
both more sustainable and more successful in the mar-
ket. It will help your case if you can show that the design
steps to delivering an improved product are neither too
complex nor too expensive; it also helps if you can pro-
duce simple, clear, arguments about why embracing D4S
is good business. This quick-start guide is one way to
develop that case.

Note: The Power to Change.
This ‘quick-start’ guide comes with a warning: bat-
teries not included. ‘You’ have to supply the energy
to drive this change. Most successful examples of
more sustainable products started with a champi-
on. Sometimes that champion is a middle, or even
senior manger, sometimes a designer or a techni-
cal person involved in production, sometimes a
marketing person. Whatever position you hold in
your company you need to do the work to devel-
op the arguments and to find the examples which
will work in your context.  The D4S Step-by-Step
Approach is structured with a layered approach
to information – a broad overview, detailed
methodologies relevant to various (product) con-
texts (with many good example projects), work-
sheets to help support various steps in the
methodologies, and finally a large set of refer-
ences to other guides to research and case stud-
ies to review. This should allow you to build up a
body of information suited to your needs. In the
end, however, this Publication cannot supply one
critical element: your enthusiasm and determination. 

Overview

This part of the D4S: A Step-by-
Step Approach is for those who
want to quickly commence a
project.

The authors of the D4S: A Step-by-Step Approach have
many years of experience in the practice of Ecodesign,
design for environment or design for sustainability
(D4S) as well as in the development of appropriate
methodologies for different contexts, circumstances
and business sectors. Ask any of them how projects get
started and they will tell you that most begin with the
vision and the determination of an ‘inside’ champion. If
you are the first person in your organisation to open
this D4S A Step-by-Step Approach, then it is likely that
you are the sort of champion they would be thinking of
– someone who wants to promote and facilitate action
in your company or organisation to improve the envi-
ronmental and social performance of your products or
services. This ‘Quick-Start Guide’ is just like the first
section of a software manual (often called something
similar to ‘quick-start’) as it aims to help you get start-
ed, quickly, before having to read the entire Publication. 

First steps towards the environmental improvement
of products usually involve putting together a case for
action, to ‘bring others on board’, developing a case that
will persuade enough key people that this is a sensible
and valuable thing to invest in. You will want to be able
to present a persuasive argument that your company or
organisations could produce product(s) which could be
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How to make most use of the D4S:
A Step-by-Step Approach with a
pilot project.

It is usually a good idea to begin a D4S process with
some sort of pilot project, an exploration of the process
of D4S using a real product that you have selected as
appropriate.  All the sections of this publication will help
you with your projects. However, if you need to quickly
understand what such a project would entail and to
quickly present to your colleagues D4S possibilities for
an existing product, then this is a good place to start.
You will be able to consult the other sections of the
D4S: A Step-by-Step Approach so ‘pointers’ are includ-
ed in this text to the relevant page and section for you
to refer to for a deeper understanding.  

Hint: Starting Options
If you already have sufficient commitment within
your organisation (and a decision to support D4S
activity) then you can either just read quickly
through this section or jump straight into the sec-
tions of the publication that seem most appropri-
ate to your circumstances. 

As you will see from the table of contents page, the
D4S: A Step-by-Step Approach begins with an explo-
ration of the ‘what’ and the ‘why’ of D4S or the social,
business case, and environmental (People, Profit, Planet)
drivers for D4S. It then moves on to the ‘how’, the actu-
al processes for redesigning products or developing
innovative new ones. In this quick-start section the
order is reversed: we begin with a simplified ‘how’,
focusing first on the steps to improving the sustainabil-
ity of a product you have selected, or will select.
Experience suggests that you will already have ideas
about the ‘Why’ (it will be part of your motivation for
taking on the role of champion) and that what you need
first is some real sense of what it will take to improve
your product.  Of course you will need to develop a busi-
ness case – the ‘Why’. There is a simple outline in this
section that will help you structure your thoughts on
that process, assuming that you will consult the longer
discussion of motivation and drivers in the manual.
[Chapter 2] 

Note: D4S is deceptively simple. 
The Quick-Start section begins with the simple –
what D4S involves and (in general) how it is done.
You will find that the concept appears remarkably
simple; the steps to a better product can almost
be described as a list of good design principles.
Looking at such a list you will probably find it easy
to think of products (in the market place) that
have been improved by following the various
approaches listed. 

But there is a deceptive part that you will need
help in dealing with: determining what design
approaches are the appropriate ones for your pro -
duct, to address its specific environmental and
social impacts and to find its competitive ‘sustain-
able edge’ (to maintain or improve its economic
value whilst increasing its sustainability). It is this
deceptive aspect that is the reason for the D4S: A
Step-by-Step Approach, it is why D4S and Ecodesign
require a methodology and not just a list of design
guidelines. 

Getting Started

Nine simple steps to
improving your product

In this Quick-Start we assume that you will run through
a pilot or hypothetical redesign exercise for a product,
in 9 steps:

NOTE: These steps do not follow the exactly
same sequence as the 10 steps in Chapter 4,
because this is a simplified process and you do
not yet have a team.

1. Select a product 
2. Prepare a product ‘dossier’
3. Review your product market – in terms of envi-

ronmental and social issues
4. Reflect on your product in the light of a simple

D4S list of approaches
5. Develop a quick picture of your product’s ‘impact

profile’ 
6. Defining your product’s improvement targets and

design approaches
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global guide_d4s07_miolo:Layout 1  22-12-2009  11:54  Page 42



The sections of the dossier should encompass (in no
particular order):

The Product and its Use:
> its history
> the original brief and the marketing plan for the
current product
> market information (how it is sold, to whom, mar-
ket share information)
> distribution and typical transport information
> typical product life
> typical ‘user scenario’ [Chapter 4; Step 5] – use
patterns (including any resource inputs and waste
generated – with rough estimates of amounts)
> typical end of life pathway (how products are recy-
cled or disposed at expiration)

Design and manufacturing:
> a breakdown of the key components and sourcing
of the components
> materials list
> a simplified diagram or ‘flow chart’ of the manufac-
turing process [Chapter 4; Step 5] - including
resource inputs and outputs (waste pollution) asso-
ciated with each step (ideally with rough estimates
of amounts)

Competing products:
> other products in the market
> any defining characteristics (function, market seg-
ment, etc.)
> attributes of the product that are marketed as hav-
ing environmental value
> relative performance data (often available from
consumer or business magazines, internet sites, etc.)

Add two (initially blank) sections to your dossier to
fill in as you go through the next steps:

Important characteristics of this product
> …………

Improvement ideas
> …………

7. Redesign concepts – creativity at last!
8. Prioritising ideas and concepts 
9. Making your case (for the real project)

STEP 1: Select a ‘product’

It is very likely that you already have a ‘target’ product
in mind, presumably because market intelligence suggest
that there are environmental and/or social characteris-
tics of that product that are becoming critical to its
future success. Or perhaps you are aware of societal or
market pressures which could impact the reputation of
your company. In this context we assume you intend to
select a product as your ‘case study’ to explore its ‘D4S
potential’. 

Experience has shown that selection of the first ‘test’
product should be made carefully. Generally the pro -
duct should fit the following characteristics in that it
should:

-Be in a market where its environmental and/or
social characteristics are under scrutiny, or where there
is competition from products claiming to be more sus-
tainable 

-Have a potential for change 
-Be (relatively) simple 
[See Chapter 4; Steps 2 and 3]

STEP 2: Prepare a Product Dossier 

You are going to need to know a lot about your pro -
duct, perhaps in ways that you haven’t had to think
about before. Start a file or dossier on the product. 

Hint: Just start collecting product information for your
dossier now
You don’t, at this stage, need to make this a
detailed investigation. Start with whatever you
know, or can discover quickly; you can keep
adding to the information as you proceed.  When
a full pilot project is underway, this could become
a collective activity, with members of the team
adding information based on their knowledge.
Tables 3-1 (a) and (b) below provide environmen-
tal and social impact areas to consider when ‘fil -
ling out’ your dossier.
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STEP 3: Review the important envi-
ronmental and social impact
areas in your market 

For your product, and your market, you have to devel-
op a sense of the priority areas which you need to
address. What is considered a priority environmental or
social issue will change from context to context.  This is
not a purely scientific issue, it also reflects local social
and political issues – human rights, equity, labour – and
of course, the economics of your product and its mar-
ket.  

Note: It is very important to be sensitive to
emerging issues; you will be redesigning a product
that should last in the market for a good period
of time. You do not want to get caught by issues
which arise after you have designed and produced
a new product.  

Start by listing environmental and social issues which
are currently important in your region and your market,
for your customers. Review the competing products in
your dossier to check what priorities are expressed.
Consult company personnel about standards and regu-
lations in your market.  A generalised list is provided in
Tables 3-1 (a) and (b) to guide your thinking. [For a
more extensive list see Chapter 2, Sections 2.1 – 2.4
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TABLE 3-1(a)___  Environmental Impact Areas

TABLE 3-1(b)___  social Impact Areas
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and 2.8 as well as Chapter 4, Step 2.]  An economic
impact table has not been included (although it is the
third pillar of sustainability) because it is assumed that
you are best placed to identify those for your company
and product. 

Mark (colour) on Table 3-2 those areas/issues which
are most important for your product. Add any notes
into your dossier in the ‘important characteristics’ sec-
tion. You will use this information in Step 6.

STEP 4: Reflect on your product in
light of the simple D4S assess-
ment

Read quickly through Table 3-2 below, with your pro -
duct in mind. Table 3-2 is one version of a common list
of D4S approaches. Use it as a way to start thinking crit-
ically and creatively about possible product improve-
ments. This will help you identify any missing informa-
tion for your dossier. Use the two blank sections of
your dossier to collect observations and ideas about
your product characteristics and possible areas of
improvement. You will return to this list later when you
begin to select appropriate improvement option for
your product. 

Note: D4S approaches are product specific – there is
no universal formula for success. 
The approaches in Table 3-2 are easy to grasp.
They require some complex decisions, but as
approaches they are simple and not unusual as
design specifications go. The approaches listed
below should not be thought of as a checklist
that needs to be followed for D4S action on a
product. Nothing could be further from the truth.
The approaches cannot all be applied to a given
product. There are conflicts and trade-offs
involved - if you follow one approach you might
find that you then cannot follow another. For
example, ‘light-weighting’ can reduce material
inputs and the environmental costs of transport,
but it might reduce the longevity of the product.
More importantly, some of the design approaches
will be unnecessary because they will not
improve your product’s environmental perform-
ance, they may actually make things worse.  In
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practice it is necessary to identify a selection of
the approaches listed that are appropriate to
improve the ‘environmental and/or the social profile’
of your product. D4S requires more than simply
following a list of design approaches, these
approaches have to be embedded in a selection
methodology in which you actively evaluate and
assess each approach to determine the potential
outcomes. This active evaluation of approaches
for D4S is the reason for the D4S: A Step-by-Step
Approach publication.  

STEP 5: Develop a quick picture of
your product’s ‘impact profile’  

A D4S methodology relates the different design
approaches to the environmental and social impacts of
your particular product, providing a way to select those
that will be relevant and fruitful. 

Hint: Taking social and ethical issues into account.
If your answers to the social and ethical issues
outlined in Table 3-2 showed them to be signifi-
cant then you will need to ensure you become
familiar with the strategies in the rest of the man-
ual, particularly Chapter 2 and Chapter 7. Table 3-
1 (b) is provided to ensure you have these issues
in mind as you proceed. It may be that there are
issues here that will be the driving force for your
product redesign. If you start with environmental
improvement of your product as the main driver
then you should ensure that you do not exacer-
bate any social/ethical issues you have identified.
Ideally you will be able to find strategies to
resolve those issues whilst delivering environ-
mental improvement. 

In order to select design strategies, you need to
understand the environmental and social profile of your
product - a picture of how much each life-cycle stage
(extraction of raw materials; processing of those mate-
rials; manufacture; distribution; use; end-of-life disposal;
labour and human rights issues) contributes to its envi-
ronmental and social impacts. Refer to Figure 3-1 below.
(This is the basic approach known as ‘life-cycle thinking’,
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TABLE 3-2      Approaches for design focus and response 
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the fundamental approach that underlies all aspects of
the D4S process.)  D4S methodologies can be complex
because they aim to work for all products - to provide
tools for calculating their life-cycle impacts and for
deciding on the appropriate design strategies. But exper -
ience has shown that, for many products (particularly if
it is the first time that environmental or social improve-
ment has been attempted) there are short-cuts that can
give useful results, particularly for a pilot project.     

At this point you have two options: 
• You can set up a small workshop and conduct a quali-

tative evaluation of the life-cycle impacts of your product
(see Note: ‘LCA and Expert Workshop’ Box below).
If you decide to do this turn to Chapter 4 in the D4S: A
Step-by-Step Approach and follow the process set out
there.

• You can work on your own (with whatever guidance
or help you can elicit from colleagues). 

We assume that you are likely to proceed on your
own, with some help from colleagues, but that you are
unable at this moment to mount a full workshop
process. Go back to your product dossier and (in the
section on important characteristics) write down what
you know about your product’s inputs for each life-
cycle stage; energy (note what kind of energy); water
use (note what kind of water – fresh or recycled); other
resource, or consumables, use (note what kind) and the
social elements surrounding product production
(labour policies, health and safety in the workplace).
Find out if there are any toxic materials in the product
(at what life-cycle stage do they enter)? Next consider
outputs: what pollution, waste, or adverse social
impacts is created at each life-cycle stage.  Draw
up a simple product life-cycle diagram and note on that dia-
gram (see Figure 3-1 below) using all the data that you have
collected.

Note: LCA and Expert Workshops
Product inventory data can be inserted into a
variety of software systems that calculate a life-
cycle impact profile, which quantifies environmen-
tal and social impacts across all the life-cycle
stages. The results of a life-cycle assessment
(LCA) can provide insight into which phase of the
product’s life-cycle has the largest impact. This
information can be contrary to what might be

expected. For example, a life-cycle assessment of
a product might find that the total solid waste cre-
ated by the energy (electricity, gas, petrol, diesel)
required to operate the product over its usable
life, is several orders of magnitude larger than the
total weight of the product itself. In this case the
‘use-impact’ will be much more significant than
end-of-life disposal.  

A full quantitative LCA is quite complex and
generally costly. While a full LCA is desirable (and
is the approach taken by many large companies)
the cost and complexity leads many producers
and designers to downscale the effort to an
expert workshop.The expert workshop is an alter-
native approach to product assessment. (Even for
companies possessing the resources necessary
for conducting full LCA studies, the expert-work-
shop approach can be an effective way to assess
the potential positive outcomes of a D4S pilot
project.) The workshop usually requires a mix-
ture of people who are knowledgeable about the
different production and use aspects. This
includes insight from a technical, manufacturing
and performance perspective (those who sup-
plied the product data) and additionally the peo-
ple who are aware of the environmental and
social impacts. Unlike LCA software systems, the
expert workshop will not always produce quanti-
fied data about the contribution of each of the
life-cycle stages to a particular environmental or
social impact. Expert workshops generally deal
with a mixture of quantitative and qualitative data
to provide a sense of relative values and impacts.
Generally, the participants are asked to rank the
contribution on a limited scale (e.g. zero; low;
medium; high). 

Expert workshops of qualitative life-cycle
assessment will often involve reflection on a full
LCA carried out on a similar product. Many stud-
ies which have compared the results of an expert
workshop process and a full quantitative LCA
have shown that the expert workshop gives
excellent results and for less money and time.
[See Chapter 4 Step 5 ]
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Table 3-3 lists key categories of product use, pro-
vides impact profiles for each of the use scenarios, and
the types of information needed to better assess life-
cycle impacts. Now consider where your product fits in
Table 3-3. Check the column ‘product type/characteris-
tics’. Find the characteristics that best match your prod-
uct and review the impact profile in the centre column.
The ‘impact profile’ concisely identifies the most signifi-
cant life-cycle phases of the product; this information is
based on knowledge gained from full life-cycle impact
assessments of a large number of products which have
been the focus of design for sustainability.

Note: products may cover more than one of the
‘types’, so you will have to combine the average impact
profile information.

STEP 6: Defining your product’s
improvement targets and design
approaches (a simplified design
brief)

You now have almost all the information you need to
proceed to identifying D4S strategies and design
responses that address the life-cycle phases and pro -
duct characteristics requiring focus. 

Note: Remember this is not a precise process but an
approximate way of narrowing down the focus for
action and reducing the complexity of decision making.
For a real project requiring investment and risk, you will
need to follow the detailed processes and tools set out
in the D4S publication. 

The information in the centre column in Table 3-3
(typical impact profile) tells you which are likely to be
the most significant life-cycle stages for your product; go
to the Figure 3-1 on which you have marked the inputs
and outputs of your product and circle those that are
noted as most significant. Now consider the
’Knowledge Focus’ column, in Table 3-3 above, and
check if that data is already in your dossier; if it is not,
you will need to find (or estimate) this information.
Now look at the final column ‘Most relevant D4S
responses’ for the reference points linking back to Table
3-2. Following these reference points, highlight those
items in Table 3-2 that best match the needs of your
product. You will use this marked table, the ‘ringed’ life-cycle
diagram and the information in your dossier in the next step. 

Hint: take four large sheets of paper and write out: 
1. The main issues for your product in your markets

– from Table 3-1 (a) and (b); 
2. The marked life-cycle diagram; 
3. The list of highlighted approaches (from Table 3-2); 
4. Key information from your dossier. 

Hint: Hang these four sheets up in the room you
are using to work on the pilot project.  Leaving them
up for a period of time, even when you are not
working on the project can be a great way of stim-
ulating ideas. It can be useful to have a fifth sheet
– initially blank – for writing down ideas when they
come to you.

Figure 2-1      product life-cycle
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Table 3-3 ___  Product type, impact and response  
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STEP 7. Redesign options (creativi-
ty at last!). 

The data (on your large sheets of paper) now becomes
the focus for creative redesign ideas.  Here you need
creative processes and (if you can) a few people to help
you brainstorm [See Chapter 4, Step 7).  Draw up a
table on another large sheet of paper with the selected
life-cycle stages across the top.  On the left column
mark the various D4S design responses that you high-
lighted in Step 6 above. Now you can proceed by
addressing each cell of this table, asking the following
questions: 

- Is this focus/response relevant to this product life-
-cycle? 

- What design options are appropriate here?
Write your creative ideas in each cell. Check back

through any ideas that you have jotted down. Investigate
possibilities. Follow normal brainstorming procedures;
get ideas on paper without self-censorship (this process
may take a number of days, because you may need to
brainstorm, break, and then return to the task when you
have the time). When you finish and are finally run out
of ideas, it is finally time for a ‘reality check’.  (Again this
will be more effective if can combine the insights and
knowledge of a number of people within the company,
but you can start this process on your own with a little
research.) 

Using whatever notation you like (coloured dots;
‘high’, ’medium’, ‘low’; ‘A’;’B’ ‘C’; ticks or crosses, etc),
consider each cell in turn and rank each of the ideas you
have written, consider the three questions: 

- Could this deliver significant environmental and/or
social improvement?

- Can it be done cost effectively?
- Will this help improve my product in an area that is

important in my market - or could such an improve-
ment be used to market this product or differentiate it
from the competition?

STEP 8: Prioritising ideas and con-
cepts

Now you have a series of ideas with some estimation of
their environmental, social and market value. Place each
of the ideas into four categories on the following Table
3-4. 

Any ideas that fall into the bottom left cell (4) can be
discarded. Those in the top right (2) should be given the
most serious attention. (Ideas that sit in cell 3 may indi-
cate some quick improvements that can easily be imple-
mented in the short term.)  For the ideas selected
(from cell 2 and perhaps cell 3) there will still be differ-
ent degrees of difficulty and cost as well as different
degrees of environmental (and social) gains. You will
need to prioritise these. [Chapter 4 and Worksheet 7
provide some detailed processes for prioritising your
possible design approaches.]  Ideas in the bottom right
and top left will need to be further researched to see
how their technical, cost and market problems can be
overcome.  

You now have a list of product improvement
and redesign ideas to take forward within the
company. 

Table 3-4 ___  Prioritising D4S ideas
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