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Context
Spoken language is a method in which concepts are vocalised and 
interpreted by others in order to understand.

Issue
Despite the method of dialogue to reach an understanding, lan-
guage surrounding the topic of sustainability is widely misunder-
stood. The ambivalence surrounding sustainability can lead to 
misconceptions or false claims in the design industry.

Aim
The aim of this model is to respond to the evidence supporting this 
issue. It hopes to explore an alternative way of facilitating conver-
sation around sustainability whilst being mindful of the existing 
factors that contributed to misconceptions in the first place.

Target user(s)
The target user of this model would initially be students or pro-
fessionals in the design industry. However, it could be something 
more widely available in the future to address sustainability com-
prehension using language.

Statement of Intent

Elements
The physical embodiment of the model would be in the form of a 
game. The components of this game would be a deck of “describe 
with” cards, a deck of “subject area” cards, a list of banned words, a 
stopwatch and the instructions. The aim of the game is to describe 
as many subject areas of sustainability as possible using the theme 
dictated by the “describe with” card and without using any banned 
words. The game would require at least two players but can be 
played in teams with up to six players.

Theoretical context
The theoretical context that this project is rooted in is multidisci-
plinary. Whilst examining a conversation model, its analysis will 
be informed by linguistic pragmatics, inferential and code mod-
els. Exploring a model of sustainability will draw influence from 
research into the perceptions of sustainability from sociology. The 
model itself would fall under the category of critical design as the 
aim of the game will be to encourage a conversation around what is 
meant when someone says sustainability. 

Key comparators
Key comparators for this project include works from Yaara Nus-
boim and Sara Lopez Ibanez. Nusboim’s work focuses on tools to 
stimulate conversation. Ibanez’s work is mainly influenced by par-
ticipatory and critical design which are parallels with this project. 

Measure of success
This could offer an alternative way of understanding sustaina-
bility as a concept without the misunderstandings of the lexicon 
surrounding it. It is designed to be a provocation into questioning 
ones own perception of sustainability so participants reflecting on 
this would be an indicator of success.



Context The use of language is a fundamental issue to explore in 
design. The existing language in design is largely borrowed 
from other disciplines. Writer Deyan Sudjic notes that “de-
sign history has emerged as an academic subject, somewhere 
between cultural studies and social anthropology [....] but 
design keeps changing shape” (Sudjic, 2014:139). The ‘emer-
gence as an academic subject’ supports the notion that the 
design discipline is relatively new. By situating it between 
‘cultural studies and anthropology’ suggests an overlap be-
tween the kind of language used in each. 

In fact, the design discourse has borrowed terms from areas 
including art, engineering and science as described by Clive 
Dilnot in his article “In Praise of Theft” (2016). In this arti-
cle, he makes a compelling argument about how borrowing 
and stealing impact design research; something that will 
be explored further in future projects but is noteworthy in 
this context. One poignant observation is the “absence of an 
adequate vocabulary as to what design is” (Dilnot, 2016:150). 
Paradoxically, design borrowing or stealing from linguistics 
could be one way of communicating what the vocabulary 
could be. 

The absence of appropriate vocabulary is an independent 
issue found in the field of sustainability. This project aims to 
explore the linguistic interpretation of sustainability. It also 
aims to understand linguistic concepts through design and 
the ripple affects this has in design as a field.

This project is coming from the perspective of a Sustainable 
Design MA student who is ultimately in pursuit of under-
standing the discipline in which they operate in.  

Design Language

Sustainability



Conversation model
Since this project is primarily how we talk about the concept of sustaina-
bility, it seems fitting to examine how understanding is reached through 
conversation.

In the “Limits of Togetherness”, Gordon Pask represents a model of conver-
sation as demonstrated in a series of diagrams. Pask defines conversation 
as “the extent to which otherwise independent participants are rendered 
locally dependent asynchronous participants become locally synchronised 
when agreements are reached as a result of concept sharing”. (Pask, 1980:2) 
The accompanying images are visual representations of each step. The 
conversation model is appropriate for this investigation as it demonstrates 
the role that language plays in an exchange between two people. It focus-
es more on the way that designers use language literally to communicate 
ideas over making design outputs to express them. 

The first section establishes a scenario. In figure 1, Pask uses two diagrams 
represent the two participants (T) and their “stable” concepts. (TA) has two 
concepts to discuss in the following conversation; (PA) and (QA). (TB) has 
two separate concepts to communicate also; (RB) and (SB).

 In figure 2,  (TA) is represented as the blue figure with their concepts (PA) 
and (QA) simply represented as green.  the second participant (TB) is rep-
resented as the mauve figure with their concepts (RB) and (SB) collectively 
represented as yellow. In both diagrams, the conversation is yet to begin.

Figure 1: Pask, G. Initial condition of the conversation, Limits of 
Togetherness , 1980

Figure 2:



The second section represents the conversation commencing. In figure 
3, Pask demonstrates how participants (A) and (B) use language (L) to 
share concepts. In Pask’s diagram, there is scope for questions before 
agreeing to accept the other’s concepts. The illustrations are a simplified 
version where each  participant accepts.

This is simplified figures 4 and 5. In  Figure 4 (TA) is using language to 
transfer part of their concept across to (TB).  In figure 5 (TB) recipro-
cates but replying and transmitting part of their concept back. 

Figure 3: Pask, G. A conversation in Language, Limits of Togetherness , 
1980

Figure 4:

Figure 5:



The third section is where an agreement has been reached 
after successful “concept sharing”. Figure 5 shows how Pask 
represents the concepts of each participant; (TA) and (TB). 
Each participant has understood the other’s concepts, leading 
to an agreement. 

If adopting the language from Pask’s diagrams, both charac-
ters in figure 6 have a combination of their existing concepts 
and each other’s. 

This type of model of interpersonal verbal communication is 
a code model as concepts are encoded through language and 
decoded by the recipient in order to understand.

Figure 5: Pask, G. Agreement diagrams, Limits of Togetherness, 1980

Figure 6:



Code model vs. Inferential model

“The type of co-ordination aimed at 
in most verbal exchanges is best 
compared to the co-ordination be-
tween people taking a stroll together 
rather than to that between people 
marching in step...”                                     
 (Sperber & Wilson, 1998:199)

Linguist Deirdre Wilson describes a code model as “A certain message [that] 
transmits the corresponding signal, which is received and decoded by the audi-
ence using an identical copy of the code” (Wilson, 1998:2). This model assumes 
that the language that is used is an accurate representation of the concepts in 
one’s mind. By extension, a concept is tangible and is formed in the mind with 
language. Pask describes a conversation as “physical coherence between non 
linear processes.” (Pask, 1980:2) The key word here is “coherence” as it attests that 
the accurate communication of these concepts with language is coherent. By this 
logic, a misunderstanding could not exist. 

The inferential model accounts of these misunderstandings. In the same paper, 
Wilson describes the inferential model as “intentions [that] are not decoded but 
inferred” (Wilson 1998:4). The quote to the left by Sperber and Wilson show the 
the model differences through the analogy of walking with someone. The inferen-
tial code demonstrates how enough information can be inferred and keep pace in 
a stroll rather than identical movements. 

They are both relevant models to include in this workbook as the inferential 
model can account for some level of misunderstanding that naturally occurs in 
language. The code model does not accurately represent how people interact so in 
terms of improving the understanding of sustainability, an identical copy or code 
will never be attainable. It is important to be aware of this to accurately measure 
success when designing a more appropriate model.



In the previous option, it became clear that misun-
derstandings occur in conversation. The code model 
demonstrates the limits of understanding as the 
recipient’s perception of an expressed concept will 
never be an identical copy of the one transmitted 
from the speaker. However, after taking into account 
the normal levels of misunderstandings in language, 
it is clear that there is a higher level of confusion in 
conversations about sustainability. There are a few 
factors that have sustained this confusion.

There’s something about Sustainability 

Sustainability: The development that meets 
the needs of the present without compromis-
ing the ability of future generations to meet 
their own needs.
             
 (World Commission on Environment and 
Development, 1987)



The Green Tinted Glasses

Figure 7 demonstrates one issue with the use of ‘sustainability’ when it 
comes to the transfer of information. The speaker on the left is talking 
about gender equality. When the speaker is using language to communi-
cate this to the mauve recipient, they are talking about the importance of 
sustaining this as an issue. However, the use of the term ‘sustainable’ is be-
ing inferred differently by the recipient. When they hear this, they under-
stand the context of ‘sustainability’ as being ‘eco conscious’ or ‘recycling’. 

This link is highlighted in an article called “The ‘Environmental Sus-
tainability’ Problem”. Here, they discuss how these kinds of associations 
“exclude social and economic forces that, standing together, [...] can help 
all involved move their agendas forward.”(Newport, Chesnes and Linder, 
2003:359). Although this article was produced 17 years ago, the general 
perception has not changed much either in the design realm or further 
afield. 

It is however worth noting a similar conclusion in a publication that 
predated the aforementioned article called Caring for the Earth. Here, it is 
suggested that the term ‘sustainable development’ is repackaged as ‘sus-
tainable living’. This is because the word ‘development’ is commonly asso-
ciated with government and therefore is the responsibility of others. How-
ever, living has much more of an individualistic connection. (IUCN,WWF, 
UNEP, 1991:135-145). It is surprising that the term ‘ ‘development’ was 
changed to shift responsibility yet the term ‘sustainable’ in language has 
continued to endure in spite of its environmental tunnel vision. 

Figure 7:



Its Complexity

Howver, when other areas of sustainability are visible and in the 
foreground, there is a perception that it has now become too 
complex. This is seen in one article entitled ‘Dealing with miscon-
ceptions on the concept of sustainability’ by Leal Filho. He notes 
that perceptions of sustainability being too broad can lead to the 
conclusion that is is “impossible to handle” (Leal Filho, 2000:14).

The Circles of Sustainability go on to prove that is is not ‘impossi-
ble to handle’. The Circles Project was the result of a collaboration 
between the Institute for Culture and Society in Sydney and the 
Senate Department for the Environment, Transport and Climate 
Protection in Berlin. Their model equally represents economic, 
political, cultural and ecological factors. 

Assessing each factor can give an in depth representation of how 
sustainable an area is whilst representing its strengths and weak-
nesses. The developers write “[the circles of sustainability] have 
an integrated method for deciding on the critical issues associated 
with responding actively to complex problems.”(James, 2015) The 
model is successful for the purpose it was designed for.

Figure 8: James, P. Circles of Sustainability: Urban Profile Process, 
Urban Sustainability in Theory and Practice, 2015



Domain

Section

Sub Section

 Key:

The Circles of Sustainability model is also successful in demonstrating how 
complex sustainability is. This can be problematic in conversation. The 
model has seven sections in each domain. Each section has a further seven 
sub sections. For example, in ‘Gender and Generations’, the subsections 
include: “Equality and Respect, Sexuality and Desire, Family and Kinship, 
Birth and Babyhood, Childhood and Youth, Mortality and Care [and]Mon-
itoring and Reflection.” (James, 2015). One domain, its sections and sub 
sections have been visualised in figure 9. The same can be represented in 
this way for the other three domains covering 196 sub sections in total. 
The term sustainability evidently covers a lot of topics; making it difficult to 
use it accurately in a conversation. It would be understandable how anyone 
would percieve this as too much to handle.

Furthermore, each one of these sections are interrelated to eachother. In an 
article by Dr. Martin Baitz, he unpicks five “Sustainability Myths”. What is 
interesting about the way that he writes is that all five myths are written as 
imperatives. For example, “Material Bans Always Help Improve the Envi-
ronmental Performance of Products.” and “Improving Your Sustainability 
Performance Only Requires You to Examine Your Carbon Footprint” (Baitz, 
2019). When having a conversation about sustainability, it can often be 
inferred that it is sustainability in its entirity that is being discussed. This 
is reiterated by Newport, Chesnes and Linder. They also identify that there 
does not appear to be a “unifying theme” that is both “instinctively under-
stood and communicable by disparate demographics.” (2003:360) 

In actual fact, not only are these sections connected, but they can some-
times contradict or clash with each other. An example of clashing agendas is 
mediating between preserving the quality of life and growth for the indige-
nous people of Botswana whilst maintaining the conservation of elephants 
as an endangered species. (Walking with Elephants, 2020). The documen-
tary concluded with discussing how people would have to find a balance 
between conservation and herding livestock to meet consumer demands. 
Talking about sustainability is complex.

Figure 9: A diagram to show one domain from the Circle 
of Sustainability showing all sections and sub sections.



Greenwashing: The Exploitation of jargon.

It would be fair to assume that if the perception of sustainability 
focused on the environment, that at least one area is properly under-
stood and represented. The reality is far from this. This is highlighted 
by Dezeen Editor in Chief, Marcus fairs. He writes “The problem is 
that terms like these are not well understood, and in some cases have 
never been precisely defined. They are therefore open to abuse, both 
accidental and deliberate” (2019). This is commonly referred to as 
greenwashing.
 
Greenwashing is defined as “a company or organisation [that] spends 
more time and money on marketing themselves as environmentally 
friendly than on minimising their environmental impact.” (Corcione, 
2020) This means that companies unwittingly or not, take advantage 
of ill defined terms in other to appear more environmentally con-
scious than they are. It is also well documented in architecture. In an 
architectural review article, it states the similar message of “The com-
plexity of climate change is enabling greenwashers to sneak through 
destructive practices dressed as climate activism” (Harper, 2020) 

Greenwashing is a consequence of green tinted glasses and the com-
plexity of the subject area. When referring back to Pask’s model of 
conversation, the speaker is encouraging the recipient to make incor-
rect inferences. 

Young, N, Musée Régional de la Narbonne Antique, photograph, Foster + 
Partners, 2018.

Foster + Partners were accused of greenwashing their Musée Régional de 
la Narbonne Antique project when they claimed to be using the sustaina-
ble method of earth ramming when their actual method is a “steel rein-
forced composite” that used nearly the same amount of cement in their 
concrete mix. (Harper, 2020)



Receiving the Message.

Another consequence of sustainability’s ambivalence is people’s dis-
regard for these terms all together. One article notes that even when 
sustainability is recognised as a holistic system, “the lexicon of sus-
tainability itself is anathema to broad public dialogue and acceptance” 
(Newport, Chesnes and Linder, 2003:359). This shows the confusion 
and misuse of key words have led to the mistrust and even hatred of 
them. Additional confusing words noted by Marcus Fairs in his arti-
cle about language pollution (2019) included:

• Biodegradable
• Compostable
• Circular systems
• Bioplastic
• Ocean plastic

All of these misunderstood words are part of the lexicon of sustain-
ability. But Fairs pushes this further. He sites several critical design 
proposals surrounding the existence of the “giant Pacific garbage 
patch” (2019). These include a proposal to make the patch a sovereign 
state by marketing creative duo Dal and Mike in 2017. Their aim was 
to recognise “the waste as its own country [to] encourage other world 
nations to clean it up, under the policy of The UN’s Environmental 
Charter.” Furthermore, the campaign garnered over 100,000 signa-
tures of people who became “citizens of the trash isle” (Gibson, 2017) 

The problem is, the giant pacific garbage patch does not exist. Not in 
the way that it has been interpreted as solid mass at least. Fairs de-
scribes the plastic residue resembling closer to “confetti” (2019).

It is clear that ocean pollution is a serious problem but the use of 
language is so important. A whole project was designed on a miscon-
ception. It does not detract from the important message of responsi-
bility but as designers raising awareness, in this case, they only spread 
their misconception. This is another reason why language in design is 
crucial.

Kerkstra, M, To add gravitas to the proposal, Lon-
don-based designer Mario Kerkstra has created a pass-
port for the country, passport, Dezeen, September 13 
2017.



Alma Dolls
Yaara Nusboim

Alma dolls are a set of therapy dolls designed by Israeli design-
er Yaara Nusboim. The aim of this project is to “help children 
process difficult memories and emotions” (Staugaitis, 2019). 
Each of the figurines represent a difficult emotion to articulate 
including safety, love, emptiness, fear, pain and anger. In an 
interview discussing her work, Nusboim talks about the process 
of play and how it provides an environment at a “safe psycho-
logical distance” that is “suitable for [the child’s] development” 
(Hahn, 2019). The set is designed to be used in a therapeutic 
setting.

The Alma dolls are a significant project in relation to the sus-
tainability project. Whilst these therapy dolls are designed to 
process difficult emotions, the dolls themselves act as a tool to 
encourage conversation. The colour and form make them non 
threatening and completely removed from what you would ex-
pect a therapeutic tool to look like. This is something to factor 
into the model to avoid any pre existing perceptions of sustain-
ability. The materiality is a real strength in the Alma doll project 
so would be something to investigate in future projects.

Nusboim, Y, Therapy Dolls, Alma doll set, yaaranusboim.com, 2019.



Sara Lopez Ibanez

Mindnosis

Mindnosis is a graduate project by Sara Lopez Ibanez. Whilst completing 
her MA in Industrial Design at Central Saint Martin’s, she produced this 
project to help people determine what kind of mental health support is 
right for them. She states that the motivation for this project was that there 
was “a lack of empathy in mental health services, which rely heavily on 
medical models” (Levett, 2018). Her hopes for the future of this project are 
for it to grow into a social enterprise which will be co designed by people 
who also have a lived experience of mental health.

Mindnosis is a poignant project as it is situated firmed within critical, 
participatory and co-design. These are areas of design that lend itself well to 
the kind of research already undertaken in this workbook. There is a crit-
ical perspective that runs through this project but there is definitely scope 
for interventions or provocations to be explored through participatory 
and co-design in the future. The delivery of the Mindnosis project is also 
through a card form. Although it is not immediately encouraging conversa-
tion, it prompts a meaningful internal conversation for the recipient using 
this kit. 

Lopez Ibanez, S, Mindnosis Co-design, Mindnosis kit, Sar-
aLopezib.com, 2018.



The conversation game: 
The purpose of this game is to respond to the four main 
issues surrounding the use of the term ‘sustainability’ in 
conversation.  It is proposing a scenario that allows people 
to explore their own understanding of terms related to 
this theme in an accessible way. The premise of the game 
is similar to ‘Taboo’ in the fact that the player has to de-
scribe the word without using sustainable buzzwords or 
affectively greenwashing their description. To challenge 
the participants further, they must describe the concepts 
with the selected ‘describe with’ card at the beginning 
of each round. They are able to form short narratives or 
metaphors with theme of the round. The player has two 
minutes to describe as many concepts as possible to win.

Critical design

The area of design that this model would closest identify 
with is critical design. “Mainstream design is problem 
solving whilst critical design looks to identify prob-
lems”(Sudjic, 2014:125). After researching into the mis-
understanding surrounding sustainability, it has become 
apparent that it would be ignorant to simply try and solve 
it as a problem. Questioning our existing understanding 
through a game seems a more appropriate entry into 
probing this as an issue. This game should be a provo-
cation that might open up new discussions or lines of 
enquiry in the future.



The physical manifestation is the game itself. 
The target audience is anyone from a design 
background with an interest in challenging 
their perception of sustainability through 
dialogue. This intends to encourage further 
enquiry into this topic and hopefully benefit 
design as a discourse. 

By including the “describe with” cards, the 
game aims to create a narrative where the 
participants are “locally synchonised” (Pask, 
1980). In reflection of the conversation mod-
els, it hs clear that no code for sustainability 
is possible to achieve. This game accepts this 
limitation and only hopes to be a provoca-
tion tool to challenge the participant’s current 
knowledge and beliefs of sustainability.

The elements of the game include:
• The ‘describe with’ card set
• The ‘what is being sustained?’ cards set
• A timer
• two players (for one verses one) or up to 

six (teams)
• A willingness to challenge perceptions of 

sustainability through verbal dialogue!

In terms of continuous development, co-de-
signing with other designers or linguists could 
be an avenue to explore in the future.



Conclusion In conclusion, the term sustainability can be a difficult term to commu-
nicate. Examining code and inferential models in linguistics have shown 
that conversations can never result in a identical copy of a concept from 
one person to another. Investigations into misunderstandings surround-
ing sustainability show that there is no clear solution. In some cases, the 
perception of sustainability is too focused on the environmental factors 
yet including economic, political and cultural factors results in an over-
whelmed reaction. The consequences of this in design lead to further mis-
representation. Greenwashing is the exploitation of confusing words in or-
der to mislead consumers. Other misunderstandings can become the basis 
of design projects that continue the confusion. Designers are exploring 
difficult concepts to communicate; whether it be mental health or trau-
matic experiences. Although sustainability is completely different, it is also 
a concept challenging to communicate. Whilst there was a lot of research 
conducted around the problems of sustainability perception on an inter-
personal level, it was harder to source design responses to the problems. 
This could be an area to investigate further into in the future. The game 
as a model links back to conversation as a method of communicating. It 
attempts to open up a dialogue through different themes not associated 
with sustainability in an effort to negate pre existing conceptions. 



Overall Reflection: This module has made me question 
my own understanding of sustainability as a concept. It 
has raised questions of not only how other people com-
municate but also how I communicate my own under-
standing. At one point or another, I have validated and 
then disproved my own perceptions. It is still an area 
that I would want to further enquire into. Whilst there 
is a wealth of knowledge in both design and linguistic 
theory, there is not a lot of cross over. This has only 
encouraged me to persue this further to improve my 
understanding of my own project. 

Game Reflection: The game opened up questions about 
interpretations of some areas. For example, Inheritance 
was interpreted as economic inheritance. Whereas I de-
scribed it as inheritance through a cultural lens. It also 
to an extent encouraged us to think about the surround-
ing language for each topic. What was important to 
convey? I anticipated that the animal cards would offer 
more of a narrative but with the time restraint, colours 
and shapes as abstract cards were an easier medium to 
describe each of the card’s characteristics.

Reflection



Instructions game origin

     
    

 1 x pack of 
“Describe with” 

cards.

     1 x pack of 
“Subject area” 

cards.

     1 x list of 
banned words.

     2-6 players.

     A stop watch.

1.  Split the “subject 
area” cards equally 
between each player.

2.  Turn the “describe 
with” cards face down 
and turn over the top 
card to reveal what 
each subject area 
must be described 
with. 

3. The first player has 
to describe their as 
many subject areas as 
they can in two min-
utes using the theme.

4. The winning player or 
team is the one with 
the most correctly 
guessed subject ar-
eas. The card cannot 
be won is a subject 
area is described 
with a banned word.

This kit includes:

You will need:

The field of sustainability can be a confusing 
place. What it is, what it isn’t. 
Some feel it’s...

Others feel it’s...

Some might take advantage of the perception 
of being too broad to fully understand and 
greenwash their companies to mislead consum-
ers. 

Others might not fully recognise sustainabil-
ity as a system and design a solution for a 
misconception.

So how confident are you to talk about mat-
ters of sustainability? Confident enough to 
describe then with sharks? How about describ-
ing them with colour? 

                          Let’s find out! 

Too Broad!

Too Complex!



Banned words

Sustainable

Men/Women

Rights

Riots

Information

EqualityPlastic

Money

EconomyEnvironment

Culture

Politics

Animals

Medicine

Teachers

Any words you think 
are missing and 

should be banned? 

Add them to the 
list!





Subject area cards





Photos of convesration game in use.
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