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Decreasing the ecological footprint is not a fashion trend; it is a personal and 
collective need and a duty for each person. In order to recognise contributions 
to fulfil this very special task, this works present a contribution to unravel what 
links Ecodesign with Positive Design in this research note. It is based on nineteen 
scientific documents selected from thorough research. It is possible to understand 
the evolution of both concepts and the possible paths adopted for the Design of 
today and the future. The theories are synthesised in a table with information 
gathered from the articles: author, year, the perspective of the analysis of the 
concepts, or their definition. 

Introduction

Designers constantly question what people’s needs are. Meeting human needs 
is the starting point of people-centred designing processes (World Bank, 2014). 
Design is the meeting place between the human and the real (Moura, 2011); in this 
sense, it tries to interpret those needs as imposed by the environment. People are 
really looking for solutions to a problem, and Design can contribute to individuals’ 
happiness and their subjective wellbeing.

The role of Design as a strategic resource goes beyond the corporate sector. Con-
temporary problems associated with (…) environmental issues (…) demand new 
solutions and unconventional approaches, and Design is increasingly being seen as 
an agent of positive change (Muratovski, 2010). That is why Design is now recognised 
as an important factor that could contribute to sustainability (Muratovski, 2017 p. 6).

Today, Design is a system instead of a product is the right approach for supplying 
market solutions according to environmental constraints (Astropekakis, 2008). 
Using Waldemar Januszczak’s analogy in the Sculpture Diaries about Art and Land 
Art, Strategic Design, and System Design is much more than what Design is about. 
Sistem Design deals with big ideas; it deals with the whole. It became a strategic 
asset since it is central to the new requests of society and most companies face the 
imperative to use it to react to change and competitive pressure (Muratovski, 2017).

These ‘new’ achievements of Design, according to Muratovski (2017), are the 
creation of systems and the implementation of new experiences and strategies. 
Together, systems, experiences and strategies are building new concepts of De-
sign for sustainability and Design approaches such as Ecodesign. The sustainable 
wellbeing Design system aims to build a model of a dynamic environment centred 
on people (Bakar et al., 2017). This focus allows designers to understand simulta-
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neously human and environmental behavior and needs and confront it with Ecode-
sign demands; it is clear that Design has ceased to be task-oriented to ‘product 
creation’ and became a ‘process creation’ of environmental studies to develop new 
problem-solving skills based on a “cross-disciplinary model of Design practice that 
brings together (a) multidisciplinary, (b) interdisciplinary, and (c) transdisciplinary 
ways of working” (Muratovski, 2012, p. 46; Muratovski, 2017 p. 11).

The openness to various branches of knowledge and the establishment of different 
lifelong connections provided different terms with similar meanings. They can be 
found in the literature as Green Design, Sustainable Design, and Environment 
Design, among others. However, as Cahn refers (2006), Ecodesign offers a more 
systemic concept since it addresses the Product Life Cycle (PLC), detecting and 
preventing or reducing the environmental footprint throughout the process.

According to Desmet & Pohlmeyer (2013), Positive Design is a broad term that links 
all design forms, research, and intentions. Its’ main goal is to increase people’s 
subjective wellbeing and the enduring appreciation of human life — for example, 
Design for pleasure, Design for personal significance, and Design for virtue. The 
Positive Design intends that people reach their full potential, giving individuals a 
sense of meaning in their life and greater life satisfaction (Seligman et al., 2005), 
a state of mind linked with the sense of flourishing in line with the Aristotelian 
tradition (Ryan & Deci, 2001).

This work aims to answer the following questions: what links exist between the 
issues raised by Positive Design with the premise of building a more sustainable 
world? Is human happiness linked to preserving the environmental world as we 
know it today? How can Ecodesign contribute to the individual’s happiness and 
subjective wellbeing? 

Establishing touchpoints between Ecodesign and Positive Design requires analysing 
the factors studied in both fields. The method adopted is to conduct a systematic 
review of the literature of scientific works published in specialised journals that 
integrate both Eco and Positive Design concepts. Current research in sustainable 
development and wellbeing shows that the sustainable behaviors in “Ecodesign” 
and “Positive Design” complement each other. However, scholars ought to present 
more explicitly how wellbeing relates to sustainability (Kjell, 2011). Cahn (2006) 
states that the links between Ecodesign and other approaches require testing to 
prove they are linked and how. 

Muratovski (2013) in the chapter ‘Sustainable consumption: luxury branding as 
a catalyst for social change’ establishes that wellbeing and self-fulfilment can 
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generally be achieved more easily if sustainable, conscious consumption becomes 
a socially elected lifestyle by consumers targeted by luxury products and brands. 
Sustainable products are this way, seen by the author as inducing a status-driven 
consumption, stimulating the desire to buy and use them. 

The present approach also focuses on Kjell (2011) and Schäfer and Löwer (2021), 
who call for more research in this area. 

Methodology

The present paper includes a literature search carried out through the search 
engine Google Scholar using the keywords “Ecodesign” and “Positive Design” 
simultaneously. This method served to identify relevant literature and focus on 
available articles. Books and quotes, as well as seven articles, were discarded. Table 
1 presents the studied authors and publications, the study area and the definitions 
or perspectives provided on Eco and Positive Design.

Literature review
Ecodesign

The European Commission (2021) defines Ecodesign products as using less energy 
and resources, presenting lower environmental impacts and risks, and prevent-
ing waste generation during the early product Design phase. The main goal of 
Ecodesign is to offer sustainable products that include ecologic criteriums in all 
the productive and logistic processes. Also known as Green Design, Ecodesign 
focuses on creating energy-efficient, healthy, comfortable, flexible use products, 
and designed for long life (Rifkin, 2008). Ecodesign products also should have a 
minimal impact on the environment concerning the materials used. 

According to Greenpeace (2018), in the last 30 years, the consumption of raw 
materials increased by 30%. In this era of consumption, different organisations 
focused on developing and applying new production models that perfect the 
use of earth’s natural resources and energy, including sustainable infrastructures. 
Ecodesign improves the quality of human life, encouraging people to establish a 
healthy relationship with their natural environment. 

UNO (2019) defines it as fundamental to adopt and deepen the Ecodesign philos-
ophy, creating sustainable products in all the production value chains and doing it 
using the right production systems at all stages of the process - briefing, materials, 
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process, production, distribution, consumption, disposal (pollution and waste) or 
reuse, in order to reduce the impact over the environment and stimulate the use 
of green energy (Ko, 2020).

From a business point of view, Ecodesign is a strategy that aims to maintain or 
increase the value of the products within a closed circuit free of residues. This ap-
proach to product Design using exclusively sustainable materials allows for redoing, 
reusing, and recycling products at the end of their life cycle, avoiding the typical 
waste and disposal of the linear economy based on the buy-use-discard principle 
(Ko, 2020). The most eco-friendly products adopt green technology, green material, 
and green manufacturing to improve their green properties (Vieira, 2020).

Ecodesign, consumption and luxury

Designers have a key role in shifting to a sustainable life. The Design followed the 
evolution of industrial, economic and cultural contexts and is hand-to-hand with 
innovation and new product development. The Design responded with creative 
and integrated solutions when environmental issues were raised, even if most 
companies and economic systems worldwide needed more time to be ready to im-
plement significant strategic changes. In many industries, Design kept products and 
processes oriented to price and sales, although in several countries, such as Europe 
and other 1st world economies, environmental regulations became increasingly 
demanding. Large companies kept the decentralisation of production, exporting 
to low-wage countries, polluting production and industrial and consumption waste. 
Such practices caused most of the present social-environmental problems (Vieira, 
2020). However, more competitive companies and groups positioned themselves 
as sustainability-oriented. Examples of Ecodesign cover consumer goods as diverse 
as Precious Famine table, from Toni Grillo; biodegradable furniture like the Living 
Object by Philip Henderson; used dishes, taken from the garbage and from the 
waste recycling chain, as Nature Table Plates by Lou Rota for Anthropologie and 
Rykrt – Recycled Ceramic Lucy D. Collection; Catherine Hutchins and Aniyo Rahebis’ 
Waste-Free & Edible Coffee Cups; clothes, shoes and rugs made from ocean plastic 
as Ferreira de Sá Circular Collection manufactured with the ECONYL® Regenerated 
Nylon and ZOURI that uses plastic trash from the Portuguese coast together with 
ecologic and sustainable materials (Proctor, 2009).

The European Commission is continuing its efforts to transform the EU into a more 
resource-efficient, climate-neutral and pollution-free circular economy. They recent-
ly regulated ‘Ecodesign for sustainable products, to improve EU products’ circularity, 
energy performance and other environmental sustainability aspects (EC, 2022).
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The European Commission intends to stimulate and legislate in order to increase 
the design, production and commercialization of “More environmentally sustain-
able and circular products”.

As we can see the most important Design features of new sustainable products are 
(1) the use of less material and energy; (2) enhancing the easy recycling by using 
materials that are easy to find, reuse, or recycle, for example, promoting the use 
of biological materials, and more durable ones; (3) Increase products multifunc-
tionality, reuse and recycling; (4) reduce CO2 emissions from products, through 
the correct use of materials, and transportation; and (5) developing ecological 
messages in the products (Iberdrola, 2022). 

One of the key issues for the success of Ecodesign is to diffuse the desire to adopt 
eco-friendly products made by environmentally conscious brands. Designers and 
advertisers understood the need to change consumers’ behaviour and instilled in 
the market the idea that conscious consumption and sustainable products are in, 
and they offer special status to those who buy and use them. Those products bring a 
better life and a social image of consciousness affordable only to restricted groups 
of people. Luxury begins being associated with slow Design, handmade, and cul-
tural products made with organic, handcrafted and local materials and production 
technics. In other words, the right products for the elite that respects the planet and 
buys products handmade according to high-quality artisanal standards. Organic 
or sustainable materials and products are always more expensive than industrial 
ones, giving status to those who buy and use them. As Stø et al. (2008) and Mura-
tovski (2013) point out, corporations and global brands are using consumer fears 
about the effects of the environmental and climate crises to sell the idea that what 
it takes to overcome their negative impact is to buy new sustainable products and 
services. Images of happy people in healthy environments promote sustainable 
lifestyles worldwide. Even in fashion, green is the new black (Blanchard, 2008).

Fig. 1
UE More environmentally sustainable and circular products. 
Source https://commission.europa.eu/energy-climate-
change-environment/standards-tools-and-labels/products-
labelling-rules-and-requirements/sustainable-products/
ecodesign-sustainable-products_en
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Positive Design

Design can and must become a way in which young people can participate in 
changing society (Neste, n.d.).

Papanek (1971) had an influential effect on academics and professionals in Design. 
He introduced the concept of Positive Design towards a sustainable future and so-
ciety (Er, 2009), working positively. He already anticipated a real consumer society 
would understand a few decades in the future: that buying for the sake of buying 
and continuously discarding products does not bring anyone happiness or comfort. 
It has a high negative impact on the environment, penalising everyone globally.
 
Several authors as Jhally (1998), Thorpe (2010) and Holmes et al. (2012) (as cited 
in Muratovski, 2013), concluded that what brings people happiness and quality 
of life is good family relationships, emotional equilibrium, good self-image and 
esteem, free time to enjoy quality leisure and the company of friends, as well as all 
the things that can enhance the quality of life. To accumulate material possessions, 
above all low, durability products, bring consumers more stress than pleasure 
and induces more problems than it solves. Life becomes a strive for more: more 
excitement, more beauty, more interesting experiences, in an endless fantasy of 
itself (Baudrillard, 1986; Eco, 1986; Sanes, 2011 as cited in Muratovski, 2013) that, 
as Muratovski notes, makes happiness impossible to achieve.

As cited in Muratovski (2013), Xiao and Li (2011) study confirmed that people 
engaged in conscious consumption and sustainable behaviour presented higher 
scores of life satisfaction when compared to traditional consumers. They also pre-
sented prosocial behavior and considered sustainable products more valuable, so 
they accepted they were more expensive than traditional ones. 

In this perspective, designers could only develop their work with knowledge of 
defuturing. Without it, they do not understand the consequences of their effort 
(Fry, 1999), and they play a fundamental role in developing a sustainable society. 
Since sustainable behaviors can result in positive feelings, the correct work of de-
signers, and the right behavior of consumers, society can reach general subjective 
wellbeing (Vieira, 2020) with positive psychological consequences to people (Canh, 
2006; Vieira, 2020). Also, Corral Verdugo (2012) noted that when people have 
sustainability in their core values, they develop pro-environment, frugal, altruistic, 
and fair behaviours, which promotes positive emotions and sustainable practices. 
Unquestionably, a sustainable society depends on humans and earth resources 
to be aligned and achieve an adequate co-existence balance (Liu et al., 2020). 
Design is a transdisciplinary and holistic field in charge of integrating the develop-
ment of new products and systems, methods and technics to guide societies towards 
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a sustainable life (Vieira, 2020) while achieving the best for each individual, as well 
as for all individuals in the same society (Abrantes et al., 2007; Ehrenfeld, 2008). 

Positive Design aims to increase the subjective wellbeing of people and society, 
reducing unsustainable consumerism (Vieira, 2020). To achieve this goal, Design 
also must stimulate pleasure and emotions in the use of products that must have a 
personal meaning, bring about wellbeing, and arouse positive emotions (Desmet 
& Pohlmeyer, 2013; Jordan, 2000; Jimenez et al., 2015). Thus, Positive Design 
stimulates human flourishing and includes ingredients of Design for pleasure, 
personal significance, and virtue (Desmet & Pohlmeyer, 2013). In this perspective, 
Design can stimulate specific human behaviors, developing skills and motivating 
actions. However, it is underestimated as a source of behavior change, even if it 
has the potential to improve people’s wellbeing and aid in the transition from a 
consumption economy to a sustainable society (Desmet & Pohlmeyer, 2013).

Terminology
The evolution of the mix of Eco and Positive Design 

Astropekakis (2008) wrote an article on packaging sustainability topics, knowing 
that a large part of the waste is due to packaging.

More than 40% of the oil-derived plastic materials produced are converted into 
packaging and half of them into food packaging. Ninety-five percent of plastic 
packaging, however, is lost to the economy after a short cycle of first use and is 
often discarded in landfills or ends up in the natural environment” (Astropekakis, 
2008 in Jäger and Piscicelli, 2020, p. 733).

However, in Astropekakais (2008) work, the link between Ecodesign and Positive 
Design is very tenuous; he limits himself to using the term Positive Design once and 
uses it to say that Ecodesign issues are convenient because they bring satisfaction 
to all stakeholders: designs, companies, consumers, and the environment itself. 
The author made the first contribution to the idea that contemporary Design and 
economies were facing new opportunities. 

A few years before Goodin et al. (2005), research demonstrated that people with 
less ‘free time’ would benefit more from slow Design. The authors’ slow Design 
concept refers to the creation of objects that escape mass production lines and 
promote the individual’s wellbeing, society, and nature. At the same time that 
Astropekakis calls attention to the impact on the environment and prices from 
packaging, Hay (2008) makes an important contribution to this discussion, showing 
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that the awareness of time leads to more sustainability. Hay (2008) also opens 
an opportunity for designers to make a positive intervention since he warns that 
consumerism has the effect of alienating people from the intimate connection 
between what people do and its effect on human and natural systems, requiring 
a greater focus on the areas of perception, temporality and Design. 

Lloveras (2009) argues that product designers should apply scientific discoveries 
to their work independently from their specific conceptual approach while involved 
in technical developments. If so, the designer can enhance his product’s ability to 
promote wellbeing since scientific knowledge and technological development are 
opening significant new opportunities to Design. However, the Design solutions 
must consider a compromise involving the individual, the group, and the community. 
Designers must create new and better products with imagination and creativity. 
However, even if the designer and the Design community, in general, continue to 
improve classic user-centred Design, they should always take international stand-
ards into account but, above all, those that respect sustainability, safety, or health. 
According to Lloveras’s (2009) approach, User Centred Design differs from Positive 
Design because it is more specific and does not consider the environment. Design 
must incorporate understanding reality and the policy frameworks that affect 
it. It can be referred to as global-centred Design or Global Design (G-Design). 
Nevertheless, this type of Design could create products that are not good for the 
environment or humanity.

Vera, Melles and Kapoor (2011) do not address Positive Design; they present 
Human-centered Design, which allows for better serving humanity. They consider 
it vital that designers and engineers are truly human-centred in their practice, un-
derstanding the requirements, functions, and status of the community with which 
they interact. Also, they must respect the differences among different cultures and 
human expectations. In this perspective, designers are expected to base their pro-
ject on social research that, combined with community involvement, allows them 
to reach a meaningful cultural understanding and higher sensitivity to the value 
systems of different communities (De Vere et al., 2009). Sustainability and social 
responsibility are, though, at the forefront of product Design and can, eventually, 
unleash the experience of Positive Design (De Vere et al., 2011).

Kjell (2011) joins the debate on the new orientation of Design practices and starts 
that there is a potential synergy between sustainability and wellbeing. The author 
states that there must be a stronger link between the research of both fields since 
this connection is desirable as one of the ultimate goals of sustainability research 
is the pursuit of human happiness and that of future generations. However, he re-
marks that the integration of wellness and sustainability research is, at best, scarce.
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However, to understand Positive Design, it is necessary to understand the positive 
psychology of sustainability. 

Corral-Verdugo (2012) defines Positive Design as directly correlated with a positive 
psychology of sustainability and establishes its background as capacities, emotions, 
virtues and strengths. The consequences of Positive Design for the user would be 
satisfaction, happiness, and psychological wellbeing. Sustainable behaviours pro-
duce significant psychological benefits for the individuals who practice them, and 
psychological wellbeing, one of the pillars of positive psychology, refers to personal 
updating, subjective wellbeing, individual growth, and fullness. Corral-Verdugo 
(2012) combines environmental psychology and positive psychology in its facet of 
sustainability psychology. This combination produces an area of confluence that 
the author labels as the positive psychology of sustainability.

The focus on sustainable Design as promoting positive social and cultural improve-
ments and a significant impact on individuals’ feelings of personal accomplishment 
and happiness are stressed by Hur et al. (2013) and Desmet and Pohilmeyer (2013). 
Hur et al. (2013) sustain the importance of promoting consumers’ participation at 
the Design product briefing stage as a potential way of promoting more sustainable 
consumption. The practices oriented to consumers’ involvement in Design represent 
a shift towards a more holistic view of the creation, consumption, and disposal of 
product processes; users may develop empathic relationships with products and 
thus satisfy their psychological needs. Cooperative and transformative Design 
action could link sustainable consumption and production with the potential to 
transform Positive Design practices.

In turn, Desmet and Pohilmeyer (2013) note that people are changing. Their focus 
moved from material to more personal values, and this perspective is aligned 
with the findings of psychologists examining the conditions for human flourishing 
(Seligman, 2011). Personal resources are not what makes a person happy but how 
they are exploited. This idea of material wealth as a source of happiness opens a 
distinct perspective for Design, given that consumer products are also resources. 
What makes people happy is not the material value of things but what it is possible 
to do with them that can bring happiness. The relevant question is not whether 
products contribute to happiness but how they do it. Desmet and Pohilmeyer 
(2013) defined their approach to Design for happiness linking feelings of personal 
accomplishment and happiness with the resulting concepts of Design research 
of several authors, such as Design for experience (Hassenzahl, 2010), Design for 
human capabilities (Oosterlaken, 2013), Design for socially constructive behaviour 
(Tromp, 2013), Design for social innovation (Manzini, 2007), and Design for well-
being (Keinonen, Vaajakallio, & Honkonen, 2013). Even if changing in focus and 
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theoretical foundations, these concepts use Positive Design as an umbrella term 
for all forms of Design, Design research, and Design intention. 

It is necessary to conceptualise the human character and develop a psychological 
consumer typology since Design works for and with people. Boon et al. (2015) de-
fine Design for sustainable behaviour as linked to exploring behaviour psychology. 
They consider that different fields of psychology may be of interest to the develop-
ment of future Design research areas: for example, personality psychology, moral 
psychology, and positive psychology. Currently, the authors consider that, from a 
psychological perspective, sustainability-focused individuals present two types 
of behaviours: sustainable behaviour and good life behaviour. In the first case, 
they reduce their consumption values to the social and environmental impacts of 
products. In the second one, people want to benefit from consuming sustainable 
products and having a good life. In this case, only recently, Positive Design has 
been able to answer that double challenge.

Conclusions and outlook

Design is an especially important tool for organisations, and it influences the be-
haviour of consumers and their relationship with products, brands, and companies. 
Although designers are constantly asking what people need (World Bank, 2014), 
today, the correct approach to Design is to build dynamic models that consider the 
environment but whose centre is people (Bakar et al., 2017) and the relationship 
between two recent tendencies, the Eco and Positive Design (Cahn, 2006).

Several grounded contributions to Design literature made in recent years, as pre-
sented in Table 1, allowed us to understand the trends of the evolution of Design 
concepts in recent years from Ecodesign to Positive Design. Ecodesign is a trend 
well set up in the scientific community, in governments and in organisations, and 
it is easy to find organisations, designers, and products that follow this concept. 

After Ecodesign concepts diffusion, Positive Design developed its’ perspectives as 
complementary to sustainability trends and revealed to respond synergistically to 
present society’s challenges. With it, Design work began to include terms such as 
defuturing challenges, sustainable society, sustainable behaviour, and wellbeing, 
among others. The centre of Design moved from the needs of individuals to those 
of society in general, the relationships between them, the resources nature has to 
offer, and the Design itself. Positive Design became synonymous with Design as 
a multidisciplinary science but focused on employing methods and techniques to 
create products and solutions compatible with the development of sustainable life, 
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that is, those that can best meet the needs of the individuals and the society and 
its environment. Positive Design seems similar to sustainable Design, except for 
focusing on the main purpose of human life: the pursuit of happiness. Positive De-
sign solutions are synonymous with pleasure, personal means, virtue, the stimulus 
of human positive solutions behaviour, and motivation for personal improvement. 
It aims to support human behaviour change, improve people’s wellbeing, and 
contribute to sustainability as the path to future wellbeing. Since Astropekakis 
(2008) studies, Ecodesign became more connected to Positive Design, which 
continues its evolutive tendency to find the best answer to the question of how to 
ally consumption with sustainable wellbeing.
 

Table 1
Authors contribution to Ecodesign and Positive Design
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