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Abstract 

This preliminary study explores to what extent three- and four-year Canadian industrial 

and graphic design programs have included the United Nations (UN) Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) in their curricula. Research was divided into two parts. The 

first was a review of online program descriptions, and the second a semi-structured 

interview of program coordinators. Findings show the SDGs are relatively unknown to 

Canadian industrial and graphic design programs, their institution, and professional 

community. However, coordinators discussed the role of design in overcoming 

sustainable development (SD) challenges, and our findings show most programs have 

already worked SD concepts into their curricula. Furthermore, student reaction to 

learning about SD was positive. What coordinators questioned was how the SDGs related 

to applied learning and aligned with faculty research. This study concludes proposing 

future research into the SDGs in relation to design school curricula and faculty research. 

 

Keywords: Sustainable Development Goals; sustainable development; design curricula; 

professional design associations; Canadian context 
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Preface 

The idea for this research came about over a dinner of Gogigui with Dr. Thomas 

Garvey at the end of the 2015 International Design Congress (IDC), in Korea. The theme 

of the conference was Eeum, Korean for connection or join. For seven days, keynotes, 

talks, and activities called for the collaboration of disciplines in both public and private 

sectors to move towards a more sustainable future. At the World Design Organization 

(WDO) general assembly, newly elected president Mugendi M’Rithaa introduced the 

SDGs, and emphasized the importance of engaging young designers in achieving the 

ambitious 2030 targets.  

We resonated with the IDC and WDO message. The School of Industrial Design 

at Carleton University had embedded SD in both undergraduate and graduate programs, 

and we were at that time just starting to explore the SDGs. As we sat eating our barbecue 

pork on the other side of the planet, we wondered whether other design programs in 

Canada were also discussing SD and the SDGs. Taking the SDGs at face value as a 

strategy for achieving SD objectives, and sensitive to the fact they were only recently 

introduced, we returned to Ottawa to find out.  
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background and Scope 

Human activity and natural resource usage since the industrial revolution have 

surged. Population growth, affordable energy, increased consumption, and the rise of 

liberal economies have been driving forces, accelerated by global connectivity, 

communication, and access to knowledge (Costanza et al., 2007). According to Daly 

(2007, p. 12), “relying on growth in this way might be fine if the global economy existed 

in a void, but it does not. Rather the economy is a subsystem of the finite biosphere that 

supports it”. 

As the economy expands beyond the limits of the biosphere, man-made capital 

will begin to sacrifice natural capital. Since 1900, the human population has multiplied 

4.5 times, from 1.6 billion people to 7.3 billion in 2015, and is projected to reach 8.5 

billion by 2030 (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2015). 

World Domestic Product is projected to increase to $272 trillion by 2050, or 3 times that 

of 2010 (Sachs, 2015). According to Steffen et al. (2015), human activity has pushed 

beyond safe planetary boundaries and has started to put biosphere integrity, land-system 

change, the climate, and biochemical flow at risk—a strain that has effected human and 

natural systems, and worldwide quality of life (Barney, 1980; Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change, 2014). Clearly human activity and use of natural resources must be 

reconciled with the limitation of the biosphere (Figure 1).    
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Figure 1. The effect of human activity on planetary boundaries (Steffen et al., 2015).  

Sustainable development (SD) is an approach to economic growth that is aware of 

both the environment and society. According to Sachs (2015, p. 505) “sustainable 

development is the greatest, most complicated challenge humanity has ever faced”. To 

overcome this challenge humanity will need to think differently (Daly, 2007). SD is not 

just the theoretical examination of the economy, environment, and society in relation to 

each other and planetary limitations, but a scientific and technological methodology for 

solving problems (Sachs, 2015). It is both a field of study, and an underlying mental 

model applicable to all subjects (McKeown et al., 2002).  
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There have been several global efforts to raise awareness and affect policy change 

towards SD. The United Nations (UN) Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) helped 

reduce extreme poverty, and increased enrollment of primary school children in 

developing nations (UN, 2015a). The Decade of Education for Sustainable Development 

(DESD) spread SD to all levels of education, and encouraged higher education 

institutions to include SD in their strategic plans (United Nations Educational, Scientific 

and Cultural Organization, 2014). Most recently, the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) are a set of 17 economic, environmental, and societal objectives to achieve SD by 

2030 (UN, 2015b). 

Design is a methodology for solving problems (Schön, 1987). Global design 

associations have referenced SD in their strategies (one has made direct mention of the 

SDGs), and have highlighted the role of young designers in achieving SD (ICOD, 2017; 

WDO, 2017a; WDO, 2017c). Design programs (we use design program and design 

school interchangeably) prepare students to solve complex problems (Schön, 1987). What 

is missing from the literature is data on how these programs are preparing students to 

tackle SD challenges.  

1.2 Purpose of Study   

The purpose of this study is to explore how Canadian design programs have 

considered SD and the SDGs in their curricula. There was considerable conversation at 

the International Design Congress about the role of young designers in overcoming SD 

challenges, and the need for a global, collaborative effort between the professional design 

community, academia, governments, and industry in achieving the SDGs by 2030. We 

were curious if regional industrial and graphic design programs were having the same 
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conversation.  

The focus is on three- and four-year industrial and graphic design programs in 

Canada to be insightful to my career as a design educator. I teach interaction design in a 

graphic design program at a college in Ontario, and am an MDes student at an industrial 

design school in the same province. Interaction design is a discipline spanning both 

graphic and industrial design practices. Findings from this research will not only benefit 

curriculum development for my courses, but that of the faculty of the industrial design 

program where I study.   

1.3 Research Question 

This is a preliminary study, and has been developed to explore SD and the SDGs 

in relation to design programs as per the following research question: 

To what extent have the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals been 

included in Canadian industrial and graphic design school curricula?  

After reviewing the literature, several themes emerged that led to specific 

questions that helped put the research into context:  

• What are design school perspectives on the SDGs? 

• Have design schools included the SDGs in their curricula? 

• Have universities and colleges included the SDGs in their strategic plan? 

• What are professional design community perspectives on the SDGs? 

1.4 Contributions to the Field 

Findings from this study will be of value to industrial and graphic design 

educators interested in SD and the SDGs. It will provide them useful information about 

how design programs across Canada have developed SD and the SDGs into their 
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curricula, and will help us identify barriers to implementation. On a broader scale, this 

study will provide post-secondary institutions and professional design associations a view 

of SD and the SDGs from the perspective of their affiliated design programs, which 

might inform future initiatives. 

Human growth exceeding the finite limitations of the planet is perhaps the most 

pressing matter of modern history. The next generation of designers will require the skills 

to address SD challenges. Findings from this research will help design educators position 

their program in relation to global SD initiatives.  
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2 Literature Review 

2.1 The Pillars of Sustainability 

The term sustainable development was coined by the World Conservation 

Strategy (WCS), a strategic document published in 1980 by the International Union for 

Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN) that underlined the risk of 

ecological instability and quality of life (especially in the developing world) due to 

exponential economic and population growth in contrast to finite natural resources 

(Barney, 1980; IUCN, 1980). The aim of the WCS was to “help advance the achievement 

of sustainable development through the conservation of living resources” (IUCN, 1980, 

p. iv). The document argued a lack of ecological conservation would lead to socio-

economic problems, such as inflation, unemployment, hunger, and disease. It provided a 

framework for national and sub-national SD strategies, and recommendations on how to 

overcome conservation obstacles. Unfortunately, the WCS received a mixed response, 

having failed to engage policy makers and capture the attention of a public who had little 

perceived link between resource conservation and SD (Selman, 1985). 

The pillars of sustainability were defined after the formation of the World 

Commission on Environment and Development (WCED). Established in 1983 as a 

branch of the UN, the commission (also known as the Brundtland Commission) was 

tasked with drafting an SD framework by the year 2000 (Grober, 2012). Commission 

chair Gro Harlem Brundtland was critical of the sustainability movement of the early 80s 

that had failed to capture the attention of government policy makers and business leaders, 

and was instrumental in the publication of Our Common Future (WCED, 1987). Drawing 

from a comprehensive panel of advisors, the document suggested overpopulation, social 
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inequality, and the depletion and misuse of natural resources were linked to 

environmental problems. According to Caradonna (2012, p. 143), “Our Common Future 

probably deserves much of the credit for establishing the three Es (environment, 

economics, and social equality) as the basic model of a sustainable society”.  

Overpopulation had been identified as a recurring problem since the industrial 

revolution. Influenced by early population essayists such as Vogt and Osbourn, Ehrlich’s 

(1968) The Population Bomb warned existing populations were underfed and growing, a 

problem that would result in worldwide starvation and put a strain on the natural 

environment (Desrochers & Hoffbauer, 2009). The bestselling book The Limits to 

Growth by Meadows, Meadows, Randers and Behrens (1972) created computer 

simulations to demonstrate exponential human and economic growth would eventually 

surpass the finite ecological limitations of the planet unless countered by significant 

technological, cultural, and institutional change. Evidence suggests we have already 

begun to exceed the ecological limits of the planet. Anthropogenic emissions due to 

human activity have warmed the atmosphere and oceans, diminishing snow and ice, and 

have increased sea levels (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2014). Biosphere 

integrity, land-system change, and biochemical flows have all passed safe parameters 

(Steffen et al., 2015).  

According to Sachs (2015), the solution is not to limit growth, but to change our 

habits. By moving to clean energies and improving agricultural techniques, and by 

leveraging economic policies to overcome externalities, we can begin to reconcile the 

economy with planetary limits, address societal concerns, and create a more sustained 

development.   
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2.2 Higher Education and Sustainable Development 

The role of education in achieving SD objectives emerged at the UN Conference 

on the Human Environment in 1972. The conference was a major milestone in the history 

of international collaboration on environmental and social issues, the outcome of which 

was the creation of the United Nations Environment Program, an agency advocating 

international environmental policies, and the Stockholm Declaration, a collection of 

proclamations, principles, and recommendations to protect the environment and address 

social issues (Caradonna, 2014). Recommendation 96 of the declaration formally 

recognized the role of education in attaining SD objectives (UN, 1972).  

Education for sustainable development (ESD) considers methods for achieving 

sustainable outcomes, whereas education about sustainability is a theoretical discussion. 

Both are central to raising public awareness of SD, and educating future decision makers 

and societal leaders in sustainable practice (McKeown et al., 2002). As per the WCS, 

curricula should “include environmental education both as an intrinsic part of other 

subjects, so that conservation attitudes can influence all activities, and as a separate 

subject so that ecology can be taught more formally and its concept more readily 

grasped” (IUCN, 1980, ch. 13, p. 11). 

Today there are several SD related courses and degree programs in higher 

education, but strategically institutions have been sluggish to reorient their mental models 

towards the inclusion of SD across all programs. Lozano et al. (2013; 2015) compared 

and analyzed the most commonly referenced higher education declarations from 1990 to 

2009 including the Talloires Declaration, signed shortly after the publication of the 

Brundtland Report, and the Halifax Declaration in Canada. Thematically, the 
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declarations discussed the pillars of sustainability, as well as the ethical and moral 

obligation of universities to include SD in their curricula. The Lozano et al. (2013; 2015) 

studies suggested signing declarations and similar strategies led to some SD activities, 

but that universities still maintained traditional strategic plans that did promote the 

inclusion of SD across all academic programs. The authors were critical of universities at 

lagging behind corporations and society on SD issues, and proposed they take a leading 

role by introducing SD into all courses, curricula, and institutional activities. 

The Higher Education Sustainability Initiative, a group of some 300 universities 

worldwide, conducted a similar study. Formed shortly after the 2012 UN Conference on 

Sustainable Development (UNCSD), the group reviewed the progress of all 272 

conference commitments, and found 73% of academic institutions made some direct or 

indirect progress in the form of strategic plans, working groups, and reporting 

mechanisms that support SD outcomes (Simon & Haertle, 2014). However, they 

underscored the need for these institutions to make a greater effort in promoting SD 

across all curricula.  

2.3 Higher Education and Sustainable Development Goals 

The role of education in achieving SD objectives has been recognized by global 

strategies and initiatives. For example, Earth Summit, hosted in Rio de Janeiro and 

attended by thousands of Non-Governmental Organizations and UN member nations, 

yielded two non-binding documents: the Rio Declaration, an international directive on 

development and the environment; and Agenda 21, a framework for SD. Although Earth 

Summit prompted international adoption of SD principles, implementation was slow, and 

social and environmental problems continued to decline (Harding, 2006). Nonetheless, 
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the conference did help promote ESD. Chapter 36 of Agenda 21 recommended the 

reorientation of formal education, public awareness, and training towards SD, a concept 

furthered in 2002 at the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg. 

Three themes emerged from the summit: an emphasis on collaboration; a push to 

implement sustainability concepts; and a proposed decade of ESD (Harding, 2006). By 

December of that year, the UN General Assembly appointed the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) to direct the Decade of 

Education for Sustainable Development (DESD). Addressing the pillars of sustainability, 

the DESD ran from 2005 to 2014 with an overall goal to “integrate the principles, values 

and practices of sustainable development into all aspects of education and learning” 

(UNESCO, 2017, “Mission”).    

The 2014 World Conference on ESD marked the end of the DESD and the 

signing of the Aichi-Nagoya Declaration, an agreement by participating organizations to 

implement the Global Action Programme on ESD—a roadmap to identify actionable 

initiatives and underline the role of higher education in leading a societal paradigm shift 

towards SD. The DESD final report, Shaping the Future We Want, found the DESD 

spread ESD across the world to all levels of education, and encouraged higher education 

institutions to commit to SD in their strategic plans (UNESCO, 2014). The report 

identified three challenges moving forward: coordination of all levels of the institution, 

from governance to academic programs; increased staff development to help transition 

curricula and pedagogy; and the removal of cross-disciplinary boundaries that impede the 

exploration and learning of complex issues.  

Concurrent to the DESD was the signing of the UN Millennium Declaration in 



   

 11 

2002 by one hundred and eighty-nine UN member states agreeing to a deadline of 2015 

to collaborate towards eight actionable global targets to overcome extreme poverty in the 

developing world. What came to be known as the Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs) produced a major global effort that helped reduce under-five mortality rates, 

gained traction in the fight against deadly diseases, reduced the number of people living 

in extreme poverty, and increased primary school enrollment in developing nations (UN, 

2015a). But the MDGs final report also suggested there was a considerable amount of 

work ahead. In his forward, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon said the MDGs 

demonstrated our understanding of how to approach SD challenges, but advised future 

initiatives would require significant political determination and a global effort “to tackle 

root causes and do more to integrate the economic, social and environmental dimensions 

of sustainable development” (UN, 2015a, p. 3). Others were critical of the MDGs 

focusing exclusively on improving access to primary education, arguing all levels of 

education were integral to achieving the MDGs and global well-being (Beall, 2013; 

Kotecha, as cited in MacGregor, 2010).  

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development was created in recognition of the 

shortcomings of the MDGs, and as a new vision for SD. Meeting at the UNCSD, leaders 

from around the world looked back on more than 40 years since the publication of The 

Limits to Growth and more than 20 years since Earth Summit, and found the challenges 

of balancing the pillars of sustainability had not been overcome, and that human activity 

continued to exceed the limitations of the biosphere as predicted (Sachs, 2015). All one 

hundred and ninety-three member states of the UN General Assembly adopted the 17 

SDGs on September 25, 2015 (Figure 2). Addressing the pillars of sustainability, and 
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monitored by a set of indicators, each goal includes a subset of individual targets to reach 

by 2030 (UN, 2015b).  

 

Figure 2. The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (UN, 2017c). 

The SDGs are relatively new, but the reaction of higher education institutions 

appears to be positive. The International Association of Universities (IAU), a UNESCO 

partner with over six hundred and fifty university members around the world (including 

14 from Canada), actively promote the role of higher education in achieving the SDGs by 

2030. The IAU conducted a global survey of member leaders, directors, and project 

coordinators to determine how their institution approached SD. According to their 

findings (based on IAU member participation of 18%), 70% of respondents either knew 

well or very well about the SDGs and ESD, and 58% knew well or very well about the 

2030 agenda. Thirty-four percent had included SD in their strategic plan, with an 

additional 38% in the process of doing so, and 45% had adopted a holistic approach to 

including SD at their institution (IAU, 2016).  
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Similar studies have been conducted in Canada. For example, Vaughter et al. 

(2015) researched ESD policies, declarations, and practices in higher education, and 

found only 50% of all 220 accredited Canadian colleges and universities had an 

environment or sustainability policy. On further analysis of the data, Beveridge et al. 

(2015) identified 105 institutions that had signed at least one ESD related declaration, but 

noted the relationship between signing a declaration and implementing ESD initiatives 

was weak. Near the end of the DESD era, the Council of Ministers of Education of 

Canada (CMEC), in collaboration with the Canadian-based International Institute for 

Sustainable Development, surveyed deans and department chairs of 36 institutions across 

the country. They found the DESD was effective at helping faculty evangelists discuss 

and act on ESD, however, there was disparity between these early adopters and faculty-

wide responses (CMEC, 2012). 

2.4 Design Associations and Sustainable Development 

Sachs (2015, p. 509) defined SD as “a process, a way of solving problems 

peacefully and globally, using our science and technology, our know-how”. Designers 

use a similar approach. Schön (1987, loc. 3489) described the design practitioner as an 

individual who can “solve well-formed instrumental problems by applying theory and 

technique derived from systematic, preferably scientific knowledge”, and had a vision of 

design schools networking with their universities, and professional design communities. 

The rebranding and export of design methodology as design thinking to traditionally non-

design disciplines and schools, such as business, is evidence of the effectiveness of 

design at solving complex problems (Martin, 2009). 

SD is included in the values of design practice, as demonstrated by the strategic 
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direction of global design associations. Focused on industrial design, the World Design 

Organization (WDO; formerly the International Council of Societies of Industrial Design) 

has a vision to “create a world where design enhances our economic, social, cultural, and 

environmental quality of life” (WDO, 2017a, “Vision and Mission”). The SDGs are 

featured prominently below the WDO vision and mission statements, and are a key 

question in their student interviews which asks, “of the 17 SDGs, which do you believe 

represent the most important challenges facing your generation today?” (WDO, 2017b, 

“Stories”). The role of young designers in achieving the WDO vision and mission was 

front-and-centre at World Industrial Design Day 2016. Themed “Youth in Design”, the 

WDO-organized event commenced with an open letter from the board of directors 

highlighting the rise of design-forward companies, and a new generation of designers 

embracing SD values (WDO, 2017c). 

Focused on graphic and communication design, the International Council of 

Design (ICOD) promotes design as a means of improving the well-being of humanity. 

According to their president, designers are tied to globalization, and have a responsibility 

to “understand the economic, social, cultural and political implications of globalization 

on society and on our individual professional situations” (ICOD, 2017, “News & 

Views”). In his opinion, the role of ICOD was not only to champion the value of design 

in overcoming global challenges, but to support the evolution of design curriculum 

towards the needs of future designers. 

Canadian design associations have also included SD in the values of design 

practice. The Association of Canadian Industrial Designers (ACID) defines industrial 

design as an activity that is central to global sustainability and human well-being (ACID, 
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2017). According to the Association of Chartered Industrial Designers of Ontario 

(ACIDO), industrial design “has a starring role in the economic, social and environmental 

well-being of our communities and our nation” (ACIDO, 2017, “Industrial Design”). In 

western provinces, the Society of Graphic Designers of Canada (GDC) have a committee 

dedicated to sustainability in communication, and in eastern provinces the Association of 

Registered Graphic Designers (RGD) hosts the Social Good Design awards, a celebration 

of the power of design in making meaningful change in society (GDC, 2017; RGD, 

2017). In Québec, the Association des designers industriels du Québec (ADIQ) not only 

positions industrial design within the economy and society, but includes SD as a part of 

learning the discipline, and the Société des designers graphiques du Québec (SDGSQ) 

encourages design professionals to adopt a responsible practice that considers the 

environment, people, community and future generations (ADIQ, 2017; SDGSQ, 2017). 

Each of these design associations support industrial and graphic design education 

respectively, and are affiliated with design schools in their region.         

Global and regional design associations have included SD in the values of design 

practice, and both the WDO and ICOD underline the role of education in achieving SD 

objectives. What remains unknown is to what extent Canadian industrial and graphic 

design programs are themselves aware of the SDGs, and whether they have included SD 

in their curricula. Furthermore, there is no literature on whether these schools are 

networked with their institution and design community. Our study aims to investigate 

these areas.   
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3 Methods 

The purpose of this study was to explore the extent to which SD and the SDGs 

had been included in three- and four-year Canadian industrial and graphic design 

program curricula.  

The study was divided into two parts. The first part examined website program 

descriptions to get a sense of how each program positioned themselves in design practice 

and aligned with global SD objectives. The second part was a semi-structured interview 

of program coordinators—individuals in a leadership role with knowledge of both 

program strategy and curricula development. It was also felt these individuals would be 

in a good position to comment on not just their respective design programs, but their 

institution, and design community.  

As this was a Canada-wide study, both English and French data were collected. 

Both French and English course descriptions were analyzed in their original language, 

and interviews were conducted in the preferred language of each participant. A translator 

was hired to translate documents into French as needed, and all field notes and thematic 

coding was conducted in English.       

Canadian institutions were identified from databases made available to the public 

by the WDO, ICOD, GDC, RGD, ADIQ, SDGQ, and by conducting a general online 

search with the terms “Industrial Design School” and “Graphic Design School” in both 

languages. The criteria were further limited to industrial or graphic design schools in 

Canadian university, college or cégep post-secondary institutions with three- to four-year 

bachelor’s degree, advanced diploma, or diplôme d'études collégiales (DEC) programs. 

The School of Industrial Design at Carleton University was excluded from the study to 
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avoid bias.    

Industrial and graphic design program course descriptions were taken from the 

program landing pages of their respective institution websites at the start of the 2016 fall 

semester. Descriptions were copied and pasted into a Microsoft Word document and 

loaded into QSR International NVivo as individual cases for analysis. Each institution 

was assigned a code to remain anonymous at the time of analysis and publication. The 

theoretical approach to our qualitative analysis was based on grounded theory (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967). Themes were identified and organized into groups. After several rounds 

of analysis, prominent themes were summarized, then categorized as common or unique 

using a matrix (Bernard, 2006). Phrase frequency was included in the matrix.   

After receiving ethics clearance, coordinators were identified by reviewing 

information made public by their institution online (Appendix A). Coordinators were 

invited to participate in the study via email, and after expressing interest were forwarded 

a follow-up email with the informed consent form, survey questions, and links to 

information regarding the SDGs (Appendix B; Appendix C; Appendix D). There were a 

couple of cases where the program coordinator was unable to participate in the study, but 

recruited a colleague who was equally as knowledgeable about the program. Of the 

schools that met the criteria, approximately half participated in the interview part of the 

study, and all interviews were completed successfully.  

The survey instrument was a two-part questionnaire conducted as a phone 

interview (Appendix E). Data were collected over a period of three months. Each 

participant was assigned a code to keep their identity and institution anonymous at the 

time of analysis and publication. Interviews were approximately twenty to thirty minutes 
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in length, and recorded using audio software and field notes. If the field notes required 

clarification, the audio recording was referenced. The first ten questions focused on the 

SDGs specifically, and the last five explored SD themes in general. Nominal data was 

collected in the form of multiple choice answers (except for one question that asked 

participants for a solution to a possible problem). Most of the questions had a qualitative 

follow-up component to further explore participant answers. Data collected from multiple 

choice answers were analyzed using IBM SPSS. Descriptive statistics were used to 

identify frequencies and compare variables with tables. Field notes from the qualitative 

answers were loaded into QSR International NVivo and analyzed using the same 

technique as the program descriptions.  
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4 Findings 

4.1 Sample 

The sample of schools that met the criteria as defined in the methods section of 

this study was n = 58. Table 1 groups schools by type and academic accreditation. Table 

2 identifies the schools according to their province.  

Table 1 

Sample of Design Programs by Accreditation  

 Degree 
 

Diploma DEC 

Industrial Design 9 0 4 
Graphic Design 18 20 7 
Total Sample (n = 58) 27 20 11 

 

Table 2 

Sample of Design Programs by Province 

 Industrial Design 
 

Graphic Design 

Alberta 1 5 
British Columbia 2 6 
New Brunswick 0 1 
Nova Scotia 1 0 
Ontario 3 22 
Québec 6 11 
Total Sample (n = 58) 13 45 

 

There was some variance in the name and accreditation of industrial and graphic 

design programs. Industrial design programs were the most consistent, with program 

names varying between industrial design, product design, and design studies, and 

accreditation favouring a bachelor degree (n = 9) in arts, design, or industrial design, 

except for Québec which also offered a DEC (n = 4). Graphic design program names 

ranged from graphic design to visual communication to design studies, and offered about 
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the same amount of degrees (n = 18) as diplomas (n = 20), except for Québec which 

offered a DEC (n = 7) instead of a diploma. A review of each program web page helped 

to further categorize each program. As an additional criterion, only industrial design 

programs focused on product outcomes were included, and only graphic design programs 

focused on visual communication for print and digital medias were included. This was 

the sample used in the evaluation of the course descriptions (Figure 3).  

 

Figure 3. Sample of design programs and interview participants by province. 

The interviews were a smaller sub-set of this sample. Of the fifty-eight invitations 

that were sent to post-secondary institutions that met the above criteria, about half (n = 

30) agreed to participate, and were interviewed successfully. The breakdown of this 

sample sub-set is described in Tables 3 and 4. About one-third were industrial design 

programs (n = 11), and two-thirds graphic design programs (n = 19).  
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Table 3 

Interview Participants by Accreditation  

 Degree 
 

Diploma DEC 

Industrial Design 8 0 3 
Graphic Design 9 10 0 
Total Sample (n = 30) 17 10 3 

 

Table 4 

Interview Participants by Province 

 Industrial Design 
 

Graphic Design 

Alberta 1 3 
British Columbia 2 2 
New Brunswick 0 0 
Nova Scotia 1 0 
Ontario 2 11 
Québec 5 3 
Total Sample (n = 30) 11 19 

 

4.2 Course Descriptions 

The first round of analysis was an exact keyword query. As demonstrated in Table 

5, the term “sustainable development” was found in twelve of the program descriptions, 

and the term “sustainability” found in five.            

Table 5 

Exact Keyword Search of Design Program Descriptions 

Exact Keywords n 
 

“Sustainable Development” 12 
“Sustainability” 5 

          

The second round of analysis was coding the course descriptions to identify 

recurring themes. Using NVivo, two thematic categories emerged. Content related to 

students and the program were categorized as program, whereas content related to design 



   

 22 

practitioners and the profession were categorized as profession. Each category was then 

further divided into themes. As demonstrated in Table 6, all descriptions (n = 58) 

provided information relevant to the program, and discussed the student experience. 

About half (n = 28) discussed aspects of the design profession.  

Table 6 

Thematic Categories Identified in Program Descriptions 

Category Common n 
 

Program Content focusing on student experience and 
program information. 

58 

Profession Content focusing on design practitioners and the 
profession of design.  

28 
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Table 7 

Themes Identified in the Program Category 

Theme 
 

Common n 

Applied Skills Learning the applied methods, skills and tools of 
design practice.   

52 

Career Prospects Industry opportunities and career paths available 
upon completion of the program. 

43 

Critical/Design Thinking Leveraging academic theory and conceptual 
development methods to make informed 
decisions when solving complex problems.     

35 

Real-world Projects Hands-on learning developing projects that reflect 
industry practice.  

29 

Industry Exposure Network with highly specialized faculty who 
bring industry experience to the classroom.    

27 

Business of Design Business and entrepreneurial strategies and 
methods for design practitioners.    

24 

Studio & Technology Small class sizes hosted in modern studio spaces 
with industry equipment and technology.  

24 

Sustainable Development*  Highlighting the role of design in overcoming 
global challenges. 

17 

Design Community Affiliation with design associations and 
participation in professional events.   

16 

Personal Qualities Character traits that typically lead to a successful 
tenure in the program.   

16 

Student Placement  Opportunity for students to gain industry 
experience working in the field.   

16 

Human/User-centered Appreciation for human behaviour and factors 
when solving problems.   

14 

Student Exhibits Public exhibition of culminating student design 
outcomes.   

12 

Inter/multidisciplinary  Combing the skills and knowledge from several 
disciplines to solve problems.  

11 

History of Design An examination of events, trends, and seminal 
movements in art and design.   

9 

Student Competitions Opportunity to submit projects to academic and 
industry run design challenges.  

5 

*Sub-themes are discussed below.  
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Table 8 

Themes Identified in the Profession Category 

Theme Common n 
 

Design Practice An overview of the methods and processes used 
by professional designers to create a project.      

26 

Human/User-centered Highlighting how designers create the things we 
interact with every day.     

7 

Business of Design Industry growth and demand for the skills 
acquired in a design program.  

5 

Sustainable Development Practitioners as change agents, and sensitive to 
social, economic, and ecological issues.   

5 

Inter/multidisciplinary Design professionals are versed in various 
disciplines and work well with others.    

2 

 

The profession Sustainable Development theme discussed design practitioners as 

either playing a role in overcoming social, economic and ecological challenges, or being 

sensitive to how their products relate to those issues (n = 5). However, the program 

Sustainable Development theme was much more in-depth, and could be divided into 

various sub-themes as demonstrated in Table 9.      

Table 9 

SD Sub-Themes Identified in the Program Category 

Sub-Theme Common n 
 

Design as Change Role of design and design practitioners in 
addressing social, cultural and economic issues. 

13 

Ecology & Environment Environmental and ecological considerations 
baked into project development. 

4 

Graduate Leaders Opportunity for graduates to take leadership roles 
in overcoming global challenges.    

4 

Ethical Responsibility Ethical considerations when developing projects 
for local and global markets.     

3 

Principles of SD Students will learn about the principles of SD  3 
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4.3 Interview 

4.3.1 First Part 

About half of the sample group (n = 30) participated in the study and all 

interviews were completed successfully. All participants were provided information 

pertaining to the SDGs before the interview, and were interviewed individually. 

Responses to the interview questions reflected the views of the participants.  

The first question was designed to measure personal awareness of the SDGs, and 

helped frame the questions that followed (Table 10). About two-thirds (n = 18) of 

participants indicated they had no knowledge of the SDGs before the study, a third (n = 

10) said they were aware, and only a couple (n = 2) said they had good comprehension. 

The second question asked how effective the SDGs had been at raising global awareness 

and action towards SD issues (Table 11). A third of respondents (n = 10) said the SDGs 

were somewhat effective, and another third were uncertain at the time of the interview (n 

= 10). Only a handful (n = 5), said the SDGs were effective, and one participant said they 

were very effective. 

To gain some insight into the responses, some of the questions had a qualitative 

follow-up. Responses to these follow-up questions were coded thematically in NVivo. 

Themes were then categorized as either common or unique. There was some consensus 

on the SDGs having effectively identified SD issues, at least as a starting point (n = 9), 

yet the same amount (n = 9) questioned how effective the UN had been at communicating 

the SDGs, since they had not previously heard about them. Some agreed (n = 6) the 

SDGs were very broad and global, and questioned how they would be implemented 

locally (Table 12).            
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Table 10 

Personal Awareness of the SDGs 

Response n 
 

% 

Good comprehension 2 6.7 
Aware 10 33.3 
No knowledge 18 60 
Total 30 100.0 

 

Table 11 

Effectiveness of SDGs at Raising Awareness and Leading to Action   

Response n 
 

% 

Very effective 1 3.3 
Effective 5 16.7 
Somewhat Effective 10 33.3 
Ineffective 3 10.0 
Very Ineffective 1 3.3 
Uncertain at this time 10 33.3 
Total 30 100.0 

 

Table 12 

Responses to the Effectiveness of SDGs 

Common n Unique n 
 

The SDGs have identified SD issues, 
and are a good starting point to 
raising awareness. 

9 The prior MDGs were effective. 1 

Communication has not been 
effective since they had not heard 
about the SDGs prior to this study. 

9 Have referenced them on previous 
projects and found them to be 
effective.   

1 

The SDGs are very broad. Perhaps 
good at a global level, but unclear 
how actionable they are locally.  

6 Have been working in the field for 
some time but never heard of them. 

1 
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The third question asked participants if their institution’s strategic plan referenced 

the SDGs (Table 13). Most participants (n = 24) said the SDGs were not in their 

institution’s strategic plan, and some said they were uncertain (n = 6). In a follow-up 

question, none identified the SDGs in other initiatives.   

Table 13 

Reference to SDGs in Institution Strategic Direction or Plan  

Response n 
 

% 

Yes 0 0.0 
No 24 80 
Uncertain at this time 6 20 
Total 30 100.0 

 

Question four asked participants to what extent the SDGs had been included in 

their design school curricula. Most participants (n = 25) reported they had never included 

the SDGs in their curriculum, one had rarely included, a few had occasionally included (n 

= 3), and one had frequently included (Table 14). Only two participants provided 

examples of how the SDGs had been included in their curricula (Table 15). The first had 

students create infographics for a chosen SDGs, and develop a campaign based on 

whichever SDGs the UN was featuring that year. The second said they would be 

including the SDGs in an upcoming lecture. A couple of participants (n = 2) said their 

curricula included a different SD strategy, namely the GDC Sustainable Design Values 

and Principles, and the MDGs respectively. A few mentioned (n = 3) the SDGs would fit 

future courses nicely, and would be something to investigate.       
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Table 14 

Inclusion of SDGs in Design Program Curricula 

Response n 
 

% 

Frequently included 1 3.3 
Occasionally included 3 10.0 
Rarely included 1 3.3 
Never included 25 83.3 
Total 30 100.0 

 

Table 15 

Examples of SDGs in Design Program Curricula 

Common n Unique n 
 

SDGs are something to investigate 
for future courses.   

3 Curricula references the GDC 
Sustainable Design Values and 
Principles. 

1 

  Have used the MDGs in the past. 1 
  Students develop projects based on 

chosen SDGs. 
1 

  The SDGs will be featured in an 
upcoming lecture. 

1 

 

Questions five through seven explored the challenges of implementing the SDGs 

into design school curricula. Participants were first asked to select from a list of 

individuals who would be responsible for introducing new themes into their curricula 

(Table 16). The responses were approximately distributed into thirds, between deans and 

chairs (31.1%), coordinators and directors (26.2%), and professors, lecturers and 

instructors (33.3%). Question six was a follow-up to question five, asking participants 

what challenges they might face if they were to introduce the SDGs to their curricula 

(Table 17). The top-two challenges identified were the need to raise awareness first to get 
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faculty buy-in (n = 14), and the time and resources required to introduce new themes and 

learning outcomes to already dense curricula (n = 14). Exactly one-third of participants (n 

= 10) reported there would be no major challenges since faculty and students were 

already aware of SD, which had already been worked into curricula. It was interesting to 

note, only one participant said the SDGs would need to align with faculty research, and 

another said the SDGs would need to be validated against other frameworks. 

Table 16 

Individuals Responsible for Introducing New Initiatives to Curricula 

Variablea n 
 

% 

Presidents & VPs 7 8.3 
Deans & Chairs 11 31.1 
Coordinators & Directors 22 26.2 
Professors, Lecturers & Instructors 28 33.3 
Student Leaders 11 13.1 
Other 5 6.0 
aDichotomy group tabulated at value 1. 

 

Table 17 

Responses to Introducing SDGs to Curricula 

Common n Unique n 
 

Need to raise awareness first to get 
faculty to buy-in to the inclusion of 
SDGs to their curricula. 

14 Aligning with faculty research 
interests would be critical. 

1 

Would require time and resources to 
introduce new themes and learning 
outcomes to dense curricula.    

14 Need to validate the SDGs against 
other sustainability frameworks.  

1 

No major challenges since faculty 
and students already aware of SD 
which is already in curricula.  

10   

Getting approval from 
administration and/or institution 
may be a hurdle. 

3   

Logistical barriers may be a concern.  3   
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The seventh question asked if the SDGs would be an effective tool for teaching 

SD to design students (Table 18). Many participants were uncertain at the time of the 

interview (n = 11), but there was some agreement on the SDGs being somewhat effective 

(n = 6), and effective (n = 8). Only a couple of participants said they were very effective 

(n = 2). In the follow-up question (Table 19), about a third of participants (n = 11) said 

the SDGs were a good framework for critical thinking, but they were unclear how they 

translated into applied curricula. A few participants (n = 3) said teaching resources and 

materials would be helpful, and some said (n = 6) the SDGs were a good reference for 

writing SD issues into curricula.    

Table 18 

Effectiveness of SDGs as a Tool for Teaching SD in Design  

Response n 
 

% 

Very effective 2 6.7 
Effective 8 26.7 
Somewhat Effective 6 20.0 
Ineffective 2 6.7 
Very Ineffective 1 3.3 
Uncertain at this time 11 36.7 
Total 30 100.0 

 

Table 19 

Responses to Effectiveness of SDGs as a Tool for Teaching SD in Design 

Common n Unique n 
 

Good high-level framework for 
critical thinking, but unclear how to 
implement into applied curricula. 

11 Provinces needs to rephrase the 
SDGs to make them locally 
applicable. 

1 

Good high-level framework to 
reference when designing curricula. 

6   

SDGs teaching resources and 
materials are necessary. 

3   
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The next set of questions related to SDGs in industry and design practice. 

Question eight asked each participant how often, in their experience, the SDGs had 

emerged in professional dialog and media (Table 20). About a half of all respondents (n = 

16) said the SDGs had never emerged, and a little over a third (n = 12) said they were 

rarely discussed. Question nine asked how effective professional design associations had 

been at raising awareness and engaging design school educators with the SDGs (Table 

21). About half (n = 16) of respondents said ineffective, and about a third (n = 11) said 

very ineffective. When asked to elaborate on their answer, some said (n = 5) raising 

awareness for the SDGs did not appear to be part of the mandate of design associations, 

and the same amount (n = 5) suggested design associations had promoted some aspects of 

SD in the past, such as accessibility, but not the SDGs specifically (Table 22). A couple 

of participants (n = 2) wondered if these associations were even aware of the SDGs 

themselves, and the same number (n = 2) said engagement with design educators was 

lacking. One participant said SD was systemic, and design associations were not doing 

enough to reach outside of the design field. Question nine asked participants to list the 

design associations they were affiliated with (Table 23).   

Table 20 

Discussion of SDGs in Design Community  

Response n 
 

% 

Always 0 0.0 
Frequently 0 0.0 
Occasionally 1 3.3 
Rarely 12 40.0 
Never 16 53.3 
Uncertain at this time 1 3.3 
Total 30 100.0 
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Table 21 

Effectiveness of Design Associations at Promoting SDGs and Engaging Educators 

Response n 
 

% 

Very effective 0 0.0 
Effective 0 0.0 
Somewhat Effective 3 10.0 
Ineffective 16 53.3 
Very Ineffective 11 36.7 
Total 30 100.0 

 

Table 22 

Responses to Effectiveness of Design Associations 

Common n Unique n 
 

Does not appear to be part of their 
mandate to raise awareness. 

5 SD is systemic, and associations are 
not engaging outside of design 
field.    

1 

Associations have promoted some 
aspects of SD in the past, just not the 
SDGs specifically.  

5   

Associations may not be aware of 
the SDGs themselves. 

2   

Engagement with design educators 
has not been sufficient. 

2   
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Table 23 

Identified Design Associations 

Common n Unique n 
 

Association of Registered Graphic 
Designers (RGD) 

16 Design Research Society (DRS)  1 

Society of Graphic Designers of 
Canada (GDC) 

12 Design Council 1 

Association des designers industriels 
du Québec (ADIQ) 

4 International Institute for 
Information Design (IIID) 

1 

The professional association for 
design (AIGA)  

3 Interaction Design Association 
(IxDA) 

1 

World Design Organization (WDO, 
formerly ICSID) 

3 Ordre des architectes du Québec 
(OAQ) 

1 

Association of Chartered Industrial 
Designers of Ontario (ACIDO) 

2   

International Council of Design 
(ICOD) 

2   

Industrial Designers Society of 
America (IDSA)  

2   

Société design designers graphiques 
du Québec (SDGSQ) 

2   

 

The final question of the first part of the questionnaire asked participants for their 

opinion on how design associations could raise awareness of the SDGs and connect with 

design programs (Table 24). Over a third of respondents (n = 12) said design associations 

could talk about the SDGs over their existing communication channels, and others (n = 8) 

said talks and discussions at conferences would be a good opportunity to raise awareness. 

Student competitions were mentioned (n = 7), as was increased interaction with design 

educators and students (n = 6), and hosting workshops for faculty and students (n = 6). 

Some participants (n = 4) suggested the SDGs could be featured in association 

mission/vision statements and core values, and a few suggested associations could learn 
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from what design schools were doing (n = 3). A couple of participants (n = 2) said 

associations should be working in local neighborhoods to identify problems and build 

bridges between programs and communities.  

Table 24 

How Design Associations Might Raise Awareness and Engage Design Educators 

Common n Unique n 
 

Raise awareness by promoting the 
SDGs in communication channels 
such as website, forums, brochures 
and newsletters.  

12 A declaration signed by all 
associations promoting the SDGs. 

1 

Include more SDGs related talks and 
discussions at conferences.  

8 Form a committee dedicated to 
sustainability and the SDGs. 

1 

Establish student competitions and 
awards themed around the SDGs. 

7 Provide information on how to talk 
to clients about SDGs.  

1 

Form a relationship with design 
educators and students to discuss 
these issues in relation to curricula.     

6 Provide information in both French 
and English. 

1 

Host on and off campus SDGs 
workshops for faculty and students. 

6   

Make the SDGs part of mission or 
vision statements and core values. 

4   

Design associations need to learn 
from what design schools are doing. 

3   

Work in local communities to 
identify problems and create bridges. 

2   

  

4.3.2 Second Part 

The second part of the questionnaire explored how design programs had included 

general or common SD issues into their curricula. Many of these questions were similar 

to those in the first part.  
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The first question asked how often SD was discussed as a topic in industry (Table 

25). According to roughly two-thirds of respondents (n = 18), SD was discussed 

frequently, and about a third (n = 11) said it was discussed occasionally. Only one 

participant said SD was always discussed. When asked why there was this much 

conversation around SD, over a third (n = 12) of participants said the public had become 

aware of planetary problems, and see the need for sustainable solutions (Table 26). Some 

participants (n = 7) said designers were positioned to take a leadership role in 

championing SD, and a handful said SD leadership could be seen from corporations (n = 

5), clients (n = 4) and consumers (n = 3). A pair of respondents (n = 2) said conferences 

typically featured some form of SD discussion. By contrast, there were a few participants 

(n = 3) who said there was global awareness but little action, and a couple (n = 2) who 

said it was hard to include sustainable practices when profit remained the main driver. 

Another pair of participants (n = 2) said people were bombarded with so much other 

information it became hard to focus on what was important. Unique to these answers was 

one participant who said SD had always been part of design dialog, one who said older 

designers had a hard time letting go of traditional practices and do not see the importance 

of SD, and another who said SD was becoming a way of thinking.           

Table 25 

Discussion of SD in Design Community 

Response n 
 

% 

Always 1 3.3 
Frequently 18 60 
Occasionally 11 36.7 
Rarely 0 0.0 
Never 0 0.0 
Total 30 100.0 
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Table 26 

Responses to Discussion of SD in Design Community 

Common n Unique n 
 

Public has become aware of 
planetary problems and see the need 
for SD.        

12 SD has always been a part of design 
dialog.  

1 

Designers are positioned to inform 
change and take a leadership role in 
promoting SD.  

7 Older designers remain stuck in 
traditional practices, and do not see 
the importance of SD.       

1 

Corporations are starting to address 
SD issues.  

5 SD is becoming a way of thinking.  1 

Major clients are asking for 
sustainable solutions.  

4   

Consumers are asking for it, and are 
critical of companies with poor SD 
practices. 

3   

There is global awareness, but little 
action, perhaps because SD is hard 
to manifest.  

3   

It is hard to include sustainable 
practices when profit remains the 
main driver. 

2   

We are bombarded with so much 
information today it is hard to focus 
on what is important.   

2   

Conferences typically feature some 
talks on SD. 

2   

 

Question twelve asked participants, to their knowledge, how often professional 

designers considered SD in the projects they developed in industry (Table 27). About half 

said occasionally (n = 14), a little less than a third (n = 8) said frequently, and only a 

couple (n = 2) said always. A handful said rarely (n = 4), and about half (n = 14) said 

designers consider SD when choosing materials and production methods (Table 27). 

Some said the inclusion of sustainable practices was dependent on the willingness of the 
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client (n = 6). A similar statement was the cost associated with sustainable options 

remained an obstacle (n = 3). Several said designers consider sustainability when they 

develop project strategy (n = 5), and that designers are inherently aware of SD throughout 

project lifecycle (n = 4)—an observation best summed up by one participant who said SD 

had become a synonym for modern design. Another participant said the use of sustainable 

practices was very much dependent on what the designer learned in their design program.            

Table 27 

Consideration of SD in Professional Projects  

Response n 
 

% 

Always 2 6.7 
Frequently 8 26.7 
Occasionally 14 46.7 
Rarely 4 13.3 
Never 0 0.0 
Uncertain at this time 2 6.7 
Total 30 100.0 

 

Table 28 

Examples of SD in Professional Projects 

Common n Unique n 
 

Choice of project materials and 
production methods.   

14 A lot of lobbying in industry to use 
sustainable practices. 

1 

Depends on how willing the client is 
to consider sustainable solutions.   

6 Adoption is dependent on perceived 
value of SD. 

1 

Designers consider SD when 
developing the strategic direction of 
a project.   

5 Depends on what a designer knows, 
and what they learned at school. 

1 

Designers are inherently aware of 
SD throughout project lifecycle. 

4 SD has become a synonym for 
modern design. 

1 

Cost remains an obstacle to 
including SD options.  

3 Some companies are devoted 
entirely to SD. 

1 
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Question thirteen asked participants if their institution referenced SD in their 

strategic plan (Table 29). Although participants were given the questionnaire beforehand, 

these responses were based on their knowledge at the time of the interview. A little more 

than two-thirds (n = 22) said SD was referenced in their institution strategic direction, as 

opposed to some (n = 5) who said they were not. A few (n = 3) were uncertain. When 

asked about other SD strategies or programs, a little over a third of participants (n = 12) 

said their institution had an office of sustainability or similar committee or professional. 

Roughly a third (n = 11) said SD had been implemented campus-wide with initiatives 

such as recycling, use of metal cutlery in the cafeteria, and materials used in the 

construction of new buildings. Less than a third of participants (n = 7) said their 

institution had labs or programs focused specifically on SD. A couple (n = 2) said 

economic sustainability was the institution’s priority. One participant said SD didn’t 

appear in the first five pages of their institution’s strategy, and must therefore not be very 

important. By contrast, another participant attributed the inclusion of SD in their curricula 

because it was featured so prominently in their institution’s strategic plan. One 

participant said their institution was investigating how SD was addressed in different 

programs, and another said their strategy, under the quality of education section, 

discussed how universities and colleges could work together.    

Table 29 

Reference to SD in Institution Strategic Direction or Plan 

Response n 
 

% 

Yes 22 73.3 
No 5 16.7 
Uncertain at this time 3 10.0 
Total 30 100.0 
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Table 30 

Institution Programs Focused on SD 

Common n Unique n 
 

Has an office, committee or 
professional dedicated to 
sustainability. 

12 SD does not appear in first 5 pages 
of strategic document, so must not 
be that important to institution.  

1 

Implemented campus-wide with 
initiatives such as recycling, 
reduction of plastic utensils, and use 
of construction materials. 

11 Because SD has been featured 
prominently in strategy, have been 
conscious of including in curricula. 

1 

Institution has labs or programs 
dedicated to sustainable design, 
development and/or research.   

7 Institution does not mandate SD in 
curricula, but they are investigating 
how it has been addressed in 
different programs.  

1 

Mostly focused on economic 
sustainability of institution.  

2 Under quality of education section, 
strategy discusses how colleges and 
universities could work together.  

1 

 

The fourteenth question asked participants to what extent SD concepts were 

included in their curricula (Table 31). Their response was positive. A handful (n = 5) said 

SD concepts were always included, roughly half (n = 14) said they were frequently 

included, and about a third (n = 9) reported they were occasionally included. Only a 

couple (n = 2) said SD concepts were rarely included. The follow-up question asked 

participants for examples of SD concepts in their curricula (Table 32). About two-thirds 

(n = 19) said SD was discussed in specific courses and projects, and a little over a third (n 

= 12) said SD was baked into the entire program as a philosophy or set of core values—a 

theme that was perhaps best summed up by one respondent who said industrial design 

was synonymous with SD. About a third (n = 9) reported students had participated in 

related community projects, competitions, speaking events, and workshops. Less than a 

third (n = 7) of participants said their program had a specific course focused on SD.        
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Table 31 

Inclusion of SD Concepts in Design Program Curricula 

Response n 
 

% 

Always included 5 16.7 
Frequently included 14 46.7 
Occasionally included 9 30.0 
Rarely included 2 6.7 
Never included 0 0.0 
Total 30 100.0 

 

Table 32 

Examples of SD Concepts in Design Program Curricula  

Common n Unique n 
 

Discussed in specific courses and 
projects. 

19 Industrial design is synonymous 
with SD. 

1 

SD is baked into the program as an 
overarching philosophy or set of 
values.   

12   

Students participate in community 
projects, competitions, speaking 
events, or workshops.  

9   

Course specifically dedicated to SD. 7   
 

The interview concluded with a question that explored student perspectives. 

According to the majority (n = 24) of participants, student reaction to studying SD had 

been positive (Table 33). Some said (n = 5) student reaction was mostly positive, and one 

said they were uncertain. The follow-up question asked if participants had any stories 

they wanted to share about student reaction to learning SD (Table 34). Almost two-thirds 

(n = 19) said SD came naturally to students, that they saw themselves as agents of change 

(n = 7). By contrast a few said (n = 3) student reaction depended on previous exposure or 

whether they lived in rural versus urban areas. Some said (n = 5) they needed a better 
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understanding of how to implement SD concepts into their strategies and outcomes, and a 

few said (n = 3) SD had become fundamental to their thinking process, after having been 

applied to project outcomes. A couple of participants (n = 2) said graduates were 

successfully carrying SD over to their professional practice. There were several unique 

responses to this question as well. One participant said discussing global challenges and 

the technical methodologies of SD with design students was like pulling teeth. Another 

said some students were singing up for their program because of the inclusion of SD. One 

participant said students were very engaged with SD concepts when they were situated in 

real world contexts.              

Table 33 

Student Reaction to Studying SD  

Response n 
 

% 

Positive 24 80.0 
Mostly positive 5 16.7 
Indifferent 0 0.0 
Mostly negative 0 0.0 
Negative 0 0.0 
Uncertain at this time 1 3.3 
Total 30 100.0 
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Table 34 

Responses to Student Reaction to Studying SD  

Common n Unique n 
 

Comes naturally to the younger 
generation, and they understand the 
broader need for it.   

19 Discussing global challenges or 
technical SD methods with design 
students is like pulling teeth.   

1 

They are passionate about SD, 
seeing themselves as change agents.     

7 Some students have registered in 
the program because of the 
inclusion of SD.  

1 

Need a better understanding of how 
to implement SD into design strategy 
and outcomes. 

5 They had no idea how impactful the 
role of designer can be in applying 
SD concepts.  

1 

Depends on previous exposure and 
whether they live in urban or rural 
neighbourhoods.  

3 Students are very engaged with 
these concepts when they are 
situated in real-world contexts. 

1 

Even if unsure at first, becomes 
fundamental to their thinking 
process once applied to outcomes.  

3 Some have become overly sensitive 
to SD, and need to be reminded to 
think on a bigger scale. 

1 

Graduates are successfully carrying 
SD over to their professional 
practice.  

2   
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5 Discussion 

5.1 Design School Perspectives of the SDGs 

Findings suggest the SDGs remain relatively unknown to industrial and graphic 

design programs. Out of 30 participants, only a third were aware of the SDGs prior to this 

study, and there was mixed reaction about how effective the UN had been at raising 

awareness for the SDGs (Figure 4). For example, one participant said they had been 

working in the field for some time, but had never heard of them. They did, however, see 

SD emerging as a worldwide challenge, and understood the role of design and design 

practitioners in overcoming SD challenges. There was some agreement that the SDGs 

addressed known SD issues, although some questioned how they were actionable locally. 

 

Figure 4. Awareness of SDGs (left) and their effectiveness as an SD initiative (right).   

Of the fifty-eight program descriptions, less than one-third mentioned SD and the 

role of design in addressing social, cultural and economic issues, and none of them 

mentioned the SDGs specifically (Figure 5). Arguably there are more important topics to 

discuss, such as the kinds of theories and applied skills taught, and career prospects of the 
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profession, both of which are mentioned quite frequently. But by taking these 

descriptions at face value, to gain an understanding of how design schools position 

themselves, this study suggests most Canadian industrial and graphic design programs 

have yet to align themselves with global SD objectives.  

 

Figure 5. Emerging themes from fifty-eight program descriptions by mention. 

5.2 The SDGs and Design School Curricula 

This study shows the SDGs identify key SD issues and would support critical 

thinking activities, or as a reference when considering SD in curricula, but as a 

framework for teaching SD in design, they remain too strategic and broad. The major 

challenge of working the SDGs into curricula would be faculty buy-in, and the time and 

resources to introduce new content to already dense curricula. Most design schools have 

not included the SDGs in their curricula, however, we found faculty and students were 

aware of SD, which had already been included in programs as an overarching philosophy, 

or included in specific projects and courses (Figure 6). One participant commented that 

SD is a synonym for modern design. The inclusion of the SDGs may therefore not be so 

much a matter of reworking the curricula, as simply making a few adjustments.   
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Figure 6. Inclusion of SDGs (left) and SD (right) in design program curricula.  

There would be little resistance from students to the SDGs. Coordinators said SD 

came naturally to their students—that they understood the broader need for it (Figure 7). 

Students have reacted positively to the inclusion of SD in past projects, and see 

themselves as agents of change. What coordinators need is guidance on how to 

implement the SDGs into their curricula, as in present form they remain broad and 

strategic. As some suggested, teaching resources and materials would be useful. 

 

Figure 7. Student reaction to studying SD.  
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5.3 University and College Strategy and the SDGs 

Most institutions have referenced SD concepts in their strategic plan, and many 

have an office of sustainability (or similar), campus wide initiatives such as recycling and 

construction materials, and programs or labs dedicated to research. However, according 

to our participants, none of their institutions had referenced the SDGs in their strategic 

plan (Figure 8).  

 

Figure 8. Reference to SDGs (left) and SD (right) in strategic plan. 

Findings from our study did not support those of the literature review. The IAU, 

which has 14 members in Canada, found 34% of institutions had included SD in their 

institution strategy, and the Vaughter et al. (2015) study of 220 Canadian institutions 

found 50% had done so. According to our study, 73% of institutions had included SD in 

their strategic plan, a somewhat higher percentage than the other studies. The IAU study 

also suggested most higher education institutions were aware of the SDGs (70% 

according to their findings), yet our findings reveal Canadian institutions have yet to 

include the SDGs in their strategic plans. At the time of this study, the SDGs were 
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relatively new—it is possible Canadian institutions need more time to react to them.       

Our study indicates most programs operate independently of their institution. 

Only one participant said they had considered SD in their curriculum because of their 

institution’s inclusion of SD in their strategic plan, and another said their institution was 

in the process of examining how SD was being addressed in different programs. These 

were the only two examples of a program aligning with the strategic SD initiatives of 

their institution. These findings support the Lozano et al. (2013; 2015) criticism of higher 

education being sluggish in applying SD across all programs. 

5.4 SDGs and the Professional Design Community 

The professional design community has been discussing SD, but has little 

awareness of the SDGs (Figure 9). Clients and corporations are starting to ask for 

sustainable solutions, perhaps in response to a public becoming aware of planetary 

problems and the need for SD, as well as consumers seeking sustainable products and 

holding companies with poor attitudes towards SD accountable. As one participant 

commented, SD is becoming a way of thinking. 

 
Figure 9. Discussion related to SDGs (left) and SD (right) in design community. 
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According to participants, designers are positioned to promote SD, but can be 

limited by budgets and a client’s perceived value of SD when developing project strategy. 

They are inherently aware of SD when working on projects, and make decisions on 

materials and production methods accordingly (Figure 10). Design and SD are related, 

but the use of sustainable practices will be dependent on what a designer knows and what 

they learn at school.  

 

Figure 10. Consideration for SD in industry projects. 

5.5 Future Research 

Globally the SDGs have some traction. The WDO references the SDGs in their 

strategy and vision, and have been actively promoting the role of young designers in 

overcoming SD challenges. The fact Canadian industrial design programs have not 

included the SDGs in their curricula might suggest WDO communication has not been 

effective at connecting with regional design educators. Awareness of the global design 

associations might be an issue. There were thirteen industrial design schools in the 

sample and only three participants identified as members of the WDO. Even if ICOD 
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were to include the SDGs in their strategy, only two participants identified as affiliated 

from a sample of nineteen graphic design programs. This study questions the impact of 

global design associations in raising awareness for the SDGs if they are hardly referenced 

by design programs across Canada.   

Future research might examine the relationship between global and regional 

design associations. Global design associations might have better success at raising 

awareness for the SDGs if they were to partner with their regional counterpart. About 

half of the programs in our study were affiliated with the RGD, and more than a third the 

GDC. Two programs were affiliated with ACIDO, and in Québec programs affiliated 

with ADIQ and SDGQ. If the WDO and ICOD were to connect with their regional 

counterparts and help them to align their SD strategies and programs with the SDGs, 

these global associations might open a channel to communicate with design programs, as 

well as professional design communities. This might create a network, as design 

programs become aware of the SDGs from their affiliated regional design association, 

and through interactions with their professional community (and vice versa). If design 

schools were then more vocal about their SD activities and the SDGs in their program 

descriptions, they might help raise awareness within their own program, institution, and 

other programs (Figure 11).  
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Figure 11. Network between design associations, community, and program. 

What remains unclear is how to include the SDGs in design school curricula, or 

how they align with faculty research. Future research might examine the intersection of 

these three themes to develop a toolkit for the inclusion of SDGs in design school 

curricula (Figure 12). Researchers might start with an examination of existing ESD 

toolkits for higher education, such as the one developed by McKeown et al. (2002), and 

connect with design programs who have already embedded the SDGs in their curricula.  

 

Figure 12. Proposed toolkit for introducing SDGs into design program curricula.       
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6 Conclusion  

Human activity and resource usage has started to surpass finite planetary limits. 

SD is an approach to human growth that reconciles a growing economy with the 

environment and society (Sachs, 2015). It is both a field of study and a philosophy, and it 

is riddled with challenges. Achieving SD will require a global shift in thinking, and a new 

kind of problem solver. 

All one hundred and ninety-three members of the UN General Assembly have 

agreed to the SDGs (UN, 2015b). We conducted this study to examine how Canadian 

industrial and graphic design programs have applied the SDGs to their curricula, and 

whether the SDGs had been adopted by higher education institutions and the professional 

design community. Findings revealed the SDGs are all but unknown to industrial and 

graphic design programs and their institutions across Canada, and have gained little 

traction in the professional design community. However, most design programs in our 

study have already included SD as either a theme across all curricula, or in individual 

courses or projects, and their respective institutions have already referenced SD themes in 

their strategic plans. Furthermore, our research has shown SD is frequently discussed in 

the professional design community. These findings were not surprising considering the 

SDGs were launched in 2015, and we were encouraged to learn there is already 

momentum towards the inclusion of SD in Canadian design program curricula.   

Global design associations have had little success in increasing the awareness of 

the SDGs in Canadian industrial and graphic design programs, perhaps due to these 

associations remaining relatively unknown to regional design educators. Regional design 

associations have yet to align their strategies or programs with the SDGs, but they do 
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promote SD and are well known to design programs. Future research might examine how 

global design associations could partner with their regional counterparts to create a 

network with affiliated design programs, and regional design communities.     

Findings did not identify a significant barrier to embedding the SDGs in design 

school curricula. Design program coordinators discussed the role of design in overcoming 

SD challenges, and students were naturally inclined towards sustainable solutions. For 

some it would be a matter of adjusting existing content, and for others expanding the 

SDGs as a theme across the program curricula. However, we found the SDGs remained 

too broad and strategic, and there was uncertainty as to how they applied to learning 

design. Future research might explore the development of a toolkit that balances the 

SDGs, faculty research, and design school curricula.   

Design schools play a role in educating the next generation of thinkers—

individuals with the potential to overcome the SD challenges outlined by the SDGs. As 

Daly (2007, p. 12) suggested, “developing an economy that can be sustained within the 

finite biosphere will require new ways of thinking”. By creating a stronger network 

between design associations, professional communities, and design schools, and by 

developing a toolkit for design educators, we can provide young designers with the skills 

to build a sustainable future.      
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7 Limitations  

This study was limited to three- and four-year industrial and graphic design 

programs in Canada. There are similar programs around the world, as well as one- and 

two-year programs in Canada that may provide additional data. Architecture and interior 

design programs (among others) were not included, and might also be of value. 

The findings and insights from this study were based on participants’ knowledge 

of SD and the SDGs at the time they were interviewed. The participation of faculty and 

students in future research may provide additional insight. 

This study takes the SDGs at face value, as a proposed solution to SD challenges. 

The purpose of our research was to explore whether Canadian design schools were aware 

of the SDGs, and if they had included them in their curricula. We did not explore 

alternate approaches to SD, or arguments against the SDGs. 

Students from industrial and graphic design programs learn user-centered 

methodologies for ideating, prototyping, and testing concepts. We feel the findings and 

recommendations in this study apply to both industrial and graphic design programs, 

however, future research into an SDGs toolkit for design educators may be sensitive to 

the differences between design disciplines. 
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