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Sustainable Print Design
in a nutShell

“We know from the Law of Entropy (the 2nd Law of 
Thermodynamics), that ... everything disperses unless energy is 
introduced... This is where the great potential lies within design – to 
be ‘the energy’ in the strategic movement towards sustainability.” 1 

Daniel Hendry, Lawrence Silcox, Nobuko Yokoyama



the Challenge
Print designers yield a tremendous amount of power. In 
some ways we make life easier by making magazines 
easier to read, groceries easier to buy and directions 
easier to find. More importantly we have the power to 
manipulate public opinion. Perceptions and behaviours 
are influenced by what designers choose to do with the 
weapons of form, shape and color. Unfortunately, the 
most indelible mark we’ve left on this planet is a drastic 
depletion of its resources. 

At the root of the problem is the very system we use to 
create our end-products. From the forest to the client’s 
door, our printing and delivery system is full of avenues 
of waste and resource mismanagement. The only way to 
tackle this challenge then, is to analyse the entire system, 
identify the areas of concern and find replacement 
processes that are more ideal.

But first we have to define what “ideal” means.

The paper industry emits the fourth-highest 

level of carbon dioxide among manufacturers, 

according to the Department of Energy.2 

Paper comprises nearly 40% of the material 

in landfills and the decomposition of paper 

produces methane—a greenhouse gas with 21 

times the heat trapping power of carbon dioxide.2

The use of chemical fertilizers on tree plantations 

in the South exceeds the sum of all the fertilizers 

used on tree plantations in the rest of the worlds 

and has been linked to adverse health impacts 

for local community members.2

VOCs, or Volatile Organic Compounds, lead 

to the formation of ozone when released into 

the atmosphere, and are a major component 

of pollution, urban smog, and related health 

problems. Mostly derived from petroleum, VOCs 

are found not only in inks and coatings, but also 

in solvents and press washes. 3



So What is Sustainability?

Lots of definitions are given, but they all boil down to 

balancing 3 main components- Equality, Economy 

and Ecology. In the business world this concept is 

packaged as the “Triple Bottom Line,” because

“... it focuses corporations not just on the economic 
value they add, but also on the environmental and 
social value they add—and destroy.” 
- SustainAbility (the British organization accredited with coining 

the term “Triple Bottom Line”)

Sustainability: “Meeting the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs.” 
-World Commission on Environment and Development

Ecology:
The proper care and management of 

our natural resources (e.g. forestry, 

biodiversity, soil maintenance)

Equality: 
Providing for the fundamental 

needs of humanity (e.g. Access to 

knowledge, shelter, security, health, 

community, cultural preservation).

Economy:
Issues dealing with the exchange of 

goods and services for money (e.g. 

local economies, fair trade, true cost 

pricing).



how Do We Get there?

Even with a broad understanding of the goal of sustainability, 

we need to be aware of specific guidelines with which we 

can measure each aspect of the system we want to change. 

One such framework is known as The Natural Step which 

provides 4 conditions:

In a Sustainable society, nature is not subject to 

systematically increasing... 

1. ...concentrations of substances extracted from the 

earth’s crust.

2. ...concentrations of substances produced by society.

3. ...degradation by physical means,

and in that society... 

4. ...people are not subject to conditions that systematically 

undermine their capacity to meet their needs.
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B Baseline

Take a look at a typical print project’s basic Life Cycle*.

*Life Cycle - The journey a products takes from its inception (cradle) 

as a raw material, to its ultimate final resting place (grave.
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Paper 
Manufacturing

Printing & 
Binding

Design

Client Delivery Landfill

transportation transportation transportation transportation

inputs include: water, 
energy, bleaching 
agents, dyes

other inputs include: water, 
energy, inks, chemicals for 
solvents & adhesives

wastes include chemicals 
such as mercaptans, 
methanol, ‘black liquor’

wastes include inks, 
solvents, paper trimmings, 
cardboard tubes, aluminium 
plates, lubricants

wastes include cardboard 
and other packaging 
materials

Roughly 50% of 
paper used in the US 
is recycled



This linear progression from cradle to grave demands very little of 

the designer other than a basic knowledge of the formal restraints 

of printing, but brings with it several opportunities for violation of 

sustainability principles. For example: 

Raw Materials

• Using wood pulp derived from virgin forests that aren’t 

managed sustainably.

• Destroying indigenous people’s land and health through 

dangerous forestry practices

Paper Manufacturing

• Improperly treating or dumping waste materials like 

mercaptans, methanol, and a toxic concoction of chemicals 

called ‘black liquor’.

• Incinerating wastes creating CO2 and SO2 emissions.

• Using toxic chemicals in the bleaching and dyeing processes.

Printing

• Using high VOC petroleum inks 

• Not recycling or properly treating waste photochemical   

solutions and films.   

                            

• Not to mention the energy and transportation fuel used 

throughout the process and that half of your printed pieces end 

up in landfills contributing to methane emissions and pollution.  

The aspect of The Natural Step 

that this practice violates
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In an ideal situation, the progression becomes a Cradle to Cradle 

cycle where not only does the outcome not end up in landfills, but 

each stage of the system is optimized to a sustainable level. Within 

this new paradigm, the designer’s jurisdiction isn’t just the look 

of the final product but the selection of raw materials and, more 

importantly, the decision whether to print at all.
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Raw Materials

• Use FSC Certified foresters

• Use non-tree, biodegradable raw materials  

(e.g. Wheat sheets, hemp, bamboo)

• Use paper with a high percentage of PCW content

Paper Manufacturing

• Recycle waste 

• Convert waste for other uses (e.g. to create DME fuel or formaldehyde)4

• Use sustainable sources of energy (e.g. wind power)

Printing

• Use non-toxic inks (e.g. water, vegetable or soy-based]

• Reuse packaging and storage materials 

• Use and recycle non-toxic solvents

Client Delivery

• Design with upcycling the end product in mind.   

(e.g. Lemnis packaging with a functional after use.)

Possible Solutions to Sustainability Violations
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Of course, having an idea of what a sustainable future 

might look like is not enough. Now it’s up to designers to 

create a plan of action to transition their practices towards 

these goals.

D Direct Action

“New reports prove that by embracing a bottom line encompassing both sustainability and 
humanitarian goals along with economic performance, a business can actually improve 
its overall standing in terms of profitability, corporate image, and ability to attract top 
employees.”  

-ecoOpportunities

Graphic designers need to better understand the impacts of their choices in the beginning 
stages of a project and design to increase the lifecycle of their work. Designing using 
sustainable principles with biodegradable or safer materials, and intentional re-use should 
be the key strategies that graphic designers employ going forward. This is not an easy journey, 
but one that can be best achieved through relying on each other in a design community. Our 
decisions will effect business and policy level decisions as we speak with our dollars.  

- Eric Benson (re-nourish.com)

And if saving the earth isn’t motivation enough, there’s always 

the bragging rights.



additional Resources

On The Natural Step

http://www.ortns.org/framework.htm)

On Green Design in General 

www.re-nourish.com

www.sustainability.aiga.org

www.o2-usa.org

If you’re interested in digging deeper, here are some more 

resources to get you started on the road to sustainability.

On Paper

www.secret-life.org/paper/paper_footprint.php

www.wipapercouncil.org 

www.hinduonnet.com/2001/07/05/stories/08050003.htm

www.cop15.dk/en/servicemenu/News/DanishKnowhowTurnsPaperMillWasteIntoGreenDiesel.htm

http://www.fscus.org/paper

http://www.jagat.or.jp/ASIA/report/3-3-1.htm

On Printing

www.greenpressinitiative.org

www.greenpressinitiative.org

www.greenprinteronline.com

www.p2pays.org/ref/11/10446.htm

www.cpima.org/voc.htm

www.packagedesignmag.com/issues/2007.12/inks.shtml

www.treehugger.com/files/2008/08/green-design-chile-onceneto-recovered-cardboard-rubber.php

http://www.deq.state.va.us/osba/factsheets/printink.html
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