepreneurship into 
a viable business.

 Generally, recent MBAs are trained to 
participate in running a segment of an orga-
nization and design graduates are trained to 
develop new designs. Few from either group 
have learned about how to integrate sustain-
able best practices into a profitable product 
or business. Identifying this gap focused the 
mission of the Pratt Design Incubator on cre-
ating a collaborative community of socially 
responsible startups that could learn, share 
resources and profit together.  

In 2005, the Pratt Incubator expanded 
from one start-up business to five. As of 
January 2011, it expanded to eight start-

ups. We continue to assemble a community 
with shared values, who are excited to work 
in a diverse and collaborative environment 
that will inspire, model and accelerate the 
launch of each of their values-based busi-
nesses. Incubator 2.0 connects “triple 
bottom line” accounting with a modern 
definition of design that insists that “con-
sequences” be assessed along side form 
and function resulting in a new integrated 
model. The role of the incubator is to bring 
together resources and leverage them across 

“At this time the  
world is asking us 
all to consider the 
environmental and 
societal consequences 
associated with  
making a profit.”

Debera Johnson, Executive Director, Center for Sustainable Design Studies at Pratt Institute    debjohnson@pratt.edu                COMPOSTMODERN 2011    JANUARY 22, 2011

opposite: Dorm  
room furniture designed 

for West Elm
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Debera Johnson, Executive Director, Center for Sustainable Design Studies at Pratt Institute    debjohnson@pratt.edu                COMPOSTMODERN 2011    JANUARY 22, 2011
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the incubator community. The resulting 
community of start-ups actively partici-
pate in shared risk taking, learning and 
enhanced access to resources that speed the 
success of the individual start-ups.

“InCUBEEs”

The Incubator currently sponsors eight 
businesses, about 20 partners and over 30 
interns. It has been involved with the launch 
of over 18 companies and all but two are 
still active. Our largest company, launched 
in 2003, is “KURGO,” a pet wellness and 
safety company which relocated to the Bos-
ton area and has 10 full-time employees 
and a product line of about 20 products 
which sell in over 2,500 retail locations 
including Petco, Costco, LLBean, and REI. 
As a result of its rapid growth, KURGO 
ranked 835th overall on Inc.’s 2010 list of 
the 5000 fastest growing companies in the 
U.S. On the same list, it was the 46th fastest 
growing consumer goods company and the 

fastest growing pet product manufacturer in 
the nation. (www.inc.com/inc5000/profile/
kurgo) The Kurgo product line is for the dog 
on the move. One of their most successful 
products is a dog seatbelt harness.

Sam Cochran, an industrial design major  
from Pratt, is the founder of SMIT (Sus-
tainably-Minded-Interactive-Technology). 
Sam entered the incubator in 2005 in order 
to develop his senior thesis: a photovoltaic 
“ivy”. The concept was a big hit with archi-
tects at the International Contemporary 
Furniture Fair, but the prototype didn’t 
actually work. Over the past five years, 
Sam led a five-person team which devel-
oped a line of modular PV products based 
on “leaves” that are installed on vertical 
surfaces. SMIT continues to create innova-
tive products which use high tech, thin film 
photovoltaic material. 

 In 2006, Diane Ruengsorn, a graduate  
of the Design Management program at 
Pratt, envisioned a company that could 
produce beautifully designed, sustain-
ably manufactured and affordable home 

Pratt Design Incubator

Pratt design inCubator for sustainable innovation

Above: A look at the 
work of the 

Pratt Incubator



CATALysT Insight
The Incubator  
encourages both 
chaos and structure  
in the attempt to 
create innovative new 
businesses.
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products. She joined the Incubator and 
worked with interns from the industrial 
design program to create a home product 
line that was functional, beautiful and 
sustainable. One series of wood products, 
available internationally, uses mahogany 
scrap from a local window fabricator in 
Brooklyn. Virgin material that was being 
discarded is now diverted from the waste 
stream and fashioned into elegant prod-
ucts	for	the	home.	Her	products	are	avail-
able nationwide and available through 
MOMA’s online catalog. 

 Our most recent group of six start-ups 
accepted into the incubator include two 
fashion design companies – TwentyTen and 
Eko-lab, along with Pliant Technologies–  
which is working on new forms of energy 
captured from slow moving water, Spec-
trum Bioenergy – which produces modular, 
smaller-scale	 biogas	 systems,	Holstee	 –	 an	
online product and gift shop focused on 
illuminating and supporting social issues 
through their products and profits, and 
BioLite Stove, a highly efficient cooking 
stove that produces electricity.

   The Incubator’s motto is, “Come in with 
an idea; leave with a business.” Each start-
up is given office/workspace at the Incu-
bator’s 5,500 square foot, open loft in the 
Brooklyn Navy Yard. The Incubees become 
part of a supportive community structure 
and have access to Pratt resources. The 
Incubator’s extensive mentorship network 
is available to each business, and start-
ups are assigned a series of mentors who 
evaluate and guide each start-up through 
five stages: Business Plan Development, 
Ethics and Values, Operations and Sourc-
ing, Product Design and Development, 
and Finance. The average expected time 
frame for a start-up is two years. Every 
six months, start-ups are evaluated on 
three criteria: progress, participation and 
potential. Because our start-ups are so dif-
ferent from each other, progress is indus-
try-dependent. For example, a high-tech, 
highly engineered product may take longer 
to incubate into a product than a low-tech 
product with highly accessible supply and 
manufacturing resources. Participation 

involves… and is critical to remaining in 
the incubator – without the community we 
lose the “liquid network” that is the reason 
for bringing together a diversely-focused 
group of creative people. “Liquid networks” 
are defined brilliantly by Steven Johnson 
in his book Where Good Ideas Come From: 
The Natural History of Innovation. 

“[We need a] chaotic environment 
where ideas are more likely to come 
together, where people are likely to have 
new, interesting, unpredictable colli-
sions – [with] people from different 
backgrounds… in fact, almost all of the 
important breakthrough ideas did not 
happen alone in the lab, under a micro-
scope. They happened at the conference 
table at the weekly lab meeting, when 
everybody got together and shared their 
kind of latest data and findings, often-
times when people shared the mistakes 
they were having, the error, the noise in 
the signal they were discovering. And 
something about that environment -- 
and I’ve started calling it the “liquid 
network,” where you have lots of dif-
ferent ideas that are together, different 
backgrounds, different interests, jostling 
with each other, bouncing off each other 
-- that environment is, in fact, the envi-
ronment that leads to innovation.”  
Attribution: Steven Johnson: Where Good 
Ideas Come From, from the transcript from 
his speech at TEDGlobal 2010, filmed Jul 
2010, Posted Sept 2010

Daily proximity to other entrepreneurs 
and twice-a-month group meetings are at 
the heart of the Incubator’s success. Both 
allow Incubees to share progress, news and 
“liquid networks” that help speed progress, 
deepen values, and ignite “eureka” moments. 
Knowing that someone else is tracking your 
progress and cares about your success helps 
to keep the passion alive through the most 
difficult moments and decisions. By includ-
ing a strong internship program, we are able 
to connect students with entrepreneurs, and 
our entrepreneurs with the next generation 
of creative thinkers. 
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Pratt design inCubator for sustainable innovation

Another aspect of the Pratt Design Incu-
bator is to bring in outside collaborative proj-
ects. For example, in May 2009, the Pratt 
Design Incubator partnered with the home 
furnishing company “West Elm” to design 
and produce a line of sustainable home office 
furniture. The company was exploring a new 
look that was visually lighter, reasonably 
priced and met the criteria of the third party 
certification programs. 

Twelve recently graduates from the 
Pratt Industrial Design program moved 
into the Incubator’s project space for eight 
weeks to work collaboratively on the proj-
ect. The centerpiece of the collection is a 

simple and highly functional home office 
desk made of Forest Stewardship Council 
(FSC) certified wood. The collection also 
includes a chair, file unit, wall shelving 
and accessories set, and table lamp. Of 
the ten concepts presented, five ultimately 

went into production.
The designs use eco-friendly materials 

and processes, including, powder-coated 
steel (a process that is less toxic than tradi-
tional plating), non-toxic glues, and water-
based stains was also necessary. The desk 
lamp uses energy-efficient Light Emitting 
Diode (LED) technology. 

While West Elm gained 5 products that 
went into production, it also allowed them 
to explore a new direction in a cost effective 
way. It linked them directly to a younger con-
sumer base that wasn’t represented in-house.  
Incubator was able to prove a successful 
mass-market model that linked design con-
sulting and sustainability. More importantly 
12 new designers have learned what it means 
to develop and produce a sustainable product 
line. The Incubator has also worked on a vari-
ety of projects in the global healthcare and 
community service sectors.

The Pratt Design Incubator for Sustain-
able Innovation set out to create a physical 
and social space that would nurture a cul-
ture of socially and environmentally-driven 
entrepreneurship grounded in community 
and collaboration. The result has been an 
assembly of ambitious and motivated people 
with good ideas, and a love for design, for 
the earth and for society. It creates a place 
to combine their “want-to” with the “how-
to” and to build models that respond to the 
“need-to” of others – models that become 
replicable platforms for future entrepreneurs 
“setting on ready.”

rEfErEnCEs

www.inc.com/inc5000/profile/kurgo

steven Johnson: Where Good Ideas Come 
From, from the transcript from his speech at 
TeDglobal 2010, filmed Jul 2010, posted  
sept 2010

rELATED rEsoUrCEs

www.incubator.pratt.edu/

www.domestic-aesthetic.com/

www.westelm.com/

“The Pratt  
Design Incubator  
for Sustainable  
Innovation set out  
to create a physical 
and social space  
that would nurture  
a culture of  
socially and environ-
mentally-driven  
entrepreneurship 
grounded in  
community and  
collaboration.”

opposite: one of  
the lines from  

the Twenty Ten,  
a fashion line that is 
both accessible and 

avant-garde
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Executive Summary
source4style is an online marketplace that connects sustainable suppliers to designers and retailers through a user-friendly system 
of carefully curated materials, thus creating a 365 day-a-year virtual trade show. The idea for source 4 style arose from research 
conducted by founders summer rayne Oaks, Benita singh and adam schwartz in 2009, which identified sourcing as one of the 
greatest challenges for designers. a fragmented market and the disconnected growth of sustainable designers and suppliers further 
complicated the problem. By reinventing the conventional approach to sourcing, utilizing technology to streamline categorization 
systems, complementing local with global initiatives, and embracing the individual designers’ interpretation of sustainability,  
source4style makes sustainable design possible.

The Art & Science of 
Sourcing Sustainably
Connecting Designers and Materials Suppliers
By sUMMEr rAynE oAkEs & BEnITA sInGh, soUrCE4sTyLE

ask a designer to identify the most challenging part of their job and the answer will 
inevitably be “sourcing.” Sourcing, or the pursuit and purchase of materials and services 
to complete a design, a collection or a series of collections, is arduous, time-consuming 
and in need of systems and technology to streamline the process.

According to research undertaken by Source4Style in October 2009 and December 
2010, designers source up to five times a year and can spend 75 percent, and in some 
cases more, of their total time sourcing for their collections. Because search cost is sig-
nificantly high compared to other necessary tasks like designing and sales, this erodes 
valuable time needed to market the products appropriately to their intended customers, 
which inevitably compromises the success of the entire brand. s
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Strategy  
in Action

>> Connect 
sustainable suppliers 

to sustainably-minded 
designers

>> Design 
new systems  

that utilize available 
technology and  

make sustainable 
design possible

>> Embrace 
the ambiguous and 

evolving definition of 
sustainability

>> Create 
a platform for  

designers to design  
on their own terms

>> Complement 
local with  

global initiatives
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the art & sCienCe of sourCing sustainablY

The challenges of sourcing become that much 
greater when designers seek to source sustain-
able materials. Emerging sustainable suppliers 
around the globe producing environmentally 
preferable and fair trade materials lack scal-
able channels to reach international buyers. 
This lack of market access becomes only 
more apparent in a time when an increasing 
number of designers are looking to incorpo-
rate more sustainable materials into their col-
lections. We call this the “sustainable design 
gap” —the parallel, but disconnected, growth 
of sustainable suppliers and designers seeking 
to reach those suppliers.

ThE soUrCE4sTyLE PArADIGM

The concept behind Source4Style came 
about in the fall of 2009 based on the ini-
tial research that the barriers to sourcing, 
particularly ethical sourcing, are extremely 
challenging for designers due to the reasons 
outlined above. At the other end of the sup-
ply chain, suppliers also gain the potential 
benefit of having a user-friendly market-
place that showcases and sells their offerings 
more effectively.

Source4Style is designed to be the B2B 
online marketplace that allows designers and 
brands to search and source more sustain-
able materials and services from a network 
of global suppliers (Figure 1-3)*. The mar-
ketplace opens up the inventory of materi-
als — and eventually services — resulting in 
a 365 day-a-year trade show online, whereby 
a designer can review a material, compare 
prices of similar product offerings, order a 
swatch, book an order for sampling and pro-
duction yardage, and connect with a supplier 
through in-site messaging or material cus-
tomization features.

Because sustainability is a complex and 
constantly evolving subject, Source4Style 
collects up to 245 data points of technical, 
social, cultural, and environmental informa-
tion for each specific material to capture a 
more robust snapshot of the material (Figure 
4). Many of the environmental-related cri-
teria are based on the Eco Index, the widely 
accepted internal environmental assessment 

tool for the apparel industry that was first 
undertaken by the Outdoor Industry Associ-
ation and its affiliated members. At this time, 
materials are not given a sustainability rating 
or	an	overall	 lifecycle	assessment.	However,	
the collection of baseline data creates a more 
transparent supply chain at the material level 
so designers can source based on the crite-
ria that meet their design principles and the 
principles of their consumer (Figure 5).

Sourcing in this way requires a subtle 
shift in mindset. Designers are not always 
used to sourcing materials directly online. 
In some cases, independent designers — or 
designers who generally spend anywhere 
from $5,000-$100,000 on materials every 
year – are sometimes unaccustomed to buying 
directly from the supplier (versus buying from 
a wholesaler). Source4Style gives the buyer 

“The challenges of 
sourcing become  
that much greater 
when designers  
seek to source  
sustainable materials.  
Emerging sustainable  
suppliers around  
the globe producing  
environmentally  
preferable and fair 
trade materials  
lack scalable  
channels to reach 
international buyers.”

opposite: a look at  
the user experience  
and interface of the  

s4s website
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Fig. 4.  
Source4Style  
Supplier Sample 
Questions

Materials #1:  
Recycled Content
Using recycled content  
creates measurable resource  
conservation such as less 
energy used, more waste 
diverted from landfill  
and less virgin raw material 
extracted.

Do you have recycled  
content in your material?
Yes or No. (If yes, continue  
on with the question)

My product contains  
this percentage  
of post-consumer  
recycled content.
<10%, 10-24%, 25-49%, 
50-74%, 75-94%, 95-100%

My product contains this 
percentage of pre-consumer 
recycled content.
<25%; 25-49%; 50-74%; 
75-94%; 95-100%

All material claimed  
to be recycled is  
third-party certified.
Yes or No. 

If Yes,  
please upload certification 
and certifying body.

Fig. 1-3
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establishing a Cre ative eConoMY
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the critical information to make the best pur-
chase. The ability to purchase swatches and 
sample yardage prior to purchasing the 
material for production, allows for greater 
confidence in the product, without having to 
ever leave one’s office. We see Source4Style 
as both a supplement and an alternative to 
traditional sourcing via long sourcing trips, 
tradeshows, showrooms or online directories. 

This shift in mindset and buying patterns 
along with the development of technology to 
help streamline the sustainable sourcing sup-
ply chain and the creation of a marketplace 
for sustainable materials will inevitably lead 
to crowd-sourcing a community around sus-
tainable design, the first step in unlocking the 
ability to make sustainable design possible.

soUrCInG In ACADEMIA

The complex intricacies of sourcing are not 
often emphasized in undergraduate level- 
design course offerings. Of thirteen U.S.-
based design schools surveyed, five offer a 
range of sourcing-related courses, while the 
other eight provide little or no course offerings 
related to the challenging field of sourcing. 

The University of Delaware offers the 
widest range of courses that touch upon an 
ethical component of sourcing, including 
Apparel Supply Chains and Social Responsi-
bility; Socially Responsible Apparel; Produc-
ing Environmentally Responsible Apparel; 
and a course on Redesigning Green Apparel: 
Design, Sourcing and Packaging.

F.I.T. has one class focused on Supply Chain 
Management, which helps students develop a 
seasonal production plan as a final project. 

Pratt Institute’s BFA in Fashion Design 
program, Cornell University’s Fiber Science & 
Apparel Design, California College of the Arts 
Fashion Design major, Parson’s BFA in Fash-
ion Design, Drexel University’s Bachelor of Sci-
ence in Fashion Design, Textiles and Interior 
Design major, and Fashion Institute of Design 
& Merchandising all lack courses on sourcing. 

In most cases, classes related to sourcing and 
supply chain management are not required of 
students. This means a vast majority of gradu-
ating seniors who dream of becoming designers 
or holding design-related positions will never 
experience the valuable skills and in-depth 
understanding of the sourcing environment 
before entering the workplace. Even though 
coursework in sustainable design, corporate 

Summer  
Rayne Oakes
Co-founder & CEo

summer rayne forged 
a career in sustainable 
style when she com-
bined her degrees in 
environmental science 
and entomology with her 
first sustainable design 
venture, The Organic 
portraits project, in 
2001. she is now one of 
the leading authorities 
in sustainable design; 
author of the best-selling 
style guide, Style, 
Naturally; and founder of 
her own consulting com-
pany, srO, llC. she has 
co-launched environmen-
tally-preferable brands 
with payless shoesource, 
portico Home, and 
most recently the first 
certified-recycled line of 
eyewear and optics with 
MODO. summer rayne 
graduated from Cornell 
university and is an 
udall scholar and perC 
environmental Fellow. 
Vanity Fair has named 
her a “global Citizen,” 
glamour anointed her 
one of “The 70 Women 
of green,” aMICa called 
her one of “The Top 
20 Trendsetters under 
40,” and CnBC named 
her one of the “Top 10 
green entrepreneurs of 
2010.” summer rayne 
enjoys caring for her  
two dozen exotic insects 
and can often be seen 
walking them in her  
local park.

Fig. 5
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social responsibility, and environmental ethics 
have increased dramatically within the past 
decade across most fashion design schools, in 
some cases from no programs to full degree 
programs, design students may only be knowl-
edgeable of the principle of sustainable sourc-
ing and not equipped in its actual practice.

sUsTAInABLE soUrCInG:  
A UnIVErsAL ChALLEnGE

Sourcing more sustainably, or the practice of 
having a more environmentally, socially, and 
culturally conscious supply chain is not just 
a challenge reserved for unseasoned design-
ers. Sourcing, particularly sustainable sourc-
ing, is a difficult task no matter whether you 
are a smaller independent designer or a large 
retailer and manufacturer.  

This stems from a variety of underlying 
issues, in particular, the very definition of 
“sustainability.” There is uncertainty around 
the use and regulation of the term within a 
business trade and marketing context, which 
is further complicated by the fragmentation 
of the marketplace and the lack of sophisti-
cated tools to reduce the search cost of mate-
rials and other services.

Defining sustainability. The definition of “sus-
tainability” is inherently difficult to address 
largely because it is based on evolving progress, 
and therefore is a constantly moving target. 
Additionally, different aspects — say “cul-
tural” sustainability vs. “environmental” sus-
tainability — can be directly at odds with one 
another. For example, a designer may decide to 
create a “culturally” sustainable collection that 
supports traditional hand-worked techniques 
from around the world. This helps preserve a 
rich cultural history, but a closer environmen-
tal life cycle analysis of the materials used may 
reveal that the production and shipping of raw 
materials and goods around the world may be 
environmentally unsustainable. 

For materials to be considered “more sus-
tainable” than others, it is important for a 
designer to not only assess the environmen-
tal, social or cultural integrity of the mate-
rial itself, but to also consider it in a larger 

design production framework. This frame-
work may include the overall “vision” the 
designer wants to achieve or communicate 
through the collection as well as a life cycle 
analysis of the materials and processes used 
throughout the supply chain.

regulatory Uncertainty. In 2010 the Federal 
Trade Commission (FTC) proposed a revi-
sion of their “Green Guides.” The guides 
are designed to represent administrative 
interpretations of laws to guide the public 
in conducting their affairs to conform with 
legal requirements regarding the use of envi-
ronmental advertising and marketing claims. 
The FTC insists “conduct inconsistent with 
the positions articulated in the guides may 
result in corrective action by the Commission 
and declared unlawful by the statute.” 

Currently the FTC places a considerable 
amount of emphasis on consumer perceptions 
rather than focusing on the improvement of 
business standards and practices. In a formal 
letter presented to the FTC by the Ameri-
can Apparel & Footwear Association dated 
December 10, 2010, AAFA maintains that 
it is “important to make the Green Guides 

Benita Singh
Co-founder & C0o

Benita is a fair trade 
entrepreneur who’s been 

connecting artisans 
around the world to 

mainstream markets 
since her first trip to 

guatemala in 2003. she 
co-founded Mercado 

global, the non-profit 
organization currently 

provides employment to 
300+ women artisans in 
guatemala through part-

nerships with retailers 
like levi strauss & Co., 

Whole Foods Market and 
aBC Carpet & Home. 

after serving as the  
organization’s president 

for three years, Benita 
went on to work on 

the ground with crafts 
cooperatives across 

India - consulting on 
product development, 

scaling local enterprises 
to increase production 

capacity, and ultimately 
connecting groups 

across the country to 
outlets including Barnes 
and noble and gaIaM. 

newsweek named Benita 
among the “15 people 

Who Make america 
great” in 2006 and was 

also named among the 
“World’s Best emerging 

social entrepreneurs” by 
echoing green. Benita 

serves on the Board 
of nest, a non-profit 

fair trade organization 
pioneering the concept 

of micro-bartering 
among women artisans 
for whom microcredit is 

inaccessible. she  
graduated from  

yale university with 
degrees in Comparative 

literature and  
International studies.

“Sourcing more  
sustainably,  
or the practice of  
having a more  
environmentally, 
socially, and  
culturally conscious 
supply chain is  
not just a challenge 
reserved for un- 
seasoned designers.”
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CATALysT Insight
Technology can be 

used to help sustain 
and improve age  

old practices without 
replacing them.
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reflect perceptions in the business commu-
nity as well as a wide range of tools that are 
not intended to be consumer facing — but to 
provide supply chain partners with greater 
information about environmental or sustain-
able attributes of particular supply chains.”

In summary, in order for the Green Guides 
to be effective in a regulatory context, the FTC 
may need to determine and define processes 
along the supply chain in order to guide mar-
keting claims and certification. If they do not, 
then certification bodies and manufacturers 
will set their own processes, as they have been 
doing over the last number of years, which 
will continue to yield confusion for both busi-
nesses and consumers.

Market fragmentation. The production of 
textiles and trade has been a part of human 
history for thousands of years. The Silk Road 
was a highly interconnected ancient trade 
route that spanned 6,500 km across the 
Asian, African and European continents, and 
derived its name from the highly coveted silk 
developed in China. 

Though sourcing materials across conti-
nents has always been common practice, the 
textile industry that we know today, which 
includes the mass production of materials and 
clothing, largely grew out of the mechanization 
of the industry in the earlier half of the 18th 
Century. In the United States, shortly after 
the American Revolution, textile manufac-
turing facilities and cotton production opera-

tions spread throughout the North and South. 
It wasn’t until the 1990s that manufacturing 
moved from the United States to countries 
where labor costs were cheaper and environ-
mental and social regulations more lax. 

The transition from more localized to more 
globalized production has created a large yet 
fragmented marketplace. Today material and 
garment production happens throughout the 
world, from China, India, Cambodia, Philip-
pines, Indonesia, Bangladesh, Vietnam, and 
Sri Lanka to Pakistan, Turkey, the Dominican  
Republic,	Honduras	 and	many	 others.	 This	 
inevitably makes it challenging for designers 
to locate the best places to source materials 
and production facilities from an environ-
mental, social and competitive cost stand-
point, particularly since many suppliers are 
unknown to buyers across the world.

Local and Global sourcing on source4style. 
In creating a portal and marketplace for sus-
tainable materials, Source4Style is as local in 
its reach as it is global.

From hand-pounded bark cloth from 
Uganda to locally-produced organic cotton 
from the once vibrant textiles hub of South 
Carolina, Source4Style provides the tools — 
and the materials — for designers to design on 
their own terms and personalize definitions of 
what sustainability means to them. Those who 
want to use design to promote and invigorate 
local industries can filter their search results 
to source only locally. Similarly, those design-
ers who want to drive the businesses of fair 
trade women artisans can source accordingly 
to find textiles that revive ancient craft. 

Save the Garment Center, a Source4Style 
initiative launching in January 2011 in con-
junction with Pratt Institute, will be the first 
grassroots campaign that results directly from 
showcasing suppliers and production units to 
a design community looking to source locally. 
A team of campaigners will be on the ground 
in New York’s Garment District organizing 
suppliers to showcase their companies and 
capabilities while receiving direct production 
inquiries through the Source4Style Directory. 

While Save the Garment Center is getting 
underway, an initiative to showcase the most 
innovative suppliers globally will be under-

“The transition  
from more localized  
to more globalized  
production has  
created a large yet 
fragmented  
marketplace.”
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way in India. Source4Style workshops will 
take place in major textile hubs throughout 
India, including New Delhi, Ahmedabad and 
Pune in February, which will coincide with 
a comprehensive translation of the supplier 
back end into multiple Indian languages.

As a result of these complementary ini-
tiatives, the sustainable benefits of sourcing 
both locally and globally will be made both 
apparent and available to designers. The 
work of creating the sourcing platform that is 
both local and global requires the balance of 
promotion and unveiling: promoting suppli-
ers in need of a market while unveiling both 
ancient and novel textile arts that have yet to 
be shared with the world. Source4Style is at 
work on both of these tasks by promoting, 
unveiling and connecting to build the bridges 
that make sustainable design possible. 

search Tools. After unveiling and promotion, 
comes the task of categorization and search 
systems. But how does a marketing platform 
with the vision of promoting every sustainable 
materials from around the globe make these 
materials easily searchable by and accessible 
to designers? 

Technology-driven searches and systems 
have been vastly underdeveloped in the sourc-
ing industry. Sourcing sites do exist online, 
but the vast majority of them serve more as a 
Yellow Pages or database of sorts, rather than 
a detailed inventory of materials and services 
that can be sourced on the spot. 

Alternatively, trade shows have always been, 
and continue to be, an important means for 

suppliers to showcase their materials and 
products to interested buyers, but remain a 
high cost to both suppliers and designers with 
no guaranteed returns. The concept of a trade 
show has been in existence since the 16th cen-
tury with trading bazaars at crossroads hubs 
like Istanbul, but they have yet to be infused 
with technology that matches buyers to sellers. 

By creating the world’s first 365-day-a-year 
virtual tradeshow, Source4Style engages the 
latest search technologies to allow designers 
to find what they’re looking for and buyers to 
effectively reach their market. Sophisticated 
yet curated tagging systems, data collection 
on both sides of the supply chain, and the 
aggregation of data on every material all con-
tribute to the automation of an industry in 
need of technology-driven systems.

on ThE sUsTAInABLE  
DEsIGn horIZon

Source4Style has taken the first of many 
steps in building our vision of making sus-
tainable design possible. On the horizon for 
Source4Style and the field in general include 
increasingly sophisticated supply chain man-
agement tools; calculators to measure not 
just a sample garment’s carbon footprint, but 
the footprint of one designer’s specific supply 
chain; and mapping technology to promote 
vertical integration in a sector in which one 
garment can travel the world before it finds a 
permanent home in our closets.

Through a process of design curation and 
technology development; promoting locally 
and unveiling globally; and bridging the 
divides that exist in our increasingly vast world 
of materials, Source4Style seeks to change the 
sourcing landscape and the designs it yields. 

rELATED rEsoUrCEs

source 4 style Website: www.source4style.com

source4style Blog: www.source4style.com/s4/

Outdoor Industry association eco Index:  
www.outdoorindustry.org/gov.csr.eco.tools.html

save the garment Center:  
www.savethegarmentcenter.org

“Technology-driven 
searches and  
systems have  
been vastly under-
developed in the 
sourcing industry.”
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Executive Summary
recent events around the world expose the heightened uncertainties of a growing demand for materials that are both precious and 
in limited supply. With China exporting as much as 96 percent of the world’s supply, the country’s drastic reduction in rare 
earth metals exports sent ripples around the world. simultaneously, governments such as the united states continue to subsidize 
biomass for energy, causing domestic shortages and the need to import biomass from other countries.  

These trends are particularly disconcerting when viewed in the context of increased use of incineration to create fuel. The 
practice of incinerating waste for energy, though efficient in the short term, exacerbates the issue of materials shortages. When 
burning waste for fuel, many valuable and recoverable materials are lost through the smokestack that could otherwise be re-used 
within new product life cycles. 

as governments respond to these materials shortages and imbalances by promoting conventional materials supply strategies 
such as increased domestic drilling, stockpiling and diversification of supply sources, there is an urgent need to call into question 
the basic assumption of nature’s limitless supply and to deliver innovative approaches to materials management. 

In this conversation with Maren Maier of pratt and allan Chochinov, editor-in-Chief of Core77.com, Dr. Michael Braungart, 
along with the epea research team, encourages designers to more fully understand material flows and learn how to capture 
material assets at every part of the life cycle. Design can pioneer the next revolution in business, but it will need to reframe old 
assumptions and shape desire to the contours of a real and living world.

A Conversation with Dr. Michael Braungart on 

Material Shortages 
and Designing a 
New Material World
How can designers shape desire for a new materiality based on the real limits 
of our real world?
dr. braungart: Well, first, the business community does not have enough respect for 
designers. They are currently at the bottom of the management food chain. Marketing 
tells them what to do. That doesn’t make any sense.
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Strategy  
in Action

Organizations 
can take these 

steps toward 
more effective 

materials  
management 

processes.

>> Design with 
manufactured  

materials that can  
be recovered for 

upcycling.

>> If incineration 
cannot be avoided, 

use it effectively. 
First consider rapid 

oxidation burning 
options where nutrient 
recovery can be more 

effective.

>> Design with 
materials that are 

clean burning  
(i.e., without  

harmful emissions).

>> Use materials 
destined for eventual 

incineration first in  
a cascade. Combus-

tion is the last step of  
the cascade prior to 

reuse of ash.
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a Conversation with dr. MiChael braungart

Designers hold a key to the future, but design-
ers need to understand their role differently 
and learn to have more self-esteem and ambi-
tion and responsibility. For example, why are 
designers designing desire for toys made of 
materials that contain dozens of chemicals? 
Why are designers designing desire for elec-
tronics that use our increasingly limited sup-
ply of rare minerals?

The role of design does seem to be shifting 
in business though. There is a perception 
here in the United States that designers 
have more of a seat at the table now and are 
being recognized for their strategic abili-
ties. What is your feeling about this? How 
do relationships between designers, scien-
tists, business managers and even regula-
tors need to be redefined? 
We are beginning to understand that every-
body is a designer, because design is the first 
signal of human intention. The question is: 
What is the role of the design professional 
and what are the responsibilities of that 
role? I believe that design needs to intend, 
at the beginning, to be good instead of less 
bad. If design does not do that, we will need 
more and more legislation just to limit the 
amount of poison we put in the air or in 
the water. But legislation is really a sign of 
design failure.

Designers must consider the conse-
quences of their choice of materials. This is 
not complex. As scientists, we can alert them 
to the consequences. We can tell them what 
happens when certain materials go into the 
environment. I see myself as the ‘material 
boy,’ as Madonna would say, for designers. 

They simply need to say, “I want to use that 
material, what is the consequence of that?” 

Designers often think they are in the artifact 
business, but as you say, they are in the con-
sequence business. It is said that 90 percent 
of a product’s consequence is determined 
in the first 10 percent of the design process. 
How can designers apprentice themselves 
to change their way of thinking? 
Designers must learn to expand their interests 
and responsibility beyond just aesthetics. I see 
it slowly happening. For example, in Japan, the 
designer truly understands the link between 
total quality and total beauty. It’s not beautiful 
if it is connected to child labor. It’s not beauti-
ful if it poisons the oceans. It’s not beautiful if 
it perpetuates conflicts over precious resources. 
It’s not about only the right materials. There 
is also a social component. Clearly, there is 
an opportunity for designers to become piv-
otal players in the industrial transformation,  
adding immense strategic value.

Regarding strategy, can you talk about 
the designer’s opportunity in the context 
of current rare minerals shortages and 
trade disputes with China? Governments 
in Europe and the United States mainly 
highlight traditional solutions, such as 
opening up domestic mining, finding new 
ways of extraction, stockpiling, etc. You 
rarely hear about design for recycling, or 
innovative approaches to materials man-
agement. How could the designer in this 
case add strategic value? 
It’s amazing that people think these are viable 
long-term solutions. These elements are not 
endless, and we certainly don’t have enough 
meteorites landing on Earth to increase the 
availability of some strategic materials. What 
it tells us is people need a new understanding 
about materials. With the exception of two 
or three elements, there are other areas that 
can be mined for rare earth metals outside of 
China but it hasn’t been done because it has 
always been cheaper to get the metals from 
China. And that is a big strategic mistake. 
We need strategies to recover the materials 
differently, or new strategies to design dif-
ferent products.

“Everybody is a 
designer, because 
design is the first  
signal of human 
intention.”
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And it is changing. For example, we have 
worked with Phillips to jointly design a new 
TV set that doesn’t contain any rare ele-
ments. We designed them out. 

I was just reading about Pixel Q’s new 
screen debuting at CES. Another example 
is Mary Lou Jepsen, who designed the One 
Laptop Per Child screen, which is incred-
ibly energy saving. 
That’s right. These are all examples that 
show how we can and need to put more 
quality criteria in the design at the begin-
ning. Design can’t be just about recycling. 
It needs to be about upcycling, because we 
need to use the intelligence of products for a 
new purpose. This can only be done through 
a comprehensive strategy around biological 
and technical nutrient flows.

Right now, for example, we are working 
on glues in a new design paradigm. These 
glues can be eaten up by enzymes, so that 
after five years you can put your glues in an 
enzyme bath and it falls apart because the 
enzymes eat the glues. Then the components 
can be used for other things. We are also 
working with a Japanese company on glues 
that shrink when you heat them up. You can 
define at what temperature the product will 
fall apart. This is an important innovation. 
We no longer need to have children in China 
with a hammer taking out some of the toxic 
or rare materials. This is an example of good 
design thinking from the beginning. 

How would you suggest designers begin to 
approach biological and technical nutrient 

flows into their design strategies?
First and foremost, remember that recovery 
of manufactured materials is preferable to 
destruction. By turning waste into food and 
feeding two fundamental industrial metab-
olisms, the organic or technical, companies 
can continually and effectively re-use mate-
rials in closed loop systems.

If this is to be successful, however, the 
entire system must work together, from 
manufacturing to incineration. In some 
cases, for instance, incineration cannot 
be avoided. It is important to modify the 
conventional approach to incineration and 
create precise definitions for the types of 
materials that can best be used for burn-
ing. Incineration can be considered from a 
Cradle to Cradle viewpoint only if clean-
burning man-made materials or biomass 
are combusted after a defined use “cascade,” 
with high value energy generation and pro-
duction of beneficial ashes.

 
Can you elaborate on the concept  
of a cascade?
A cascade describes the consecutive use of 
materials in products of lesser and lesser 
properties until at the end, the process results 
in destruction or re-production of the mate-
rial. At the end of that cascade the nutrients 
in biological materials are returned to the 
soil to support biodiversity and continued 
soil productivity. Throughout the cascade, 
products are designed for the biological cycle, 
including energy recovery and CO2 storage, 

“Designers must  
learn to expand their 
interests and  
responsibility beyond 
just aesthetics. I see  
it slowly happening.”

>>  Separate 
certain resources, 
such as metals and 
elements like phos-
phorous, prior to 
incineration.

>> Only consider 
combustion of  
biomass if it is  
effectively renewed 
in balanced nutrient 
cycles, including  
carbon, nitrogen, 
phosphorous and 
other elements 
required for  
life processes.

>> Remember  
that ashes can be 
completely suitable  
for reuse.

>> Consider 
flexible scalability  
of products to  
prevent unnecessary 
demand-side growth 
of incineration.

“Within three years 
we could create paper 
that flows into  
natural biological 
cycles, leaving only 
a positive impact on 
the environment.”
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and are free of harmful contaminants. In the 
end, the remaining incinerated materials are 
clean-burning and produce beneficial ashes. 

If we take this approach with paper pro-
duction, for instance, within three years 
we could create paper that flows into natu-
ral biological cycles, leaving only a positive 

impact on the environment. Not only is 
this an eco-effective use of materials flows, 
it creates economic value. For example, the 
pulp and paper industry did a study show-
ing the paper cascade produces up to ten 
times more economic benefits than burning 
virgin biomass. 

As you can see, designers have an immense 
responsibility to create a material stream 
that allows for recovery of materials and an 
intelligent use of incineration.

In your work with companies, such as 
Philips, what have been some of the chal-
lenges of integrating these Cradle to Cradle 
concepts into company strategies? What are 
of some of the roadblocks you have faced? 
The key obstacle in companies has been the 
conversation around eco-efficiency. People 
have been optimizing the wrong things. 
Many of the current issues with shortages 
result in part from a decades-long strategy of 
outsourcing. Outsourcing has become such 

Biosphere Cascade According to  
Cradle to Cradle® Using Wood as an Example

Environmental 
Protection and 

Encouragement 
Agency (EPEA 

Interational) 
Co-authors 

Douglas Mulhall  
rachel platin 

sonja rickert-Kruglov 
Tanja scheelhaase 
Christoph semisch 

Christian sinn 
yael steinberg

“The key obstacle in 
companies has been 
the conversation 
around eco-efficiency. 
People have  
been optimizing the 
wrong things.”



a religion that governments have nearly for-
gotten the value of materials to their strate-
gic interests, and “just in time” inventory has 
become “just out of materials.” The Cradle to 
Cradle framework shows how companies can 
solve their strategic materials issues by pro-
moting eco-effective materials management 
design strategies in-house. 

To do so, we need to redefine sustainabil-
ity so that it defines what it means to make 
good design rather than design that is less 
bad. The whole sustainability conversation 
around ‘footprints’ is a challenge as well,  
because the message to the customer is, “You 
can minimize your footprint even more if 
you don’t buy my product,” which is hardly 
economically viable.

So in some ways, we have created a mis-
guided message about sustainability. Do 
you believe our relationship with nature 
is focused too heavily on conservation 
and limitation?
The first thing we must do is celebrate the 
human footprint. We can learn from nature, 
but it’s a partnership, not a romantic rela-
tionship. We can learn from the Dutch who 
never romanticize nature. If you talk about 
Mother Nature, they would frown because 
most of the country is below sea-level and 
the next f lood could take you. The key is 
to learn not to romanticize nature. We are 
romanticizing nature because we have been 
torturing it so much. A human footprint 
need not damage either the environment 
or human health. Good design can create 
positive flows.

From country to country, there seems to 
be cultural influences at work as well. How 
does culture play a role in designing within 
the Cradle to Cradle framework, particu-
larly here in America? 
Definitely the social and cultural aspects 
are far more exciting than the technical and 
material aspects. In some ways, the techni-
cal and material aspects are only mining 
the social and cultural deficits. Take Ameri-
cans: because the culture has so many taboos 
around sexuality, it makes sex far more rele-
vant. It permeates the language. Think of ‘ joy 

sticks’ for video games, or ‘virgin’ raw materi-
als as just a few examples. 

Also Americans have about five times more 
“one way” products than we do in Europe, 
because they can’t use something that has 
been used or touched or tainted by somebody 
else. So in a lot of ways, the cultural under-
tones don’t really allow recycling. 

 Community design is key and that is why 
the designer must play a much more impor-
tant role. That is why we need new strategies 
that work within cultures.

There are lots of stories about neigh-
bors complaining about their neighbors 
hanging out laundry to dry, because they 
don’t want to look at drying lines, or com-
munities complaining about windmill 
farms ruining their views. So in many 
ways, it is not just regulatory limitations 
keeping people from being reasonable. 
It really is also cultural and behavioral. 
Enzio Mancini once said, “you can’t offer 
somebody the same but less. You have to 
offer them different.”
That is quite correct. That is why Cradle to 
Cradle is not about telling people how they 
should be. We like how they are. In Cradle 
to Cradle, there is no should, have and must. 
We want to support people how they are. If 
the culture in the United States is based on 
these subliminal sexual taboos, it’s ok. We 
don’t want to tell them how they should be. 
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“Community design 
is key and that is why 
the designer must 
play a much more 
important role. That 
is why we need new 
strategies that work 
within cultures.”
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We have to celebrate diversity. It’s not one size 
fits all anymore. 

Your philosophy is both inspirational and 
aspirational, and clearly implementation 
requires incremental steps. I’m curious 
about your plans for Cradle to Cradle certi-
fication in the United States, particularly in 
light of the new non-profit Green Products 
Innovation Institute (GPII) you recently 
founded in California?
Please make sure there is no misunderstand-
ing, certification is the opposite of Cradle to 

Cradle. Certification says, “I feel bad and have 
to come back every two years to find out if 
you still feel bad.” But in a fear society, like 
in the UK, in Germany, in the United States, 

it needs it. It’s a transitional chain. The only 
way certification can be replaced is by being 
transparent about what you are doing, and by 
making sure that the ones making profit take 
the risk as well. 

If a business owns 4,360 chemicals it is not 
ok to advertise only the benefit and socialize 
the risk. The business needs to make trans-
parent what it is doing. It needs to say that: if 
it gets consumed, it is designed for biological 
nutrients. The business has the responsibility 
and the liability for it as well. But if it’s a tech-
nical nutrient, the business needs to make 
sure it stays in the technosphere and it doesn’t 
need to certify anything. 

And yet you need to explore certification, 
because it is the most important tactic in 
this culture. 
Yes, but you can only certify the past. You 
cannot certify the future. And I am talk-
ing about the future. I can certify control, 
but I cannot certify support. I can’t empha-
size enough how important it is to get 
enough young, talented designers to lead 
the charge and to engage people in other 
disciplines and begin a positive dialogue. 
If you think about it, there are few ways 
to control people to do less bad, but there 
are millions of ways for design to support 
people being good. What I have learned is 
that people are only greedy out of fear. They 
are always friendly and generous when they 
feel accepted and supported.

Surely, this is something we all desire. 
And designers certainly have the ability 
to shape design strategies around those 
positive goals. 
Yes. It is just a question of time, and it is a 
question of the vitality of the system. We need 
to make sure we have a new kind of industry 
in place. We only have about ten to fifteen 
years, because the system has already started 
destroying itself. We need a revolutionary 
change and the only way this will happen 
is with people like you, which is why I am 
so thankful to talk to you, because it needs 
designers to understand, have fun with the 
idea of designing around positive goals and 
communicate those goals.

REE  
Consumption 

Percentage 
China: 60

Japan & ne asia: 20

usa: 12

Others: 8

source: IMCOa,  
Dudley Kingsnorth “Please make sure 

there is no  
misunderstanding,  
certification is  
the opposite of  
Cradle to Cradle. 
Certification says,  

“I feel bad and have to 
come back every two 
years to find out if 
you still feel bad.”  
But in a fear society,  
like in the UK,  
in Germany, in the 
United States, it 
needs it.”
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Design Manifesto 
By ALLAn ChoChInoV

hIPPoCrATIC BEforE soCrATIC

“First do no harm” is a good starting point for everyone, but it’s an especially 
good starting point for designers. For a group of people who pride themselves 
on “problem solving” and improving people’s lives, we sure have done our fair 
share of the converse. We have to remember that industrial design equals mass 
production, and that every move, every decision, every curve we specify is mul-
tiplied—sometimes by the thousands and often by the millions. And that every 
one of those everys has a price. We think that we’re in the artifact business, but 
we’re not; we’re in the consequence business.

sToP MAkInG CrAP

And that means that we have to stop making crap. It’s really as simple as 
that. We are suffocating, drowning, and poisoning ourselves with the stuff we 
produce, abrading, out-gassing, and seeping into our air, our water, our land, 
our food—and basically those are the only things we have to look after before 
there’s no we in that sentence. It gets into our bodies, of course, and it certainly 
gets into our minds. And designers are feeding and feeding this cycle, helping 
to turn everyone and everything into either a consumer or a consumable. And 
when you think about it, this is kind of grotesque. “Consumer” isn’t a dirty 
word exactly, but it probably oughta be.

sysTEMs BEforE ArTIfACTs

Before we design anything new, we should examine how we can use what 
already exists to better ends. We need to think systems before artifacts, ser-
vices before products, adopting Thackara’s use/not own principles at every step. 
And when new products are needed, they’ll be obvious and appropriate, and 
then can we conscientiously pump up fossil fuels and start polymerizing them. 
Product design should be part of a set of tools we have for solving problems 
and celebrating life. It is a means, not an end.

TEACh sUsTAInABILITy EArLy

Design education is at a crossroads, with many schools understanding the 

Allan Chochinov
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disciplinary contexts.



CATALysT Insight
Design for an  

ecosystem where 
everything is recycled 

into everything  
else, rather then  
for permanence  

or longevity.
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potentials, opportunities, and obligations of design, while others continue 
to teach students how to churn out pretty pieces of garbage. Institutions 
that stress sustainability, social responsibility, cultural adaptation, ethnog-
raphy, and systems thinking are leading the way. But soon they will come to 
define what industrial design means. (A relief to those constantly trying to 
define the discipline today!) This doesn’t mean no aesthetics. It just means 
a keener eye on costs and benefits.

sCrEWs BETTEr ThAn GLUEs

This is lifted directly from the Owner’s Manifesto, which addresses how the 
people who own things and the people who make them are in a kind of part-
nership. But it’s a partnership that’s broken down, since almost all of the prod-
ucts we produce cannot be opened or repaired, are designed as subassemblies 
to be discarded upon failure or obsolescence, and conceal their workings in a 
kind of solid-state prison. This results in a population less and less confident in 
their abilities to use their hands for anything other than pushing buttons and 
mice, of course. But it also results in people fundamentally not understanding 
the workings of their built artifacts and environments, and, more importantly, 
not understanding the role and impact that those built artifacts and environ-
ments have on the world. In the same way that we can’t expect people to under-
stand the benefits of a water filter when they can’t see the gunk inside it, we 
can’t expect people to sympathize with greener products if they can’t appreciate 
the consequences of any products at all.

DEsIGn for IMPErMAnEnCE

In his Masters Thesis, “The Paradox of Weakness: Embracing Vulnerability 
in Product Design,” my student Robert Blinn argues that we are the only 
species who designs for permanence—for longevity—rather than for an eco-
system in which everything is recycled into everything else. Designers are 
complicit in this over-engineering of everything we produce (we are terrified 
of, and often legally risk-averse to, failure), but it is patently obvious that 
our ways and means are completely antithetical to how planet earth manu-
factures, tools, and recycles things. We choose inorganic materials precisely 
because biological organisms cannot consume them, while the natural world 
uses the same building blocks over and over again. It is indeed Cradle-to-
Cradle or cradle-to-grave, I’m afraid.



rELATED  
rEsoUrCEs
Cradle to Cradle  
Festival, Berlin

gpII, new certification 
non-profit for Cradle to 
Cradle: excerpt from 
www.c2ccertified.org
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BALAnCE BEforE TALEnTs

The proportion of a solution needs to balance with its problem: we don’t 
need a battery-powered pooper scooper to pick up dog poop, and we don’t 
need a car that gets 17 MPG to, well, we don’t need that car, period. We have 
to start balancing our ability to be clever with our ability to be smart. They’re 
two different things.

METrICs BEforE MAGIC

Metrics do not get in the way of being creative. Almost everything is quantifi-
able, and just the exercise of trying to frame up ecological and labor impacts 
can be surprisingly instructive. So on your next project, if you’ve determined 
that it may be impossible to quantify the consequences of a material or process 
or assembly in a design you’re considering, maybe it’s not such a good mate-
rial or process or assembly to begin with. There are more and more people out 
there in the business of helping you to find these things out, by the way; you 
just have to call them.

CLIMATEs BEforE PrIMATEs

This is the a priori, self-evident truth. If we have any hope of staying here, we need 
to look after our home. And our anthropocentric worldview is literally killing us. 
“Design serves people?” Well, I think we’ve got bigger problems right now.

ConTExT BEforE ABsoLUTELy EVEryThInG

Understanding that all design happens within a context is the first (and argu-
ably the only) stop to make on your way to becoming a good designer. You 
can be a bad designer after that, of course, but you don’t stand a chance of 
being a good one if you don’t first consider context. It’s everything: In graphics, 
communication, interaction, architecture, product, service, you name it—if it 
doesn’t take context into account, it’s crap. And you already promised not to 
make any more of that.

So there’s my manifesto. A little stern perhaps, but that’s what editing down to 
1000 words will get you. The power of design is an amazing thing. Let’s wield 
it wisely.

(www.core77.com/reactor/04.07_chochinov.asp)
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Strategic Design 
for the Bottom  
of the Pyramid  
Financial Markets
Micro-financing in Bangladesh
By rIChA AGArWAL

unsustainable financial Paradigm 
Every interaction from birth shapes human behavior. The desire for objects precedes the 
ability to verbalize those desires. Desires fuel the voracious appetite for products that help 
define our identity. Consumption of these products is the foundation of the American 
economy; during a recession, the middle class is expected to spend and help the econ-
omy get back on the path to exponential growth. Traditional economic theory dictates 
that the increased spending is directly proportionate to GDP growth. Executive pay and 
incentive structures are tied to consumption patterns. The more companies can sell, the 
better quarterly results will be, leading to increased stock prices, and a growing economy. 
We live in this paradigm.

Executive Summary
BraC’s Microfinance program is one of the oldest initiatives of its kind in Bangladesh. programs that were founded in 1974 are 
beginning to be more widely recognized as a sustainable framework to help the impoverished and marginalized population help 
themselves. Through their system of connecting social enterprise with development programs, BraC has supported the consequent 
effects of successful microfinance, such as employment generation and entrepreneurial growth. In this article, Design Management 
Consultant richa agarwal discusses the wider implications of microfinance in a global market, as well as the positive effects of 
strategic design on the microfinance process as a catalyst for sustainable economic development.
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Women in Bangladesh work on one of the  
many crafts the BrAC helps finance



Strategy  
in Action

>> Design
programs that unleash 

human potential and 
therefore transform 

the lives and futures 
of those involved.

>> Enable
the poor and  

marginalized to bring 
about economic 

change by recognizing 
the varied realities  

of poverty.

>> Focus
efforts on empowering 

women in particular, 
as they play a crucial 

role in bringing  
about change  

in communities.

>> Connect
social enterprises  

to development 
 programs
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This short-term outlook has propelled con-
sumers and investors toward making some 
very risky choices. The American subprime 
crisis resulted from this short-term economic 
orientation and our propensity to consume 
well beyond our means. The addiction to credit 
for instant gratification of our desires, coupled 
with the access to cheap goods, led to some 
irresponsible behavior. Consumers bought 
houses they could not afford, some hoping to 
sell them to make a quick profit. Banks and 
creditors exploited this weakness fully by pro-
viding consumption loans and granting vari-
able rate mortgages without the required due 
diligence. Compounding this problem was the 
bundling of these risky mortgages into CDOs 
(collateralized debt obligations)1 whose incor-
rect ratings (by the rating agencies)2 exposed 
investors to unforeseen risks.3 Eventually, 
this combination of greed and unscrupulous 
practices brought the American financial sys-
tem to its knees. The effects of this collapse 
reverberated in the capital markets around 
the globe, a testament to the interconnected 
world we inhabit.

ThE BoP “sUBPrIME”

In the relatively nascent capital markets that 
serve the BOP4 (bottom of the pyramid) cus-
tomers, a similar trend is unfolding5. The 
microfinance industry provides financial 
services to the BOP customers who cannot 
access conventional banks due to economic 
and geographical barriers. These custom-
ers have traditionally relied on the informal 
financial sector, such as payday lenders and 
loan sharks for access to capital. Nobel Lau-
reate Muhammad Yunus popularized micro-
credit for BOP customers as an alternative to 
paying exorbitant interest rates for accessing 
capital. Through microfinance institutions 
(MFIs), poor people can access financial ser-
vices such as micro-credit (small loans), sav-
ings, insurance, and remittance.

Up until recently, micro-credit customers 
have maintained high loan repayment rates, 
in some cases exceeding 99%. As the sub-
prime crisis unfolded, the portfolios of MFIs 
remained strong due to high loan repayment 

rates, causing large institutional investors to 
take note. Last July, giant investors Sequoia 
capital and George Soros backed SKS Micro-
finance Ltd., an Indian micro-credit lender 
that raised its initial public offering to as 
much as $347 million after six quarters of 
gains6. The MFIs accessing mainstream 
capital markets for equity raises many ethi-
cal questions7. When MFIs are beholden to 
shareholders, MFI managers are expected to 
deliver quarterly results. This will motivate 
and pressurize MFIs to increase the size of 
their portfolios to meet growth objectives. 
Therefore, the same paradigm that fuels the 
consumption in western markets is trans-
ferred to the BOP markets.

 
Other MFI’s hoping to follow SKS’s exam-

ple, started dumping loans in the market, 
expecting to grow their loan portfolios at expo-
nential rates. Conventional wisdom demands 
that microfinance institutions conduct due 

sourCed froM: aMY kazMin MiCrofinanCe: sMall loan, big 
snag, finanCial tiMes, deCeMber 1, 2010

1 eavis, p. (2007, 
november 26). CDOs 

explained. Fortune, 
retrieved from http://

money.cnncom/2007/11/24/ 
magazines/fortune/eavis_

cdo.fortune/index.htm

2 leone, M. (2008, 
July 8). subprime slam: 

seC exposes rating agency 
faults. CFO, retrieved from 
http://www.cfo.com/article.

cfm/11699984?f=related

3 evans, D. (2007, 
June 1). Banks sell ‘toxic 
waste’ CDOs to Calpers,  

Texas Teachers Fund.  
Bloomberg, retrieved from 

http://www.bloomberg.com/
apps/news?pid=newsarchive

&sid=aW5veJn3lpVw
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diligence before approving a micro-credit 
loan, and verify the customers’ ability to pay 
as per the agreed terms. Some MFIs driven by 
short-term profit motives started disbursing 
micro-loans to consumers who were already 
struggling to pay existing loans, trapping peo-
ple in multiple loans. MFIs driven to deliver 
quarterly results exerted severe pressure on 
clients who could not pay back the loans. 
In the last few months, the harassment and 
shame from creditors causing a scene was so 
intense that some clients committed suicide 
in the Indian state of Andhra Pradesh8.

The media and politicians have accused 
MFIs of acting unethically and the reper-
cussion of these events has shaken the MFI 
industry, resulting in defamation of the entire 
MFI sector. Ceding to public outrage, the 
Indian government passed a string of regu-
lations that are not in the best interest of 
the MFI clients nor the industry in general9. 
Echoing the Indian government’s response, 
the neighboring Bangladeshi government 
responded by capping microfinance interest 
rates in their own country, the most saturated 
MFI market in the world. The microfinance 
industry suffered backlash from stakeholders 
who chastised the industry across the board 
due to the unethical behavior of a few. Former 
Reserve Bank of India governor, Y.V. Reddy, 
compared the current crisis in Microfinance 
to the American Subprime crisis10. In both 
cases, the subprime and the financial crisis, 
the combination of greed and the desire for 

short-term gains to appease stockholders 
remains constant.

sTrATEGIC DEsIGn for  
BoP fInAnCIAL MArkETs

The issues with the microfinance sector 
are not systemic but are related to program 
design and implementation. At Pratt’s Design 
Management program, I co-authored a thesis 
addressing Design Management strategies 
that can aid MFIs in creating value for all 
stakeholders, similar to any other business. 
Microfinance is especially well suited for the 
Design Management applications because 
it advocates the promotion of the United 
Nations Millennium Development goals, a 
core component of the program. The field of 
Design Management advocates a triple bot-
tom line approach to conducting business, 
beneficial for social enterprises such as MFIs 
whose main goal is poverty alleviation11. 

Seven Design Management focus areas and 
corresponding strategies that can spur insti-

Richa Agarwal
Consultant

richa agarwal, a Design 
Management Consultant 
and project Manager 
with BraC usa, recently 
merged her twelve years 
of experience in the new 
york fashion industry 
with her passion for 
microfinance. richa 
works with BraC’s 
largest social enterprise 
aarong in Bangladesh, 
employing 65,000 rural 
artisans. richa currently 
oversees special  
projects, funded by 
the Bill and Melinda 
gates Foundation that 
will increase aarong’s 
capacity to provide 
employment to more 
Bangladeshi rural arti-
sans. richa has worked 
in the apparel-manufac-
turing sector with some 
of the premium apparel 
brands such as polo 
ralph lauren, Calvin 
Klein, and phillips Van 
Heusen. Her roles with 
these companies have 
encompassed working 
with cross-functional 
teams that were  
responsible for the 
product development 
and manufacturing 
processes. richa was 
educated at Boston 
university, FIT and is a 
graduate of the Design 
Management program  
at pratt Institute.

sourCe: agarwal, baek, fisCher, kirk, design ManageMent 
oPPortunities within MiCrofinanCe, institutions,  
Pratt institute, 2009

“The issues with  
the microfinance  
sector are not  
systemic but are 
related to program 
design and  
implementation.”
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tutional growth while creating value for the 
stakeholder community and the planet are:
Leadership: To distinguish the leadership 
role of MFIs in serving the BOP financial 
marketplace, engage with stakeholders in 
influencing policy and analyze opportunities 
for partnerships
Culture: To understand the clients’ percep-
tions of the lending models based on cultural 
axioms when considering program design
Communication: To design an effective inter-
nal and external communication strategy 
for MFI’s to deliver a cohesive message to all 
stakeholders
Marketing: To deploy creative, ethical and 
sustainable marketing solutions in growing 
institutions and scaling up programs
Branding: To create branding strategies and 
collateral that advance the MFI’s mission 
and attract the right partners, investors, and 
donors
Process & Technological Innovation: To create 
innovative processes and leveraging technolo-
gies to maximize value for all stakeholders
Customer service: To evaluate the customer 
processes with the customers’ lens, not an 
institutional lens, in designing customer 
service initiatives.

BrAC: sUsTAInABILITy ThroUGh 
sTrATEGIC DEsIGn

Microfinance is a tool for poverty-alleviation, 
not an instrument for exploiting the most 
vulnerable sectors of society. Microfinance 
programs designed to deliver maximum 
value to their clients can also maximize their 
social and financial return on investment. 
BRAC, a southern NGO founded in Bangla-
desh in 1972, is one of the best examples of 
an institution that has used several design 
management strategies effectively in serv-
ing the BOP markets. BRAC began in 1972 
as a small relief effort in response to Ban-
gladesh’s war of liberation, which left the 
country torn by poverty and strife. Over the 
past 38 years, BRAC has developed, tested 
and implemented a multitude of devel-
opment programs and social enterprises 
that have propelled it into one of the largest 

development organizations in the world. 
BRAC currently touches the lives of more 
than 138 million people through its pov-
erty-alleviation focused programs including 
microfinance, education, health services, 
employment opportunities and human rights  
education. BRAC has issued $6 billion in 
micro-loans to nearly eight million borrowers,  
provided basic health services to more than 
92 million people and graduated over six 
million students from its pre-primary and 

primary schools. Together with its portfolio 
of social enterprises in SME12 lending, dairy, 
agriculture, and others, BRAC has created 
9.1 million jobs in Bangladesh.

BRAC’s vision is to create a world free 
from all forms of exploitation and discrimi-
nation where everyone has the opportunity 
to realize their potential. BRAC’s mission is 
to empower people and communities in situ-
ations of poverty, illiteracy, disease and social 
injustice13. BRAC’s programs aim to achieve 
large scale, positive changes through eco-
nomic and social programs that enable men 
and women to realize their potential. Today, 
BRAC has an 18-country footprint, with pro-
grams in 10 countries, provision of technical 
assistance in 9 countries, and affiliate offices 
in the UK and US.

“In the last few 
months, the  
harassment and 
shame from creditors 
causing a scene  
was so intense that 
some clients  
committed suicide  
in the Indian state of 
Andhra Pradesh.”

4 BOp – a term referring to 
the collective of the  

poorest people on the 
planet, as defined by author 
CK prahalad in his book The 
Fortune at the Bottom of the 

pyramid, The: eradicating 
poverty Through profits.

5 Kazmin, a. (2010). 
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Week, retrieved from http://
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7 Chang, C. (2010). 
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industry. Micro Capital 
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BRAC’s holistic approach has given mil-
lions of clients a path out of poverty. BRAC 
is largely self-funded with revenues gen-
erated from its social enterprises that are 
strategically linked to its development pro-
grams. BRAC’s Aarong brand, a retail chain 
of life style stores in Bangladesh employing 
65,000 rural Bangladeshi women arti-
sans, is an ideal example of BRAC’s social 
enterprise relationships to its development  
programs14. The rural artisans and micro-
entrepreneurs that supply Aarong with 
Bangladeshi handicrafts and heritage 
products are clients of BRAC MFI pro-
grams. In addition, Aarong also provides 

these women with design services and raw 
material inputs for their businesses. Many 
of these small vendors have become so 
successful that they have gone on to supply, 
not just Aarong, but other retailers in the 
market as well.

Hasina	 Khatun	 is	 representative	 of	 the	
Aarong’s vendor base comprising of micro-
entrepreneurs who are also clients of BRAC’s 
microfinance	 programs.	 Hasina	 and	 her	
daughter-in-law run a small sari-weaving 
business near Manikganj, a small town sev-
enty kilometers away from Dhaka, and have 
been supplying saris to Aarong for the last 
ten	 years.	Hasina	 started	 her	 business	with	
50 USD from BRAC’s microfinance program. 
In ten years, she has managed to grow her 

business to employ four other women from 
her village. She is earning an average income 
of between six to seven thousand US dollars 
per year. The estimated 2009 GDP per capita 
in PPP15 terms for Bangladesh was approxi-
mately 1300 USD16	 so	Hasina	 is	 doing	well	
for herself and her family.

DEsIGnInG ThE  
sUsTAInABLE PArADIGM

BRAC has utilized design management strat-
egies to create desire for local products that 
provide a revenue stream for many of BRAC’s 
MFI clients. Aarong, a popular shopping 
destination, has a strong brand presence in 
Bangladesh. Through Aarong, BRAC has 
revitalized the cottage industry, provided 
employment for microfinance clients and 
encouraged sustainable consumption, creat-
ing value for all stakeholders. Aarong’s rev-
enue exceeded 40 million USD last year, a 
testament to a successful company that truly 
subscribes to the triple bottom line approach. 
The revenue generated from BRAC’s social 
enterprises is used for funding BRAC’s core 
programs in microfinance, health, education, 
livelihood development, legal aid and wom-
en’s empowerment, just to name a few.

Whether it is design for the developed 
world or for the bottom billion, the principles 
of Design-Management remain constant. The 
desire for products and services fuels innova-
tion; if the purveyors of these desires were 
driven by maximizing value for all stakehold-
ers and not short-term profits for themselves, 
the current economic paradigm could be 
replaced by one that is sustainable. 
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View more infographics like 
these at CaTalysTsdr.com/
tags/infographics/

By Mala parikh, Dan geva

Hip	Hop	born	in	 
New York is one of 
America’s most  
influential exports.  
Bollywood, a  
true love of India,  
challenges	Hollywood	
in its reach.  
Bollywood and  
Hip	Hop,	avatars	of	
fast cars, fast money, 
far away places,  
endless love, beautiful 
people, and unlimited  
power, are industries  
of desire that sell 
dreams. Dreams of 
escaping yourself 
and your limitations, 
glancing into worlds 
that feel unattainable 
and that are larger 
than life itself.

Hip-Hop apparel is a

$2 billion market

Around the world

make up the Hip-Hop community

from the age of 19 through 34
24 million people

$500 billion a year
The Hip-Hop community’s spending power is

in the U.S.

$90 million dollars that year

snoop Doggy Dogg
was seen performing on SNL in 1994 dressed 

in Tommy clothing, Hilfiger sales increased

when

Infographic: Hip Hop vs. Bollywood



Its movies are watched by almost 

14 million 
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movies a year
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       Hollywood turns out 
500-700 movies a year

1,000

More than half of the world’s population,

watch Bollywood movies
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average daily wage ($1-3)
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Delivering  
Happiness
reviewed by alexandra Bocon

Finding a company that promotes  
creative thinking from all 
employees, boasts a lower than 
average employee turnover 
rate, and grosses over a billion 
dollars annually is almost 
unheard of in this current 
economy. It is even more 
unheard of to have the 
CEO of such a company 
write a book unlock-
ing the secrets of how 
anyone could achieve 

this success. 
However,	this	
is exactly what 
Tony	Hseih	
did in his book 
Delivering 
Happiness. 

Written in 
Hseih’s	own	
words in a 
conversation-
like style,  the 
book takes the 
reader through 
the author’s 
early career  
pursuits includ-

ing graduating 
from	Harvard,	acquiring	

a highly sought after position at 
the business software and hard-
ware systems company Oracle, and 

creating and operating the internet 
company	LinkExchange.	Hseih	later	
sold LinkExchange to Microsoft for  
$265 million dollars in 1999.

Yet,	Hseih’s	greatest	and	continual	
accomplishment is the development 
as CEO of the Internet shoe company 
Zappos.com. Throughout the book 
Hseih	inspires	with	personal	growth	
stories as well as vignettes of  
Hseih’s	struggles	to	turn	a	profit	 
with a few passionate, commit-
ted employees. The most inspiring 
aspect	of	the	book	is	Hseih’s	constant	
commitment to making Zappos.com 
a better company by defining the 
company’s core values and its culture. 
These two defining aspects place  
Zappos.com as a customer-first  
company where employees conduct 
and live these same core values in  
their every day lives.

Through	Hseih’s	constant	pursuit	 
of both customer and employee  
centric business, Zappos.com has 
grown in importance and value  
so that on July 22, 2009 the company 
was acquired by Amazon for approxi-
mately 1.2 billion dollars. Since  
the	selling	of	Zappos.com,	Hseih	
has traveled the country as a speaker 
encouraging all entrepreneurs  
to pursue their own ideas and  
passions.	He	speaks	to	the	power	 
of encouraging ideas from all  
employees in order to grow and  
transform your company while  
simultaneously providing transparency 
with your customers for continual 
customer loyalty.

He	[Tony	Hseih]	speaks	to	the	power	of	 
encouraging ideas from all employees in order  

to grow and transform your company.



DCS Energy Savings: 
Web Portal
reviewed by giselle Carr

Energy. It enables one physical  
system to produce changes on 
another, but what happens when the 
very fuel for our desires creates a  
self-destructive system? Many  
businesses are becoming increasingly  
aware that energy costs are in  
fact not static overhead costs, but 
controllable production costs 
that can be monitored and reduced 
systematically. 

DCS Energy Savings Web Portal 
is an example of the strategic use 
of design and technology to impact 
the experience of simple, everyday 
actions, therefore potentially shifting 
the home or business owner’s desires 
and experience toward a better way 
of life. DCS’s customized web portal 
gives the user the opportunity to 
review an aggregated report of energy 
costs, but also to monitor a real time 
dashboard of energy use levels, as  
well as adjust or create thresholds for  
consumption. The web portal system 
is an intelligent use of design for 
accessibility, since no separate  
software is needed to view the dash-
board for as many physical locations 
as specified by the user. 

This presents a thought-provoking 
case for shifting patterns of energy 
consumption by changing behavior 
within a company or home, and  
also an actionable strategy for  
reducing cost and carbon impact. 
Beyond that, the cost/benefit to  
the user is clarified and measured 
using various customizable criteria, 
making systems such as this a  
game-changer for the behavior of 
businesses in the future.

Material Matters  59

What’s Mine Is  
Yours: The Rise  
of Collaborative  
Consumption
reviewed by giselle Carr

Desire means different things to 
different people. In “What’s Mine Is 
Yours,” authors Rachel Botsman and 
Roo Rogers argue that our collec-
tive desires for material goods have 
amassed over the past fifty years or 
so to become a near-unstoppable 
force, creating a culture of consump-
tion. The concept of collaborative 
consumption, or rather the shift 
from “Generation Me” to “Genera-
tion We”, is born out of two inter-
locking trends. The first is a shift in 
values, based on growing consumer 
consciousness of the finite nature of 
inputs or resources, and consequent 
finite nature of growth. The second 
is the collective recognition that the 
quest for material goods has come 
at the expense of relationships with 

family, friends, community and the 
planet. The outcome is that an even 
stronger collective desire to re-create 
thriving communities again has 
emerged, along with the realization 
that self-interest and the collective 
good actually depend on each other. 

The authors propose that the 
heart of collaborative consumption 
is the notion of redistribution  
markets, or “unconsumption.” 
Maximizing the lifespan of objects 
by keeping them circulated has 
obvious environmental benefit, but 
beyond that is the behavioral impact 
of people responding to a positive 
action with another positive action. 
This book inspires the reader to 
reconsider the consumer mind-set 
and move the emphasis from  
changing a particular consumer 
behavior to changing the system - 
one which converts our consumption 
into positive outcomes like fewer 
products, reduced waste, and more 
social capital.

read aboout Tools for  
CaTalyZIng Change at: 
CaTalysTsdr.com//tags/tool-reviews/

The authors [Botsman 
and Rogers]  
propose that the 
heart of collaborative 
consumption is  
the notion of 
redistributing markets, 
or “unconsumption.”



60  CatalYstsdr.com

Catalysts

Brian Tenorio
By Holly Burns

David Rodriguez
By Holly Burns

A Pratt Institute Design Management Class  
of 2010 graduate, Brian Tenorio currently 
wears many hats, operating as the Design, 
Branding, and Identity Consultant for the 
Asian Development Bank (www.adb.org) and 
as the chair of Designers for Development 
Network (www.designersfordevelopment.com). 
He	also	continues	to	be	active	with	his	 
design company, Tenorio Manila, the most 
premium men’s shoe brand in the Philippines 
(www.tenorio.asia), designs shoes, and most 
recently, a line of luxury designer caskets and 
urns (www.luxmortem.com).

Born in Tehran and raised in the US and the 
Philippines, Brian had exposure to multiple  
cultures, which shaped his design philosophy 
from	a	young	age.	He	graduated	from	the	 
Ateneo de Manila University in 2000 and fin-
ished the Managing Arts Program at the Asian 
Institute	of	Management	a	few	years	later.	He	 
has trained with the Language and Communi-
cations Programme of the United Nations, while  

doing extensive research on national design 
policy frameworks for developing countries.

In the first quarter of 2011, Tenorio will 
aggressively introduce strategic design in the 
Philippines via three major events: (1) “The 
State of Philippine Design,” (2) an exhibition 
he curated, “Ambassadors of the Philippine 
Brand,” and (3) a round of sector-coordinated 
Designer Mixers and sponsored cocktails – 
“Design+Tech,” “Pride in Design,” “Designing 
Youth,” and “Design Loves Business.” (Full 
details at www.briantenorio.com.)

By the second quarter of 2011, he will  
collaborate with UNESCO Korea and the 
Young Artists Fellowship for the Environment  
(YAFE) to innovate on new uses for water  
lilies, which are becoming a nuisance in  
agriculture because they strangle native plant 
crops and have few natural enemies. Brian  
will design products that use the by-product to  
create fabric for the Barong Tagalog – the 
national traditional costume of the Philippines.

David Rodriguez is President and COO at 
Integrated Design Solutions, a successful  
contract furniture dealership operating out of  
Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic, US Virgin  
Islands and British Virgin Islands markets.

Rodriguez continually uses design to formu-
late strategies for development of the company’s 
processes and procedures, which ultimately 
shapes IDS’s most competitive advantage. 

Before he became a graduate of the Pratt 
Design Management program in 1996,  
Rodriguez obtained a BFA in Industrial 
Design from the University of Kansas School 
of Art and Design. 

He	regularly	speaks	at	educational	and	 
professional associations about design as the 
“new MBA and the driving force behind the 
success of companies.”

Recently, Integrated Design Solution was 
awarded the honor to partner with the New 
School of Architecture at the Catholic University  
of Puerto Rico to complete the University’s 

most ambitious program, where state of the  
art furniture was the catalytic element between 
the interior of a monumentally restored struc-
ture, the students and faculty. 

In addition, Integrated Design Solutions 
was recognized as the best dealer of the  
international division of Teknion Furniture  
Systems, the largest designer and manufacturer  
of contract office furniture in Canada.

According to Mark Dodick, Teknion’s VP 
of international markets, “Integrated Design 
Solutions, has developed a unique business  
model where design is the driving force 
through which results are obtained. It is 
design in its pure form, that affects all aspects 
of the business.”

Rodriguez is a great example of the type of 
design	leaders	needed	in	the	21st	century.	He	
believes that all business owners, political lead-
ers, and financial institutions have a MORAL 
obligation to run their organizations with 
integrity and with a triple bottom line focus.
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