
Sustainability 
for Graphic Designers

How can we minimise the environmental impact of what we do?



The graphic design industry relies on a 

number of resources, such as energy, 

water, paper, inks, solvents and 

packaging to enable and facilitate the 

work we do. 

For a piece of design work to be 

‘sustainable’, we must be aware of the 

implications of our design decisions. 



By making informed decisions, we 

designers can look at minimising the 

environmental impact of our work, 

and reign in its carbon footprint.
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Why do we do it? 

For a piece of design to be 

‘sustainable’, all that has to happen 

is for the impact scale to tip. If the 

book impacts upon the user, ending 

in social change for example, the 

negative environmental impacts 

would be outweighed. 

Its function is seen as worthwhile. 



Core Materials 
used in everyday graphic design



Understanding Paper

Perhaps the most obvious resource we 

use in vast quantities as designers is 

paper. Its the main printable surface 

for all of our books, magazines, 

leaflets, flyers, buisness cards, zines, 

posters etc... 

What goes in to making paper?



The make up of your average sheet of 
printer paper

Fibers from Wood & Grasses (Cellulose)

Clay to fill and bind it

Chalk to give smooth surface

Bleach to colour white

There are two main ‘families’ of paper 

to realise.



Coated

Coated paper has been coated with a 

surface sealant, typically clay, to impart 

certain qualities, including weight, 

surface gloss, smoothness and reduced 

ink absorbency.

The main categories are ‘gloss’, being a 

shiny surface, and ‘satin’, not so shiny. 

The coating means the ink doesnt soak in, 

allowing for bolder colours and higher DPI.

Do we need these coatings on our paper stock? Is our design photo led?



Uncoated

Uncoated paper stock is paper that has 

not been coated with a surface sealant. 

Also known as ‘offset’ or ‘matte’, they 

are often used to achieve a grainy-like 

texture to the printed surface.

This is often used within sustainable 

printing, as it cuts out the need for 

clay or chalk sealants, and the ink 

naturally dries into the surface, cutting 

out the need for heat driers.

Examples demonstrating the differences are available. 



GSM Paper weight

Paper weight is measured in ‘GSM’, 

meaning grams per square meter.

As a starting point of reference, the 

average paper you will use at home as 

‘printer paper’ is 80gsm.

Higher GSM is achieved by adding for 

clay or chalk filler, giving you a more 

dense paper stock. 

The right GSM for the right job. Dont always stick to the default. 



Enviromentally friendly paper

There are many different sources of eco-

papers out there, but its worth noting 

that just because its recycled, doesnt 

always mean its the best option. 

Recycled paper can need to be heavily 

bleached to get it back to being a solid 

white surface. 

Other options are available.



Sustainable Sourcing

In the UK, we can look for these logos 

on our paper or printed material 

to let us know their sustainable 

credentials. 

One is from recycled material, the 

other from responsibly managed 

forestry sources - both are 

sustainable in different ways. 

Always ask for these credentials when selecting your paper.



Paper Usage

Firstly, think about page size, and 

whether you are likely to be wasting 

paper when its cut down. 

‘1 Up’ ‘2 Up’ ‘4 Up’



Litho Printing 
The Offset Process

Offset lithograph printing 

is still the leading way of 

producing large ‘runs’ of work. 

Its why we set all of our print 

files up as CMYK.



Offset Lithograph Printing

A typical print is separated out into 

its 4 colours, Cyan, Magenta, Yellow 

and Black.

A lazer-etched printing plate is made 

for each of the 4 colours. These are 

most commonly made out of metal.

Each colour is then printed one at a 

time to produce a final image. 



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5LMU-zB8Sro

How Offset Lithograph Printing Works

How can we be as sustainable as possible 

when printing using this process?



Due to the way costings work out, 

its often tempting to get higher 

quanitites than actually needed. 

You often find 10 copies is only 

marginally cheaper than 100 - this is 

due to the costs when litho printing 

being predominantly in the setup, and 

the making of the plates. 

Cut down on copies

Work backwards. Find out how many finished copies are needed first.



We can also cut down on our ink 

usage by designing single colour, or 

two colour jobs. 

We can also think about using spot 

colours in our work - the most 

commonly used catalogue of these 

colours is the Pantone range. 

Cut down on colour plates & ink

Pantone spot colours are also a great way of ensuring accuracy. 

PANTONE



As just outlined in the video, the 

process relies on the fact that water 

and oil dont mix. 

This means the vast majority of litho 

inks are oil based, which has its own 

environmental impacts. 

Cutting down on usage is always a 

good thing. Design cleverly!

Lithograph Inks



Thinking Colour 
At the Design Stage

Not only can we be more 

sustainable if we cut back on 

colour inks, but this can result 

in highly effective design 

solutions. Design restrictions 

allow you to think differently. 

Check out the 

‘viction:ary’ 

range of books.



Black, white and one other colour can result in very powerful graphics at a lower cost.



Remember the paper stock itself can bring an extra level of colour to your work.



In 2007, google launched a ‘sustainable’ 

search engine called Blackle. 

It functions exactly like google, but the 

interface is black rather than white. It 

takes less energy for a screen to display 

darker colours, as it requires less light. 

This is a great example of design being 

used to promote sustainability. 

Colour is even important in digital design



Questions to ask yourself...

How to apply all of this to my SEE project:

Am I printing on the best paper for the job?

Can I minimise wasted paper?

Have I thought about how I am using colour?


