
The Sustainaspeak Guide to Sustainable
Design Terms: Unlocking the Vocabulary of
Eco-Friendly Innovation!
Are you interested in sustainable design? Are you passionate about creating a
greener future? Understanding the language that surrounds sustainable design is
crucial for effectively communicating ideas and collaborating with like-minded
individuals. In this Sustainaspeak Guide, we will uncover the meanings behind
the most commonly used terms in the world of sustainable design.

1. Biomimicry

One of the most fascinating concepts in sustainable design is biomimicry. This
term refers to the practice of designing products, systems, and structures inspired
by nature's solutions. By studying and imitating nature's ingenious designs, we
can create innovative and sustainable solutions that aim to improve efficiency and
reduce environmental impact.

Imagine harnessing the power of spider silk to create stronger and more flexible
materials, or using the wings of birds to inspire more efficient and aerodynamic
designs for airplanes. The possibilities are endless when we embrace the wisdom
of nature!
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2. Circular Economy

The concept of the circular economy is gaining traction in the sustainable design
community. Unlike the traditional linear economy, which follows a "take-make-
dispose" model, the circular economy aims to minimize waste and maximize
resource efficiency. It promotes the idea of reusing, recycling, and regenerating
materials and products throughout their lifecycle.

Instead of throwing items away after use, the circular economy encourages
innovative thinking to find new ways to give materials a second life. For example,
repurposing old furniture or upcycling discarded clothing into new and fashionable
garments. By embracing the circular economy, we can create a more sustainable
future and reduce our dependence on finite resources.

3. Life Cycle Assessment

Life Cycle Assessment (LCA) is an essential tool in sustainable design. This
method evaluates the environmental impacts of a product, system, or service
throughout its entire life cycle, from extraction of raw materials through
production, use, and disposal or recycling. By analyzing the inputs and outputs at
each stage, we can identify areas for improvement and make informed decisions
to lessen the environmental burden.

For example, LCA can help determine which materials have the lowest carbon
footprint or which manufacturing processes consume the least amount of energy.
Armed with this knowledge, designers and engineers can make choices that
contribute to a more sustainable and eco-friendly outcome.

4. Greenwashing
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Greenwashing refers to deceptive marketing practices where companies falsely
claim their products or services are eco-friendly or sustainable when, in reality,
they are not. This term has become increasingly relevant as the demand for
sustainable products grows.

It is essential to be aware of greenwashing and look for genuine certifications or
third-party verifications that support a company's environmental claims. By
learning to spot greenwashing, consumers can make informed choices and
support brands that prioritize transparency and sustainability.

5. Upcycling

Upcycling is a creative way to give new life to old or discarded items. Unlike
recycling, which usually involves breaking down materials to create new products,
upcycling focuses on transforming and repurposing existing items without
significantly altering their fundamental structure.

For example, turning old wine bottles into decorative vases or transforming
wooden pallets into unique furniture pieces. Upcycling encourages creativity and
reduces waste by finding new and innovative uses for items that would otherwise
end up in landfills.

6. Biodegradable

Biodegradable refers to materials that can break down naturally over time by
microorganisms such as bacteria or fungi. These materials decompose into
organic matter and do not leave behind harmful residues. It is a valuable term in
sustainable design, as it promotes the use of materials that can reduce waste and
minimize environmental impact.



Unlike non-biodegradable materials, which persist in the environment for years
and contribute to pollution, biodegradable items offer a more sustainable solution.
From biodegradable packaging to biodegradable cleaning products, embracing
these options can contribute to a healthier planet.

7. Renewable Energy

Renewable energy is an integral part of sustainable design. It refers to energy
sources that are naturally replenished and have minimal or no negative
environmental impact. Examples of renewable energy include solar power, wind
energy, hydropower, and geothermal energy.

By utilizing renewable energy sources, we can reduce reliance on fossil fuels,
combat climate change, and create a more sustainable energy future.
Transitioning to renewable energy is not only beneficial for the environment but
also offers economic opportunities and energy independence.

8. Carbon Footprint

Carbon footprint is a term frequently mentioned in discussions about
sustainability. It refers to the total amount of greenhouse gases, particularly
carbon dioxide, emitted directly or indirectly as a result of human activities. These
emissions contribute to climate change and global warming.

Understanding and reducing our carbon footprint is crucial for mitigating the
effects of climate change. Sustainable design aims to minimize carbon footprints
by promoting energy-efficient practices, utilizing renewable energy sources, and
encouraging responsible consumption and production.

9. Green Infrastructure



Green infrastructure refers to the incorporation of natural elements into urban
areas to enhance their environmental performance. It involves utilizing green
spaces, such as parks and gardens, and integrating sustainable features like
green roofs, rain gardens, and permeable pavements into the built environment.

By implementing green infrastructure, cities can reduce the heat island effect,
improve air and water quality, enhance biodiversity, and provide recreational
spaces for their inhabitants. Green infrastructure serves as a vital tool in
sustainable urban planning and design, creating healthier and more sustainable
communities.

10. Social Sustainability

Sustainable design is not just about environmental responsibility; it also
encompasses social sustainability. This term refers to the social, cultural, and
economic aspects of sustainability, ensuring that communities are resilient,
inclusive, and equitable.

Social sustainability promotes fair and accessible opportunities, equal access to
resources and services, and the wellbeing and quality of life for all individuals. By
considering social sustainability in design decisions, we can create environments
that foster a sense of belonging, address social issues, and promote social
cohesion within our communities.

In

The world of sustainable design is filled with interesting and diverse terminology.
By familiarizing yourself with these key terms and concepts, you can confidently
engage in discussions, collaborate on projects, and contribute to the creation of a
greener and more sustainable future.



Remember, sustainable design is not just a buzzword; it is a mindset and a
commitment to making a positive impact on the planet and future generations. So
let's embrace the language of sustainability and work together towards a more
eco-friendly and innovative world!
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Architecture 2030; BUG; Biophilic Design; BIPV; Circular Economy; LEED;
Passive Design; Solar Chimney; Systems Thinking; WELL; Xeriscaping.

What does it all mean?

The complex and evolving language used in the sustainable design community
can be very challenging, particularly to those new to environmentally friendly and
resource-efficient design strategies that are needed today.

Definitions of over two hundred terms with further sources.

Clearly cross-referenced with Sustainaspeak, Theoryspeak, and Archispeak
terms.
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Illustrated throughout with sustainable award-winning buildings by e.g.
Behnisch, Brooks + Scarpa, EHDD, KieranTimberlake, Lake|Flato, Leddy
Mahtum Stacy, SmithGroup, Perkins+Will, ZGF, VMDO, and McDonough +
Partners.

Sustainaspeak: A Guide to Sustainable Design Terms provides a current guide to
the sustainable design strategies, terms, and practices needed for the next
generation of designers, architects, students, and community leaders to design a
carbon-neutral world for future generations.
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