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How do the products a company makes
affect its environmental footprint?

Product design, working conditions, the type of raw mate-
rials used, resource consumption during production and
use, recycling and reuse - products have a massive impact
on the social and environmental footprint of manufacturing
companies. Reducing that footprint requires the considera-
tion of sustainability to be anchored in every aspect of the
value chain and organizational structure.

The organizational aspect focuses in particular on a spe-
cific mindset and the skills and competencies required for
consistent ‘Design for Sustainability’. The technical aspect
focuses on innovations that are necessary to develop new
technologies, change manufacturing processes and enable
the use of more environmentally friendly materials. Digita-
lization, automation and the use of artificial intelligence, on
the other hand, help to improve the efficiency of production
and achieve a long product life.

When looking at a product, however, it is crucial to realize
that its assessed sustainability is never solely in the hands
of the manufacturing company: it's also significantly influ-
enced by customer use. So, taking a wider view of the entire
product life cycle, as well as gaining a deeper understan-
ding of usage scenarios, forms the basis for the develop-
ment of truly sustainable products.
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How does one adopt a sustainable mindset
when carrying out product development?

Taking an environmental view of products requires a radical
broadening of perspective. It involves examining interde-
pendencies and relationships between the product and

its social, natural and technological environment, as well
asitsinfluence on different aspects of sustainability,

the context in which it is used by the customer and its life
cycle. The product development process is a crucial
building block in this respect.

The classic ‘Design for Manufacturing’ approach must
therefore be supplemented in several respects: because
‘Design for Sustainability’ focuses not just on efficient and
resource-saving manufacturing but also on the entire life
cycle of the product, from the extraction of the raw mate-
rials to how the product is eventually recycled as part of a
sustainable circular economy.

In short, adopting a sustainable mindset means thinking
about products holistically, across systems, and consist-
ently taking the customer's perspective into account. For
many products, their environmental footprint is determined
not only by how they are produced but also by how they

are used and recycled. Which is why manufacturers must
exert their influence as early as possible - at the product
development stage - and consider the entire product life
cycle from a sustainability perspective.
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