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Sustainability

• What is Sustainability?

• Why is it important?

• Is it important to you?

• What are the causes of the issues we face?

• What are the solutions to the issues we face?

• Are there any solutions?



Sustainability

The concerns & issues surrounding the 
global consumption of resources as 
consumption reaches a critical point.



Sustainability

• David Suzuki said that “sustainability means 
doing things better – not doing without” 
(Boyd 2004). 

• As every major assessment regarding the 
Earth’s resources has concluded that we are 
“eating into natural capital, rather than living 
off its interest” (Jucker 2002), then without 
doing better, we may soon have to do without.



Our Population

• Population in 2016: 7,500,000,000

• Population in 1804: 1,000,000,000

• Population in 1000: 300,000,000

• Population in 2090: 14,000,000,000!

• http://www.worldometers.info/world-population/

http://www.worldometers.info/world-population/




Globalization

“It has been said that arguing 
against Globalization is like arguing 
against the Laws of Gravity.”

Kofi Annan

Former UN Secretary-General



Collapse Informatics

• It is self-evident that infinite consumption of finite 
global resources is impossible. Therefore, a 
fundamental change in how we consume these finite 
resources is approaching, desired or not.

• This is why Sustainable Interaction Design is not 
simply an academic discipline, where people write 
papers, point out problems and discuss philosophical 
issues.

• There may/will come a point in the near future when 
change is inevitable. 



Collapse Informatics

• Then, “prevention is no longer possible and 
adaptation is required”. Waiting until it is too late to 
manage this change smoothly cannot be an 
acceptable option, but so far, practical solutions to 
these complex issues have proved elusive.

• To reinforce the immediacy of the problem, we 
simply need a reminder that for much of the world’s 
population, “crises of scarce resources, inadequate 
housing, deplorable conditions of health, and 
starvation are already at hand” (Tomlinson et al. 
2012). 



Neo-Liberalism

• Neoliberalism prioritises economic prosperity over 
ideals such as equality or social justice and then 
defends this position by arguing that market forces will 
ensure “the greatest good for the greatest number of 
people” (Dourish 2010, Harvey 2005).

• An example of how this political outlook exerts an 
influence is the throwaway culture we live in, where 
people buy smartphones and portable media players 
“with the expectation that they will be replaced within 
a period of a few years” (Huang and Truong 2008).



Choreographed Obsolescence

• This is despite quantifiable evidence that people have 
predictable attitudes toward their varied possessions 
and that these very same attitudes could potentially 
form the foundation for profound changes in 
sustainable behaviour (Barba 2008, Huang and Truong 
2008, Odom et al. 2009). 

• Commercial entities wilfully ignore this evidence and 
continue with “choreographed obsolescence”, an 
intentional strategy that ensures product life-span is 
“governed by their position within a company/sector 
innovation cycle, rather than resulting from the 
vagaries of product durability” (Woolley 2003). 



Choreographed Obsolescence

• That sustainability can be “more than just recycling” 
and become “a cultural paradigm shift away from 
technology novelty and induced consumption, 
toward an aesthetic of well-cared-for systems” 
(Blevis 2007) remains an aspiration for now, and will 
remain so while designers are…

“complicit in the unsustainability of current 
interactive products” (DiSalvo et al. 2010).



Sustainable HCI

• Sustainable Thinking,

which leads to;

• Sustainable Design,

which leads to;

Sustainability!

• Or not.



Sustainable
Human Computer Interaction

• For years, researchers and practitioners in 
Sustainable Interaction Design have 
attempted to reverse resource consumption 
trends by focusing on the individual (Petkov et 
al. 2012, Pierce and Paulos 2012) and 
attempting to change their behaviour. 

• …this has proved problematic as, “people 
don’t use energy, they use products, which 
use energy” (Holmes 2007). 



Sustainable
Human Computer Interaction

• The lack of a sustainable solution is partially 
because of the researcher’s mind set, seduced by 
Modernism, as they strive to find simple technical 
solutions to complex social problems 
(Brynjarsdottir et al. 2012, Heslop et al. 1981). 

• The arresting finding that “raised awareness and 
increased knowledge do not automatically lead to 
more sustainable behaviour” (Jucker 2002) 
reiterates the problem, but without suggesting a 
straightforward solution.



Digital Fabrication

• Neil Gershenfeld, one of the leading voices in the field, is 
confident that digital fabrication will succeed where 
other attempts at sustainability have failed because 
“…the real strength of a fab lab is not technical; it is 
social” (2012). 

• 3D printing, an integral part of Digital Fabrication, has the 
potential to fundamentally change industrial production 
by allowing individuals to design and easily produce 
tangible objects on demand.

• It has the potential to be part of the solution package 
needed to address the issues that surround the field of 
sustainable interaction design. 



Digital Fabrication

• In the remote rural village of Pabal in 
Maharashtra, India, the Vigyan Ashram 
educational community run a Fab Lab.



Digital Fabrication

• Just as personal movie-making is now accessible to 
those with average incomes because of recent 
advances in technology, soon personal digital 
fabrication will be commonplace for the same reason 
(Mikhak et al. 2002). 

• It is an accepted, and unfortunate, conclusion that 
many of the previous sustainability-focused efforts 
failed because of the attempted application of 
technical solutions to what were ostensibly social 
problems. 



Sustainability

• Is it possible?

• It has to be....
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