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Abstract  

Modern	lifestyles	in	the	developed	regions	of	the	world	operate	beyond	our	planet’s	

resource	capacity.	Overconsumption	has	not	only	proven	detrimental	for	the	environment,	

but	has	also	undermined	our	capacity	to	achieve	deep	life	satisfaction	and	societal	well-

being.	Embracing	more	sustainable	ways	of	consuming	and	producing	is	key	in	order	to	

foster	the	conditions	for	humanity	to	flourish.	Strategies	for	disrupting	the	dominant	

consumption	patterns	lie	within	the	next	challenges,	as	adoption	of	sustainable	innovation	

is	still	disappointingly	low	and	needs	to	be	accelerated.	Design	for	Sustainability	has	

contributed	important	technological	advances	to	improve	production	and	life	cycle	

efficiency	(i.e.	eco	design,	cradle	to	cradle).	However,	it	is	increasingly	recognised	that	

sustainability	is	not	just	a	technical	matter,	but	ultimately	a	cultural	issue.	One	of	the	

problems	is	that	people	perceive	sustainability	as	a	loss,	rather	than	a	gain.	Therefore,	to	

drive	demand,	there	is	urgency	to	better	understand	users’	aspirations	and	expectations,	

i.e.	the	cultural	and	socio-symbolic	aspects	of	consumption	that	influence	decision-making.	

This	thesis	argues	that	the	perceived	value	of	sustainable	innovations	can	be	enhanced	by	

paying	more	attention	to	the	elaboration	of	meanings	–	or	symbolic	value	–	they	bring	to	

bear	for	the	user,	which	can	be	achieved	by	strategically	framing	innovations	using	high-

value	contextual	signifiers	(cultural	codes).	Drawing	on	cognitive	science,	cultural	studies	

and	applied	semiotics,	this	research	contributes	a	theoretical	framework	and	case	studies	

of	how	these	theories	can	support	the	design	process	in	mapping	sociocultural	contexts,	in	

order	to	elaborate	sustainable	innovations	that	are	perceived	as	aspirational	and	relevant.	

The	theory	is	applied	to	the	case	of	sustainable	Product-Service	Systems	(PPS	–	bottom-up	

social	innovations)	due	to	the	opportunities	these	pose	for	systemic	disruption,	and	the	

cultural	barriers	for	adoption.	Through	a	series	of	Participatory	Action	Research	

interventions,	the	investigation	developed	three	case	studies	of	how	of	the	framework	may	

benefit	sustainable	PSS	value	proposition	framing	and	design,	with	one	application	in	the	

context	of	design	education	to	support	the	development	of	designers’	critical	and	

sociocultural	deconstruction	capacity	and	skills.	Finally,	in	exploring	the	potential	that	

cultural	codes	offer	to	improve	the	design	and	value	proposition	of	sustainable	innovations,	

this	thesis	contributes	and	advances	a	new	perspective	for	understanding	symbolic	aspects	

of	consumption,	and	highlights	opportunities	for	sustainable	design	to	have	greater	

influence	in	societal	transformation.	
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

This	chapter	sets	up	the	context	and	background	to	the	research	problem,	and	provides	an	

overview	of	the	structure	of	the	research	(aim,	objectives,	research	questions	and	scope).	

1.1 Personal Motivations for Entering Inquiry 

Through	practice	we	produce	the	world,	both	the	world	of	objects	and	our	

knowledge	about	this	world.	Practice	is	both	action	and	reflection.	But	practice	is	

also	a	social	activity;	it	is	produced	in	cooperation	with	others.	However,	this	

reduction	of	the	world	and	our	understanding	of	it	takes	place	in	an	already	existing	

world.	The	world	is	also	a	product	of	former	practice.	Hence,	as	part	of	practice,	

knowledge	has	to	be	understood	socially	–	as	producing	or	reproducing	social	

processes	and	structures	as	well	as	being	the	product	of	them	(Ehn,	1993;	p.	63)	

Working	in	innovation	involves	engaging	with	others	in	crafting	versions	of	the	future	

(Mazé,	2014).	Inevitably,	the	past	and	present	constitute	the	foundations	for	innovation,	as	

creating	new	realities	implies	‘redesigning	the	system	within	the	system’.	Action,	revision,	

reflection	and	feeding	learning	back	into	strategies	for	sparking	and	activating	change	are	

characteristics	in	this	task.	The	thesis	at	the	core	of	this	research	project	springs	from	

experimentation,	observations	and	tacit	knowledge	which	are	the	product	of	the	author’s	

interaction	with	clients,	colleagues,	collaborators,	opponents	and	‘competitors’	throughout	

twenty	years	of	professional	practice.	

After	obtaining	a	degree	in	Design	and	Visual	Communication	and	an	MA	in	Branding	and	

Packaging,	the	author	worked	in	the	field	of	brand	strategy	and	new	product/service	

innovation.	This	professional	experience	was	gained	both	in	agency	settings	and	as	a	

freelance	consultant	engaging	with	clients	ranging	from	multinational	companies	to	

charities	and	small	start-ups.	Further	to	her	design	practice,	in	2007	the	author	co-founded	

the	pioneering	sustainable	lifestyle	publication,	Sublime	Magazine,	for	which	she	still	acts	

as	editor-in-chief.	The	publication	has	influenced	and	inspired	individuals,	businesses	and	

academics	with	its	fresh	outlook,	contemporary	and	positive	framing	of	sustainability	as	a	

smart,	intelligent	lifestyle	choice.	This	was	achieved	by	reframing	the	values	of	the	

environmentalists	of	the	1960s	and	1970s	(arguing	for	an	interdependent,	resilient,	

sustainable	and	egalitarian	model	of	society)	by	appropriating	the	graphic	language	and	
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cultural	codes	of	contemporary	glossy	mainstream	lifestyle	magazines	(Figure	1.1).	

Preconceptions	and	ideological	barriers	were	bridged	through	aesthetic	appeal	so	that	the	

values	underpinning	social,	cultural	and	environmental	sustainability	could	be	rediscovered	

and	reinterpreted	in	the	contemporary	context	and	perspective	of	a	post-consumerist	

generation	(Santamaria	&	Santamaria,	2017).	

	
Figure	1.1	–	Sublime	Issue	7	–	New	Energy,	January	2008.	Source:	www.sublimemagazine.com	

The	success	of	the	publication,	which	the	author	conceived	as	a	‘critical	aesthetics’	design	

innovation	artefact,	sparked	her	interest	to	further	investigate	the	role	that	cultural	codes	

play	in	the	sociocultural	legitimisation	of	radical	innovation	and	societal	change,	and	the	

methods	employed	to	do	so	(i.e.	framing	and	meaning-making	practices).	The	researcher’s	

intention	was	to	consolidate	tacit,	experiential	knowledge	into	more	formal,	transferable	

knowledge	that	could	benefit	other	areas	of	professional	practice	and	education.	In	

particular,	the	researcher’s	motivation	was	to	contribute	to	the	discipline	of	Design	for	

Sustainability,	as	practitioners	and	educators	working	in	this	field	seek	societal	well-being	

and	transformation	through	citizen	empowerment	and	emancipation	from	a	dominant	–	

and	damaging	–	consumer	culture.	
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1.2 Research Background 

An	important	step	towards	achieving	sustainability	is	to	encourage	a	wider	uptake	of	more	

sustainable	production	and	consumption	patterns.	The	urgency	and	complexity	of	this	

societal	transformation	require	the	commitment	of	different	stakeholders	(i.e.	government,	

businesses	and	consumers)	to	implement	deep	systemic	changes	at	various	levels	of	society	

(Cohen	et	al.,	2013).		

Many	disciplines	are	calling	for	a	cultural	transformation	of	the	values	that	underpin	

society,	shaping	people’s	goals,	aspirations	and	consequent	behaviours	to	transition	society	

to	a	new	socio-economic	paradigm.	This	research	explored	the	role	of	design	as	a	cultural	

intermediary	and	meaning-making	practice	in	legitimising	bottom-up	sustainable	

innovation	(in	terms	of	product,	services	and	practices)	in	their	sociocultural	contexts.	

1.2.1 Sustainable Consumption and Design 

The	field	of	Design	for	Sustainability	(DfS)	started	as	a	concern	focused	on	alleviating	issues	

related	to	the	environmental	impact	of	production,	such	as	resource	use	and	waste	

reduction	(i.e.	eco	design,	cradle	to	cradle,	upcycling).	A	wide	range	of	approaches	have	

been	developed	within	the	discipline	to	address	social	and	environmental	concerns	

(Manzini,	1999;	Melles	et	al.,	2011;	Papanek,	1971).	Progressively,	the	scope	of	DfS	has	

widened	from	a	remedial	to	a	prevention	approach	(Vezzoli	et	al.,	2014)	but,	more	

interestingly,	as	the	economy	moves	away	from	creating	value	through	manufacturing	

physical	products	towards	value	creation	through	services	and	experiences,	DfS	has	started	

to	engage	with	issues	related	to	consumption	(Figure	1.2).		

	

Figure	1.2	–	Design	for	Sustainability	disciplinary	scope,	summarised	from	Vezzoli	et	al.	(2014)	

However,	research	on	the	consumption	end	of	the	production–consumption	spectrum	has	

only	attracted	attention	relatively	recently	(Mylan,	2015;	Vergragt	et	al.,	2014).	Much	

remains	to	be	explored	in	terms	of	diffusion	and	adoption	of	sustainable	design	output,	

where	evidence	shows	that	sustainable	products,	services	and	lifestyle	practices	are	still	

Reversal of damage caused by 
production process

Avoid damage during 
production process

Product modification 
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production process
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perceived	as	niche	by	the	largest	sectors	of	society	(Cohen	et	al.,	2013).	Thus,	modes	for	

disrupting	the	dominant	forms	of	consumption	lie	within	the	next	challenges	for	DfS	

(Mylan,	2014;	Vergragt	et	al.,	2014),	but	also	pose	new	opportunities	for	the	discipline	to	

increase	its	role	of	influence.	

Changing	user’s	existing	habits,	beliefs	and	activities	and	creating	new	ones	for	

sustainability	requires	a	deep	cultural	transformation	–	a	‘transition	of	minds’	rather	than	

purely	technological	innovations	(Lakoff,	2010),	where	what	is	normally	considered	as	

valuable	is	redefined.	Design	intervention	strategies	such	as	Design	for	Sustainable	

Behaviour	(Bhamra	et	al.,	2011)	and	Design	with	Intent	(Lockton	et	al.,	2010)	are	already	

well-established	research	fields	that	investigate	how	to	influence	people’s	everyday	

activities	and	reduce	their	environmental	burden	through	the	design	of	products.	Similarly,	

approaches	such	as	Design	for	Well-being	(Dorrestijn	&	Verbeek,	2013)	and	Design	for	

Happiness	and	Sustainable	Lifestyles	(Escobar-Tello,	2016)	build	on	knowledge	from	

Positive	Psychology	to	better	support	users	in	their	intrinsic	pursuit	of	happiness	and	well-

being	by	design.	Although	these	research	areas	consider	systemic	change	to	a	certain	

extent,	they	focus	on	shifting	the	individual’s	own	values	and	behaviours.	However,	it	has	

been	evidenced	that	it	is	the	underlying	cultural	values	that	drive	certain	individual	

attitudes	and	behaviours	towards	sustainability	or	away	from	it	(Barber,	2010;	Hurst	et	al.,	

2013;	Vergragt	et	al.,	2014;	Wolsko	et	al.,	2016).	This	means	in	order	to	influence	a	

sociocultural	paradigm	shift,	DfS	may	need	to	further	broaden	its	scope	from	a	user-centred	

to	a	‘context-centred’	approach,	focusing	more	on	strategic	design	action	to	shift	values	at	

sociocultural	level	rather	than	just	at	individual	level.		

As	public	interest	in	the	redefinition	of	‘the	good	life’	rises	(H.	Brown	&	Vergragt,	2015)	and	

great	social	changes	gain	momentum,	designers	are	challenged	to	support	systemic	change	

by	developing	sustainable	products	and	services	that	improve	current	environmental	

conditions,	but	also	the	users’	quality	of	life	by	fulfilling	their	expectations,	personal	

aspirations	and	social	identification	needs	(Gilbert-Jones,	2013).	

1.2.2 Perception and Representation in the Diffusion of Innovations 

As	the	economy	dematerialises,	the	design	area	of	concern	is	shifting	focus	from	tangible	

objects	(as	outcomes	of	industrial	and	product	design)	to	intangible	offerings	such	as	

product-service	systems,	service	design,	information	design,	business	model	design	and	
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system	design	(Vezzoli	et	al.,	2014;	Zurlo	&	Cautela,	2014).	In	fact,	in	developing	a	product-

service	system,	the	designer	is	required	not	only	to	identify	and	organise	each	component,	

but	also	to	link	the	tangible	and	intangible	parts	that	create	value	for	the	user	(Rajkumar	

Roy	&	Baxter,	2009;	Zurlo	&	Cautela,	2014).	The	intangible	offerings	not	only	include	the	

use	of	the	product,	but	also	aspects	related	to	brand	awareness,	product	access	and	

availability,	purchase	experience	and	connections	to	other	services	and	offerings.		

The	integration	of	tangible	and	intangible	components	of	the	offering	into	a	coherent,	

pleasurable	experience	is	becoming	an	important	area	for	design	(Vargo	&	Lusch,	2004),	

because	achieving	a	coherent,	pleasurable	experience	directly	affects	user’s	perception	of	

value.	The	way	in	which	an	artefact	is	perceived	affects	the	predispositions	it	generates	in	

potential	users,	drawing	them	towards	or	away	from	new	value	propositions.	Therefore,	

perception	has	a	direct	effect	on	the	adoption	of	innovations	(Rogers,	2003).	

Rogers’	(2003)	theory	of	Diffusion	of	Innovations	differentiates	five	stages	in	the	decision-

making	process	than	an	individual	undergoes	to	adopt	or	reject	an	innovation	or	change:	

1. Knowledge	–	occurs	when	an	individual	is	exposed	to	an	innovation’s	existence	and	

gains	an	understanding	of	how	it	functions.	

2. Persuasion	–	occurs	when	an	individual	forms	a	favourable	or	an	unfavourable	

attitude	towards	the	innovation.	

3. Decision	–	takes	place	when	an	individual	engages	in	activities	that	lead	to	a	choice	

to	adopt	or	reject	the	innovation.	

4. Implementation	–	occurs	when	an	individual	puts	a	new	idea	into	use.	

5. Confirmation	–	takes	place	when	an	individual	seeks	reinforcement	of	an	

innovation	decision	already	made,	but	he	or	she	may	reverse	this	previous	decision	

if	exposed	to	conflicting	messages	about	the	innovation.	

Similarly,	Conner	and	Patterson	(1982)	propose	a	total	of	eight	stages	for	an	organisation	or	

a	person	to	go	through	when	becoming	committed	to	a	change	goal	(Figure	1.3),	grouped	

under	three	main	phases:	Preparation,	Acceptance	and	Commitment.	
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Figure	1.3	–	Eight	stages	to	change	(Conner	&	Patterson,	1982)	

Each	stage	indicates	a	critical	juncture	in	which	commitment	can	be	threatened.	If	a	stage	is	

completed	successfully,	advancement	to	the	next	stage	is	possible.	If	not,	the	downward	

arrows	indicate	the	result.	

Both	approaches	demonstrate	the	direct	relationship	between	perception	and	decision-

making,	and	highlight	that	awareness,	perception	and	initial	experiences	of	the	proposition	

are	key	to	encourage	individuals	along	the	journey	of	adoption	of	innovations	–	new	

products	and	services,	but	also	the	internalisation	of	new	practices,	values	and	behaviours.	

1.2.1 Symbolic Value and PSS Design 

Currently,	sustainable	products	and	services	are	introduced	in	the	market	on	the	basis	of	

personal	choice	(i.e.	there	is	no	legislation	that	regulates	what	we	consume	and	how	much	

of	it;	this	is	left	up	to	each	individual	to	decide).	In	this	scenario,	sustainable	innovations	

must	be	regarded	by	potential	users	as	better	options	than	‘non-sustainable’	counterparts	

–	they	need	to	be	perceived	as	delivering	higher	value	than	competing	options	(Ceschin	et	
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al.,	2014).	Essentially,	they	need	to	be	designed	and	‘positioned’	in	the	market	in	such	a	

way	that	satisfies	and	supersedes	customers’	expectations.	These	expectations	are	

functional	but	also	symbolic	(Tukker,	2004),	especially	under	the	‘market	society’	system,	in	

which	the	ownership	of	products	has	become	part	of	the	users’	process	of	construction	of	

their	social	identity	and	differentiation	(Hamilton,	2010;	Zurlo	&	Cautela,	2014).	

However,	dealing	with	intangible	characteristics	(i.e.	cultural,	symbolic	perceived	value)	is	

still	a	relatively	new	aspect	for	designers,	and	stretches	their	traditional	skills	beyond	the	

technical	and	organisational	aspects,	such	as	usability	features,	into	new	dimensions	such	

as	meaning-making,	which	imply	the	formulation	and	translation	of	value	propositions	into	

meaningful	user	experiences	(Diehl	&	Christiaans,	2015;	Morelli,	2003;	Zurlo	&	Cautela,	

2014).	Within	this	context,	new	theories	and	tools	are	required	to	equip	designers	and	

support	them	in	developing	the	necessary	skills	and	capacities	to	develop	relevant	and	

aspirational	value	propositions	rooted	in	their	cultural	context	(Light	&	Miskelly,	2014;	

Manzini	&	Vezzoli,	2003;	Wong,	2004),	making	sustainable	innovation	meaningful	and	

appealing	to	users	(Morelli,	2003).	

1.3 Research Overview 

This	section	outlines	the	aim,	objectives,	scope	and	direction	of	the	research.		

1.3.1 Research problem 

Within	Design	for	Sustainability	approaches,	sustainable	Product-Service	Systems	(hereafter	

also	referred	to	as	sPSS)	–	a	mix	of	products	and	services	conceived	to	fulfil	a	customer’s	

need	(for	example,	commuting	to	work)	–	present	promising	opportunities	for	introducing	

more	sustainable	consumption	practices	as	well	as	supporting	greater	social	cohesion	

(Manzini,	2014;	Vezzoli	et	al.,	2014).	It	is	argued	that	sPSS	can	significantly	reduce	

environmental	impacts	by	decoupling	the	creation	of	value	from	resource	consumption	

(Mont,	2002),	but	also,	unlike	products,	they	incorporate	a	set	of	relationships,	practices	

and	processes,	that	design	can	orientate	to	support	underpinning	values	of	social	and	

environmental	sustainability	(Escobar-Tello,	2016).	However,	as	with	all	radical	innovations,	

sPSS	face	cultural	barriers	for	adoption,	such	as	users’	preferences	for	having	their	needs	

met	by	owning	products	rather	than	by	using	a	service	(Ceschin,	2010;	UNEP,	2002).	

Therefore,	many	sPSS	value	propositions	(e.g.	subscribing	to	organic	veg	box	schemes,		
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car-sharing,	bike-renting	schemes)	are	not	widely	considered,	in	general	terms,	to	be	

symbols	of	social	position,	identification	and	status	as	other	traditional	options	are	(for	

example,	owning	your	own	car).	

Evidence	suggests	that	sPSS	are	less	appealing	than	products	because	they	lack	the	

‘symbolic	features’	that	allow	for	social	differentiation	and	identity	within	the	sociocultural	

context	of	the	user	(Tukker	&	Tischner,	2006).	This	means	in	order	to	become	more	

appealing	to	users,	sPSS	innovations	need	to	satisfy	socio-psychological	needs,	beyond	

delivering	utilitarian	and	functional	value	for	users	(Ceschin	et	al.,	2014).	

Nevertheless,	many	service	innovations	designed	in	the	corporate	sector	are	positioned	

successfully	in	the	marketplace	by	deploying	traditional	top-down	approaches	to	new	

product	development.	The	‘Drive	Now’	car-sharing	system	(by	BMWi,	Mini	Cooper	and	Sixt	

rent-a-car)	is	a	good	example,	where	market	research,	branding	strategies,	professional	

design	and	healthy	advertising	budgets	have	been	deployed	to	ensure	its	successful	market	

insertion	and	acceptance.	But	not	all	such	PSS	innovations	can	claim	to	be	sustainable,	

resource-efficient	or	to	deliver	social	value.	Many	ideas	that	have	the	potential	to	be	

sustainable,	may	be	discarded	for	not	being	profitable	enough	(Tukker	&	Tischner,	2006).	

This	lack	of	trust	in	PSS	environmental	benefits	results	in	a	clear	separation	of	the	PSS	

research	field,	which	is	reflected	in	the	terminology,	focus	of	research,	theoretical	bases	

and	frameworks	used	in	the	extant	body	of	knowledge	(Annarelli	et	al.,	2016).	

Increasingly,	PSS	innovations	focused	on	delivering	social	and	environmental	sustainability	

are	being	associated	with	social	enterprise	ventures	–	i.e.	deliberate	interventions	that	

spring	from	bottom-up	contexts	as	alternatives	to	dominant	(or	mainstream)	modes	of	

consumption	and	production.	Some	typical	examples	include	car-	,	bike-	and	other	

resource-sharing	systems	that	tend	to	engage	users	in	lifestyles	of	greater	sustainability,	

well-being	and	social	cohesion	(Seyfang	&	Smith,	2007).	Generally	speaking,	these	social	

enterprise	types	of	innovations	face	challenges	with	diffusion	and	upscaling	(Smith	et	al.,	

2014).		

A	great	number	of	start-ups	cannot	compete	effectively	with	the	myriad	of	other	

‘streamlined’	products	and	services	developed	by	status	quo	businesses,	due	to	a	lack	of	

resources	for	legitimising	these	value	propositions	in	the	eyes	of	users	and	investors.	

There	is	a	need	for	further	investigating	how	design	can	contribute	to	‘amplify	voices’,	to	

enhance	the	quality	of	the	offer	and	strengthen	the	legitimacy	of	bottom-up	sPSS	
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innovations	(Manzini,	2015;	Staszowski,	2010;	Tie	et	al.,	2014).	Within	the	many	factors	this	

may	involve,	the	need	for	understanding	users’	expectations,	especially	users	as	social	

beings	within	communities,	has	been	recognised	(Vezzoli	et	al.,	2015).	However,	

development	of	tools,	skills	and	capacities	to	support	designers	engaging	with	grassroots	

innovation	–	i.e.	critical	reflection,	meaning-making	and	sociocultural	aspects	of	context	–	

are	needed	(Morelli,	2003;	Valencia	et	al.,	2015;	Vezzoli	et	al.,	2015).	

1.3.2 Aim and Objectives 

The	overarching	aim	of	this	research	was	to	improve	the	design	and	value	proposition	

formulation	of	sPSS	(as	cases	of	bottom-up	sustainable	innovation),	as	a	strategy	to	support	

a	societal	transition	towards	greater	sustainability,	happiness	and	well-being.	In	line	with	

this	aim,	this	research	focused	on	investigating	effective	means	to	introduce	a	sociocultural	

lens	to	the	design	process,	which	can	support	the	identification	of	cultural	aspects	that	

affect	the	perceived	value	(i.e.	relevance	and	appeal)	of	sPSS	innovations.	

To	achieve	this	aim,	the	following	objectives	were	set: 

1. To	emphasise	the	connection	between	the	goals	of	social	and	environmental	

sustainability	and	the	cultural	values	that	underpin	it,	to	inform	the	role	of	design	

in	legitimising	these	values.	

2. To	challenge,	through	design	representation,	the	generalised	view	that	sustainable	

lifestyles	and	practices	are	constraining	and	less	appealing	than	non-sustainable	

ones,	and	to	empower	designers	with	culturally	relevant	discursive	narratives	and	

ideological	positions	for	sustainability	to	reach	wider	audiences.	

3. To	build	a	framework	that	empowers	designers	to	develop	more	aspirational	PSS	

innovations,	meaningfully	rooted	in	their	sociocultural	context	and	capable	of	

encouraging	the	adoption	of	more	sustainable	lifestyle	practices,	particularly	

focusing	on	improving	users’	quality	of	life	as	outcomes.	

4. To	democratise	relevant	knowledge	that	can	make	sustainable	innovations	more	

accessible.	

5. To	assess	the	potential	impact	and	relevance	of	the	research	beyond	the	specific	

area	of	application	of	this	PhD	(i.e.	sPSS),	to	related	fields	such	as	Service	Design	

and	Design	for	Sustainability	and	Social	Innovation.	
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1.3.3 Research Questions 

Considering	the	above	objectives,	the	research	aimed	to	answer	the	following	questions:	

RQ1	–	In	which	ways	does	the	perceived	value	of	sustainability	as	a	cultural	meaning	affect	

the	appeal	and	uptake	of	sustainable	offerings	(products	and	services)?	

a. How	do	sustainable	offerings	currently	compare	with	competing	choices,	in	

terms	of	value	proposition	(i.e.	perceived	value,	meaning,	benefits	and	appeal)?		

b. What	are	the	main	implications	of	the	dominant	sustainability	discourse	for	

outputs	of	Design	for	Sustainability?	

c. What	values,	representations	and	ideologies	(i.e.	discursive	frames)	are	most	

suitable	for	sPSS	innovations	to	appeal	to	wider	audiences?		

RQ	2	–	How	can	the	process	of	designing	sPSS	be	better	informed	by	the	socio-symbolic	and	

cultural	aspects	of	user	and	context	(i.e.	people’s	expectations,	aspirations	and	social	

identity	needs)?	

a. How	can	sPSS	innovations	be	developed	more	in	tune	with	context	and	user	so	

that	they	are	perceived	as	relevant	and	appealing	against	other	(less	

sustainable)	options?	

b. How	can	designers	be	supported	to	research	and	map	the	contextual	socio-

symbolic	aspects	(e.g.	socio-psychological	needs	and	aspirations)	that	influence	

users’	preferences?	

c. How	can	sPSS	value	propositions	that	are	of	good	intrinsic	(as	well	as	

perceived)	value	be	elaborated?	

1.3.4 Research Scope and Direction 

Given	the	above-mentioned	aim	and	objectives,	the	scope	of	this	research	lies	within	the	

field	of	Design	for	Sustainability,	which	seeks	to	support	the	emergence	of	alternative	

modes	of	provision	(Manzini,	2015).	Due	to	budgetary	and	time	restrictions,	this	research	

was	limited	to	the	development	of	a	framework,	methods	and	tools	to	support	design	

practice.	

The	theoretical	propositions	of	this	research	were	explored	within	the	context	of	

sustainable	Product-Service	Systems	or	‘sPSS’.	Both	these	terms	are	used	in	this	research	to	

refer	to	‘bottom-up’	or	‘grassroots’	innovation	initiatives	that	contribute	to	social	and	
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environmental	sustainability	through	reinforcing	intrinsic	values	of	users’	well-being	and	

quality	of	life.	Figure	1.4	situates	this	investigation	within	the	Design	for	Social	Innovation	

and	Sustainability	area	of	research,	where	the	focus	of	inquiry	(i.e.	sustainable	PSS)	can	be	

identified	as	‘ventures’.	The	research	aim	aligns	with	‘design	for	paradigm	shift’,	and	the	

research	direction	is	to	develop	design	knowledge	and	strategies	‘for	scaling	and	impacting’	

bottom-up	sustainable	innovations.		

	
Figure	1.4	–	Mapping	Design	for	Sustainability	and	Social	Innovation	research	and	activities	
(Source:	DESIS	Network)	

The	investigation	consisted	of	the	application	of	a	sociocultural	lens	based	on	methods	of	

semiotic	and	cultural	analysis	to	the	design	process.	Within	the	scope	of	this	research,	the	

term	‘design	process’	refers	to	methods	and	principles	of	service	design	applied	to	the	

conceptualisation	and	design	of	services	driven	by	human-centred	and	participatory	

approaches	that	involve	designers	and	non-designers	in	the	process	of	innovation	(Holmlid,	

2007;	Mager,	2004).	Such	methods	refer	to	creativity	and	co-creation	techniques	that	are	

used	to	explore	problems	and	develop	solutions	together	with	relevant	stakeholders,	

facilitating	the	design	of	alternatives	to	mainstream	modes	of	production,	consumption	and	

provision.	Such	solutions	also	tend	to	engage	users	in	lifestyles	of	greater	sustainability,	

well-being	and	social	cohesion	(Seyfang	&	Smith,	2007).	

Research Focus 
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In	this	research,	the	term	‘designer’	is	used	to	refer	to	the	professionally	trained	design	

practitioner	or	expert	(Manzini,	2015)	engaging	in	the	process	of	research,	

conceptualisation	and	development	of	sustainable	PSS	social	innovations	in	different	

capacities	and	roles.	

Many	tools	and	methods	are	commonly	employed	by	expert	designers	to	enable	sPSS	

innovations.	Nevertheless,	this	is	an	emerging	area	of	practice	that	requires	the	

development	of	new	theories,	skills	and	capabilities	to	deal	with	the	sociocultural	

dimension	–	i.e.	framing,	positioning	and	other	meaning-making	aspects	that	affect	the	

adoption	and	diffusion	of	innovations	(Morelli,	2003;	Penin	et	al.,	2015).	

1.4 Thesis Outline 

This	thesis	is	composed	of	nine	chapters:	

• Chapter 2 – LITERATURE REVIEW (Phase 1) 

This	chapter	explores	existing	literature	on	which	this	PhD	builds	to	address	the	research	

problem.	The	first	section	highlights	the	purpose,	aim	and	goals	of	sustainable	development	

and	its	relationship	to	humanity’s	pursuit	of	happiness	and	well-being.	The	second	section	

explores	the	concepts	of	consumption,	identity	and	culture.	The	effects	and	consequences	

of	the	dominant	culture	of	consumerism	on	people’s	well-being,	and	the	role	of	design	in	

supporting	a	sociocultural	paradigm	change	are	discussed.	This	leads	to	the	last	section,	

where	the	role	of	cultural	deconstruction	and	framing	practices	are	explored,	as	enablers	of	

strategic	design	for	the	development	of	more	dematerialised	patterns	of	consumption	and	

legitimisation	of	the	intrinsic	values	that	underpin	social	and	environmental	sustainability	

and	well-being.	

• Chapter 3 – METHODOLOGY 

This	chapter	outlines	and	justifies	the	research	design	created	for	this	project	to	attain	the	

aim	and	objectives	set	out	in	Chapter	1.	Through	the	discussion	of	the	type	and	nature	of	

the	research	(purpose),	the	research	strategy	and	the	data	collection	techniques	are	

determined	and	justified.	A	detailed	description	of	the	data	analysis	techniques	used	

throughout	the	phases	of	the	research	complements	the	understanding	of	the	research	

project	structure.	
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• Chapter 4 – PRELIMINARY STUDY (Phase 2) 

The	objectives,	development	and	results	of	the	Preliminary	Study	are	presented	in	this	

chapter.	This	phase	of	research	explored	aspects	related	to	the	cultural	perception	of	

sustainability	and	ideology,	via	semiotic	and	cultural	analysis	of	sustainability	

representations,	identifying	a	more	strategic	ideological	position	for	Design	for	

Sustainability	practice	and	education	to	gain	wider	societal	influence	and	impact.	It	

presents	the	Initial	Theoretical	Framework,	propositions	and	theory	premises,	illustrating	

its	potential	for	achieving	the	research	project’s	aim	in	the	context	of	sPSS	design.	The	

validation	of	the	proposed	theory	conducted	with	other	design	professionals	is	also	

included.	Finally,	Con[text],	the	Initial	Framework	to	facilitate	the	application	of	theory	to	

practice	elaborated	as	a	result	of	this	study,	is	introduced	in	this	chapter.	

• Chapter 5 – PILOT AND MAIN STUDY (Phase 3) 

This	chapter	describes	the	implementation	of	three	Participatory	Action	Research	

interventions,	conducted	to	develop	theory	and	generate	case	studies	that	demonstrate	

the	value	of	the	Con[text]	framework	to	improve	designers’	practice,	capabilities	and	skills.	

The	Initial	Theory	was	applied	to	practice	by	engaging	in	real-life	scenarios	with	social	

enterprises	(providers	of	sPSS)	in	the	first	two	cases,	concluding	with	a	third	intervention	

applied	to	design	education.	The	findings	evidence	the	effectiveness,	suitability	and	

implications	of	applying	a	semiotic	and	cultural	analysis	lens	to	design	processes,	putting	

forward	a	method	to	support	the	formulation	and	framing	of	sPSS	value	propositions	and	

design.	Considerations	and	reflections	that	impact	practice	and	education	are	documented.	

• Chapter 6 – EVALUATION (Phase 4) 

The	next	chapter	describes	the	discussions	generated	through	consultations	where	the	

outcomes	of	this	research	were	exposed	to	and	evaluated	by	sPSS	and	service	design	

experts.	An	in-depth	interview	with	a	design	expert	determined	assessing	the	suitability	

and	implications	of	mapping	and	incorporating	cultural	codes	into	the	design	process,	and	

the	impact	of	such	a	framework	to	enhance	the	appeal	and	relevance	of	PSS	in	context.	

Furthermore,	this	chapter	presents	a	focus	group,	which	was	conducted	to	gather	insights	

on	research	novelty,	transferability	and	further	research	avenues.	
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• Chapter 7 – DISCUSSION 

This	chapter	integrates	and	discusses	findings	from	the	research	in	light	of	extant	literature	

and	knowledge,	situating	the	contribution	within	the	specific	field	of	sPSS	and	related	areas	

of	research	and	practice.	An	overall	introduction	to	the	topics	discussed	is	provided,	

followed	by	three	sections	that	discuss	the	research	impact	in	terms	of	the	perception	of	

sustainability	in	culture,	Design	for	Sustainability’s	underlying	ideologies	and	values	and	

implications	to	the	practice	and	education	of	Design	for	Sustainability.		

• Chapter 8 – CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE WORK 

The	final	chapter	brings	together	all	the	previous	chapters,	summarising	this	research	

project.	This	is	achieved	by	demonstrating	how	the	research	aim	and	objectives	were	met,	

and	the	presentation	of	its	overall	conclusions	(i.e.	its	results	and	findings).	In	addition,	it	

presents	the	limitations	to	the	research,	its	contribution	to	knowledge	and	highlights	

further	research	avenues.
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

	

The	purpose	of	Phase	1	was	to	inform	the	context	and	direction	of	the	research,	by	gaining	

a	deeper	understanding	of	the	area	of	study,	identifying	prior	research,	key	authors	and	

knowledge	gaps.		

A	review	of	literature	was	conducted	at	this	phase,	from	which	the	Initial	Theory	that	

formed	the	basis	of	the	subsequent	research	stages	was	generated,	in	line	with	Objective	1	

of	this	research	(Chapter	1,	section	1.3.2):		

To	emphasise	the	connection	between	the	goals	of	environmental	and	social	

sustainability	(securing	happiness	and	well-being	for	all),	and	the	cultural	values	

that	underpin	it,	in	order	to	inform	the	role	that	design	can	play	in	legitimising	

these	values.	

Figure	2.1	shows	the	relevant	topics	covered	by	the	literature	review,	and	the	sections	that	

follow	outline	the	summarised	key	findings.	The	intention	of	the	research	is	marked	by	the	

dotted	line,	i.e.	design	disrupting	dominant	consumption	and	production	patterns	to	

achieve	greater	societal	sustainability,	happiness	and	well-being.	
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Figure	2.1	–	Literature	Review	Map	
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2.1 A Sociocultural Transition to Sustainability 

It	is	now	widely	acknowledged	that	societal	well-being	–	as	currently	pursued,	undertaken	

and	measured	–	is	causing	damage	to	our	environment,	resulting	in	irreversible	changes	in	

climate,	biodiversity	loss	and	overconsumption	of	non-renewable	natural	resources.	The	

following	sections	highlight	the	aspects	of	literature	relevant	to	the	state	of	our	society	and	

the	socio-economic	and	environmental	challenges	that	humanity	faces.		

As	design	not	only	contributes	to,	but	‘in	many	ways	now	constitutes	[the]	quality	of	life’	

(Ehrenfeld,	2008,	quoting	Peter	Lawrence,	p.	157),	the	relationship	between	well-being,	

sustainability	and	cultural	values	is	explored,	to	inform	how	Design	for	Sustainability	can	

contribute	towards	this	sociocultural	paradigm	transition.	

2.1.1 Happiness, Well-being and Sustainability 

‘Happiness	is	the	meaning	and	the	purpose	of	life,	the	whole	aim	and	end	of	human	

existence.’	

–	Aristotle	

In	April	2012,	a	global	movement	that	upholds	well-being,	happiness	and	sustainability	as	

the	hallmarks	of	‘a	new	economic	paradigm’	was	launched	at	the	headquarters	of	the	

United	Nations	in	New	York.	The	urgent	need	for	systemic	change	was	called	for,	as	more	

than	eight	hundred	distinguished	participants	recognised	that	‘[the]	present	GDP-based	

system	was	devised	prior	to	any	knowledge	of	climate	change	or	the	finite	limits	of	the	

earth’s	resources,	and	it	prioritises	material	growth	and	consumption	at	the	expense	of	

nature	and	people’	(Royal	Government	of	Bhutan,	2012,	pp.	10–11).	

Traditionally,	well-being	has	been	measured	on	a	single	objective	dimension:	the	material	

wealth	of	a	country	measured	by	Gross	Domestic	Product	(GDP).	The	GDP	system	was	

adopted	as	a	main	tool	for	measuring	a	country’s	economy	in	1944,	as	a	means	for	

regulating	the	global	economy	after	the	Second	World	War.	This	model	assumes	that	

prosperity	(societal	well-being)	is	as	a	result	of	economic	growth	alone.	However,	it	is	

increasingly	acknowledged	that	GDP	cannot	provide	an	accurate	reflection	of	a	society’s	

well-being	solely	by	measuring	material	wealth,	as	‘well-being	is	multidimensional	

encompassing	all	aspects	of	human	life’	(Conceição	&	Bandura,	2008).	Jackson	&	Victor	

(2013)	point	out	that	‘prosperity	resides	in	the	quality	of	our	lives	and	in	the	health	and	
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happiness	of	our	families.	It	is	present	in	the	strength	of	our	relationships	and	our	trust	in	

the	community.	It	is	evidenced	by	our	satisfaction	at	work	and	our	sense	of	shared	meaning	

and	purpose.	It	hangs	on	our	potential	to	participate	fully	in	the	life	of	society’	(ibid.,	p.	19).	

Consequently,	new	measures	of	progress	that	incorporate	the	breakthrough	findings	of	

Positive	Psychology	on	well-being	and	happiness	are	being	explored	to	inform	policy	and	

public	decision-making	(Bergh	&	Antal,	2014).	Good	examples	include	Bhutan’s	Gross	

National	Happiness	framework	and	The	Happiness	Index	(Ura	et	al.,	2012),	and	more	

recently	the	UK’s	Legatum	Report,	which	calls	for	a	new	policy	direction	that	puts	well-

being	at	the	core	of	economy	and	society	(The	Legatum	Institute,	2014).	

Happiness	is	a	slippery	concept	to	define	and	there	is	no	clear	consensus	on	what	

‘happiness’	means,	but	broadly	speaking,	studies	distinguish	two	aspects:	the	hedonic	and	

the	eudaimonic.	Hedonic	happiness	is	related	to	feeling	happy,	and	is	generally	related	to	

feelings	and	emotions	that	arise	from	daily	experiences.	Eudaimonic	happiness	(the	

Aristotelian	approach),	on	the	other	hand,	is	normally	a	synonym	of	being	happy	(Bruni	&	

Porta,	2007,	p.	xviii).	This	aspect	is	usually	associated	with	a	subjective	mental	state	of	well-

being	and	life	satisfaction	(Kahneman	&	Krueger,	2006).	

Although	well-being	can	present	itself	as	an	‘ambiguous	concept,	lacking	a	universally	

acceptable	definition	and	often	faced	with	competing	interpretations’,	it	is	‘generally	

viewed	as	a	description	of	the	state	of	people’s	life	situation’	which	‘people	and	

policymakers	generally	aspire	to	improve’	(Conceição	&	Bandura,	2008,	p.	1).	Economists	

and	policymakers	often	use	the	terms	‘happiness’,	‘well-being’	and	‘life	satisfaction’	

interchangeably.	For	example,	a	recent	report	by	NEF	refers	to	the	eudaimonic	aspect	of	

well-being	(rather	than	happiness)	as	‘well-being	[that]	refers	to	leading	“a	life	well	lived”,	

interacting	with	the	world	around	you	to	meet	basic	psychological	needs	such	as	

experiencing	a	sense	of	competence	or	sense	of	meaning	and	purpose’	(NEF,	2014).		

The	notion	of	‘sustainability’,	as	derived	from	the	concept	of	Sustainable	Development,	is	a	

systemic	approach	that	strongly	links	environmental	and	socio-economic	issues	(Gallopín	&	

Raskin,	2002;	Jackson	&	Victor,	2013).	A	conceptual	model	for	sustainable	development	

constituted	by	‘three	pillars’	or	dimensions	–	ecological,	social	and	economic	–	was	

introduced	and	popularised	by	the	Brundtland	Report	(1987).	It	is	from	this	approach	that	

the	widely	adopted	concept	of	the	‘triple	bottom-line’	(people,	planet	and	profit)	arises	as	a	

‘win-win’	situation	for	all	stakeholders.	It	attempts	to	reconcile	three	interconnected	–	and	
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often	seen	as	conflicting	–	interests	for	the	achieving	of	a	‘common	goal’,	i.e.	sustainable	

development.	However,	it	has	been	argued	that	sustainability	is	not	a	goal	in	itself	but	a	

guiding	policy	to	achieve	other	goals	–	i.e.	the	well-being	of	planet	and	people	(Ehrenfeld,	

2008;	Gallopín	&	Raskin,	2002;	Jackson	&	Victor,	2013;	Marcuse,	1998).		

As	research	on	happiness	and	life	satisfaction	influences	measures	of	well-being,	

policymakers	are	enabled	to	adopt	a	more	holistic,	multidimensional	take	on	sustainable	

development.	Increasingly	it	is	being	recognised	that	sustainability	is	not	a	technical	

problem	to	be	solved	but	a	set	of	values	that	guide	our	actions,	and	ultimately	a	cultural	

issue	(Ehrenfeld,	2008;	Girardet,	2008).	Hawkes	(2001,	p.	vii)	reminds	us	that	a	‘society’s	

values	are	the	basis	upon	which	all	else	is	built’,	and	that	such	values	are	expressed	as	a	

society’s	culture.		

In	the	last	decade,	many	have	been	adopting	a	‘Four	Pillar’	approach,	with	the	addition	of	a	

‘cultural	dimension’	(Hawkes,	2001).	The	cultural	dimension	of	sustainability	focuses	on	

how	cultural	forms	should	develop	to	express	a	sense	of	well-being,	energy,	creativity,	

diversity	and	innovation	in	human	societies	(Hawkes,	2001).	Hawkes	conceptualises	it	as	

the	manifestation	of	robust	diversity,	compassionate	inclusivity,	energetic	creativity,	open-

minded	curiosity	and	community	well-being,	as	well	as	the	existence	of	tolerance	and	

flexibility.	He	presents	it	as	one	of	the	basic	requirements	for	facilitating	an	energetic	

community,	a	notion	that	ought	to	be	taken	up	or	addressed	in	government	policy.	Figure	

2.2	B)	depicts	an	interpretation	of	Hawkes’	‘Four	Pillar’	approach,	where	all	dimensions	are	

guided	by	sustainability	policy	to	achieve	the	goals	of	societal	well-being	and	happiness.	

	
Figure	2.2	–	From	a	‘Three	Pillar’	to	a	‘Four	Pillar’	model	of	sustainability,	based	on	Hawkes	(2010)	
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The	‘Four	Pillar’	approach	to	sustainability	has	been	widely	adopted	in	local	policy	and	city	

development,	now	advocated	by	a	worldwide	alliance	of	over	480	cities	(UCLG,	2006,	

2013),	and	it	is	preferred	for	developing,	implementing	and	measuring	policy	impact	and	

actions	at	a	practical	level	because	it	provides	clearer	focus	and	goals	for	revitalising	local	

economies,	promoting	social	cohesion	through	a	shared	identity	and	protecting	a	‘sense	of	

place’,	as	well	as	ensuring	environmental	protection	(GCCP,	2013;	Norwood,	2012).		

Figure	2.3	exemplifies	this	framework’s	implementation	by	the	local	government	in	

Adelaide,	Australia.	

	
Figure	2.3	–	A	‘Four	Pillar’	approach	to	local	development	(Norwood,	2012)	

This	model	is	more	specific	in	defining	the	social	dimension	than	the	traditional	‘Three	

Pillar’	model.	Further	expanding	it	into	the	‘cultural’	aspect,	it	is	meant	to	encourage	an	

interpretative	description	of	the	sustainability	of	an	urban	region	and	its	immediate	

hinterland.	Here,	societal	well-being	is	understood	in	relation	to	local	context	in	four	

dimensions:	environmental	sustainability,	social	equity,	economic	prosperity	and	cultural	

vitality.	Beyond	simply	constraining	consumption	and	production	of	goods	within	

environmental	limits,	a	four-pillar	model	of	sustainability	acknowledges	the	need	to	

preserve	cultural	diversity	as	well	as	environmental	protection,	a	task	that	involves	

‘maintaining	and	enhancing	social	and	environmental	well-being’	(Jackson	&	Victor,	2013	p.	

15).		

Considerable	implications	are	drawn	for	design	practice	in	terms	of	what	factors	may	be	

considered	during	the	design	process,	when	looking	through	the	‘Three	Pillar’	or	‘Four	
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Pillar’	lens	accordingly	(Table	2.1).	If	sustainable	innovations	are	developed	under	a	three-

dimensional	lens,	many	sociocultural	aspects	can	be	overlooked	as	the	social	dimension	is	

too	loosely	defined	and	open	to	a	myriad	of	interpretations	(Hawkes,	2001).	This	might	

explain	in	part	why	most	research	so	far	has	concentrated	on	how	to	deliver	social	value	

through	sPSS	(for	example,	enhanced	social	cohesion),	but	research	on	issues	related	to	

cultural	aspects	that	affect	sPSS	appeal	and	uptake	(such	as	user’s	needs	for	social	

identification	and	differentiation,	and	rootedness	to	context)	is	scarce.	

Sustainability 
Dimension Factors that may be considered by Design Three Pillar 

Model 
Four Pillar 
Model 

Environmental PSS innovation provides environmental benefits (e.g. 
low resource consumption) ✓ ✓ 

Economic PSS innovation is economically viable and self-
sustainable ✓ ✓ 

Social PSS innovation provides social value (e.g. social 
cohesion, job generation, social inclusion) ✓ ✓ 

Cultural PSS innovation is rooted in its context, and offers 
improved ‘quality of life’ benefits over existing choices ? ✓ 

Table	2.1	–	Considering	PSS	design	through	a	‘Three	Pillar’	and	a	‘Four	Pillar’	approach	to	
sustainability	

2.1.2 Cultural Values and Sustainability 

Researchers	working	in	the	field	of	Sustainable	Consumption	and	Production	have	started	

to	recognise	the	central	role	of	values	in	the	production/consumption	cycle.	Barber	(2010)	

holds	that	values	are	not	just	the	main	drivers	of	our	(perceived)	needs	and	wants	(Vergragt	

et	al.,	2014),	but	a	central	influence	to	all	the	stakeholders	in	the	production	and	

consumption	cycle	(Figure	2.4).	
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Figure	2.4	–	Research	and	practice	in	Sustainable	Production	and	Consumption	systems	(Barber,	
2010)	

Since	design	signifies	and	mediates	meanings	and	values	with	its	output,	it	bears	

responsibility	for	the	values	it	promotes	and	legitimises.		

Values	represent	our	guiding	principles:	our	broadest	motivations,	influencing	the	attitudes	

we	hold	and	how	we	act	(Schwartz	et	al.,	2012).	Evidence	shows	that	certain	values	

contribute	to	a	greater	sense	of	well-being	and	pro-environmental	attitudes	while	others	

do	not.	It	has	been	well	documented	that	people’s	decisions	are	driven	importantly	by	the	

values	they	hold	–	frequently	unconsciously,	and	sometimes	to	the	virtual	exclusion	of	a	

rational	assessment	of	the	facts	(Kahneman,	2012;	Tversky	&	Kahneman,	1981).	

Interdisciplinary	research	has	evidenced	the	role	of	values	in	influencing	consumer	

behaviour	(Shaw	et	al.,	2004)	and	engagement	with	environmental	issues	(Corner	et	al.,	

2014;	Wolsko	et	al.,	2016).		

Self-determination	(STD)	theorists	who	study	the	tendencies	of	human	motivation	(Deci	&	

Ryan,	1985)	group	values	in	two	clusters:	‘intrinsic’	or	self-transcendent	values	(community,	

relationships,	affiliation,	self-development)	and	‘extrinsic’	or	self-enhancing	values	
































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































