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Modern societies are at crossroads in terms of transition pathways
 The choice of techniques to maintain economic activities is not 

neutral

Global resources extraction between 1970-2010 Direct CO2 emissions of countries between 1751 
and 2017 

Source: UNEP, Global material flows and resources productivity (2017) Source: Carbon dioxide Information Analysis Center
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High-tech Low-tech≠

Direct definition (but limited)

Multidimensional definition

1. Questionning the needs
2. Designing and manufacturing in a sustainable way
3. Orienting knowledge towards resource 

conservation
4. Finding a balance between performance and 

conviviality
5. Relocate without losing (good) scale effects
6. « re-humanizing » the services
7. Remain modest

1. Useful
2. Accessible
3. Sustainable

P. Bihouix, L’âge des Low-tech (2014) Low-Tech Lab
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Design for the Real World : Human 
Ecology and Social Change

Victor Papanek
1985

L’âge des Low-Tech
Philippe Bihouix

2014

Fondation du Low-Tech Lab
2014

1973-1975

How to build your own
living structure

Ken Isaacs
1974

Tools for conviviality
Ivan Illich

1973

Small is beautiful
Ernst-Friedrich Schumacher

1973
Global Tools
1973-1975

Efficient and robust techniques in
societies with limited resources

(wars, shortages, poverty…)

Global awareness
on resources scarcity

1960-1970

L’avenir sera low-
tech

Socialter
2019



5

 The low-tech concept relies on decades of research and 

expertiments in various scientific disciplines 

o To study the effects of techniques and innovation on society

o To question and (re)define human-techniques relationships

 Related concepts emerge: wild-tech, small-tech, no-tech, slow-

tech…

Lack of a clear definition of what is low-tech

Risk of reducing the concept to one or two core principles
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 To define the boundaries of what low-tech entails in the 

literature

 To identify key principles, which together embody these

boundaries

 Part of a larger project aiming to locate the low-tech concept in 

academic research and among practioners and to build an 

assessment framework for low-tech initiatives
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Step 1: literature
review and first 
list of low-tech

concepts 

Step 2: 
Grouping

concepts into
key principles

 A key principle: an answer to social, environmental and/or 

political problems caused by the use of techniques in modern 

societies

 A key principle is self-explanatory, autonomous but not 

necessarily specific to low-tech approaches

Step 3: 
harmonization

with other
working groups

Step 4: formal
definition of 

the key 
principles
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 11 documents analyzed (books, scientific papers but also grey

literature)

o « Low-tech » literature

o Temporal coverage : 2014 - 2020 Engineering 2

Design 2

Urbanism 2

Economy 1

Architecture 1

Other 2
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 Low-tech initiatives aim to solve three major problems related to 

the use of techniques in modern societies

Disconnection of human
activities to their social 

and physical
environment

Hypersophistication
Too much focus on 

technical
improvement

- Resources depletion
- Dependence to external
resources and knowledge

- Difficulty to repair (waste)
- Technical poverty
- Lack of social connection

(dependence to machines, 
loss of creativity…)

- Path dependence
- Rebound effect, planned
obsolescence
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Disconnection of human
activities to their social and 

physical environment

Resources conservation

Resilience to external disturbances

Looking for the appriopriate scale

Individual and collective appropriation

Hypersophistication
Extension of products service life

Fostering collaboration (technical culture)

Too much focus on technical
improvement

Fulfilling appropriate needs
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Resources Resilience Scale Appropriation Service life Collaboration Needs

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

9 4 4 7 5 4 7
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 Identification of key principles that reflect the muldimensionality

of the low-tech concept

 Validation of the key principles with semi-structured interviews 

of low-tech practitioners
o To identify their motivations  degree of dissonance with the theory

o To add key principles not mentioned in the literature so far

 These principles can be a basis for an evaluation framework of 

low-tech initiatives
o Identification of suitable indicators for each key principle

o Application to case studies: evolution of the framework, definition of thresholds

from which an initiative can be considered as low-tech
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Principes-clés Définitions Problèmes associés

#1 Adéquation aux 

besoins

Un système imaginé et conçu pour répondre à un besoin réel identifié 

comme suffisant pour assurer un niveau de confort minimal. Il ne 

répond pas à des besoins artificiels et limite au maximum l’effet 

rebond. 

Dépendance de sentier

Pression sur les ressources

Effets rebonds

#2 Allongement de 

la durée de vie

Un système dont la durée de vie est allongée au maximum grâce à des 

matériaux et un design robustes, une réparabilité facilitée et une 

réutilisation encouragée.

Hyper sophistication

Accumulation des déchets

#3 Economie de 

ressources

Un système dont le cycle de vie (conception, fabrication, utilisation, fin 

de vie) est caractérisé par une consommation sobre en matériaux, 

énergie, eau. L’utilisation de ressources secondaires est encouragée.

Pression sur les ressources

Accumulation des déchets

#4 Appropriation

Un système qui permet une réappropriation des savoirs à l’échelle 

collective et individuelle. L’accès à la connaissance est grandement 

facilité afin de permettre à n’importe qui de l’utiliser et de l’enrichir.

Hyper sophistication

Dépendance aux savoirs et 

savoir-faire

#5 Collaboration

Un système qui encourage la création d’une communauté participative 

et les interactions humaines. Le système en lui-même est au second 

plan comme support à la mise en place de liens collaboratifs, d’une vie 

culturelle et sociale. 

Destruction des liens sociaux 

#6 Résilience

Un système qui s’inscrit dans des trajectoires de production et de 

consommation visant une dépendance limitée aux activités extérieure. 

Son utilisation encourage la mobilisation de ressources locales.

Dépendance matérielle et 

énergétique

#7 Adaptation au 

milieu

Un système conçu et utilisé selon des contraintes sociales et 

matérielles clairement identifiées, qui déterminent l’échelle 

d’application appropriée.

Déconnexion du milieu au 

sens large


