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MAKING THE “RIGHT” CHOICE

have a relatively simple task for you that will hopefully iluminate the purpose of this article. Push your

chair back from where you are sitting and survey your surroundings. Let your eyes alight on some of

the products that undoubtedly litter your field of view. You probably have some ideas about how you

would improve at least one of them, right? How to simplify the design, make it more functional, update the

aesthetics and create an iconic brand identifier?

Your schooling, your professional expenence and your
genius will all aid in this process of improving the design
of this product. You can imaging how it might look—this
updated product—and how effortlessly and enjoyably the
users will experience this new category-killer design. So
now take it one step further. How is it going to be made
and from what materials? We know (or can make a good
assumption about) what the current product is made from.
But the new design, the one currently in your head, clearly
neads to be made of something new, different, innovative.
Al this peint in your thinking, the path divides.

The Road Less Traveled

You can keep designing, assuming that there will be a
material to suit your ideas when you have everything else
worked out. Following this path means that you will either
end up using the same materials and process as the original
product or will have to radically alter your vision (the indig-
nity!) when it becomes clear that transparent, elastic, glow-
in-the-dark bamboo does not exist yet,

The other, happier, path is one on which you ask
yoursell, how could a new matenal or process enhance my
design and possibly even solve some of the current prob-
lems that exist in that product category? This then requires
some research to find out what else is out there, what
new material, process or finish could be used to create

WWW. INNOVATIONJOURNAL.ORG

this enhancement? Because of our wonderful digital aga,
the problem is no longer how to access information about
new research, but more how to sift through the milions of
possibilities that are found within a microsecond of typing
“bamboo” into a search engine.

The key is not access to information, but the ability
to decide which information you need to heed in order o
select the material best suited for your project. The answer
to this guestion is beyond even the most experienced of
product designers. In addition, when the innovative material
or process is from another industry (saves you the time of
inventing or developing it yoursell), then you need an idea
about how that innovation will translate to your application,
something that is not always obvious even to the owner of
that technology. What | have found through years of trying
to solve these types of problems is that a specialist in that
field is worth a thousand Google searches. Get one expe-
rienced engineer for one hour and | guarantee you will
come away with an understanding of the limitations of
a material or technology that will enhance your ability
to create a good design. Understand the true limita-
tions of a material (and where those limitations can be
pushed) and you will innovate.

So you now know to begin your materials research at
the concept stage and to find experts in the field (engineer,
tech specialist for a manufacturer, consultant, hell, even



an academic) and to let the materal selection—whether it
be innovation or simply greater knowledge of limitations—
influence your design. And because you are a briliant young
wunderkind and you lapped up the sustainability section of
your design schooling, your new vision is totally sustainable,
right? (I can hear the collective shuffling of feet and the
universal response of “Well, yeah, sure ..." from here.) And
it was a good school; so you know you can't just rely on
the “We'll make it from recycled materials!” defense. This is
where it bacomes a little more complicated.

The Reality of Sustainable Materials

What you learn from undertaking quantitative sustainability
(assessments of impacts from all aspects of the product's
life cycle) is that the best solution is not always the most
obvious and, more confusingly, does not always use the
most sustainable materials. A recent example is the Clever
Little Bag from PUMA, a new packaging concept that aims
to remove the iconic shoe box completely, replacing it with
a structural skeleton and a reusable bag that significantly
reduces the carbon footprnt of the entire delivery system
for the shoa—from manufacturer to store to consumer, And
also saves a considerable amouwnt of money in the process.
This lower-impact solution was a result of conducting a
life-cycle analysis of numerous packaging concepts. It was
found that a 100 percent recycled paper-pulp box, which

used less material, less ink and more recycled content than
the iconic PUMA red shoe box, did not quantifiably outper-
form the existing box due to the simple fact that the maolding
process took more energy than the hand assembly of the
existing corrugated version

The only real way to reduce the impact was to drasti-
cally reduce the amount of cormugated material, resulting in
the Clever Little Bag design. Thus, the life-cycle analysis
tells us often not what we want to hear but what we
need to hear. It shows us that the best solution often
does not fit in nicely with our preconceived ideas of
what sustainability should be (natural, green, brown or
neutral in color; nontechnical or comforting).

And this is why if you want to create the “best” design,
and this includes sustainability as a central tenet of the
solution, the decision about what options are available for
material selection needs to0 be made by those who under-
stand the wider implications of each material choice and
are not influenced by preconceived ideas of what materials
saam “right” for an application. Material selection needs
to be considered at the concept stage, and the available
options should include both those materials beyond what
the designer currently understands as possible (the innova-
tive) but also those that can result in a quantifiably lower
environmental impact solution regardless of preconceptions
(the sustainable).
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MATERIALS

2010 Material ConneXion MEDIUM Award Winners
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Material of the Year 2010
Carbon Negative Cement (Movacem, UK

Honorable Mentions
Ad-Air® (MicroGREEN, US): By injecting polymer sheat
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ECOR™ (Noble Environmental Technologies, US): ECOR is
a line of low-weight construction panels made with bovine
processed fiber and post-consumer waste, offering an
energy-efficient, sustainable means of producing fumiture,
displays, signage and other products.

ECO-HPL (Dekodur, Germany): The world's first high-pres-
sure laminate (HPL) made without the use of phenol form-
aldehyde resins. Unlike traditional HPLs, this carbon-neutral
product can be recycled back into more laminate at the end
of its life. The material can significantly improve sustainability
in interiors, furniture production and transportation design.

Hyperform® (Milliken Chemical, US): Developed specifically
for polyethylene and polypropylene, Hyperform is a break-
through nucleation agent that offers the potential to increase
durability, sustainability and performance in packaging and
products.

Lumisys™ (Top Manosys, South Korea): Lumisys demon-
strates a pioneering use of carbon nanotubes to achieve a
level of transparency and flexibility never before seen in the
lighting and signage industry. The product makes it possible
to achieve dramatic visual effects in signage and consumer
electronics while taking advantage of the low-energy, long-
lasting performance benefits of LEDs.

MiraFoil® (Henkel, Germany/US): Long used to distinguish
products in a crowded marketplace, metallic effects are
used on everything from retail packaging to POP displays.
While other techniques used to achieve this look render
the packaging material unrecyclable, MiraFoil is a VOC-free
coating that can be removed through the de-inking process,
enabling the underlying paper or polymer to be recycled.

PaperLite (Flextrus, Sweden): PaperLite is a new solution
for protecting perishable foods and industrial products. The
material contains no solvents, is FDA approved and can be
used to contain meats, cheases, electronics, ink cartridges
and other products that require a packing material that pro-
vides durability, toughness and optimal barrier protection.

Saratech® Permasorb Wallpaper (Blicher, Germany)
Saratech Permasorb Wallpaper is an ingenious solution for
combating air pollution in contaminated buildings. The dura-
ble covering removes toxing embedded in wall surfaces,
like PCBs, PCP, pesticides and radon, and safely contains
these chemicals over time. =



