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Abstract 
	  

Sustainable packaging design plays an important role in improving a 

product’s environmental and social impact. Due to the problem of unsustainable 

tea packaging existing in the Chinese market, this thesis investigated a sustainable 

fair trade approach to the branding and distribution of tea in China. In order to 

develop this sustainable approach, research was conducted into the history of tea, 

the sustainability aspects of the Chinese tea market, and notions of sustainability 

and sustainable design. In addition, precedents of sustainable packaging design 

were examined. Synthesizing all the information in the end, a 

branding/packaging/fair trade design solution is proposed as a way to achieve the 

sustainability objectives identified in the thesis.    
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 
 

Tea is a popular drink around the world and is favored by many people. In 

the tea market, there are plenty of packaging designs for various kinds of tea 

products, from liquid tea drinks, to tea bags, to loose leaf tea. However, what does 

sustainable tea packaging look like? That was the question that sparked this 

research idea.  

 

Significantly, China is one of the largest producers of tea in the world, and it also 

has a high rate of consumption for tea every year. Chinese tea continues its steady 

increase in production in the recent decade, and has been ranked at the top of tea 

production world wildly since 1961(Actualitix 2016). In 2015, China produced 

approximately 2,250,000 metric tons of tea (Statista 2016). At the same time, it 

consumed approximately 1,812,000 metric tons of tea (Bloton 2016). There are 

several influential (but not dominant) large producers and a significant number of 

small producers sharing the domestic tea market. Also, there is an extensive 

laddering of middle traders within this market. Although it is macro-regulated by the 

government, there is a lack of effective government regulation on the quality of tea 

and its branding and packaging. Additionally, there are convoluted middle-sale 

distribution chains within the large wholesale market of tea, which can 

disadvantage the small producers (Zgchawang 2012). Without strong brand 

awareness among tea producers, sustainability is not a dominant concern in this 

industry. Sustainable issues like over-packaging and non-sustainable packaging 

are also widely practiced in China. 

 

Within the context of Chinese tea market, this thesis sought to answer one main 

question: What does sustainability truly mean for tea packaging design? It begins 

with the investigation of an opportunity for the introduction of a sustainable fair 
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trade brand into the Chinese market place. The purpose of this research is to 

understand sustainable problems within the Chinese tea market; to investigate 

related agendas of sustainability and sustainable design; and then to propose a 

sustainable branding and packaging design for tea, which further considers fair 

trade practices in manufacturing and distribution. Based on this purpose, a number 

of questions are raised:  

• What is the nature of tea? 

• How is Chinese tea classified, manufactured, and distributed? 

• What is the culture background of Chinese tea? 

• What is the status of Chinese tea market? What are the precedent tea 

products and brands? Are there any problems with them?  

• What is sustainability?  

• What is fair trade?  

• How does design relate to sustainability? 

• What are ideas of sustainable design and sustainable packaging design? 

• What are precedents of sustainable brand and packaging? 

 

To achieve the purpose and goals above, the following is methodology set out for 

this thesis: 

• Develop an overview of Chinese tea production through literature review, 

and understand the history of Chinese tea and the problems existed in 

current Chinese tea market.   

• Identify literature review on sustainability, and investigate its domains of 

economic, environmental, social and cultural sustainability.  

• Undertake literature review on sustainable design theories and practices. 

Understand the relationship between design and sustainability, and 

investigate dominant sustainable theories and principles applied to design 

thinking.    
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• Explore the principles of sustainable packaging design, and generate case 

studies for sustainable packaging design precedents. 

• Synthesis the design problem based on literature reviews.  

• Develop and implement a design methodology to generate a concept design 

for a potential tea brand that could be introduced within China.  

 

This research started with a background investigation of Chinese tea. In Chapter 

Two the origins of tea and its later historical development through various 

dynasties in China are explored. This history informs an understanding of the 

development of Chinese tea culture and etiquette. In this chapter the manufacture 

of tea is explored, from growing to processing it into different types of tea. In 

addition, a discussion on the domestic Chinese tea market indicates existing 

problems with tea packaging, illustrating opportunities for a sustainable tea 

packaging design approach. From this chapter, it is important to understand that 

tea is not simply a beverage, but also represents a valuable cultural practice in 

China.  

 

Chapter Three is focused on the agendas of sustainability. These are explored 

through four dimensions: environmental, economic, social and cultural. Within each 

of these dimensions, there are investigations of theories, principles, examples and 

measurements for sustainability. This chapter is intended to provide a 

comprehensive overview of knowledge for sustainability, which allows insights 

regarding tea from the last chapter to be considered in relation to a sustainability 

context. Chapter Four offers an exploration of design in relation to sustainability. In 

this chapter, design is introduced as an approach to achieving sustainability 

objectives. A series of designers’ ideas and theories from different perspectives are 

discussed, and examples of sustainable design illustrate how design methods can 

make people’s lives more sustainable. These two chapters tackled the major 

question - what does true sustainability mean, and how to approach it by design? - 
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through the exploration of relevant literature.  

 

Following these literature review chapters, Chapter Five investigates several 

sustainable packaging design precedents. In order to understand how these 

sustainable design theories and principles work in practice, the packaging design 

for products from nine brands were picked as the precedents in this chapter, 

including Coca-cola, Starbucks, etc. In Chapter Six the main design intervention is 

presented. Here, the findings from the previous chapters are synthesized to identify 

an opportunity for the design intervention, resulting in a design brief. Subsequently 

design explorations are refined in the conception of the main design. Indeed, upon 

review of the history and culture of tea, the current status of the Chinese tea 

market, the dimensions of sustainability, design approaches to achieving 

sustainability, and packaging precedents that demonstrated sustainable design 

principles, the final design opportunity is defined, and followed by the design 

solution. The design portion includes design methodology, mood boards, a design 

brief, design explorations, and finally a branding design for a sustainable product 

line called “YiTea”. As the design solution of this thesis, YiTea provides tea 

products and sustainable services, and the system behind this brand is key to 

response these questions raised at the beginning.  
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Chapter 2 - Background of Chinese Tea 

 

What is Tea? 

Tea is generally known as “a hot drink made by infusing the dried crushed 

leaves of the tea plant in boiling water” (Oxford Dictionaries 2014). The source of 

tea is Camellia sinensis. It is of the genus camellia, which is a genus of flowering 

plants in the family theaceae. Camellia sinensis is also known as tea tree or tea 

shrub. It is an evergreen shrub, which can grow two meters or more, and it 

produces a small white flower with a pronounced yellow stamen. The plants are 

usually trimmed shorter to approximately 1.2 meters for easier harvesting (Silva 

2010). Most common varieties of tea are harvested from this species. With different 

ways of processing, leaves will attain different levels of oxidation. This processing 

determines the categories of tea.   

 

Tea was first discovered by the ancient Chinese and later, consumption spread 

around the world. Over thousands of years, the cultivation and use of tea evolved, 

developed, and were ultimately adopted within many cultures. Nowadays, tea has 

become a diverse beverage. It can be either hot or cold, and bitter or sweet. It 

comes as loose-leaf tea, as tea bricks, as tea bags, and is packaged in bottles or 

cans. In addition to tea leaves, flowers and other herbs can also be made into tea 

beverages. Since the late 15th century, tea has gradually developed influentially in 

both beverage consumption and beverage culture in western countries. In Europe, 

people drink tea with dessert. Afternoon tea not only represents relaxation, and 

also an irreplaceable activity for social interaction. Unlike Europeans, North 

Americans drink tea in a more casual style. They prefer teabags for the 

convenience and efficiency. According to the Health Reports of Statistics Canada, 

tea holds the third largest proportion in reported adult beverage consumption after 

water and coffee (Garriguet 2008, 24).   
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As the homeland of tea, China uses a complicated tea classification system. 

Varieties of tea in China are named after their places of origin or the type of tea 

plants. However, there is no unified standard for tea classification. Professor Chen 

in Anhui University proposed a theory in 1979, that classifies tea into six major 

types: green tea; black tea; Oolong tea; dark tea; yellow tea and white tea (Chen 

1979, 51). This classification theory is based on the processing steps, characters 

of tea and levels of tea-flavanols (a chemical present in tea). Each of the six major 

types of tea is also comprised of many small branches under it. In addition to the 

six major types, reprocessing tea, such as flower tea, fruit tea and instant tea, can 

be treated as a seventh type of tea in the market. The classification of seven types 

of tea is typically used to describe the most commonly available types of tea in 

China.  

 

Processing can give tea its own characteristics. Fermentation is one crucial part of 

processing. Green tea is non-fermented tea. Without fermentation, the crucial step 

in making green tea can be one of the following: frying; steaming; baking or sun-

drying. Other teas are fermented: yellow tea and white tea are slightly fermented 

teas, oolong tea is semi-fermented; black tea is completely fermented; and dark tea 

is post-fermented tea. The harvesting of tea leaves is influenced by the time of day, 

season or time of year, as well as the parts of the tea leaf harvested. This is 

especially true for green tea, white tea, and yellow tea. At the same time, the 

original growing area is a factor in evaluating the characteristics of tea. Some dark 

teas as Pu-er tea, which is aged, are highly valued by consumers like vintage wine 

is in the west (China-tea.org 2011).  

 

In addition to tea itself, water, temperature, teapot and even tea etiquette can 

influence the quality of the beverage’s taste. In many Asian cultures, natural water 

(like rainwater, snow water, spring water, dew or water from streams, rivers and 
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lakes) is used to infuse tea. However, in recent years, due to environmental 

problems, natural water needs to be purified before use. Each type of tea uses 

specific utensils to achieve a premium taste. For instance, a transparent glass 

teapot is used for green tea; ceramic white (or celadon) ware works best for white 

tea, yellow tea and black tea; and Zisha teapot (dark-red enameled pottery) is used 

for oolong tea. There are also some rules for infusing the tea to obtain a better 

taste, such as when using a Zisha teapot, where the first pass of boiling water 

should be poured out after it is used to warm up the pot.  

 

History of Tea  

China has approximately five thousand years of history regarding tea. Tea 

trees likely originated in southwest China. There are still some wild tea trees that 

are over 1000 years old in Yunnan and elsewhere in China. Although there are 

different versions about the origin of tea drinking, it is firmly established that 

drinking tea was widely popular and well accepted by the public in the Tang 

Dynasty [618-907] (Jiang 2006, 30). At the same time, Lu Yu [733-804] wrote a 

definitive publication about tea: The Book of Tea, which as the world’s first 

commentary on tea and exerted a profound influence on later books regarding the 

subject. Because of this, Lu Yu was idolized as the ‘Saint of Tea’ by later 

generations (Liu 2012a, 33). 

 

According to The Book of Tea, Shen Nong [prior to 2000 B.C.] is the first person 

who discovered tea and its medicinal effects. Shen Nong is also a legendary 

person who is known as the ‘Emperor of the Five Grains’. Chinese people believe 

that he is the father of agriculture and herbal medicine. In a legend, Shen Nong 

tasted diverse plants in the wild in order to test them as food or medicine. He once 

tried 72 kinds of poisonous plants in a day, and he lay on the ground under a tree 

barely alive. At this time, some leaves dropped from the tree beside him. He then 
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put the leaves into his mouth and chewed them out of his curiosity. After a while, 

he began to feel better and energetic again, so he ate more leaves and detoxified 

all the poison in his body. Another version of this tale is more convincing. One day, 

Shen Nong felt very tired and thirsty after a long time walking in a mountain, so he 

rested and boiled water with a pot under a tree. Suddenly, several leaves fell into 

his pot from a tree nearby.  After drinking the water in the pot, he felt less tired and 

refreshed (Su 2007). Regardless of the discovery, this plant compelled him to do 

further research. Shen Nong’s Herbal (first compiled during the Western Han 

Dynasty [206BC-AD25]) is a classic work on plants and their uses. In this book, it 

states “ tea tastes bitter. Drinking it, one can think quicker, sleep less, move more 

nimbly, and see more clearly” (Liu 2012b, 2). This is the earliest record of tea’s 

medicinal effects. 

 

As early as in the Zhou Dynasty [1046-256 BC], people started to preserve tea by 

drying the leaves. Instead of using tea as a medicine, tea was used to refresh the 

body and clear the mind among the royal nobles. According to Shiji-ZhouBenji 

(Written by Sima Qian, Han Dynasty, written from 109-91 BC), King Wu of Zhou 

accepted tea as a precious tribute, and the later kings of Zhou used tea in special 

ceremonies (China.com.cn 2007). However, because of the scarcity of tea, it was 

not widely popular during that time. 

 

Tea became widely popular in the Tang Dynasty [618-907] and flourished in the 

Song Dynasty [960-1279]. The Book of Tea was published in the middle of the 

Tang Dynasty. In the first chapter of this book, Lu Yu gave a detailed and definitive 

definition of tea:  

 

Tea is from a grand tree in the South. The tree may grow from one or 

two feet to as much as twelve. In the rivers and gorges of the Province 

of Szechwan are trees whose girth is such that it requires two men to 
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embrace them. Those trees must be felled for plucking. Its trunk is 

suggestive of the gourd and its leaves, of the gardenia. The flower is like 

that of the wild red rose turned white. The seeds are like those of the 

coir palm. The leaves have the fragrance of cloves while the roots are as 

those of the walnut (Lu, Tang Dynasty/republished in 1974, 59). 

 

This book summarized the experience related to tea before Tang Dynasty and 

actively promoted the practice of drinking tea. By the end of the Tang Dynasty, 

drinking tea had become widely popular among all hierarchies of society. With the 

formation of tea culture, people paid more attention to the art of drinking tea 

instead of simply relieving thirst. During this period, the consumption of tea is 

spread to neighboring Asian countries because of the influence of the Tang 

Dynasty. 

 

 The Song Dynasty is the golden age of tea, a time when the amount of land use 

devoted to tea production increased greatly. Based on the development of the 

economy of the Song Dynasty, and as tea drinking gained popularity among 

ordinary people, the production of loose leaf tea gradually replaced roll tea 

because of its easier processing method (Chen 2004, 67). In this period, the 

teahouse played a prominent role and led to the appearance of diverse activities 

associated with drinking tea, especially as a basis for social interaction (68). 

Customers were often young men from wealthy families, who played instruments or 

sang, and enjoyed the performances or the company of their friends. Domestic 

servants, laborers and artisans also visited teahouses for business or casual 

meetings (Lv 1995, 33). They drank tea and ate snacks in a teahouse, but the 

purpose of being in a teahouse usually has nothing to do with tea. Among the 

wealthy, tea drinking as an art rose to the new heights. Some officials even built 

small teahouses in their personal gardens. Also, following The Book of Tea, more 

books and research were completed during the Song Dynasty. These authors 
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included emperors, scholars and anonymous hermits, and the contents of the 

books ranged from tea growing to the assessment of tea quality. After the Song 

Dynasty, the culture of drinking tea slowly evolved through the dynasties, and then 

continued into contemporary times.  

 

Tea Culture and Etiquette 

The culture of tea is closely related to Zen Buddhism. Buddhism was 

introduced during the Han Dynasty. In competition, and later merging with native 

Chinese ideologies, especially Confucianism and Taoism, Zen Buddhism formed 

as a branch of Buddhism that has typical Chinese characteristics. Zen adherents 

believe that all human beings are capable of achieving peaceful awareness. In 

order to gain peacefulness in mind, meditation is emphasized in Zen practice. 

While practicing, disciples sit with legs crossed and back straight. Their heads are 

held vertically and eyes are focused on one point. This practice is well known as 

‘sitting Zen’. It requires a high level of self-control and stamina. It is normal for the 

disciples to get tired, finding it hard to focus during extended practice. Tea 

becomes a good accompaniment for sitting Zen given its capacity to help people 

stay fresh and keep calm. Zen Buddhism deems that tea contributes to meditation 

by removing lassitude, aiding digestion, fostering calmness and eliminating desires 

(Liu 2012c, 103). Tea and Zen interact and complement on each other. The 

development of tea culture has been strongly attached to Zen. Indeed, in its early 

history, many famous teas were cultivated and processed by monks in temples. 

Also, the ‘Saint of tea’ Lu Yu (discussed above) grew up in a temple, and his 

mentor who taught him knowledge about tea was a monk in that temple.  

 

The tea ceremony refers to the art of making and drinking tea. The core of this 

ritual is to achieve self-cultivation while drinking tea. Participants in this ceremony 

aspire to meditate and find calm. Tea ceremonies vary with regions and local 
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customs, and the procedures are different depending on the type of tea that is 

brewed in the ceremony. Generally, in a tea ceremony, participants will prepare 

proper wares for a certain tea. Before brewing, the teapot and teacups need to be 

warmed by boiling water. An appropriate amount of tea will be picked out from the 

tea caddy and presented on a tea holder. Participants can appreciate the 

appearance of dry tea leaves and enjoy the aroma. Then the tea will be brewed in 

a teapot and served into teacups for the individuals participating in the tea 

ceremony.   

 

Water is extremely important in a tea ceremony. It is said that the taste of tea 

largely depends on the quality of the water. According to The Book of Tea, the best 

water for tea brewing is spring water from mountains; water from rivers is not as 

good as spring water, and well water is also acceptable but not the optimum choice 

(Lu, Tang Dynasty/republished in 2006, 34). Hot water, heated to just the right 

temperature, should be used for tea brewing, as indicated by the sound and 

bubbles of the boiling water.  

 

Most of the activities regarding the consumption of tea can be summarized into four 

levels: The first level is simply to drink tea as a beverage to quench one’s thirst. 

The second level is to appreciate the appearance, to savor the fragrance and to 

relish the taste of the tea. Tea drinkers at this level pay attention to the quality of 

water and tea wares as well. The third level focuses on the skills of tea brewing. 

The drinking environment, such as surroundings, music and the relationship 

between participants are all considered. The fourth and highest level of tea drinking 

activity is the Dao of Tea, also known as the tea ceremony. At this level, 

participants’ feelings and conduct are reshaped through the ceremony. The 

optimum result is to achieve harmony between the external flavor of the tea and 

the inner world of one’s heart.  
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Serving guests tea is the most common custom of tea drinking in modern Chinese 

society. Like western people who serve their guests coffee, the Chinese prefer tea. 

As the Chinese proverb goes, liquor should be full and tea should be half in a cup. 

In traditional Chinese culture, when a beverage is served, the degree of fullness in 

a cup is an indication of respect for the recipient. Distinguished guests are served 

full cups of liquor but only three quarters full cups of tea. This is because hot tea 

may spill over and injure the guest. Also, tea tastes better when it is hot, so offering 

smaller but frequent portions means that the guests always have hot tea to drink. A 

hospitable host should re-fill the cup when it is only one third full and always 

prepare snacks to company the tea.  

 

Special tea drinking customs exist in minor ethnic groups who live in tea-growing 

areas. Some of the customs can be seen with the Bamboo Tea of the Blang people, 

the Eight-treasure Tea of the Miao people, and the Dragon-fights-tiger Tea of the 

Naxi people (Hong Kang Museum of Tea Ware 2012a). Bai people, for instance 

usually serve their guests with Three-course Tea. It is a tea ceremony that includes 

three types of tea: bitter tea, sweet tea and aftertaste tea. The first two courses of 

tea remind people first about enduring hardship, then achieving success. Finally, 

the rich and complex taste of the aftertaste tea indicates that philosophically, life is 

complicated.  

 

Tea Growth 

The first tea came from the wild tea trees growing naturally in the forests. 

Today, in the primary forest in Yunnan province, there is still a 1700 years old tree 

called the “king” of wild tea trees, which is about 32 meters tall (Shi 2003, 79). 

Some other wild ancient tea trees are found in this area as well. With human 

civilization, tea trees came to be cultivated by local residents in ancient China. 

According to records in Agricultural Archaeology, fossils of the earliest cultivated 
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tea trees (Chen 2012, 21) were excavated in Yuyao (Zhejiang province) in 2004. 

This discovery pushed the record of the earliest tea cultivation back 6000 years. 

  

Tea trees grow well in warm, damp and shady environments, where optimal 

temperatures are between 20°C to 25°C, although they can survive in the 

temperature range above 10°C and below 45°C (Han 2013, 15). Proper humidity is 

another important factor, which contributes to a high yield. Generally, around 

1500mm annual rainfall is ideal for abundant tea output (15). Altitude also has a 

considerable effect on tea growing, and it is said that good tea comes from the 

highlands, where the mist can block off strong sunlight. Tea trees grow slowly at 

relatively lower temperatures, which keeps their leaves fresh and tender (Hang 

Kang Museum of Tea Ware 2012b).   

 

The area of tea cultivation has been extended due to the improvement of 

cultivating skills. According to the Tea Research Institute under Chinese Academy 

of Agricultural Sciences, the tea cultivation area in China can be divided into four 

main tea cultivation areas (Mu 2011, 2): South China, Southwest China, the area 

South of the Yangtze River, and North of the Yangtze River. The South China tea 

cultivation area is located in a sub-tropical climate area, which has high 

temperature and abundant rainfall. Varieties of tea are produced in this area, such 

as black tea, Oolong tea and Pu-er tea. The Southwest China tea cultivation area 

is the origin of Chinese tea. As the oldest tea-growing region in China, this area is 

well known for its fertile soil and complex geographic features for tea growing. The 

tea cultivation area South of the Yangtze River is the most intensive tea cultivation 

area. It has four distinct seasons, and all six types of tea are produced in this area. 

Many famous teas come from this region, such as Westlake Dragon Well tea, 

Yellow Mountain Fuzz Tip tea and Jun Mountain Sliver Needle tea (Bai 2008). The 

tea cultivation area North of the Yangtze River has a relatively low temperature in 
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winter and also a large temperature range between day and night. These climate 

features are good for making green tea, which is the main product in this area.   

 

In most of the tea cultivation areas in China, tea has three harvest seasons, which 

are spring, summer and autumn.  In other words, tea leaves are plucked during 

their growing periods. Since each of the seasonal plucking begins at different times 

in different regions, it is hard to specify each harvest period. When plucking, the 

planters always pay attention to leaving the proper amount of leaves on the trees to 

keep them growing well (Lai and Lai 2008, 40). The characteristics of tea are 

partially dictated by aspects of its growing environment like water, soil and local 

climate. The time of plucking can also give tea distinctive flavor elements (Duckler 

2012). Spring plucked tea implies freshness, which is important especially for non-

fermented and lightly fermented teas, like green, yellow and white teas. It is prized 

for the sweet mild flavor and lingering aftertaste. In the Chinese tea market, it is 

generally accepted that spring tea is highly valued above tea harvested in other 

seasons. Summer plucked tea usually has intense flavor along with vibrant green 

color. The aftertaste may be bitter and dry if the tea trees receive too much sunlight. 

Autumn plucked tea is often crisp and well balanced in flavor. Good autumn tea 

can maintain some of the sweet aftertaste and floral aroma of spring tea.  

 

Processing Tea 

The most common misconception about the different types of tea is that they 

originate from different tea plants, while this conception is not entirely wrong, 

different manufacturing procedures can produce different types of tea with tea 

leaves from a single plant. The procedures for each type of tea are similar, but with 

minor variations. Mechanization is common in contemporary tea manufacturing 

procedures from the plucking stage to the final packaging. For example, Luo et al. 

(2008) have shown that machine plucking in correctly timed harvest periods can 



	  

	   15	  

efficiently produce good quality tea leaves (9). Still, some procedures need to be 

done by hand to produce higher quality tea.  

 

For green tea, as a non-fermented tea, fixation is the most important process in its 

manufacturing. Also known as kill-green, fixation stops the natural fermentation 

within tea leaves to keep their aroma, flavor and color (Wang 2008, 144). The four 

main methods of fixation are steam fixation, stir fixation, hot air fixation and sun 

fixation. After kill-green, tea leaves are rolled to form the specific shapes and 

intensify the flavor. This process is called rolling. The crushed leaves will then be 

filtered out, and lastly dried by pan heating, baking or sun-drying (Shen 2011). 

Examples of famous green teas include Pi Lo Chun/Green Spiral, Pan Long Yin 

Hao/Curled Dragon Silver Tip, Lu Shan Gua Pian/Lu’An Melon Seed, Xi Hu Long 

Jing/West Lake Dragon Well, etc. (Heiss 2001, 82). Each green tea has its own 

characteristics. For instance, the common green tea, Pi Lo Chun is famous for its 

delicate tight spiral appearance. In general, the liquid is clear and vivid green with a 

floral aroma and fruity taste.  

 

The process of making yellow tea is similar to green tea. However, what makes 

yellow tea unique is sweltering. After fixation, tea leaves are stacked and covered 

in a humid environment and then lightly heated. This process gives the tea a 

yellowish-green color and allows it to ferment slightly. Rolling is only necessary for 

certain kinds of yellow tea like Yin Zhen. Generally, tea leaves are dried after 

sweltering (Chen 2008, 69). Some famous yellow teas are Jun Shan Yin Zhen/Jun 

Mountain Sliver Needle, Huo Shan Huang Ya/Huo Mountain Yellow Bud and Meng 

Ding Huang Ya/Meng Mountain Peak’s Yellow Bud (Zhan 2011). One of the most 

popular yellow teas, Jun Shan Yin Zhen, is made only from tender buds on tea 

trees, and the dry tea leaves are very thin and covered in fine downy hairs. This tea 

is renowned for the vertical appearance of the wet tea leaves in the liquid and its 

subtle taste. 
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Like Yellow tea, White tea is also lightly fermented. The key step for making white 

tea is withering (Zhou et al. 2014, 48). In this process, fresh tea leaves are thinly 

spread to dry. The goal of withering is to reduce the moisture content in green 

leaves and make them pliable for the rolling process. Two methods of withering are 

sun withering and indoor withering (48). Sun withering allows the tea leaves to 

wither naturally under sunshine, but this method relies highly on the weather and 

outdoor temperature. For indoor withering, the temperature and withering level can 

be controlled by machines; therefore, it is commonly used for batch productions 

(49). After withering, tea leaves are lightly rolled and baked (Jiang 2008b, 74). 

Popular white teas include Bai Hao Yin Zhen/White Tip Silver Needle, Bai Mu 

Dan/White Peony and Gong Mei/Long Brow Tea. Bai Mu Dan, for example, is well 

known for its sweet and mild taste. It is made from unopened tea buds and the two 

newest leaves to sprout. The nose is warm, floral and rich like fruit blossoms.  

 

Oolong tea also requires the withering process. Sun withering is the common first 

step of the Oolong tea process. After withering, the tea leaves are laid aside for a 

period, and then shaken to bruise their edges, this is known as the laying and 

tossing process. These two processes may be repeated several times to improve 

fermentation, and remove bitterness from the tea (Chen et al. 2002, 42). Oolong 

tea is partially fermented. Once the edge of the leaves become reddish brown, and 

as long as the center part still remains green, the fermentation will be stopped by 

fixation. The ball rolling technique then gives high quality Oolong tea an irregular 

ball shape (Guo 2010, 39). Similar to other teas, the final step is drying. Tie Guan 

Yin/Iron Goddess, Taiwan Oolong and Wu Yi Yan Cha/Wuyi Rock Tea are some 

well-known oolong teas. Wuyi Rock tea, for instance, which grows in rock fissures 

in the Wuyi Mountains, has a complex smoky taste that can be characterized as in 

between the fresh fragrance of green tea and the mellow sweetness of black tea.  
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Black tea is fully fermented tea. The fermentation process is the key to making 

good black tea. After withering and rolling, tea leaves are oxidized in an 

environment with the proper temperature and humidity. The research of Shihui 

Fang et al. (2004) indicated that fermentation under 22°C for 100 to 140 minutes 

allows for the best outcome for black tea (21). Once the fermentation is done, tea 

leaves are rolled again for shaping, and then dried. Other than the traditional 

method described above, Crush, Tear, Curl (CTC) is also a commonly used black 

tea processing method, which is highly mechanized, and efficient in tea bag 

production. Examples of first-class black tea are Zheng Shan Xiao Zhong/Lapsang 

Sauchong Black tea, Qi Men Hong Cha/Keemun Black Tea, Jin Jun Mei/Golden 

Steed Eyebrow, etc. As a popular black tea in the Chinese market, Keemun black 

tea is renowned for its ‘Keemun aroma’, which is fruity combined with the fragrance 

of pine and orchid.  

 

Dark tea is also called post-fermented tea, as fermentation takes place after the 

fresh tea leaves have turned dry. The initial steps of dark tea production are the 

same as in making green tea. Fresh tea leaves first go though fixation, rolling and 

drying processes. Then the leaves are heaped into piles and placed in a warm 

environment, which can speed fermentation. This process is called piling, which is 

the key process that gives dark tea its mellow flavor and distinct dark color (Jiang 

2008a, 73). After piling, tea leaves are dried, and most of them are compressed 

into shapes such as brick, cake or bell. Sometimes, dark teas are left to age for 

long periods of time to reach their full potential. Well-known dark teas are Pu-er, 

Hua Zhuan Cha/flower brick tea, Liu Bao Cha/Liu Bao dark tea, etc. Pu-er is the 

most popular dark tea among them, which is reputed to be a tea with mellow 

sweetness, rich dried plum overtones and a smooth and creamy texture.  
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Chinese Tea Market 

As the homeland of tea, China has a brisk tea market with large amounts of 

tea consumed each year. Chinese people have a significant habit of drinking tea. 

Some of them drink tea as a form of self-cultivation. They pay attention to the flavor 

of tea and enjoy participating in tea-dinking activities. Also, people drink tea to keep 

healthy. They believe that tea lowers blood pressure, increases immunity, and 

helps to prevent obesity. Driven by the sufficient demand of tea, Chinese tea 

industry enjoys consistent growth. According to the report of China’s tea industry 

by Research and Markets (2011), the Chinese tea production exceeded 1.4 million 

tons and ranked first in the world in 2010. In the same year, the Chinese domestic 

market consumed about 1.1 million tons of tea, which means that about 80% of the 

tea output was consumed domestically.  

 

Although Chinese tea market shows potential for future development, there are 

also problems that obstruct the growing of Chinese tea industry. Some of the 

issues are noted in the research of Dongling Chen and Zhaohui Su, which 

indicates that the level of industrialization of Chinese tea market is low, the 

wholesale market is in a primary stage, the retail enterprises are decentralized, and 

the distribution cost is very high (2009, 31). According to the research, about 65% 

of tea is distributed among the tea wholesale markets, which were mostly 

generated after the 1990’s and in a primary status (31), which in a loosely 

translated fashion means a market using traditional sales booths and using cash 

transections. Compared to the internationally accepted tea auction market, the 

Chinese tea wholesale market, as evident in booth rentals and through individual 

retail, is less well organized and regulated. Also, as a result of the complicated tea 

distribution chain and the lack of professional logistic service for tea, distribution in 

the Chinese tea market is relatively expensive (32).  
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Chinese tea also has a massive demand outside of China. In 2010, Chinese tea 

export volume exceeded 300,000 tons, ranking second in the world, and the tea 

export value hit a record high, reaching 784 million USD (Research and Markets, 

2011).  In the Research Report on China's Tea Industry 2011-2012, researchers 

pointed out that presently Chinese exported tea is mostly raw material products, 

and the competition is mainly low-level price competition. The data in this report 

shows that China’s average tea export price was less than 2.7 USD/kg in 2010, 

lower than Sri Lanka, Kenya and other countries. A contributing factor to this 

current situation is the lack of leading Chines tea enterprises and globally known 

brands in the international tea industry (Research and Markets, 2011).  

 

Different tea drinking customs between Asian and western countries influence the 

market demand for different types of tea, and further, different styles of tea 

packaging. In general, blended teas, such as the famous English Breakfast and 

Earl Grey, are more popular than non-blended tea in North America. Also, tea bags 

are well accepted by the customers for convenience. Therefore, it is common to 

find paper box tea packaging in North American markets. On the contrary, Asian 

people, especially Chinese people, prefer non-blended loose leaf tea rather than 

the blended ones. In China, many premier teas like Long Jing, Bi Luo Chun and 

Keemun black tea are popular as gifts for friends and family. Thus, materials like 

metal, wood or hard paper are usually used for Chinese tea packaging, and the 

dedicated tea packaging is not only designed to protect tealeaves, but also 

displayed for the audience to enjoy.  
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Chapter 3 - Sustainable Development 
	  

Sustainability and sustainable development are already familiar terms for the 

public. Most authors tend to use these two terms interchangeably, while some 

prefer to use them distinctively. From the perspective of Dr. Stuart Walker (2006), 

sustainability and sustainable development are interchangeable terminologies. The 

minor difference between the two is that sustainable development describes a 

process where the environment, social and economic aspects are considered at 

the same time, while sustainability emphasizes ways of living that embrace the 

concerns of these three facets responsibly (5). Nevertheless, both terms are 

equally useful in explaining this concept.  

 

The activities of human beings have influenced nature since the earliest 

civilizations. From the use of fire, to the development of agriculture and the 

establishment of civilizations, human actions have intervened in the evolution of 

ecological systems and transformed the natural environment. This is especially 

true after the 18th century, when new technologies emerged during the industrial 

revolution that significantly improved efficiencies in production. At the same time, 

the use of fossil fuels, such as coal, increasingly contributed to environmental 

pollution. The explosive growth of human population became another factor that 

had to be sustained or absorbed by the environment. From 1650 to 1850, aided by 

the medical and industrial revolution and agriculture development, the global 

population doubled from 500 million to 1000 million (Goudie 2013, 10). The 

environmental and social impacts were concerns held by scholars in the 

Enlightenment and the Romantic Movement in the 1800s. One of the earliest 

discussions about sustainability can be traced back to 1833. A mathematical 

amateur named William Foster Lloyd sketched a scenario, in which he interpreted 

the concept for the overuse of commons in a limited world. In this scenario, 

individuals fail to recognize themselves as a part of society, and this lead to an 
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expectation of unlimited gain for their own properties driven by the pursuit of their 

maximum individual benefit (Harden 1968).  

 

In reaction to growing industrialization and its polluting effects, environmental 

movements and environmentalism emerged in the 19th century. These early 

notions of environmental protection and conservation were advanced and 

advocated by intellectuals who stood against consumerism, pollution and other 

activities considered harmful to nature. John Ruskin was one of the influential 

thinkers of the time, who anticipated the Romantic ideal of modern 

environmentalism in the “return-to-the-land” movement (Turner 1984, 203). He 

proposed in 1871 that nature should be conserved for people to return to, which he 

referred to, in his poetry, as “We will try to make some small piece of English 

ground, beautiful, peaceful, and fruitful. We will have no steam-engines upon it, 

and no railroads… We will have plenty of flowers and vegetables… the children will 

learn to dance to it and sing it (Ruskin 1871).” By the late 19th century, 

environmental protection societies and acts, such as the Coal Smoke Abatement 

Society and the Sea Bird Preservation Act, were introduced and helped foster an 

awareness of environmental protection.  

 

Environmental and conservation ideas continued to grow in popularity and 

recognition during the 20th century. Impacts such as the extinction of the Wild 

Pigeon and the endangerment of the American Bison called attention to wildlife 

preservation. Pioneers of conservationism called for more efficient and professional 

management of non-renewable resources, and they believed that the destruction of 

forests, fertile soil, minerals, wildlife and water resources would lead to their final 

depletion (Chapman and Ciment 2013). One outcome of these early movements 

was the establishment of the National Park Service, founded in 1916, which 

focused on operating and managing the national parks established since the 19th 

century (National Park Service 2016). During the same period, the term ‘ecology’ 
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gained acceptance as a scientific discipline, and many concepts related to 

sustainability were explored and developed in this time period as well.  

 

After World War II, the public began to recognize the costs of ecological 

degradation and environmental pollution. According to Chapman and Ciment 

(2013), two books were especially influential in launching the postwar 

environmental movement: Aldo Leopold’s A Sand County Almanac and Rachel 

Carson’s Silent Spring. In his book A Sand County Almanac: And Sketches Here 

and There, Leopold (1949) explored the responsible relationship between people 

and their habitat. He advocated a land ethic that “enlarges the boundaries of the 

community to include soils, waters, plants, and animals, or collectively: the land 

(204).” From Leopold’s perspective, a land ethic “changes the role of homo sapiens 

from conqueror of the land-community to plain member and citizen of it (204).” 

Environmentalists in the mid 20th widely adopted his land ethic and contended that 

ecological awareness and preservation of ecosystems are in the best interests of 

human beings. Published in 1962, Silent Spring is another landmark literary 

achievement, which contributed greatly to the foundation of the modern 

environmental movement (Herren and Dowdeswell, 1996). Carson (2002) 

documented the detrimental effects on the environment and humans from the 

indiscriminate use of pesticides such as dichloro-diphenyl-trichloroethane (DDT). 

She argued that the attempts to “control nature” by means of synthetic substances 

should be replaced by biotic control.  Carson’s work drew people’s attention to the 

environmental consequences and long-term health effects of certain chemical 

products, and promoted the creation of the U.S Environmental Protection Agency 

(EPA) in 1970.  

 

One of the globally influential non-profit organizations, the Club of Rome, was 

established in the mid 20th century as well. Founded in 1968, the Club of Rome 

was originally formed by a group of professionals from the fields of diplomacy, 
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industry, academia, and civil society. They got together to discuss the short-term 

thinking dilemma in international affairs, and the concerns regarding unlimited 

resource consumption in a global scope. In1972, their report, The Limit of Growth, 

raised considerable public attention to the growing pressure on natural resources 

from human activities, and helped gain a worldwide reputation for The Club of 

Rome as an environmental champion. The members describe themselves as a 

group of world citizens “sharing a common concern for the future of humanity and 

the planet (Club of Rome, 2015).” It has kept growing and contributed significantly 

to the development of the concept of sustainability in the 1980s. Nowadays, the 

Club of Rome has expanded and modernized itself. One of their later programs “A 

New Path for World Development” from 2009 to 2012 contributed to the discovery 

of new and practical ways of understanding the complex challenges in the modern 

world.  

 

The definition of sustainable development was first officially introduced by the 

World Commission on Environment and Development (WECD) chaired by Gro 

Harlem Brundtland in 1987 (Johnston 2002, 3). In the report, Our Common Future 

(1987), the Brundtland Commission defined sustainable development as 

“development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability 

of future generations to meet their own needs.” As the most generally accepted 

definition of sustainable development, it holds the hope that humanity can live in 

balance with the environment, and at the same time provides for an open 

interpretation of sustainability. Further, the 2005 World Summit Outcome identified 

three components of sustainable development as economic development, social 

development and environmental protection (United Nations General Assembly 

2005, 12). Known as three pillars of sustainable development, these three 

components work in an integrated fashion and offer a common ground for 

numerous sustainability certifications and standards, discussed and developed in 

recent years.  
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Environmental Dimension  

Ecosystems provide fundamental goods and services for human and other 

organisms. The concept of carrying capacity for a biological species is used to 

describe the maximum population size for that species which the environment can 

sustain indefinitely, given the food, habitat, water and other necessities available in 

that specific ecosystem. Based on many reports provided by environmental 

organizations all over the world every year, humans are living beyond the carrying 

capacity of planet earth and that cannot continue indefinitely. Over-population is 

not the only factor that leads to environmental unsustainability. Waste and over-

consumption, especially by people in developed countries, also strain the 

environment (Pearce 2009). According to the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 

(2005), humans have changed ecosystems more rapidly and extensively over the 

past 50 years than in any comparable period of time in human history. This has 

resulted in a substantial and largely irreversible loss in the diversity of life on the 

earth (1). For instance, approximately 60% of the ecosystem services evaluated 

during the Mille assessment have been degraded or used unsustainably, including 

fresh water supply, regulation of air quality, supply of wild capture fisheries, the 

capacity of natural systems to purify the air and water and regulate regional and 

local climates, etc. (6). With a large human population, it is a challenge to reverse 

the rampant ecological degradation and achieve any kind of environmental 

sustainability.  

 

One approach to environmental sustainability, provided by Goodland (1995), is to 

focus on the “maintenance of natural capital”. In his article, the environment’s 

“source function” refers to the potential of an environment to provide services and 

materials, and its “sink function” describes an environment’s ability to absorb and 

render harmless waste and pollution. According to Goodland’s explanation, the two 

foundational environmental services, these source and sink functions, need to be 
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maintained in an unimpaired fashion to meet the requirements of sustainability. For 

each function, Goodland summarized the constraints on major activities regulating 

the scale of human economic subsystem as “the use of renewable and non 

renewable recourses on the source side”, and “pollution and waste assimilation on 

the sink side”(10). By this definition, environmental sustainability is closely attached 

to social and economic development. It is crucial to balance the amount of 

resource consumption for social and economic development within the carrying 

capacity of the environment.  

 

Humans obtain and use materials and energy from the sources of the environment 

and return them to environmental sinks as waste. Unsustainability appears when 

either the use or return exceeds the finite carrying capacity of a given ecosystem. 

For instance, marine pollution has become a severe problem in recent decades. 

Industrial effluent that contains persistent organic contaminants can cause marine 

pollution. These compounds include industrial products like PCB, DDT, lindane, 

phthalates and tin-organic compounds, which degrade very slowly in nature. Some 

sources of these compounds can include pulp-bleaching agents, metallurgical 

industries where chlorine reacts with carbon in some processes, and the formation 

of toxic chemicals through incineration (Carlberg 1990, 13). Persistent organic 

contaminants can lead to impacts on marine wildlife and further may pose a 

significant hazard to predators at higher levels of the food chain. Additionally, the 

activities of individual people may also affect marine environments. A research 

study in the United Kingdom shows that plastic litter on beaches of the North Sea 

has increased by 146% since 1994, and over 90% of fulmars found dead around 

that area have plastic material in their stomachs (Townend 2010, 959). These 

examples are indicative of the fact that the environment cannot infinitely absorb 

and process the return sink products from human economic activity.  
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Different regions usually have different paths to achieve environmental 

sustainability. Based on the condition of each country, procedures may concentrate 

on different fields, such as pollution control, or reducing harvest rates for renewable 

resources down to manageable regeneration rates, or reducing per capita 

consumption, or finally, to reduce human population to levels below the carrying 

capacity of the environment (Goodland 1995, 11). China’s “One-Child” policy is an 

example of population growth control. To manage the negative impacts of an 

uncontrollable population boom, the Chinese government instituted the “One-Child” 

policy in 1979, which limited each couple to a single child.  The policy has been 

relaxed in recent years but still continues.  Although it is a controversial policy that 

was criticized as undemocratic and limiting human rights, it has effectively lowered 

the birthrate in China. (Hamminki et al. 2005) Controlling human population growth 

is believed by many environmentalists (dating back to Garrett Harden) to be one of 

the keys to environmental sustainability.  

 

At a global scale, management of environmental resources and human 

consumption is important to reduce negative human impacts on ecosystems and 

achieve environmental sustainability. In a broad sense, environmental 

management involves the management of natural systems such as the 

atmosphere, fresh water systems, oceans and land based ecosystems. These 

ecological resources can be managed by the means of planning, monitoring, policy 

regulation, as well as cooperation between countries. For instance, Canada is the 

second largest country in the world, and about 40% of its lands are forest and other 

wooded lands. Canada started developing the ‘sustainable forest management’ 

system in 1992 to manage its rich forest resources (CCFM 2015). This system 

works to meet society’s need for maintaining a vibrant forest economy while 

enhancing the long-term health of forest ecosystems for the benefit of all living 

things. In addition, human consumption is an initial driver of direct human impacts 

on the environment. Thus, management of the demand for human resource use, 
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such as the consumption of energy, water, and food, provides another significant 

approach to environmental sustainability. In the last decade, international 

organizations including the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), 

Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), and the 

European Environment Agency (EEA) have been developing a deeper 

understanding of consumption and possible government strategies to encourage 

more sustainable consumption (Michaelis and Lorek 2004, 5), while maintaining a 

vibrant economy.  

 

Sustainability measurement gives a quantitative basis for the management of 

sustainability. There are various methods used for the measurement of 

sustainability, including metrics, indicators, benchmarks, indexes, reports, etc. To 

measure environmental sustainability, it is important to monitor the ecosystems 

and indicate human impact that affects the environment. For example, in order to 

monitor the water cycle, physiological investigations are used to assess the toxic 

influence of aquatic pollutants in fish and to establish criteria for water quality 

(Annabi et al. 2015). Environmental Monitoring and Assessment is a respected 

international journal, which focuses on the progress in the use of monitoring data 

and discussion of principles in the design of monitoring system. Updated research 

on environmental monitoring and assessment can be found in this journal. 

 

In addition to monitoring, there are also methods to measure the resource use or 

consumption, such as Life Cycle Assessment and Ecological Footprint. Life Cycle 

Assessment (LCA) is a tool for assessing the potential environmental impact of a 

product system throughout its life cycle (Curran 2012, 15). Used by local 

governments and consulting institutions, LCA can compile an inventory of energy 

and material inputs and environmental releases associated with each stage of 

production; evaluate the potential environmental impacts associated with those 

inputs and outputs; and interpret the results of the inventory and evaluate 
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opportunities for improvement (GDRC 2016). Another tool, Ecological Footprint 

measures human impact on the earth’s ecosystems as well. Proposed by William 

Rees in 1992, Ecological Footprint focuses on evaluating the amount of natural 

capital consumed by a human population (Rees 1992). It can be calculated at any 

scale, from a single individual to the whole planet. For example, Global Footprint 

Network (2016) estimated the current global ecological footprint as 1.6 planets, 

which means that ecological services of the planet earth were being used 1.6 times 

faster than they were being regenerated. These methods of measurement for 

environmental sustainability provide metrics to support the management and 

regulation of the environment. 

 

Economic Dimension  

From the perspective of economics, sustainability “concerns the 

specification of a set of actions to be taken by present persons that will not 

diminish the prospects of future persons to enjoy levels of consumption, wealth, 

utility, or welfare comparable to those enjoyed by present persons”(Bromley 2008). 

By this understanding, economic sustainable development is not all about the 

economics which sustains profits or growth, but more about the social and 

ecological consequences of economic activities.  Economic sustainability often 

refers to the Green Economy, defined by UNEP in 2010, as an economy that 

results in “improved human well-being social equity, while significantly reducing 

environmental risks and ecological scarcities (UNEP 2011, 16).” The 2011 UNEP 

Green Economy Report proposed that a green economy should be efficient as well 

as fair. Fairness implies the recognition of equity dimensions at both global and 

country levels and assures a just transition to an economy that is low-carbon, 

resource efficient and socially inclusive.   
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Interpretation of the relationship among the three pillars of sustainable 

development is different between conventional economics and green economics. 

Conventional economists view the economy, society and the environment as three 

independent dimensions which interact with each other. Green economists 

however, argue that economic life exists within the social sphere, while the social 

and economic systems of human society operate within the planetary sphere (Cato 

2009, 37) (Figure 1). When people fail to recognize the complex interactions 

among the three pillars and disrupt the balance evident in nature, problems such 

as desertification, pathogenic pollution, or many others occur. However, this 

understanding is in contrast to mainstream economics, which sees the 

environment as a possession of the economy and to be exploited at will (Cato 2012, 

1040).  

	  
Figure 1: Conventional Economics vs. Green Economics  

 

Environmental economics, also known as the mainstream economic analysis of the 

environment, is a sub-field of economics that addresses environmental issues and 

studies the economic effects of environmental policies. Market Failure is one of the 



	  

	   30	  

central concepts in environmental economics, which means that markets fail to 

allocate scarce resources efficiently to generate the greatest social welfare (Hanley 

et al. 2007, 42). Markets use price to manipulate people’s economic activities to 

achieve what is best for society as a collective (also known as Adam Smith’s 

‘invisible hand’). However, the market fails if prices cannot communicate society’s 

desires or constraints accurately. For example, market price may understate the 

full range of services provided by ecosystems, or it is not able to use pricing to 

evaluate a natural asset such as a species living in a local forest (Hanley et al. 

2007,42). A market failure means that there could be a better outcome where 

individuals can be better-off without making someone else worse-off.  

 

An externality is a classic case of market failure. An externality exists when an 

individual or a group makes a choice that affects others in a way that is not 

accounted for within the market price. Defined by Hanley et al. (2007), an 

externality occurs when “one person’s actions affect other people, who neither 

receive compensation for harm done nor pay for benefit gained”(49). In 

environmental economics, an externality is usually negative. For instance, the 

operators of a manufacturing plant will typically not take into account the costs that 

its pollution imposes on others, which can lead to an excess, or unsafe amount of 

pollution.  

 

Common goods and public goods present other forms of market failure. Early 

environmental economist Garrett Hardin (1968) recognized the challenge of 

common goods in the Tragedy of the Commons. He pointed out the scenario 

where if an environmental asset is a non-exclusive common property, people may 

ignore the scarcity value of ‘the commons’ and overharvest a resource. For 

example, overharvesting in a fishery without restrictions. Similarly, public goods 

refer to those assets that have non-rivalry characteristics, such as clean air, street 

lighting or the provision of climate protection. For example, the climate protection 
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provided to one person does not reduce the level of protection to anyone else. The 

non-rivalry characteristics cause “free riders”, who do not pay for the benefit they 

gained from these goods or services, which also can lead to market failure.  

 

Different from environmental economics, ecological economics is closely related to 

the green economy (which has a more politically applied focus). Both 

environmental economics and ecological economics accept the economic value of 

natural capital and ecosystem services. The difference is, this value is emphasized 

as especially important by ecological economics. Taking the earth’s carrying 

capacity as a central issue, ecological economists usually begin by estimating how 

to maintain a stable environment before assessing the cost in dollar terms (Harris 

2002, 6). They challenge the idea that natural capital can be considered as 

interchangeable with human-made capital such as labor and technology. 

Ecological economists argue that the stock of natural resources and ecological 

functions are finite and irreplaceable, therefore a proper approach to value natural 

resources and ecological functions is crucial to economic sustainable development. 

 

In the ecological economists’ view, the economy, as a part of the environment, 

should not be a priority for development that sacrifices the environment. A partial 

understanding of economic growth, which separates economic development from 

environmental preservation and protection, can lead to unbalanced development, 

where environmental degradation will eventually impact the economy and society. 

A Chinese documentary film called Under the Dome, which is about catastrophic air 

pollution in China, was a hot topic of conversation among many Chinese in early 

2015. Directed by journalist Jing Chai, the film had hundreds of millions of views on 

Chinese websites within days of its release on February 28, 2015 (Wong 2015).  In 

this film, Chai showed the grim smog that pervades daily life in many Chinese 

cities and revealed the failure of China’s regulations on pollution. She criticized 

some steel producers and coal plants in Hebei which ignore regulations to 
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maximize their economic profits. She argued that if the government is not willing to 

shut down such factories and sacrifice employment for the sake of the environment, 

big smog follows, which could result in more severe hazards to the public like the 

famous Great Smog in London in 1952. However, government officials do not 

always rank environmental protection as a priority, and some of them still pursue 

unsustainable economic development today.  

 

Historically, as human communities grow, with unsustainable economic 

development, there has always been a correlation between such economic growth 

and environmental degradation. Decoupling of these two is the main objective in 

achieving economic sustainability. The concept of resource decoupling was first 

proposed by OECD in 2001 and defined simply as breaking the link between 

‘environmental bad’ and ‘economic goods’ (Fischer-Kowalski et al. 2011, 4). On the 

International Resource Panel in 2011 hosted by UNEP, a scenario was proposed 

where by 2050, human beings could devour 140 billion tons of minerals, ores, fossil 

fuels and biomass per year, which is three times the current rate of consumption 

(Fischer-Kowalski et al. 2011, 28). Thus, it is urgent for nations to make serious 

attempts at decoupling. This objective can be achieved by complex means such as 

government planning and regulation, or economic approaches like Ecological 

Taxation to eliminate the externalities of natural resource consumption. Overall, 

people need to recognize that the economy is not an entity unto itself and thus 

capable of endless expansion, rather, it belongs to a sustaining and finite global 

ecosystem. In this sense, the degradation of ecosystems is typically an 

unavoidable cost of physical economic growth (Farley 2010, 10).  

 

To measure economic sustainability, different institutes developed different 

methods to achieve more comprehensive results. As the agendas of sustainability 

being widely discussed, it is recognized that some traditional economic indicators 

(such as GDP, rate of inflation, social investment, etc.) alone cannot provide an 
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adequate measure of an economy’s sustainability. Therefore, Green Accounting is 

preferred by policymakers to help analyze policy issues and decision-making. 

Green Accounting is a type of accounting that factors environmental costs into the 

financial results of operations (Smulders 2008). It helps businesses to understand 

and manage potential earnings and sacrifice between traditional economic goals 

and environmental goals.  

 

Similar to the concept of Green Accounting, Triple Bottom Line (TBL) is another 

well-known accounting/auditing framework, which expands the traditional 

accounting framework to take into account social and environmental performance 

in addition to financial performance (Elkington 1998). In TBL, environmental 

variables include energy consumption, air and water quality, land use, etc. And 

social variables include education, equity and access to social resources, health 

and well-being, etc. However, there is no universal method for calculating the TBL, 

and also no universal standard for the measures that comprise each of the three 

TBL categories. This is viewed as a strength from a perspective that it allows a 

user to adopt TBL to the needs of different entities, projects or geographic 

boundaries (Slaper and Hall 2011). Generally, TBL has been adopted by many 

organizations to evaluate their performance in a broader view to create greater 

business value. 

 

Sustainable Value is a relatively newer method of managing and measuring 

sustainability performance. This method was developed by Professor Frank Figge 

of Queen’s University Belfast in United Kingdom and Tobias Hahn of Institute for 

Futures Studies and Technology Assessment (IZT) in Germany. Different from 

Triple Bottom Line and other burden-based approaches to sustainability 

assessment, Sustainable Value is a value-based methodology. While the other 

approaches focusing on how much environmental and social burden is created, 

this method evaluates companies regarding how good they are at using resources 
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to create value (Figge and Hahn 2005). Thus it allows an integrated assessment of 

the use of economic, environmental and social resources in a monetary unit, which 

makes it easier to analyze, monitor and mange the sustainability performance of 

companies. 

 

Social Dimension 

Compared to environmental and economic sustainability, social 

sustainability is sustainable development with a focus on human social life, 

addressing aspects of social justice, human rights and equity, labor rights, peace 

and security, poverty, etc. Social sustainability has been a somewhat hazy concept 

as a result of the many and varied descriptions and studies offered by scholars. 

Extensive discussions after the 1987 World Commission on Environment and 

Development offered increasing recognition for sustainable social development. 

Echoing the sentiments above, a socially sustainable system was defined as one 

that can achieve fairness in distribution and opportunity, and offers the adequate 

provision of social services including health and education, gender equity, and 

political accountability and participation (Harris 2003).  

 

Vallance and her colleagues, who examined the diverse literature regarding this 

topic, provided a more summarized and systematic definition. They proposed that 

social sustainability has three components: development social sustainability, 

which addresses basic needs, such as the creation of social capital, justice and 

inter- and intra- generational equity; bridge social sustainability, which focuses on 

achieving bio-physical environmental goals by changing behavior; and 

maintenance social sustainability refers to social acceptance or what can be 

sustained in social terms (Vallance et al. 2011). This definition not only 

demonstrates the concept of social sustainability in the narrow sense, that is 
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achieving social justice and human rights, but also focuses on human-natural 

relationship and the sustainment of traditions and practices.   

 

According to Vallance et al., poverty and under-development are seen as barriers 

to achieving development social sustainability. For instance, Burningham and 

Thrush (2003), who conducted research in energy efficient housing as a 

sustainable practice, found that while energy efficient houses are ideal, it is almost 

impossible to actually save up over time to purchase such a home, when faced 

with more immediate needs like food, home heating and health care. As such, 

development social sustainability includes a concern for a broad spectrum of 

issues ranging from tangible needs like potable water, healthy food, medication 

and housing, to less tangible needs concerning education, employment, equity and 

justice (Vallance et al. 2011).  
 

Another component of social sustainability in the theory of Vallance and her 

colleagues is bridge social sustainability. For this component, they expect that 

positive ecological environmental outcomes will follow investment and the 

involvement of people contributing to social development. Thus, ideally, people pay 

more attention to the ways of promoting eco-friendly behaviors or stronger 

environmental ethics, when their basic needs are satisfied. Further, disciplines like 

psychology, human geography, socio-ecological studies and environmental 

sociology are well positioned to achieve the goal of building better bridges or 

connections between people and the ecological environment (Foladori 2005). The 

approaches can be ideas or theories that “radically re-imagine people’s 

relationships with the environment, other humans and non-humans”(Vallance et al. 

2011). For example, Cairns (2003) promotes the notion of bio-philia. He proposes 

that widely practiced notions of the innately emotional affiliation of human to other 

living organisms can lead to better protection of the ecological systems. However 

these approaches can have limited results, and “are conventional, fairly limited in 
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scope, and aspire only to small incremental changes”(Vallance et al. 2011), such 

as a promotion of hybrid vehicles or a provision of recycling facilities.  
 

The third component, maintenance social sustainability focuses on discovering the 

ways in which social and culture preferences and characteristics, and the 

environment are maintained over time (Vallance et al. 2011). This strand recently 

emerged as a growing focus for scholars. A key concept that underpins this strand 

regards the social acceptance of sustainability legislation. In other words, when 

legislation is introduced to the public to encourage people to behave more 

sustainably, they may not respond favorably to this. Indeed, if people do not accept 

it, they may try to find a way to “work around” for the legislation, which in turn could 

be even more harmful and polluting. For example, an inner-city parking fees that 

were designed to promote the use of public transit may simply promote 

unregulated coping strategies, such as choosing to drive to suburban malls where 

parking is free (Clark 2007). The ambition in maintenance social sustainability is to 

ensure that desirable sustainable practices are implemented in ways that people 

will accept them willingly. Copenhagen in Denmark, for instance, efficiently 

implements its sustainable practices such as building well-planned and carefully 

maintained bicycle exclusive suburban commuter arteries, which makes it one of 

the world’s leaders in urban sustainability (Turner 2012).  

 

In the end, the achievement of development social sustainability is the most basic 

and crucial path to approach an overall socially sustainable development. However, 

there is still a long path to reach that goal. Especially allowing for those regions of 

the world where suffering from war and poverty prevent people from meeting basic 

needs like education, social equity and justice, and health equity. At the same time, 

in regions with labor-intensive industries, especially in developing countries, 

laborers’ rights are not fully guaranteed even in some large enterprises. Foxconn 

Technology in China is a manufacturer for many global companies like Amazon, 
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Dell, Nokia, Samsumg and Apple. As one of the nation’s biggest employers (1.2 

million employees by 2012) and exporters, Foxconn assembles an estimated 40 

percent of the world’s electronic devices (Matyeka 2012). However, as Matyeka 

describes, “Working in Foxconn factory means work in harsh and dangerous 

conditions”(2012). Despite the inspections carried out by companies like Apple, 

issues of labor equity still exist in the factories, such as excessive working hours, 

unpaid overtime, crowded staff accommodation, poisonous and dangerous working 

environments and under-age workers. Disappointingly, most companies still 

choose to ignore these situations since finding new suppliers is time-consuming 

and costly. Therefore, it requires a more holistic societal effort, including legislation, 

to supervise employers’ activities, empower laborers and promote social 

sustainability.  

 

The measurement of social sustainability is mainly through indexes and reports. 

There are many indexes that can be referenced for assessing the sustainability of 

a society. For example, the Sustainable Society Index (SSI) was developed by a 

non-profit organization, the Sustainable Society Foundation. It shows the levels of 

sustainability of each assessed country. SSI is comprised of 21 indicators from 

human, environmental and economic wellbeing dimensions, and it was developed 

to measure how sustainable a society is, and also to monitor the progress of a 

country on its way to sustainability (Sustainable Society Foundation 2015). In 

addition, reports can provide assessment of social sustainability from different 

perspectives. Many non-profit organizations and corporations are dedicated to 

promoting social sustainability, such as Fairtrade International for securing farmers 

and workers’ benefits, Social Venture Network for promoting new business models 

or leadership for a more sustainable society, and Sustainable Development 

Solution Networks (SDSN) for mobilizing expertise from different fields to solve 

problems for sustainable development. These organizations generate reports that 
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show the status of sustainability, such as the World Happiness Report posted by 

SDSN annually.   

 

The Circles of Sustainability is another method for measuring social sustainability. 

This approach is critical of models like Triple bottom Line, which treats economics 

as the core domain and the environment as an externality. Circles of Sustainability 

emphasizes assessment across different domains. As a part of the Circles of 

Social Life approach, which guides engaged and collaborative practices in making 

cities more sustainable, resilient, adaptable and livable, Circles of Sustainability 

provides practical tools for measuring the sustainability of cities and communities 

(Circles of Sustainability 2016). It is a four-domain model composed of ecology, 

economics, politics and culture. And each of these domains is divided into seven 

subdomains, which show the strengths and weaknesses of a city or region in an 

integrated view. This method is adopted by many global organizations such as the 

United Nations Global Compact Cities Programme. It is also used by cities (such 

as Melbourne) to manage major projects and provide analysis for their 

sustainability profiles.  

 

Cultural Dimension 

Cultural sustainability is gradually emerging out of the realm of social 

sustainability and is being recognized as the fourth pillar of sustainability. Indeed, 

as Australian cultural analyst Jon Hawkes argues in his book, The Fourth Pillar of 

Sustainability: Culture’s Essential Role in Public Planning, environmental 

responsibility, economic health, social equity, and cultural vitality are four 

interlinked dimensions of sustainability. He also suggests that governments 

develop a framework to evaluate the cultural impacts of the three other dimensions 

for more effective public planning (Duxbury et al. 2007). As a complex concept to 

define, culture can be understood as the social production and transmission of 
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identities, knowledge, beliefs, values, aspirations, memories, purposes, attitudes 

and understanding. Meanwhile, culture can be the “way of life” of a particular set of 

humans, which is evident in customs, faiths and conventions, dress, cuisine, 

language, arts, religion and rituals, traditions and institutions and so on. Therefore, 

culture can be defined as “both the medium and the message: the inherent values 

and the means and the results of social expression.”(Hawke 2001, 3) 

 

One goal of cultural sustainability is to preserve small cultures from dying off. 

Languages, for instance, are dying all over the world. Around 400 languages have 

gone extinct during the past century, and some linguists estimate that 50% of the 

world’s remaining 6500 languages will be gone by the end of this century (Nuwer 

2014). From Ainu in Japan, to Yagan in Chile, there are hundreds of languages 

around the world, which have only a handful of speakers. Languages face such 

crises because they are being displaced by socially, politically and economically 

dominant ones, for example English, Mandarin, and Swahili. Especially when 

people move to large cities or foreign countries, the dominant language may take 

priority in daily life. Also, for languages that only have a small number of speakers, 

they may live apart and have no opportunity to use their native language. In the 

case of the pre-Columbian Mexican language Ayapaneco, the last two surviving 

speakers refused to talk to each other for years (Nuwer 2014). Even such native 

languages can degrade given the absence of practice.   

 

Even without active population migration, smaller cultures can also be affected by 

the dominant culture through media and other paths. As modernization of the 

whole world goes on, younger generations may abandon some old traditions and 

customs, and modes of life can perish. The Tsaatan (or Dukha) for instance (Figure 

2), also known as the reindeer people, is a small community of reindeer herders 

living in northern Mongolia. Practicing Shamanism, a religion based on nature 

worship, the Tsaatans have lived in their traditional nomadic life style and survived 
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for thousands of years. Presently, only a few dozen families remain. In addition to 

the dwindling number of their domesticated reindeers, the Tasstan’s way of life is 

threatened by the influence from visitors. They have become reliant on some 

modern materials, received as gifts from tourists, and in turn, lost their cultural 

heritage in the use of traditional tools. Some youths have used money received 

from film work to move to urban areas. There they found unemployment and 

poverty, and a situation where their traditional skills were of little value (Mongolia-

travel-guide.com 2012).

 
Figure 2: the Reindeer People 

 

Notably, cultural sustainability connects closely to social and economic situations, 

which in turn means that globalization and market forces can interfere with cultural 

preservation. In the example of language extinction, people may leave their 

hometown and move to larger cities or other countries to pursue better social or 
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economic benefits, where speaking the dominant language is key to access job, 

education and other opportunities. Some immigrant parents even treat their 

heritage language as a potential hindrance to their children’s success in life and 

decide not to teach them. Some argue that, like species loss, the loss of culture is 

simply a fact in the evolution of human civilization. However, keeping a diverse 

culture is crucial to prevent the cultural monopoly that often occurs as a result of 

globalization. As Hawkes said in his speech Understanding Culture:   

 

“Our culture embodies the sense we make of our lives; it is built on 

the values we share and the ways we come to terms with our 

differences; it deals with what matters to people and communities: 

relationships, memories, experiences, identities, backgrounds, hopes 

and dreams in all their diversity. And most of all, our culture 

expresses our visions of the future: what it is we want to pass on to 

future generations.” (Hawkes 2003)  

 

In a summary, there are various ways that people understand these notions of 

sustainability, and each of them is complex. From the view of either three pillars or 

four pillars theories, pillars are not considered independently. All of the dimensions 

are closely connected and intertwined with each other, and thus need to be 

considered and analyzed holistically. Groups or areas which are economically 

disadvantaged, are often socially disadvantaged as well, and both can lead to 

environmental and cultural degradation. This becomes a vicious cycle where 

environmental degradation can often lead to economic disparity. Overall, 

sustainability is about finding an efficient path to achieve vibrant development for 

the current generation, and yet at the same time sustain potential development for 

further generations. In other words, it aspires to the objective of an ideal 

sustainable state of existence for the world.  
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Chapter 4 - Sustainable Design 
	  

	   Sustainability is a crucial ambition for humanity. One means to achieve it is 

through effective sustainable design practices. Design reaches almost every corner 

of our lives. From the shape of a can opener, to the color of an indoor wall, to the 

construction of a building, design is behind the way people make the world. It can 

be only a tiny change in details, like the square cap of MUJI water bottle (Figure 3) 

designed by Luo Yuying (2014), which makes the cap easier to open for everyone; 

design can also be a creation of shapes, such as the eraser called Kadokeshi 

(Figure 4) under the Japanese brand Kokuyo, which has 28 edges that help 

erasing more precisely; in addition, design exists in modern technologies, which 

emerge in all of the ever changing electrical and electronic devices that continually 

arise in the market; design can even be a graphic pattern that offers an emotional 

experience to users. For instance, as provided by the Chilean Corporation Against 

Cancer, the anti-smoking advertisement (Figure 5) visualizes the harm of second-

hand smoke to children through their facial expression of screaming and 

suffocating, which can touch viewers, especially smokers who have kids. In short, 

there is an aspect of design behind everything that gets made. 

 
Figure 3: MUJI Water Bottle 

 

Figure 4: Kadokeshi Eraser 
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  Figure 5: Anti-smoking Posters 

	  
Since the reach of design is extremely broad, its potential impact can be huge for 

human beings. Some designs bring immediate benefits to people. For example, 

London’s sewage system, which was completed around 1870, is 2100 km long and 

still in widespread use today. Designed by Joseph Bazalgette, this Victorian sewer 

system has substantially reduced pollution of the Thames Estuary and the North 

Sea and contributed to the containment of cholera epidemics in the 19th century’s 

London (AETN UK 2014). On the other hand, negative effects can also follow 

design. While 3D printing has become commonplace, it has also been used to print 

guns (Figure 6), challenging efforts at gun control because these items are more 

attainable by individuals and cannot seen by metal detectors (Baan 2012). In 

general, design gradually shapes the way people live with slow and powerful 

influences. For instance, people today can feel isolated in public because of the 

ubiquitous use of portable electronic devices. Also, many people have shifted their 

habits from reading hard copies to digital versions. Therefore, given this strong 

impact, design needs to be applied wisely. As John Heskett (2005) noted in his 

book Design: A Very Short Introduction, “If considered seriously and used 

responsibly, design should be the crucial anvil on which the human environment, in 



	  

	   44	  

all its detail, is shaped and constructed for the betterment and delight of all” 

(Heskett 2005, 1). 

 

Figure 6: 3D Printed Gun 

 

Given its ubiquity, design can play a significant role in furthering sustainability and 

serving the sustainability agenda. There is a strong potential role for design in 

helping people to achieve sustainability goals. Design has a role in educating the 

public. For example, even if a limited number of products are sustainably designed, 

then those designers with sustainable design thinking can amplify the conversation 

of sustainability through their design work. They have the potential to increase the 

awareness of sustainable design thinking throughout society. And sometimes, a 

sustainability goal can be achieved directly with the help of design. For instance, a 

design solution of a core technical difficulty may lead to the use of a new source of 

clean energy, or the invention of a better system may bring better social justice 

during manufacturing processes. There is a role for design to increase awareness, 

as well as to actually reach sustainability goals.  

 

To achieve these sustainability goals, there are a great variety of sustainable 

principles which can be applied to design thinking. These principles involve 

different design areas, such as energy savings, sustainable product life cycle, and 

social equity in how people make things. For example, John Thackara’s principle of 

locality helps minimize the consumption of energy; William McDonough and 

Michael Braungart’s principle of the cradle-to-cradle model brings an alternative for 
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a more sustainable life cycle of products; in addition, principles offered by 

organizations like WFTO (World Fair Trade Organization) help promoting social 

equity in the world. By applying sustainable principles to design thinking, design 

outcomes can lead to a more sustainable life style, modes of production, and 

distribution. 

 

At a fundamental level, sustainable design aims to create physical objects, 

environments, systems or services to comply with the principles of environmental, 

economic, social and cultural sustainability.  It is a vast subject, because the 

understanding of sustainable design varies depending on different perspectives. 

Therefore, scholars and designers raise a variety of principles based on their own 

ways of thinking about sustainability. From the perspective of products’ life cycle, 

William McDonough and Michael Braungart(2002) bring bold and imaginative ideas 

of sustainability. They propose that a sustainable product life cycle should operate 

like the system of nutrient and metabolism in nature. In their words, “Waste equals 

food”(92). In the book Cradle to Cradle: Remaking the way we make things, they 

point out that modern manufacturing is dominated by Cradle-to-grave designs, in 

which resources are extracted and shaped into products, which are then sold, and 

eventually disposed in a “grave”, usually a landfill or incinerator (27). Arguing that 

the traditional principle of reduce, reuse and recycle to achieve eco-efficiency is a 

Cradle-to-grave pathway, they challenge the belief that human industry must 

damage the natural world. In their Cradle-to-cradle model, products become either 

biological nutrients or technical nutrients after their useful lives (93). As an example 

of the Cradle-to-cradle life cycle, the book is made from plastic resins and inorganic 

wastes instead of paper, which is more durable and can later be turned into 

technical nutrients when it is eventually recycled.  

 

At a larger scale, from the view of architecture, Jason F. McLennan, an influential 

individual in the green building movement today, proposes that a significant 
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philosophy of sustainable design is to seek a maximum quality for the design 

intervention, while minimizing or eliminating negative impacts to the natural 

environment (McLennan 2004, 4). In his book The Philosophy of Sustainable 

Design, McLennan summarized six principles to design more responsibly： 

 

• Respect for the wisdom of natural systems – Learn from nature, and design 

with biomimicry principles in mind 

• Respect for people – Design for human well being, and pay attention to 

human vitality 

• Respect for place – Respect land’s fragility, and pay attention to ecosystems 

and bioregions  

• Respect for the cycle of life – Consider the impacts of waste, and design for 

the future 

• Respect for energy and natural resources – Pay attention to the 

conservation of energy and natural resources 

• Respect for process - think holistically during the whole design process 

 

McLennan argues that a given sustainable design is not only a design that contains 

some features which lower their environmental impacts, but that, “Sustainable 

design helps instill a sense of responsibility and higher purpose back into design”. 

McLennan notes that designers are not merely providing a product, but a service 

that goes beyond direct clients to all other life forms and even the future 

generations (McLennan 2004, 7).  

 

Different than McDonough and McLennan, John Thackara focuses on the design of 

a world in which people rely less on stuff and more on people. He brings together 

the contemporary intellectual trends of sustainability, environmentalism, people-

centered design, decentralization, locality etc. in his book In the Bubble: Design in 
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a Complex World. According to Thackara, mass technologies, like telephone, 

automobiles and air travel, have unexpected consequences, such as massive side 

effects on the environment. He points out that objects only play a role in supporting 

human activities. Thus, design should focus on services and systems, but not on 

things (Thackara 2005, 4).  

 

Thackara (2005) introduces the idea of “hidden history” that exists behind every 

product, which is an undocumented inventory of wasted or lost materials used in 

the production, transportation, use, and disposal of a product (12). For example, 

the amount of waste generated in the manufacture of a single laptop is close to 

four thousand times its weight (11). This idea reminds people of the “heaviness” of 

modern life: “We supposed that an information society would replace industrial 

society, whereas the information society has in fact been added to the industrial 

one and increased the intensity.”(Thackara 2005, 10) Indeed, people consume 

more hardware, print more paper, package more goods, move more stuff and are 

surrounded by ever-increasing cost of living (9).  

 

He also raises some key principles to address this heaviness, that is, the principles 

of Speed, Mobility and Locality. The principle of speed refers to the idea that, within 

society, there is an overwhelming notion of fastness to many facets of everyday life. 

The challenge for design in this, is not to slow things down unnecessarily, rather, it 

is to enable a pace of daily life which is dictated by people versus the large 

systems in which they operate (44). In the principle of Mobility, he points out that 

the world and its goods are on the move in an unsustainable way. People over-rely 

and overuse the transportation systems, perpetuating, and augmenting that use 

within the limited carrying capacities of a given environment. To minimize such 

overuse, Thackara suggests strategies to improve the efficiency of mobility with 

new technologies and systems, to create extra mobility substitutions, or to design 

away the need to move (51). In addition, with the principle of Locality, Thackara 
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discusses the increasing public desire for local context and local production, but 

also requires that local markets are distinctive and have their own identity to 

achieve that local identity (96). 

 

Most importantly, Thackara focuses on the notion of lightness. Comparing his other 

principles, the idea of lightness can be treated as something of a meta-principle, as 

it predicates and provides a foundation for the other principles. Thackara 

emphasizes, with the idea of lightness, that to achieve sustainability, products and 

services should have a minimal impact on both human-created and natural 

environments. Differing from those principles which indicate what should be done, 

this idea attempts to change people’s attitude towards design and sustainability, 

and even their world view. For example, one task of achieving lightness is to make 

the aggregate heaviness visible through design. So that the wasteful ways of life, 

like leaving a light on and printing out an email, will not hide from view. Therefore, 

people can pay attention to the impact of the “heavy behaviors” and realize the 

need to adjust their wasteful ways of life (22). With the notion of lightness, 

Thackara encourages everyone to adopt an attitude of lightness: “Although we 

have been culturally and economically entrenched in a particular way of doing 

things, the ‘ jump’ to renewable, and to a light, sustainable economy, is the result of 

a cultural, not a technological, transformation.”(Thackara 2005, 25) His way of 

thinking brings an attitudinal change in perspective and worldview regarding the 

way people look at the world, and notes that the challenge for designers is to figure 

out how to design in ways that support these principles, particularly lightness. 

 

Leveraging Thackara’s ideas, others argue that sustainability can also be 

enhanced by strategies which only focus on some specific aspects, such as 

alternative energies, minimum emissions, low-impact materials, emotionally 

durable design, etc. For instance, Jonathan Chapman (2005) argues that a product 

should be designed as emotionally durable for the consumer, to maximize its 
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lifetime and reduce resource waste. In his book Emotionally Durable Design: 

Objects, Experiences and Empathy, Chapman points out that many products are 

discarded before they are physically worn out or are technically superseded, which 

causes a wasteful short-term lifetime for them (Chapman 2005, 8). To achieve a 

sense of emotional durability in products, he suggests that designers pay attention 

to the emotional connection (or attachment) between a user and a product, and 

how the user perceives his/her own experience with the product in the way it ages 

and develops character through use. It is also important to design for the user to 

have a unique personal history with the product, which can inspire the interactions 

beyond just a physical relationship. From Chapman’s view, to incorporate both long 

lasting emotional and physical perspectives is the key to make products more 

sustainable.  

 

From a perspective of social sustainability, Ezio Manzini proposes that design for 

social innovation is an effective way to achieve sustainability. In his book Design, 

When Everybody Designs: An Introduction to Design for Social Innovation, Manzini 

points out that social innovation will stimulate design as much as technical 

innovation did in the twentieth century. Under the current global economic and 

ecological crisis, a sustainable way to get out of this crisis is to promote new 

economic models, new production systems and new ideas of wellbeing (Manzini 

2010, 190). He also distinguishes between diffuse design and expert design, where 

diffuse design is the design ability that everybody is endowed with, and expert 

design is typically the design performed by trained professional designers (Manzini 

2015, 37). Manzini believes that everyone has a natural design capacity, and that 

design experts aim to find out how to trigger, support and orient meaningful social 

changes with the power of social innovation. One main approach to achieve this 

aim is to focus on emerging forms of collaboration. According to Manzini (2015), 

collaborative organizations are important because they provide “concrete steps 

towards sustainable ways of living” and “they offer viable solutions to large, urgent, 
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intractable contemporary problems” (177). Small, open, local, and connected are 

the four main adjectives that outline the characteristics of those collaborative 

organizations. By connecting small and local activities, it can have large-scale 

impacts. The impacts come from the accumulation of a large number of small 

projects, also from the multiplying effect produced by connecting projects in an 

effective way.  

 

In addition, Manzini encourages designers to provide enabling solutions for design 

problems. Instead of providing products and services that directly meet a functional 

demand, enabling solutions should start with an appreciation of the user’s 

knowledge, abilities and motivations. The service should be able to match the 

user’s desired result and offer the means that to achieve this result with the user’s 

own capabilities and resources (Manzini et al. 2008, 15). As the adage goes, “If 

someone is hungry do not give them fish. Give them a fishing rod and teach them 

how to fish.”(Manzini et al. 2008, 9) Following the principles of enabling solutions 

and design for social innovation, there are many successful examples of effective 

collaborative organizations. These range from digital platforms for medical care in 

Canada, to community supported agriculture in China, to collaborative housing in 

Milan. Design experts support these collaborations by making their practices easier, 

their interaction more effective, and making the existence of the services more 

probable. With the idea of design for social innovation, both design experts and 

non-experts can work together on the way of approaching sustainability.   

 

Culturally, there are also principles and ideas that help in approaching 

sustainability targeted at culture heritage preservation and language diversity. One 

of the most important worldwide organizations, the United Nations Educational, 

Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) is dedicated to encouraging the 

identification, protection and preservation of cultural and natural heritage around 

the world. UNESCO points out that travel and tourism have become a large 
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industry in the world, and that world heritage sites should be sustained for long-

term preservation of their heritage values. The World Heritage Sustainable Tourism 

Program launched in 2001 provides seven principles to enhance the ability of the 

world heritage sites to preserve their resources, including building the capacity of 

the heritage sites, training local populations in tourism-related activates, helping to 

promote local products, raising public awareness and fostering pride in local 

communities, using tourism-generated funds to support conservation, sharing 

experiences with other heritage sites, and building the value and meaning of 

protecting world heritage sites and traditions within the tourism industry (UNESCO 

2008). For language diversity, American linguist Suzanne Romaine encourages 

people to revitalize threatened languages. In the book Sustaining Linguistic 

Diversity, she discussed different responses to the decay of linguistic diversity such 

as do nothing, document endangered languages, or sustain threatened languages. 

She argues that the preservation of a language is also the maintenance of the 

community who speaks it. Therefore, making effort to reverse language death is 

ultimately about sustaining cultures and habitats (Romaine 2008, 19).  

 
To understand approaches designers in this sustainable design area use, one can 

examine Engage by Design and other similar practitioners. Engage by Design 

(EbD) is a sustainable design research studio founded by Zoe Olivia John and 

Rodrigo Bautista. They specialize in designing strategic interventions that help 

products or services attain a more sustainable result. Based on their practices, 

they developed four aspects to help designers think about how they can make a 

more positive impact to the world with their work: innovation, balance, meaning and 

culture (Engage by Design 2015). Zoe and Rodrigo divide innovations into two 

categories, that is, disruptive and incremental innovations. Disruptive innovation 

can cause a social or commercial disturbance, for example, the first generation of 

iPhone brought a huge disruption in the cellphone market, while the later 



	  

	   52	  

generations of iPhone can be treated as incremental innovations, which are 

developed every year to increase profit. They note that designers should not only 

change their ways of practicing innovation, but also designers should inform and 

even change people’s mindsets in how they look at the world. The second point is 

to find the balance between economic growth and its influence on environment and 

society. They emphasize that GDP is only a limited measurement for growth, and 

other values related to social and environment should be addressed to measure 

the quality of growth. Also, EbD points out that the aim to produce higher quantities 

more cheaply, faster and without regard to disposal is now out of date. It is 

important to use “meaning” as a tool to build connection between people and 

designs. Lastly, they encourage sharing cultures and respecting environmental and 

social differences. One project launched by Ebd studio is the Kaleidoscope Project, 

in which experts who work in sustainable field are interviewed, on videotape, from 

all over the world (Engage by Design 2015). This project provides a platform for 

variety of people who work in sustainability and innovation to communicate their 

own ideas and understanding. EbD spreads the idea that a diverse social and 

cultural environment is fundamental for the creation of meaningful innovations.  

 

When sustainable design principles are put into practice, they can bring a wide 

variety of sustainable insights, and lead to outcomes that can nudge the public to a 

more sustainable way of life. From the perspective of product design, the solar 

charger designed by XD Design (Figure 7), is an example of energy saving design, 

which is able to cling to a window and soak up sun rays to charge electrical devices.  

Another design, called T&T Pen-ink Chamber (Figure 8), is an iF concept design 

entry, which uses the spiral shape to double the amount of ink in the refill, at the 

same time saving the amount of plastic used. In addition, Demano is a successful 

Spanish brand that promotes ideas of sustainability while reusing materials for bag 

making. Their bags (Figure 9) are crafted from old banners used in exhibitions, 

festivals and cultural events around the city. Demano studies the banners and 
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makes a point to keep their original message, which allows Demano’s bags to have 

economic, ecological and social impacts. As demonstrated by these examples, 

design has power to influence society with sustainable thinking. Although 

sustainable design is not the only thing that needs to be done to make the world 

sustainable, it is tremendously helpful and should be kept in mind for all designers.  

 

 
  Figure 7: Solar Charger  

 
  Figure 8: T&T Pen-ink Chamber 
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Figure 9: Banner Reused Bags 

 

Sustainable design practices can be very influential in achieving sustainable goals 

for environmental, economic, social and cultural issues. Mostly, a good sustainable 

design practice can push forward local, and sometimes even global, sustainable 

development in more than one aspect. For example, the Indian couple Shalabh 

and Anita Ahuja run a project that brought environmental, economic and social 

benefits to the slums in Delhi (Huggler 2006). In this project, plastic bags in rubbish 

bins are turned into high quality handbags selling in the boutiques in London and 

New York, allowing disadvantaged or destitute workers a chance to earn a 
living wage. This project is run by the non-governmental organization named 

Conserve, which is founded by the Ahujas. They started this project as a small-

scale attempt in a single slum, and turned it into a profitable international enterprise 

with about £100,000 annual revenue (Huggler 2006). With their original intention of 

developing local sustainability, this income is used by Conserve for their non-profit 

development work in India. Conserve proposes that it is more sustainable to 

generate a way for the poor to fund themselves than simply to support them with 

charity. They hire rag-pickers to ferret out the plastic bags, and they teach some 

others to handle the techniques of bag making. Also, the manufacturing process is 

strictly guided by rules of Conserve to guarantee a standard quality for the 

fabrication of their handbags. By 2006, their handbags had contributed to the 
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provision of a living for more than 300 people in the slum areas of Delhi (Huggler 

2006). This project meets the needs of local environmental, economic and social 

sustainability. At the same time, their handbags further the cause of sustainability, 

promoting their eco-friendly products internationally, and fostering the message of 

environmental conservation while addressing social issues.  

 

In another case, the alternative cooking fuel invented by D-Lab in the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology provides people in Haiti with a new 

approach to achieve sustainable goals. The fuel was introduced in 2006 by D-Lab 

founder Amy Smith, to address the spread of acute respiratory infections caused 

by indoor cooking fires, which annually lead to the worldwide deaths of 2 million 

people. Also, the general use of trees as a cooking fuel is a significant reason for 

the high level of deforestation in Haiti, currently assessed at about 98%. Based on 

their research, experiments and design thinking, D-Lab found out the technology 

that can generate cleaner alternative cooking fuel by combining the local 

agriculture waste of sugarcane and a common local grown cassava called manioc 

(Smith 2006). The use of this new fuel protects Haiti’s forests from deforestation, 

and also protects local residents from the toxic smoke emanating from indoor 

cooking fires fueled with tree limbs. In addition, those who use this technology can 

produce extra fuel and sell to those who do not use it. This project has a huge 

potential to improve people’s living conditions in Haiti. Further, the late 2011 launch 

of D-Lab’s Scale-Ups program allows more Haitians to find clean fuel alternatives, 

contributing to environmental conservation, and provides healthy economic and 

social benefits for the developing world.  

 

A well thought out design can help solve problems and be beneficial to the planet. 

INDEX is a design award which focuses exclusively on design to improve life. It 

inspires, educates and engages in designing sustainable solutions in global 

challenges. The FreshPaper is a design by Kavita Shukla, and was one of the 
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winners of INDEX in 2013. The design is a simple sheet of paper that is infused 

with organic spices, which inhibit bacterial and fungal growth for stored produce. It 

maintains freshness for two to fours times longer than normal methods. Shukla was 

inspired while she was on a trip visiting her grandmother in India. The idea came 

when she accidently drank some tap water, her grandmother made a tea with 

spices that kept her from feeling ill. The spices from the tea sparked Shukla’s 

curiosity about its natural properties, and after years of experimenting with the 

spices she came up with the creation of FreshPaper. The product is simple to use. 

It only needs to be placed close to the produce: in a refrigerator drawer, fruit bowl 

or other containers.  

 

Nowadays, the world’s farmers harvest enough food to feed the planet. However, it 

is estimated that up to 50% of the global food supply is wasted, and the 

inefficiencies in food distribution still leave 800 million of the world population 

hungry while still consuming a staggering amount of energy and natural resources 

(INDEX 2013). Under these circumstances, FreshPaper’s ability to prolong produce 

life allows people to focus on saving food as opposed to producing more. With 

FreshPaper’s simple design approach, it offers a low-cost and accessible solution 

to a complex problem. It also raises the global awareness of food waste by 

branding. As noted by INDEX jury member Patrick Frick, “The design is a 

remarkable way of re-thinking, re-purposing and re-combining an old tradition with 

industrial knowledge into an easy-to-use everyday consumer product for 

everyone”(INDEX 2013). FreshPaper is an example of design work which alters 

people’s behavior in a way that is not alarming or aggressive, but instead offers a 

way for people to spontaneously adopt sustainable daily practices. With a global 

population that is growing by the day and using an overabundance of resources, a 

small change in products like FreshPaper can have a large social, economic and 

environmental impact on the globe.  
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Sustainable design can also be a powerful tool to protect the ecological 

environment and deal with current and future global challenges. Focusing on 

plastic pollution in the world’s oceans, the Ocean Cleanup Array designed by 

Boyan Slat won the 2015 INDEX award. Plastic pollution has been a serious 

environmental problem for a number of years. According to the Ocean Cleanup, 

research indicates that every year there are about 8 million tons of plastic that go 

into the ocean, and it is responsible for approximately one million deaths of birds, 

fish and other marine life. Globally, plastic pollution causes at least  $13 billion of 

damage each year to industries such as fishing, shipping, tourism, and the 

cleaning of coastlines. In addition, toxic chemicals in the plastic waste can enter 

the food chain, which can ultimately affect the health of humans (The Ocean 

Cleanup 2015). The Ocean Cleanup Array is the first system to clean up plastic 

pollution in a sustainable fashion by taking advantage of the ocean’s naturally 

rotating currents (INDEX 2015). It consists of floating filters that stay static on the 

sea surface, and act as barriers which collect floating plastic waste. The barriers 

are arranged as a V-shape with two 50-kilometre arms connected to a central 

platform. As plastic waste is caught on the array, the motion of water can push 

them naturally towards the platform, where the waste can be collected and sorted. 

In using this array, the Ocean Cleanup indicates that, within ten years, it would be 

possible to remove 42% of the great pacific garbage patch (The Ocean Cleanup 

2015). This design approach may greatly improve the condition of ocean 

environments, and save millions in marine life. Besides its environmentally 

sustainable contribution, it can also potentially improve human health by reducing 

the amount of plastic toxins circulating throughout the food chain.    

 

In addition, a solid consideration of cultural background plays a vital role in 

sustainable design practices. From a cultural perspective, sustainable designs can 

generate new culture, which can spread new perspective on the world. At the same 

time, sustainable work can also target cultural sustainability and the preservation of 
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cultural heritage. For example, The Nanchizi (South Pond) courtyard housing 

renovation design project in Beijing is a controversial urban planning project for 

cultural sustainability. Ancient Chinese capital cities like Beijing were initially 

planned following the principles set in the Record of Trades in Rituals of Zhou 

(Zhang, 2015). These principles emphasize that the city should be in harmony with 

heaven, earth, humans and itself (Zhang, 2015). As the basic building units 

governed by these doctrines, courtyard housing exists in most imperial Chinese 

cities. Instead of replacing the old courtyards with western style apartments, The 

Nanchizi project aims to protect these housing heritage pieces and the cultural 

meaning behind them. At the same time, they wish to improve residents’ living 

conditions and environments. As Xianghong Nan (2003) noted in a Southern 

Weekly article, the implementation of this program resulted in controversy near the 

end of 2003. Some people were in favour since it preserved the most important 

heritage courtyards. Also, after the modernized renovation for partial courtyards, 

residents were able to have their private kitchens and washrooms. However, others 

criticized this project because they felt that it only paid attention to those important 

courtyards and failed to remain true to the original planning of the whole Nanchizi 

area: about 80% of courtyards in this area were directly removed, and some were 

rebuilt into ancient Chinese style villa. Nevertheless, this design project offers an 

experiment in Chinese urban planning as a means to preserve heritage housing 

communities. Despite its success or failure, it draws the attention of many Chinese 

to culturally sustainable goals in urban planning for the first time.  
 

Finally, to adapt the development of sustainable design in this new era, design can 

work towards enhancing general social innovation. One part of the designer’s job is 

to create design interventions that can trigger, support and orient possible social 

innovation (Manzini 2015, 27). For example, Feeding Milan: Energy for Change is a 

project that connects Milanese citizens with an agriculture park bordering the town. 

This project is founded by Fondazione Cariplo and developed by Slow Food Italia. 
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Beginning in 2010, it created a network of services that shorten the food chain 

between the consumers in the city of Milan and suburban food producers. These 

services are achieved through a list of secondary projects, such as the Earth 

Market, which is a farmers’ market for local producers. Another is the Farmer’s Box, 

which is a weekly delivery service for local vegetables and fruits. The Pick-Your-

Own Produce is a service in which consumers pick their own fruits. The Feeding 

Milan organization also provides a digital platform, which is used to coordinate 

activities and facilitate contact between urban citizens and famers (Manzini 2015, 

197). With these projects, Feeding Milan established a system of product and 

service that empowered the social actors involved, and protected traditional 

agricultural productions. This project presented a means of achieving social 

sustainability, and at the same time, it sustained the local culture and economy, 

and ultimately, brought positive influence to their physical environments.  

 

In summary, design exists everywhere in human daily life, and sustainable design 

as a powerful tool can make significant impacts to the world and change the way 

people think. As a foundation for design practices, sustainable design principles 

guide designers in the exploration and creation of a more sustainable world for 

everyone. From McDonough and Braungart’s cradle-to-cradle life cycle, to 

Manzini’s ideas of design for social innovation, to Thackara’s notion of lightness, 

these design principles encourage people to think from new perspectives and to 

get involved in the design process. Nowadays, the overall intention behind design 

is to find a problem and solve it. However, design is no longer an endeavor for 

designers only. To achieve sustainable goals, designers aim to create design 

interventions that can effectively inspire and absorb contributions from ordinary 

citizens. In addition, just as the pillars of sustainability are connected and interact 

with each other, once applied, these design principles impact across aspects, from 

the economy and society, to the environment and culture. Therefore, it is important 
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for the public to have an open worldview where people can understand the 

attitudes behind each of the sustainable design principles.  
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Chapter 5 - Sustainable Packaging Design Precedents 
	  

Design has the power to change the way people live as well as the way they 

think, and sustainable design can guide people onto a more effective and 

sustainable path for development. Packaging design, as one design discipline, 

plays an important role in the whole sustainable design picture. Since packaging is 

necessary for all products, packaging design is a discipline that services every 

imaginable consumer market. Packaging not only protects a product during its 

distribution, but also delivers the first impression of the product to the consumers. 

However, a large amount of packaging can lead to unsustainable problems such as 

solid waste, water pollution, deforestation, energy consumption, social injustice, etc. 

For example, the US generated over 75 million tons of packaging waste in 2012, 

and only about half of them were recycled or composted (EPA 2014). Given this 

circumstance, sustainable packaging design is becoming increasingly important to 

minimize such impacts. In a Datamoniter research study on sustainable packaging 

and emerging consumer trends, 48 percent of respondents showed that they would 

seek alternative products if the first choice contained excessive packaging 

(Roncarelli and Ellicott 2010, 110). With growing public concern for sustainable 

development, sustainable packaging is becoming an issue that drives consumers’ 

choice.  

 
To define sustainable packaging, the US-based Sustainable Packaging Coalition 

(SPC) provided guidance on matters related to sustainable packaging. In its 

document “Design Guidelines for Sustainable Packaging” published in 2006, SPC 

states that sustainable packaging is:  

 

• Beneficial, safe and healthy for individuals and communities    

   throughout its lifecycle;  

• Able to meet market criteria for performance and cost;  
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• Sourced, manufactured, transported and recycled using renewable  

   energy;  

• Able to maximize the use of renewable or recycled source materials;  

• Manufactured using clean production technologies and best  

   practices; 

• Made from materials healthy in all probable end-of-life scenarios;  

• Physically designed to optimize materials and energy;  

• Effectively recovered and utilized in biological and/or industrial  

   cradle-to-cradle cycles. (SPC 2006) 

 

Also, according to the book Designing Sustainable Packaging, there are many 

factors that impact sustainability in packaging design, such as stewardship 

(reasonable decisions of sustainable extraction methods for material use), locality, 

low toxicity, rightsizing (reducing the size of a package within reason), 

lightweighting, renewable energy, reuse and recycle, and compostability (Boylston 

2009, 36-37). All of the criteria can contribute to the generation of a better 

packaging design. With the comprehensive understanding of products and open-

minded design thinking, there are many outstanding precedents in sustainable 

packaging design, as describe below.  

 

Method 

Method is a leading sustainable brand in the home care industry. The 

mission of Method is to encourage people to create happy and healthy homes with 

its line of cleaning products. Method’s product line includes various home care 

products, such as hand soap, laundry detergent, dish soap, and all-purpose 

cleaner. This brand is designed and developed with a strong awareness of 

sustainability. Consumers can find sustainable insights behind almost every facet 

of this brand, from the sourcing of non-toxic ingredients, to the energy-saving 
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manufacturing and recyclable packaging, to marketing strategies with 

environmental consciousness.  

 

Focusing on the packaging design of Method, the idea of cradle-to-cradle is 

adopted as an important guideline for their bottle packaging. All of Method’s 1-PET 

bottles are made from 100 percent post-consumer resin (PCR), which has about 70 

percent lower carbon footprint than using virgin plastic. The Method 2-HDPE 

bottles are made from 50 percent PCR. None of the Method bottles are made from 

plastic 3(PVC) and plastic 6 (PS), which are both considered as non-sustainable 

plastic materials (Method Products 2015)(Figure 10). In addition to offering these 

bottles with maximum material reutilization, Method produces easy-use refill 

pouches, which provide cost-savings to encourage the reuse of its PET bottles. 

 

 
    Figure 10: Method Plastic Coding 
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One advantage of Method’s packaging is its aesthetic of elegant and simple design. 

The brand’s iconic teardrop-shaped bottle (Figure 11) shows that a package can 

be both ‘good’ in the environmental sense and ‘good’ looking. As Method’s  

co-founder Adam Lowry states, “… the best way to effect positive environmental 

change is to provide consumers with a better product through design, and create 

mass appeal, rather than merely creating a ‘green’ brand that speaks only to 

environmentalists” (Boylston 2009, 74).  

 
Figure 11: Iconic Teardrop-shaped Bottle 

 
The small and light laundry detergent packaging (Figure 12) is another highlight of 

Method’s packaging design. Method uses a concentrated, plant-based formula for 

its brand of 8x Laundry Detergent. This allows for smaller packaging sizes and 

other efficiencies to minimize the carbon footprint and enhance the sustainability of 

the product. The 8x Laundry Detergent is packaged with handheld pump bottle, 

which is much smaller and lighter than other similar products.  
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Figure 12: Laundry Detergent Packaging 

 

Also, Method uses story-telling to inform the design of its bottles. Bottles of the 

Method’s “Ocean Plastic” series (Figure 13) are created from a blend of recycled 

plastic collected from the oceans. In addition to using this recycled material, the 

bottles are used to convey the story of plastic waste that still makes its way to the 

planet’s oceans on a continuous basis. This packaging series delivers the 

message of plastic ocean pollution to the public, and can raise the consumers’ 

awareness of such environmental issues.   
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Figure 13: "Ocean Plastic" Series Packaging 

Coca-Cola 

 As the world’s largest beverage company, The Coca-Cola Company offers 

more than 3600 different products around the world (The Coca-Cola Company 

2015a, 3). Every one of these beverage products requires some form of packaging. 

To make their packaging as sustainable as possible, The Cola-Cola Company puts 

efforts in designing more resource efficient packaging, supporting community 

recycling systems, and increasing the use of renewable materials, etc. According 

to Coca-Cola’s 2014/2015 Sustainable Report, nearly all of their packaging 

material has value as recyclable material, and their efforts to create more 

sustainable packaging are expected to contribute to a significant reduction of CO2 

emissions (2015a, 38).  

 

The Coca-Cola Company improves the sustainability of their packaging through the 

lightweighting process. Since the manufacturing of packaging is a significant 
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contributor to greenhouse gas emissions, Coca-Cola has been work continually to 

use the least amount of natural resources in their bottle design, reducing their 

climate impacts during the manufacture process. With improvements to their 

packaging design, from 2009 to 2015, Coca-Cola has reduced the weight of its  

8-ounce glass bottle by more than 50 percent, and reduced its 12-ounce aluminum 

can and 20-ounce PET plastic bottle by more than 30 percent (The Coca-Cola 

Company 2015a, 40). For example, I LOHAS in Japan is a brand from The  

Coca-Cola Company. Their water bottles (Figure 14) use the lightweight twistable 

design, which not only significantly reduces the weight of these bottles, but also 

invites consumers to twist and crush them for a space saving recycling.  

 

 
Figure 14: I LOHAS Water Bottle 

 

In addition to the use of recycled plastic materials, The Coca-Cola Company 

introduced the PlantBottleTM packaging in 2009, which is a fully recyclable PET  
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bio-polymer bottle made partially from plants like sugarcane. This packaging 

provides people a more responsible alternative to traditional packaging made from 

fossil fuels and other non-renewable materials. Later this design was used in many 

brands such as Coca-Cola, Dasani, and Odwalla (Figure 15). In 2015, The  

Coca-Cola Company announced a new version of PlantBottleTM which is made 

entirely from plant materials (The Coca-Cola Company 2015b). With a technology 

that converts natural sugars found in plants into ingredients for making PET plastic 

bottles, the new PlantBottleTM has a smaller footprint on the planet than other bottle 

packaging designs.  

 
Figure 15: PlantBottle Series Packaging 

 
A set of the 2nd Lives caps for the reuse of empty bottles is another good design 

from Coca-Cola. Cooperating with the advertisement agency Ogilvy&Mather China, 

Coca-Cola created 16 red screw-on caps that transform their useless plastic bottles 

into creative and fun objects (Figure 16). This 2nd Lives campaign was launched in 

Vietnam, where over 40,000 free caps were given away with the purchase of the 

iconic soda drink (Neje 2014). These innovative caps can turn an empty coke bottle 

into a pencil sharpener, a soap dispenser, a paintbrush, a water gun, and other 

interesting or useful forms. This design not only encourages a reuse of empty 

bottles, but also inspires the public to be creative and pay attention to the small 

moments of happiness in life.  
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Figure 16: 2nd Lives Caps 

Coca-Cola also uses its graphic design on packaging to promote sustainable ideas. 

Since 2009, Coca-Cola has partnered with the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) and 

supported its polar bear conservation efforts. The polar bear special edition 

packaging design (Figure 17) was launched in the 2011 Arctic Home campaign. By 

changing the classic pattern into graphic designs related to the polar bear 

conservation effort, Coca-Cola has raised widespread awareness and funds for the 

polar bear conservation (WWF 2015). Continuing today, Coca-Cola has built a 

long-term partnership with the WWF, and runs campaigns like Arctic Home every 

year to help address natural resource challenges.  

 

 
 Figure 17: Polar Bear Special Edition Packaging 
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Level Ground Trading 

Level Ground Trading is a Canadian sustainable brand, which provides fair 

trade food products such as coffee, tea, dry fruit, spice and rice. This brand was 

founded by four Canadian families for the purpose of improving the lives of 

producers in developing areas who are disadvantaged through trade. The mission 

of Level Ground Trading is to trade fairly and directly with small-scale producers in 

developing countries, offering their customers ethical choices (Level Ground 

Trading 2015).   

 

Acknowledging the hard work and risk involved with growing and selling crops for 

small-scale producers, Level Ground Trading practices Direct Fair Trade in their 

business (Level Ground Trading 2015). With regular visits to the producers, they 

established direct trade relationships based on respect and trust. Level Ground 

Trading purchases these famers’ products at a fair price, and invests social 

premiums in their community. For example, in the first year of their business, the 

founders learned from their visit that one big desire in the community was to send 

their children to school. Therefore, a scholarship called Famicafé was founded, 

which provides scholarships for students in these Colombian coffee farming 

families. Since 1998, Famicafé has granted 1184 academic scholarships to rural 

children in Colombia, and invested in the infrastructure to support the operation of 

rural mountain schools (Level Ground Trading 2015). Also, to operate with 

transparency and accountability, they have systems to track the trading partnership 

and publish information to the public, including the price paid to farmers, 

investment in social premiums, records of purchase orders, price comparisons, 

organic certificates, etc. These practices show the brand’s reliability and integrity to 

their customers.    
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With a continual effort to improve their packaging toward sustainability, Level 

Ground Trading also launched their new 100% compostable coffee packaging 

(Figure 18) in 2015. This packaging is made from wood celulose, which is certified 

compostable by BPI (Biodegradable Products Institute), and is made in Canada 

from FSC (Forest Stewardship Council) certified wood. Designed by the Subplot 

Design Inc., the shape of this new packaging is modified into an industry-standard 

shape, and all the pertinent product information is printed directly on the packaging 

with water based ink (Level Ground Trading 2015). Corresponding to Level Ground 

Trading’s original intention of helping small producers, they use the photos of 

producers’ head portraits as the front image for the packaging. By locating names 

and regions beside the portraits of actual people who worked in creating the 

products, this packaging impresses upon consumers that the Level Ground Trading 

company maintains an intimate, and close relationship with its farming suppliers. 

“We shake the hands that pick the coffee”, they proudly state on the back of their 

packaging.  

 

 
 Figure 18: Compostable Coffee Packaging 
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Level Ground Trading is a company that is dedicated to achieving sustainable 

business practices.  Focusing on fair trade, they create opportunities for 

economically disadvantaged producers worldwide. At the same time, they promote 

independence, education, positive work conditions, and sustainable environmental 

practices in the producers’ communities. The Level Ground Trading company 

strives to adopt sustainable practices across its business operations. For example, 

their employees choose green ways of transit like bus, bike and carpool to visit the 

producers, as they noted, “how you get somewhere is just as important as arriving” 

(Level Ground Trading 2015).  In embracing all these sustainable approaches in 

their packaging and operations, this brand strives to maintain a positive influence 

for social innovation in the market.  
	  

Starbucks 

Founded in 1971 in Seattle, Starbucks is a well-known coffee company 

found around the world. As one of the leading companies in the coffee industry, 

Starbucks has not only begun making an effort in sustainable development for their 

own business but for society as well. Similar to other companies that pay attention 

to sustainability, Starbucks takes some responsibility for the environment and 

society. Highlights of their ambitions include reducing and recycling waste, ethical 

sourcing, and the pursuit of water and energy savings.   

 

Starbucks’ website shows that they have shrunk their environmental footprint by 

reducing the waste associated with their business, increasing recycling and 

promoting reusable cups. Disposable cups are a considerable part of the 

packaging waste, Starbucks generates about 4 billion cups per year globally, and it 

is only a small portion in comparison with the total number of 500 billion single-

serve cups produced per year globally (Hanna 2011). For Starbucks’ cups, the cold 

beverage cups are made by recyclable material PET, and some of them are made 
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of 50% post-consumer recycled PET (rPET) in the European market (Starbucks 

Corporation 2016). However the recycling of paper cups is more complicated. 

Although Starbucks makes its paper cups with 10% post-consumer recycled fiber, 

the inner-coated polyethylene lining has been perceived as the main barrier for the 

recycling of paper cups in traditional recycling processes. Most recycling systems 

do not accept this polycoated material because they do not want to incur the extra 

cost of recycling this material. Since 2009, Starbucks has been working on 

establishing the appropriate market conditions to support the recycling of their 

paper cups (Figure 19). They discovered that it is possible to recycle polycoated 

paper cups using existing technology. However, they need to create a market 

where paper mills will demand polycoated paper and will be willing to buy them 

from the recycle institutes. (Hanna 2011). According to Jim Hanna (2011), director 

of Environmental Impact for Starbucks Coffee Co., Starbucks undertook a trial in 

2010, where they cooperated with a paper mill in Mississippi and turned waste 

paper cups from Toronto back into new cups. By the end of 2014, Starbucks claims 

that in-store recycling bins for paper cups was added to more than 760 stores in 

the U.S. and Canada (Starbucks Corporation 2015).  

 

 
Figure 19: Starbucks’ Paper Cup Recycling 
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However, just because a given type of packaging can be recycled does not mean 

that it will be recycled. In 2015, the Canadian TV investigative series Marketplace 

reported that Starbucks dumped their paper cups in recycle bins into the garbage 

(CBC/Radio-Canada 2015). To collect evidence, the investigators disposed of 

paper cups with GPS trackers in them to follow them through the system. They 

found out that these recycled paper cups are simply thrown into garbage, and thus 

eventually go to landfills. This example indicates that recycling is a complicated 

challenge that requires more than just having good intentions. In 2008, Starbucks 

announced plans to accomplish the recycling of all paper and plastic cups that are 

disposed of in company owned stores in the US and Canada by 2012.  They later 

moved the deadline to 2015. However, in its 2014 Global Responsibility Report, 

Starbucks acknowledged that it is behind schedule: only 47% of the stores had 

recycling bins by the end of 2014. Despite the number of cups which are really 

being recycled, the establishment of Starbucks’ recycling system runs into barriers. 

As noted by the Chicago Tribune, “The failure derives less from Starbucks’ lack of 

commitment than to the almost totemic belief that just because something can be 

recycled means it can be recycled economically (Minter 2014).” A successful 

recycling system not only needs economic motivation running behind it, but also 

requires cooperation among multiple originations, as well as an awareness of 

sustainable practices from customers who drop cups into the recycling containers. 

Therefore, it can be difficult to fully ensure that recycling programs are efficiently, 

and fully, implemented in practice. 

 

Beyond the focus on recycling cups, Starbucks also focuses on the use of reusable 

cups as an important component of its waste reduction strategy. It offers a discount 

for the use of personal mugs, it cooperates with individuals and organizations to 

produce various tumbler designs, and Starbucks has developed an inexpensive 

1$ reusable cup design. Starbucks claims that they have been actively 

encouraging customers to switch to reusable cup use, but the improvements in 



	  

	   75	  

using personal reusable cups have only occurred slowly because it requires a 

change in personal behavior (Starbucks Corporation 2015). Reported by the 

Greenbiz, Starbucks made an initially strong commitment to serving 25% of its 

beverages in reusable mugs by 2015, for source reduction purpose. However, this 

goal was slashed down to 5% in 2011, and 2015 Starbucks data indicates that only 

1.8% of beverages are in reusable cups (MacKerron 2015). MacKerron noted that 

one reason is the company has not successfully motivated employees to promote 

reusable cups. This is also evident in the Marketplace series, where investigators 

visited many stores to see if employees offered a reusable cup, and no store made 

an effort to offer it (CBC/Radio-Canada 2015). In this case, Starbucks has not 

offered sufficient resources to motivate and train their workers, or to monitor 

performance to ensure the implementation of this policy. This also indicates that it 

is always necessary to have an efficient management strategy to support 

sustainable practices. 

 

From the aspect of ethical sourcing, Starbucks pays attention to building stable, 

long-term supply chains for the high-quality coffee which their business relies upon. 

Working with Conservation International (CI), Starbucks approaches their ethical 

sourcing by ensuring fair pay and working conditions, economic transparency, and 

sound resource management (Starbucks Corporation 2015). In 2004, Starbucks 

launched the Coffee and Farmer Equity (C.A.F.E.) Practices, which is a set of 

comprehensive sustainability standards used in the coffee industry and is verified 

by third parties. Like fair trade practices, the C.A.F.E. Practices are aiming to bring 

sustainable impacts to people working in the coffee industry, and ensures that the 

coffee purchased by coffee companies meets an effective ‘green’ standard. By 

2014, Starbucks has claimed that 96% of their coffee met the C.A.F.E. Practices 

fair trade and organic sourcing standards (Starbucks Corporation 2015).  
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Environmentally, Starbucks has claimed to work on addressing climate change 

through their environmental building strategy, which is to build more energy 

efficient stores and facilities. Some of these “green stores” meet the Gold level of 

Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) and others are at LEED-

Certified level. By 2014, Starbucks has built 500 LEED-Certified stores, which are 

designed with environmental features, such as energy and water saving 

capabilities, renewable energy use, and recycling systems. Starbucks’ 2014 Global 

Responsibility Report noted that LEED-Certified stores save an average of 25,000 

more gallons of water annually than in normal stores. With the contribution of these 

efforts, Starbucks is approaching their goal of reducing 25% of their water use in 

company-operated stores by 2015.  

 

As a global corporation, Starbuck has many positive sustainable practices worth 

learning about. Although the result of its recycling system is not ideal, it is 

noticeable that Starbucks undertook this sustainable packaging problem as a big 

challenge, and intended to solve it with a systems-based approach. On the other 

hand, the unsuccessful Starbucks recycling case also indicates the complexity and 

challenges associated with recycling practices.  
	  

Camino  

Similar with Level Ground Trading, Camino is another Canadian brand 

which focuses on fair trade and organic food products. Founded in 1999, Camino is 

owned by La Siembra Co-operative located in Ottawa. This company works on 

providing consumers high-quality ethical products through partnership with 

producer co-operatives, which also fosters sustainable community development. In 

working with Fairtrade Canada, La Siembra became one of the first registered 

importers of Fiartrade Certified cocoa and sugar in North America. Their products 

mainly include chocolate, sugar and coffee. Cooperating with family farmers in 



	  

	   77	  

Central and South America, and Southeast Asia, all the Camino products are 

certified to meet the standard of fair trade certification by Fairtrade Canada, and 

organic certification by Quality Assurance International (La Siembra Co-operative, 

Inc. 2016). Noteworthy are Camino’s 100g Chocolate bars, which are a significant 

product line for them. As noted on their website, these chocolate bars are 

packaged with compostable inner wrappers made of wood pulp, and outer 

wrappers made of recyclable material certified by the Forest Stewardship Council 

(FSC). Also, their marketing materials and chocolate bar wrappers are printed with 

vegetable-based inks on acid-free paper.  

 

Camino’s current packaging (Figure 20) was designed by the Karacters Design 

Group in 2011. Different than the packaging design of Level Ground Trading, which 

uses specific images of producers to build a connection between the producers 

and consumers, Camino uses abstract illustration to express their brand idea of “a 

joyful food revolution” (Canadian Packaging 2011). As noted by James Bateman, 

the creative director of Karacters Design Group, this idea reinforces Camino’s 

belief that through the joy of eating great-tasting food, made from quality 

ingredients, consumers will be encouraged to think differently about their food, 

such as where it came from, who made it and what is in it (Canadian Packaging 

2011). Also, Camino comes from the Spanish word “path”. Inspired by the meaning 

of the brand name, Karacters’ designers use custom-drawn maps on the bright 

packaging which are filled with joyful names of streets such as Place of Tomorrows, 

and Trail of Happy Thoughts. The bright colors and illustrations reflect the happy 

and vibrant sustainable communities that Camino has supported through its 

organic, fair trade, and co-operative partnerships and practices (Lovely Package 

2010). Camino refreshed its packaging design to appeal to a wider consumer 

group, who demand better food politics. At the same time, this new packaging has 

helped Camino build strong brand recognition and shelf presence.  
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Figure 20: Camino Packaging 

 

Sustainable Expandable Bowl 

Sustainable expandable bowl (Figure 21) is the winner of sustainable 

packaging award of the Dieline Package Design Awards 2013.  Designed by 

Swedish research company Innventia, and cooperating with designers Anna 

Glansén and Hanna Billqvist from design agency Tomorrow Machine, this 

packaging was developed for instant freeze-dried food like soups and noodles. 

Sustainable aspects of this packaging are listed on the Dieline Awards’ website: its 

compressed design saves space in transportation, and it is made out of 100% 

biodegradable material invented by Innventia (Dieline Media 2013).    
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Figure 21: Sustainable Expanded Bowl 

 

Sustainable Expanded Bowl is designed with simple and clean appearance. The 

container gets flattened before consumption, which saves space and energy during 

transportation. In addition, the material of this packaging is invented by Innventia, 

which is a world leader in research and development related to cellulose. This 

packaging is made of paper composite based on cellulose materials. When pouring 

hot water from the whole on the top of the packaging, the material reacts to the 

heat and transforms from a compressed form into a serving bowl. However, one 

critic noted that the necessary step of adding hot water limits the amount of ways 

users can customize their food in these containers, such as adding other contents 

into the bowl (Medina 2013). Although there are limitations for this packaging 

design prototype, it provides new ideas of instant food packaging and sustainable 

material studies.  
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Joolz 

Joolz is a Dutch company that produces baby strollers and accessories. 

They believe that corporations and business have both the ability and responsibility 

to lead the public to sustainable approaches. With their philosophy noted as 

Positive Design, Joolz works to develop new designs and initiatives that contribute 

to more sustainable and meaningful ways of living (Joolz 2016).  

 

Joolz’s Re-useable Packaging (Figure 22) is a strong example of sustainable 

packaging design. Instead of being saved for recycling or the trash, every box of 

Joolz’s products can be re-tasked into another product for children to play with or 

for decoration in children’s rooms. The instructions are printed on the cardboard 

directly, which not only saves paper, but also makes it more visible for users to 

notice the potential reuse. Simple illustrations are also printed on the cardboard, 

which later can be transformed into lovely items like a birdhouse, mini chair, 

lampshade, or animal decorations. This design gives Joolz’s stroller packaging a 

second life. It also shows that there is an opportunity to reuse product packaging in 

a functional and creative manner.   

 
Figure 22: Joolz Reusable Packaging 
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In addition, Joolz spreads the idea of sustainability through its Birth Forest project. 

For all users of their strollers, Joolz plants trees in the Joolz Birth Forest in 

Colombia to help fighting deforestation and climate change. Each consumer who 

registers a stroller can get a tree planted by offering the birthday of his/her baby, 

which allows consumers to feel that their babies are growing together with the trees. 

  

The Deli Garage  

The Deli Garage-food cooperative is a German brand that provides food 

products from regional producers in uniquely designed packages. They have a 

playful approach to their product design which creates an interesting bond between 

consumers and the way their products are used. Their product line includes honey, 

cheese, olive oil, pasta, candy and so on. Each product is packaged with a mirthful 

characteristic, for example, Honey Bond is flavoured honey filled in classic glue 

bottles; Cheese Pencils are three flavours of cheese shaped as oversized pencils 

and packed in a box with a pencil sharpener, so that users can sprinkle cheese 

flakes on their meal; and Food Finish are cans of spray food coatings that are 

made from edible ingredients which allow consumers to finish their baked goods in 

gold, silver, blue or red. 

 

The packaging of this brand is not featured here as being green, and sustainable 

features do not typically apply to all of their packaging designs. However, 

sustainable aspects can be found in couple of them. As the packaging is designed 

in a playful way and manufactured with long-lasting quality, the packaging itself can 

be reused as a product without any transformation. Designed by the agency 

KOREFE, the Powerfuel vodka (Figure 23) is sold in stainless-steel hip flasks. With 

different monsters representing different vodka flavours, the playful illustrations 

encourage consumers to refill the flask and use it again. Another example is the 

Deli Garage’s Multi Noodles (Figure 24). Designed by the same agency, pasta is 
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offered in different screw shapes sorted into different compartments in the screw 

boxes. After consuming these creative pastas, the owners may reuse these boxes 

for real screws in their garages, or just reuse them for craft material sortation. Such 

packaging designs are not sustainable in a traditional way, but they are intended 

for reuse. The playful designs can create a happy use experience allowing users to 

bond to the product and give people the opportunity to reuse the packaging in 

interesting ways. Adding to the high quality of the packaging fabrication, most 

consumers will choose to reuse them instead of discarding them. 

 

 
Figure 23: The Deli Garage - Powerfuel Vodka 

 

Figure 24: The Deli Garage - Multi Noodles 
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Little Bug  

Founded in 2006, Little Bug is a baby food producer in California. They 

started as a small family business dedicated to providing fresh frozen baby food to 

Bay Area moms. Their products use only local, seasonal and organic ingredients, 

which are flash frozen directly from the garden. Developed by the design agency 

CBA Brand Engine, Little Bug’s packaging design (Figure 25) focuses on 

sustainable features. To satisfy their need for safety, minimal environmental 

impacts, and effective freezing during transportation, the product was packed in PP, 

number 5 recyclable plastic jars with simple stickers. Information regarding each 

product is printed on recyclable Kraft carton sleeves with vegetable-based inks. 

The sleeve is overwrapped on the packaging’s plain box, which makes the 

packaging process easy to manage (CBA North America 2014). Also, this sleeve is 

the only part of the packaging that is printed, which cuts down on ink usage and 

makes the de-inking process in recycling more efficient.  

	  
Figure 25: Little Bug Packaging 



	  

	   84	  

This packaging shows that the sustainable features of a product can be supported 

by choosing sustainable materials in its packaging design. For example, vegetable-

based ink is a more sustainable option than traditional petroleum-based ink. 

Petroleum-based inks contain volatile organic compounds (VOCs) and heavy 

metals in pigments, which can cause harm to humans and the environment. Also, 

these inks are based on petroleum, which is a non-renewable resource. Compared 

with petroleum-based inks, vegetable-based inks are more environmental friendly. 

Soy or other vegetable oil-based inks are made from renewable resources. They 

can also ease the spread of pigments and provide for richer and more even color in 

printing (Roncarelli and Ellicott 2010, 112). A study conducted by Erhan and Bagby 

indicated that the high degradability of soy inks could help disposal problems 

associated with printed materials. The result of their study shows, 80% of the soy 

ink (which was invented by Agriculture Research Service in America) vehicle 

degraded in 25 days, versus only 16% of a petroleum-based ink vehicle degraded 

in the same amount of time (United States Department of Agriculture 1995). In 

addition to the usage of vegetable-based inks, there are other design practices that 

can help making packaging more sustainable, such as to design the printed portion 

of the packaging on a separate piece so that the remaining paper parts do not 

need to go through the de-inking process in recycling, or to use sustainable coated 

paper materials which reduce the complexity in recycling.  

 

Briefly, from the packaging design precedents in this chapter, there are various 

aspects of sustainability noted, including aspects of social sustainability and 

different approaches to environmental sustainability. There are design strategies 

such as presenting information through illustrations on packaging, or connecting 

consumers to the social sustainable practices behind a brand. This can draw the 

public’s attention to social issues like equity, labor rights, food safety and 

community development. Similar strategies can be used for promoting 

environmental sustainability as well. By printing information on a packaging directly, 
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adding labels or tiny brochures to a packaging, or offering opportunities for the 

customers to take part in sustainable activities, a product and its packaging can 

remind people that environmental issues such as air pollution, deforestation, global 

warming and ocean pollution continue to increasingly impact the planet.  

 

There are also approaches to achieve material sustainability for packaging, in 

terms of reduce, reuse and recycling. Precedents show that various resources and 

technologies allow designers to broaden their perspective and create packaging in 

a more sustainable way. Supported by modern technologies, there are strategies 

for minimizing packaging, for choosing proper materials for packaging, for allowing 

packaging to be reusable, recyclable or compostable. Understanding the basic 

needs to protect a product, designers can minimize packaging by altering its 

structure or material; using recycled materials for packaging can save resource 

consumption and present the idea of sustainability to the public; designers’ creative 

ideas can also offer packaging a second life, where they are reused as other 

products; and most commonly, designers can use recyclable packaging materials 

and design such packaging in a way that recycling is indeed achieved.  

 

However, in practice, it is difficult to control all these factors and maximize every 

parameter. Some good packaging designs are not widely adopted because of the 

high cost in fabrication and other concerns. Compared with reduction and reuse, 

recycling requires more cooperation among designers, sellers, consumers, 

collectors and recycling facilities. As shown in the Starbucks case, just because 

packaging can be recycled does not mean that it will actually be recycled. In reality, 

whether packaging is successfully recycled is reliant upon more than just the use of 

recycled materials. The result is also affected by the recycling motivations of 

consumer groups, the efficiency of the collection systems, and the existence of 

appropriate recycling facilities, etc. Therefore, designers should not only make 

something recyclable, but also strongly consider the whole sustainable system. 
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In conclusion, understanding that design work does not end with packing, 

designers should think through the complexities and challenges for the entire chain 

of sustainable practices surrounding the product. To establish a sustainable brand, 

sustainable practices need to be considered in every stage of the product life cycle. 

This includes consideration from agriculture (in terms of growing and harvesting the 

raw materials), to transportation, to the production and manufacturing of raw 

materials into products, to the packaging and distribution of products, and finally to 

the recycling and management of any waste generated. At the same time, there 

should be efficient systems to ensure social sustainability practices related to 

everyone who is involved in this industry. There are many attributes to 

sustainability evident during the whole chain of creating a product, such as 

sourcing and distribution locally, minimizing material weight, and the effective 

means to collect and recycle waste. In understanding that the picture of 

sustainability for products is bigger than simply sustainable practices in 

manufacturing and packaging, designers should aspire to develop a culture, and 

the multiple systems behind a brand, to support the sustainable practices through 

the entire life cycle of a product. 
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Chapter 6 – Design Intervention 
 

In previous chapters, the history, culture and manufacture of tea in China 

were discussed within the agenda of sustainability, design approaches to 

sustainability, and precedents of sustainable packaging design.  

 

From the second chapter, there are important aspects regarding tea. Tea has 

existed in Chinese history for thousands of years. From the ancient legend of Shen 

Nong who discovered tea, to the flourish of tea in the Song Dynasty, the culture of 

drinking tea has gradually developed and spread to the rest of the world. Tea 

culture in China is strongly associated with Zen Buddhism, and the tea ceremony 

was created to help people to achieve self-cultivation while drinking tea. Thus, tea 

is not simply a beverage in China, but also represents a valuable cultural practice. 

Since loose-leaf tea is used in the tea ceremony, and Chinese tea drinkers believe 

that the shapes of tea and the way tea leaves unfold in water are both important 

parts of the tea drinking experience, drinking loose leaf tea is more popular in 

China than just drinking tea-bag tea for its convenience.  

 

Also note that the use of tea as a cultural pillar within China has created a huge 

domestic market for tea. However, the tea market in China is convoluted. There are 

more small producers than large ones for the Chinese tea industry. A large 

proportion of tea is produced in family workshops, where tea famers grow and 

harvest tea, process tea leaves into a specific types of tea, and sell them to local 

tea dealers. As mentioned in chapter two, the lack of regulation and unified 

standards for the large number of small producers and wholesale marketplaces 

means there are variations in quality and that quality cannot be guaranteed. 

Additionally, brand awareness is weak among producers and consumers within 

China. There are plenty of registered tea brands in the Chinese market, but only a 

few of them are well known by the public.  
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In chapter three, the agendas and principles of sustainability are investigated. 

Contextualizing these principles within the Chinese tea industry, it becomes evident 

that aspects of sustainability should be improved. Environmentally, there are no 

effective standards and regulations. For example, some small farmers and 

producers use pesticides liberally, impacting the environment and food safety. 

Regarding economic sustainability, small family producers are typically not able to 

benefit in a sustainable way within the current economic system and distribution 

chain. Indeed the system often disadvantages small family producers, and instead 

favours middle traders, who typically enjoy most of the profits from the system. 

Thus social sustainability, which aims to achieve development for the entire 

community is limited, especially for those primary producers. Within the huge 

domestic tea market in China, aspects of sustainable principles could be put into 

practice, enhancing and improving the economic benefits for people at the bottom 

of the tea distribution chain in China.   

 

In chapter four, design was introduced as an approach to achieving sustainability, 

and the precedents in chapter five show how such design principles can be applied 

in packaging design. As noted in these chapters, sustainable design is more than 

just making a product recyclable, it is about building a sustainable system behind a 

brand, which can address all aspects of sustainability surrounding the brand’s 

products, and at the same time, contributing to the public’s understanding of 

sustainability. In the domestic Chinese tea market, the ideas of sustainable design 

are rarely associated with the tea industry. Since most Chinese tea brands do not 

have strong brand culture and recognition, brands are just incidental names for 

those tea products. There is a lack of systematic sustainable branding and 

practices within the Chinese tea market. From the aspect of tea packaging design, 

issues of over packaging and unrecyclable packaging generally exist in the 

Chinese tea market (Figure 26). As a result of the special cultural background of 
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offering tea as a gift in China, many tea products are packed with metal, clay, wood, 

cloth, foam or plastic-coated cardboard materials to give the products a high-end 

appearance. Some of these materials make the products heavy, increasing energy 

consumption during transportation. Sometimes different materials are attached or 

mounted together in one package, which creates complexity for the recycling 

process. Indeed, some of these materials are not recyclable. Also, most tea 

packaging designs do not deliver information about sustainability to consumers. It 

is common for tea products to include small brochures in their packaging, which 

introduce the characteristics of the tea, however, it is not common for them to 

include information regarding sustainability, or to provide insights regarding the 

recycling of the packaging.  

 
Figure 26 (1-5): Unsustainable Tea Packaging In China 
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From each of these chapters, insights can be gained from the cultural contribution 

of tea, the Chinese tea market, sustainable approaches, and sustainable branding 

and packaging design. In synthesizing all the insights from these different aspects, 

an entrepreneurial opportunity arises to develop a brand for fair-trade/sustainable 

approaches to the production and distribution of tea within the Chinese market. 

 

Design Methods 

The design will begin with an investigation of the problem space associated 

with tea production, distribution and packaging. Mood boards are used to explore 

the emotional qualities and characteristics that can inform subsequent design work. 

This will be followed by the development of the design brief to effectively articulate 

the design problem. Then, design explorations will be undertaken using 

brainstorming, sketching, and model making to create and articulate diverse 

response for the design problem. Ultimately a design concept will be proposed and 

communicated through drawing, rendering, and appearance prototypes or models.   

 

Mood Board 

These mood boards are laid out as collages of images and keywords to 

explore different ways of thinking about the design opportunities. The mood board 

of sustainability (Figure 27) shows images associated with environmental, 

economic and social pillars of sustainability. Within this board, the social and 

societal aspects are prominent, illustrating designs focused on outcomes with 

effective social value. The mood board of inspiration and aesthetics (Figure 28) 

shows images that can inspire the packaging design with regards to color, texture, 

aesthetic, style and the way a product expresses itself. In addition, the mood board 

of competitors (Figure 29) lists tea packaging precedents, in which tea products are 
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packaged in different containers, and brands are communicated to consumers in 

diverse ways. This board also includes a coffee brand named Laughing Man 

Coffee, which offers an inspired brand design precedent.  
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          Figure 27 (1-12): Mood Board - Sustainability 
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          Figure 28 (1-16): Mood Board - Inspiration and Aesthetics 
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           Figure 29 (1-12): Mood Board - Competitors 
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Design Brief: 

  

Product Name 
佚茗 / Yi Tea 

Explanation: “佚茗” is pronounced as “Yiming”. It also has same pronunciation with 

“佚名”, which means anonymity. Within the context of this brand, it means the 

activity of people who help others anonymously. Since “茗” is another way of 

saying tea instead of “茶 cha”, It can be translated as Yi tea. This name can also 

represent that this brand is only a medium between procurers and consumers. By 

purchasing this tea, consumers become anonymous contributors to the 

improvement of producers’ lives and sustainability.  

 

Project Background 

China produces a large amount of tea every year. Except for exporting, China also 

has a huge demand for tea in its domestic market. Influenced by the culture of 

drinking tea, tea is treated as a common daily-life commodity and also as a gift 

among friends and families. However, the current system behind the domestic 

Chinese tea market is convoluted, which can adversely affect the sustainability of 

primary tea producers or farmers. In addition, there are problems with 

unsustainable packaging widely used within the Chinese tea industry. 

Internationally, fair trade practices and other operational theories have been 

applied to precedent products, and there are various design approaches to achieve 

sustainability and sustainable packaging. These theories and approaches can be 

applied in different ways, and there is an opportunity to use these strategies to 

address the sustainable issues within Chinese tea market.  
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Project Scope 

This project proposed to develop a conceptual organization for fair trade business 

practices and an operational model, as well as a sustainable branding and 

packaging design for Chinese tea. It should be effectively developed as a well-

defined concept design with rendered appearance prototypes, which can provide 

ideas and discussion for further sustainable branding and packaging practices. 

 
Problem Statement 

Given the background and scope, there is an opportunity to develop a tea brand, 

which contributes to and fosters the spread of sustainability and sustainable 

education. Therefore, the purpose of this design is to develop a fair trade model as 

well as a branding and packaging design of tea, which allows for enhanced 

sustainable approaches to be used in Chinese tea production and distribution. To 

achieve this purpose, such a sustainable brand would implement fair trade 

practices that empower small producers; it would present (via its packaging and 

branding) tea in a sustainable manner; it would encourage the sustainable 

consumption of tea, and that tea products may be presented as gifts.  

 

 

Sustainable Operational Model 
This design is not only focused on creating an environmental friendly package of 

tea. Various aspects of the sustainability agendas should be considered for 

building this model. This design should be seeing holistically to develop an overall 

approach for the operations of YiTEA as both a brand and a business.  

• To create a fair trade business model for the production and distribution of 

tea, as per the Level Ground Trading, Starbucks and Camino precedents. 

(To reduce middle distribution in tea market, see page 69-77) 
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• To provide a certified high quality tea product, considers international or 

domestic certifications of fair trade, organic, quality food, etc. As per 

discussion about certification in design precedents section. (See chapter 5)  

• To facilitate sustainable enabling programs as per Manzini’s model. (See 

page 49-50) 

• To provide users with access to information regarding tea history and culture, 

traditional tea processing craft, organic tea cultivation, etc. As per fostering 

education aspects of the design precedents (See chapter 5) 

 

Sustainable Development Goals 

• To minimize ecological footprint in tea and packaging manufacturing and 

distribution, as per Thackara’s idea of lightness. (See page 46-48, also see 

environmental sustainability on page 24-28) 

• To establish an environmental-friendly waste management business model. 

The design is not only about introduce tea into the market place, also need 

to pay attention to the reclamation of the waste. As per discussion about 

Starbucks. (See page 72-74)  

• To foster public awareness of social sustainable issues, such as labor rights, 

minimum wage, education, gender equality, etc. As per fostering education 

aspects of the design precedents (See chapter 5, also see social 

sustainability on page 34-38) 

• To preserve different types of tea drinking cultures and the culturally 

practices of tea processing crafts, as per discussion in cultural sustainability 

(See page 38-41, also see tea culture on page 10-12)  
  

Sustainable Packaging Design Criteria 

• Design should conform to the Cradle-to-Cradle approach. (McDonough and 

Braungart, see page 45) 
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• To focus on service design and system design. (Thackara, see page 46-47) 

• To minimize environmental impact as in line with the notion of lightness 

principle. (Thackara, see page 48) 

• Design/business model should introduce opportunities for enabling solutions. 

(Manzini, see page 49-50)  

• To embed environmental and social value into the product for emotionally 

bounding with users. (Chapman, see page 48-49) 
 

General Product Use/functional Overview 

• To protect tea product during transportation and distribution 

• To maintain product freshness 

• To provide information about the tea product 

• To enhance and further discussions regarding sustainability 

• To serve as a gift  

• To encourage and inform consumers’ purchasing behaviors 

 

Users (consumers/gift receivers) 

• Anyone who drinks tea in China 

 
Users (sellers) 

• Sales in Retail stores 

• Sales in Super markets 

• Sales in Wholesale stores  

 
Users (distribution workers) 

• Workers who transport the product 

• Others involved in the distribution chain 

• Shippers and receivers who interact with transportation box packaging 
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Consumers 

• Chinese young to middle generations in the 20 to 50 year old range 

• Who have a basic knowledge and understanding of sustainability and are 

willing to know more 

• People who wish to support sustainable development 

• People who understand the meaning behind the brand after receiving basic 

information about the brand 

• People who are open to conversations about sustainability with their friends 

and families.  

 

Consumer Benefit 

• Receive more knowledge about sustainability 

• Spread the spirit of sustainable development to the gift receiver 

• Offers participation in fair trade program for tea procurers 

 
Use Environment (purchasing) 

• Retail stores 

• Super markets/ grocery stores 

• Tea houses 

 

Use Environment (consumption)  

• Drink at home, infused in kitchen or living room 

• Drink at working places, infused in office kitchen 

• Drink at tea houses, infused in kitchen in the back before being served 

 

Physical Constraints 

• To package 150g-200g tea  
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• May have multiple layers of packaging 

• Mainly for individual serving, use separate individual inner packaging.  

• Light-weight packaging  

• Packaging size need to be able to save shipping space 

• Packaging need to be able to be presented on regular retail shelf 

   
Aesthetics 

• Simple, clean and elegant  

• Without complex large patterns on apparel 

• Effectively choosing compostable materials to reflect sustainable agenda 

• Based on earth colors, perhaps also use bright color to highlight information 

   

Material Considerations 

• Non-toxic, meet food safety standard 

• Water/humidity resistant  

• Recyclable/degradable materials, may consider paper and plastics  

• Distribution packaging box need to be able to resist pressure during 

transportation  

 

Distribution  

• Domestic Chinese market 

• Sourcing tea directly from small family producers from multiple areas  

• Packaging at certificated cooperating factories located closest to the tea 

collecting locations 

• Distribution through retail stores, grocery stores, tea houses, coffee shops 

and gifts shops (may distribute to wholesale stores before reaching these 

stores)  
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Competitive/related/precedent products 

• Laughing Man Coffee 

• Level Ground Trading (coffee) 

• Numi (organic fair trade tea)  

• Rishi (organic fair trade tea) 

• Etc. 

 

Manufacturing Costs/ Market Pricing 

• Pricing separately for each type of tea (prices of different type of tea often 

various in a large range) 

• Competitive pricing to comparable tea types in the market (non-luxury types) 

• Allowing for reinvestment in sustainable/fair trade programs  

  

Standards 

• Fair Trade Certified (International) 

• Green Food (China) 

• GH/T (General Principle for tea packaging) (China) 

• COFCC Certification (Certified Organic) (China) 

• CQC (China Quality Certification) 

 

Design Explorations 

At this stage, competitive tea packaging in the Chinese market has been 

researched, from the aspect of price, net weight, size, material and packaging 

method. Based on this brief research, the design exploration began with an overall 

branding idea, including an outline of the system behind the brand and contents of 

this packaging. Followed by the brainstorming section, different ideas related to the 

packaging are mocked up (see appendix A), such as shapes, textures and 
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materials, methods of use, and recycle/compost. This process established a 

detailed understanding of the design objective, and allowed for the exploration of a 

variety of design possibilities. Through these sketch explorations, several 

alternatives were chosen for making paper models, which can help in evaluating 

the scale of the packaging and ease of use (Figure 30, Figure 31). From this model 

exploration, the final design concept was chosen. It was then further developed 

through design detail explorations and prototyping. 
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          Figure 30: Design Exploration 1 
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          Figure 31: Design Exploration 2 
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Final Design Concept 

 The design concept is named as 佚茗/YiTEA. “佚” pronounced as “yi”, which 

is an adjective that means anonymous. The character “茗” pronounced as “ming”, 

which is an ancient way of calling tea, and was later used in literature referring to 

tea (It is also a generally accepted way of referring to tea in China). When put them 

together, “佚茗” (yiming) has the same pronunciation with “佚名”, which means 

anonymity. Within the context of this brand, it can mean “anonymity in giving”, 

which can be interpreted as every consumer of this brand is an anonymous giver to 

those people who benefit from YiTEA’s sustainable programs.  

 

In the logo (Figure 32), this name is expressed through cursive calligraphy, which 

gives the brand a sense of civilization and culture, because Chinese calligraphy is 

an important part of culture/art in ancient China, and represents Chinese civilization 

and philosophy. This font speaks to the nature of tea, which has existed for 

thousands of years, is full of history, and that every Chinese should value and 

sustain their cultural heritage from China’s long history.  

 

	  
                                                              Figure 32: YiTEA Logo 
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The circle behind the characters indicates a sustainable life cycle of the product. 

From the farming of the raw materials to the composting of the waste, sustainable 

agendas are considered, which ensures an infinite cycle for the product’s life cycle. 

Since this brand provides six main types of tea: green tea, yellow tea, white tea, 

Oolong tea, black tea and Pu’er tea, the colors of the circles correspond to the type 

of tea to identify each of them in packaging (For the example here, this logo is for 

green tea). 

 

Figure 33 is a flowchart that shows the life cycle of YiTEA. In this chart, raw 

materials are processed by primary workers or farmers, and sent to YiTEA 

assembly Centre to be assembled into products. After purchasing and using, the 

product becomes five different types of waste: to-go paper bag with purchase, 

coconut fiber box, paper band, film inner bags, and used tea. All of the waste is 

compostable. As indicated in the packaging, users can get information regarding 

composting processes on the website and can make a home composting system 

for their garden. They can also put the waste into any available municipal or 

community composting system, which collects the waste, creates the compost and 

delivers it to people who require composting materials. Even if users simply throw 

all the waste into trash bins, there will not be a problem since the components are 

all biodegradable. Within this system, materials are generated from the earth and 

will ultimately be returned to earth, which makes the entire process an 

environmental friendly closed cycle.  
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From a social perspective, YiTEA supports fair trade and has its own fair trade tea 

supply chains. Fair trade is a social movement to help producers in developing 

countries achieve better trading conditions. Fair trade products are certified by non-

profit organizations, such as Fair Trade USA and Fair Trade International. 

Consumers can simply recognize fair trade products by finding the Fair trade 

certified label on them. Through YiTEA fair trade supply chains (Figure 34), YiTEA 

builds direct connection to tea farmers, which skips the complicated local 

distribution market of tea, and ensures effective economic benefits for tea farmers 

and small family producers. Fair trade also protects these producers by ensuring 

fair labor conditions and fair minimum wages, which can also guarantee a fair 

minimum sales price for their products.  

 

In addition, YiTEA aims to improve social sustainability by establishing YiTEA 

programs and foundations, such as Community Infrastructure Investment, 

Children’s Education Foundation and Green Farming Program. YiTEA intends to 

build a bridge between producers and consumers, and tell people the producers’ 

life stories through this brand. For the purpose of demonstrating how the YiTEA fair 

trade model works, the fictional family of Mr. Zhang was created as an example. In 

this persona, the tea farmer named Mr. Zhang is one of the small producers for 

green tea in the mountain area. He lives with his granddaughter Fang, who enjoys 

art and has dreams of becoming an artist when she grows up. However, schools in 

these mountainous regions do not offer art classes because of their limited 

teaching resources. Mr. Zhang’s story will be presented within YiTEA packaging, 

and delivered to the public. In this case, YiTEA can use its Children’s Education 

Funding to invest in a diverse education program for remote areas in China. At the 

same time, this will also provide a platform for consumers to contribute to the 

program after learning about these stories. 

 



	  

	   109	  

	  

Fi
gu

re
 3

4:
 Y

iT
EA

 F
ai

r T
ra

de
 S

to
ry

 L
in

e 



	  

	   110	  

Finally, as the cost-benefit diagram (Figure 35) shows, fair trade reduces cost to 

the manufacturer (YiTEA), and increases profits to the original suppliers through 

elimination of the middleman. The extra profit from this win-win trade can be then 

used to support YiTEA sustainable programs, such as help farmers managing 

organic farms for better quality of tea. In addition, by running the compost system 

and sustainable programs, it should also bring positive marketing effects for the 

YiTEA brand. Given recent Chinese attention to sustainable development and 

sustainability issues, YiTEA business and community interests can be advanced 

both economically and socially. In providing these product and services, YiTEA can 

survive in the tea market as well as promoting sustainability agendas to a wide 

Chinese audience.  
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Below is a prototype for the packaging of YiTea (Figure 36, Figure 37 and Figure 

38). This product includes an overall container, individual tea packages, a brochure 

and a packaging band. In production, all of the packaging materials are anticipated 

as compostable materials. Individual tea packages will be made of compostable 

film (refer to film producers such as Convex Plastic), and 5 grams of loose tea will 

be sealed into each bag. Compostable film is usually derived from wood pulp. 

YiTEA will use the wood pulp sourced from plantations that have the Forestry 

Stewardship Council (FSC) approval or similar certification. The overall container 

will be made of coconut fiber material (refer to producers such as EVKEV), which is 

mainly a combination of coconut fiber and natural latex. Finally, to eliminate the 

usage of glue, a paper band will secure the entire package. Both the paper band 

and brochure are made of compostable paper with soy ink printing. In addition, the 

printing will be minimized for the packaging. There will be no printing on individual 

packages, and also no background printing for the band as well.  

 

 
 Figure 36: YiTEA Container 
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    Figure 37: YiTEA Container 



	  

	   114	  

	  
   Figure 38: YiTEA Packaging 
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All of the information will be presented through the band (Figure 39) and the 

brochure (Figure 40).  The band includes information such as brand logo, tea name 

and type, net weight, certification logos, nutrition information, etc. On the brochure, 

consumers can receive more information about the tea product and its origin area, 

as well as information regarding some of the main sustainable programs organized 

by YiTEA, and people involved in these programs. The compost agenda will also 

be mentioned in the brochure. Consumers may scan the QR code to visit the 

YiTEA website (Figure 41, Figure 42, Figure 43 and Figure 44), where they can 

find details about the brand, related sustainable agendas, YiTEA products, 

programs, and how to compost at home, etc.  
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Figure 39: YiTEA Band D
esign 
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Figure 41: YiTEA Website - Home 

	  

	  
Figure 42: YiTEA Website - Our Mission 
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Figure 43: YiTEA Website - Tea 

	  

	  
Figure 44: YiTEA Website - Compost 
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In summary, this design effort represents an exercise to generate a brand 

identity around issues of sustainability. It includes efforts aimed at developing an 

effective sustainability model for how the business works, how to enclose the cycle 

over the product’s life, and how to build connection between customers and 

producers. In addition, this design also endeavors to create a sustainable brand 

identity through the design of promotional sustainable materials, website and 

packaging. The brand of YiTEA, as the final design solution, has an opportunity to 

become a strong tea brand potentially available in China. Serving as an effective 

gift, YiTEA also addresses sustainable development, and enhances people’s 

interest in sustainability issues and agendas. Surrounding this brand are people 

involved in different positions like farmers, producers, retailers, and consumers 

who can connect together from different backgrounds to become a part of the 

potentially huge sustainable practice network established by YiTEA.  

 

There are also obstacles in this research. One of the main issues is the way the 

Chinese government regulates the market and controls production. The price may 

be a disadvantage to YiTEA’s competitiveness in the Chinese market and affect 

the implementation of the programs YiTEA is trying to offer to Chinese consumers. 

Also, to implement YiTEA’s sustainable procedures requires different levels of 

certifications. However, within China, there is a lack of official or authoritative 

certification organizations for fair trade, forestry management and biodegradable 

materials. Therefore, a higher level of internationalized certification is required to 

ensure the authenticity of most of the sustainable practices.  

 
Overall, there is still a wide space for the development of this topic. Similarly, as for 

the YiTEA brand, there are further opportunities to develop more products and 

services for the domestic Chinese market and also international markets with an 

interest of sustainability. Potentially, as the system behind YiTEA becomes 
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completed and optimized, there will be also diverse opportunities for YiTEA to work 

with other organizations and institutions to enhance its sustainable influence to a 

broader audience.  
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Chapter 7 – Conclusion 
	  

This design was originally driven by the problem of over-packaging for 

existing tea products on Chinese market. The research starts with the question - 

what does true sustainability look like for packaging design - and was intended to 

develop a piece of packaging that met the criteria of sustainability. However, upon 

further insight and review achieved in the research, it turns out that sustainable 

packaging design is not just about designing a recyclable container for the product. 

It requires a much more holistic look at the entire business model in a wider 

spectrum.  

 

This design exercise of YiTEA attempted to address sustainability as a broad effort. 

Such an approach allows one to think through various aspects holistically in 

relation to the product, from packaging material choice, to the life cycle of the 

product. YiTEA sources tea and the raw materials for packaging through fair trade 

sourcing, which aims to reduce reliance upon mid-level distributions in the tea 

market, providing a fairer distribution of benefits to all participants throughout the 

process. Also, social sustainability goals are met by implementing the YiTEA 

sustainable programs within its fair trade business model, which provide 

opportunities to solve social problems using an enabling solutions approach. The 

YiTEA package is designed to be 100% compostable, which provides for a 

minimum impact to the environment. A cradle-to-cradle life cycle of the product is 

achieved through the implementation of a waste management system. This allows 

users to release waste back into natural systems through different means. 

Additionally, this design is focused on service design. The overall operation system 

of YiTEA considers the motivation of participants and efficiency in its operations, all 

to target the aim of minimizing the ecological footprint in tea and packaging 

manufacturing, distribution and waste management. In addition, this design 
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contributes to fostering education of sustainability by providing access to 

information regarding aspects of environmental, social and cultural sustainability.  

  

Within this thesis, there are different strategies to start the business. One approach 

is to start as a small vendor. With this strategy, YiTEA can approach a few tea 

farmers or a tea producing community to determine their interest in direct access to 

the market, instead of selling their tea to the middle dealers. Working with the 

suppliers in a small scale, YiTEA can then package the tea products and get them 

into stores for sale. Another strategy is to seek investment and start as a larger 

scale enterprise. With financial support, YiTEA can organize a complete 

operational system, including a supply chain sourcing directly from farmers, a 

manufacturing chain to complete packaging, a distribution chain to get the product 

into the market, and a waste management chain to dispose waste products. There 

are also different sorts of funding models that can match these strategies. Both 

scales of business can obtain funding by pursuing venture capital. In addition, a 

small-scale business can either start with angel investor investment, or obtain 

crowd funding as a means to launch or grow the business. 

 

A business plan is necessary for either strategy in order to pursue investment. 

Business plans for both strategies will likely require similar implementation plans, 

but may require efforts at different scales. For each of them, the business plan 

should be able to address where to obtain tea and packaging suppliers, product 

assembly, and distribution into the market place. Therefore, a market study is 

required to address these different aspects, including supply, logistics for 

packaging, manufacture processing, distribution, waste management etc. Physical 

requirements also need to be considered, such as warehouse requirements, 

equipment, and office space. 
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To investigate the market acceptance of such an approach, scenarios should be 

studied from various aspects such as market demand, participants’ and consumers’ 

motivation, obstacles within the operations, and potential problems during the 

implementation of the YiTEA programs. For example, during the implementation of 

the fair trade policy within the context of Chinese tea market, it is necessary to 

understand the way that the market affects the program in maintaining the 

transparency of the system, and ensuring that all participants benefit fairly. In 

addition, it is helpful to build connections with the potential partner organizations. 

Since YiTEA plans to work with a number of certification organizations, it is crucial 

to communicate with these organizations to understand the standards and 

limitations in operating the business within the Chinese market. 

 

Market surveys can be used to investigate if people would resonate with this 

design, and if is feasible within the Chinese market place. Survey objects are 

mainly three groups of people: potential suppliers, retailers and sellers, and 

potential consumers. Focus group surveys and questionnaires can be applied to 

potential suppliers to find out if farmers and tea farming communities are interested 

in participating in this business model. Focus groups can also be utilized for 

retailers and sellers to determine if venders want to carry this product, how much 

retail/shelf space do they wish to give it, as well as distribution of YiTEA to venders 

of different scales. In addition, potential customers of YiTEA can be involved 

through online surveys, written questionnaires, or face-to-face interview in the 

market. By the surveys, YiTEA can obtain insights as to consumer preferences for 

fair trade/sustainable branding, if the brand of YiTEA is attractive to them, if they 

would buy this product, and if they are interested in understanding the cradle-to-

cradle aspect of waste composting. Market surveys can contribute to the business 

plan at the early stage. As the business grows with increasing revenues and 

investment, more complex surveys can be done to take the brand forward to the 

next stage.    



	  

	   125	  

 

Further Research/Marketing Recommendation  

Research 
Question 

Research Tool Discussion & contribution to 
Business Plan 

How would tea 
farmers response 
to the business 
model  

Focus groups (8-12 
people) (Tynan and 
Drayton, 1988), 
Face-to-face 
interview survey 
(30+ people) 
(Boddy, 2016) 

� Focus groups are good for initial 
assessment. It is helpful in a small-
scale business lunch to pursue crowd 
funding. 
� Survey is useful for obtaining 
larger/more significant investor support 
for a larger scale launch. 

How would sellers 
response to the 
business model 

Focus groups (8-12 
people) 
 

Focus groups are helpful for both 
scales of business plan to investigate 
the distribution of YiTEA to venders, 
and to obtain venders’ feedback of this 
brand. 

How would 
consumers 
response to the 
business idea and 
the brand apparel 

Online survey (30+ 
people)/ 
Written 
questionnaires (30+ 
people)/ 
Face-to-face 
interview survey 
(30+ people) 

� All three kinds of surveys can be 
used to investigate consumer 
preferences for fair trade/sustainable 
branding and the packaging design. 
� For a larger scale lunch, a larger 
sample size can be adopted.   

How would users 
response to the 
waste composting 
system 

Online survey (30+ 
people)/ 
Written 
questionnaires (30+ 
people)/ 
Face-to-face 
interview survey 
(30+ people), 
Trial samples (30+ 
people)  

� All three kinds of surveys can be 
used to test users’ knowledge 
regarding composting and 
sustainability. 
� Trial samples are good for collecting 
user feedback on the product and its 
waste composting system design. 
� Larger sample size can be adopted 
for a larger scale lunch.       

 

 

Overall, YiTEA is only one example of a sustainable packaging design approach. 

Beyond this tea packaging exercise, this thesis provides ideas for all other 

sustainable packaging design: instead of just using 
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reusable/recyclable/compostable materials and being able to recycle/compost them, 

it is crucial to holistically think of the whole enterprise, including the social and 

economic contexts for the implementation of the design. 

 

Lastly, design can be seen as a powerful tool to foster the public’s awareness of 

sustainability. Influential packaging designer Rodrigo Cardova (2009) indicated that 

a design is “not just about being seen and noticed. It is about transmitting feeling, 

about allowing the observer to participate in an idea and feel something, too.” (153) 

To design a sustainable package, it is not just throwing information at the 

customers and asking them to make an effort for the environment. By investigating 

motivations and demand of customers and designing effective service systems, a 

well-designed product can allow users to use the least amount of material and 

energy to realize the function of the product in a sustainable way. Through this 

process, a sustainable brand identity can be established, and the product can 

potentially enable and enhance effective habits aimed at a sustainable life style. 	    
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