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DESIGNING INNOVATIVE FORMS OF
INTERMEDIATION AND COMMUNICATION

Towards sustainable production and consumption systems

Abstract

The aim of this paper is to bring to light novel forms of intermediation and communication among
producers, consumers and organizations that support sustainable solutions of production and
consumption.

In conventional value chains we can observe several levels of activities that arise from the distance
between the producers and consumers, causing opacity and anonymous relations. Looking for
alternatives to this configuration, designers face a sort of questions: How can the gap created by the
proliferation of levels between producers and final consumers be filled? What kind of relations and
solutions can be created? How to promote sustainable production and consumption systems? How can
the product values and local qualities be communicated for global consumers?

In order to illustrate how producers and consumers integrate the challenge of developing sustainable
solutions of intermediation and communication, there are presented some examples from Brazil and
Italy, specially focused on biodiversity products.

Products based on local biological resources are rapidly becoming more important, due both to
economic motives related to business potential and increasing consumer demand for more natural and
safer products. Such biodiversity products include timber, nuts, fruits, and diverse “intermediate
products” used as ingredients for the cosmetics, food, perfumery and pharmaceutical sectors, such as
essential oils, natural dyes, latex, fibres, resins, gums, medicinal plants and others. A local product
based in biodiversity resources, such as traditional food products, can be considered as a continuation
of its region of origin, strongly characterized by its edaphic and climatic conditions, and as the result of
local traditions of knowledge that are embedded in its production. Therefore, the local product
represents a cultural and social expression of a certain community, a sign of local intellectual heritage.
Thus, there is a range of meanings connected to a local food product, which are related to the
community’s history — as its customs and rituals — and traditional ways of doing, habits and also
consumption behaviours. To communicate these qualities through the products, in properly ways,
represents a great challenge to be faced by design.

The case study work therefore aims: a) to diffuse sustainable development practices, and b) to identify
possibilities of design intervention.
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It was found that designer assumes an evident role of facilitator of collective innovations and systemic
solutions. The main design supporting actions identified can be grouped as:

a) Promote vision and systemic innovation: visualization of “production + consumption” systems;
enabling innovative forms of intermediation and interaction among players; conception of
scenarios and solutions for the future; development of transversal relations of people,
organizations and values;

b) Support the valorisation of local qualities and resources: recognition and communication of local
identifying features and qualities; design of products and services strongly linked to the territory
of origin; valorisation and protection of “territory + community + resources” complex;

c) Foster sustainable ways of production and consumption: promotion of producer and consumer
awareness about environmental, cultural, economic and social values embedded in products
and services; promotion of new aesthetical values and ways of product quality perception;
support the inclusion of the consumer into the value creation, as part of the solution, together
with producers and stakeholders.

It is noted that design’s scope is being progressively enlarged and oriented towards a systemic
perspective, which include the project and the planning of sustainable products and services systems.
Hence, there are needed innovative tools and guidelines to support the design action. Important
advances in this means can be highlighted in the last decade (Manzini, 2006; Thackara, 2005; Manzini,
Jegou and Meroni, 2004; Margolin, 2000; Castells, 1999), which will be considered in this paper.
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