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developing a new factory you might look at integrating 
cradle-to-cradle thinking into your design processes or 
adopting ISO 14001 as your environmental management 
system.

The number of tools and approaches to sustainability is 
growing rapidly – the key is to find the tools that meet 
your particular needs, priorities and capacity. Screening 
potential actions by answering the three strategic 
questions will help you prioritize your ideas for short-, 
medium-, and long-term implementation.

Moving toward sustainability is not a linear process, so 
it is important to evaluate your progress regularly and 
make mid-course corrections along the way. Ultimately, 
your sustainability action plan should be integrated with 
your organization’s general business plan, budget and 
management systems. This will ensure progress toward 
sustainability is evaluated regularly and continues to im-
prove. As each action unfolds, it’s also important to cel-
ebrate and share successes, internally and throughout 
your community. This will help make the story of your 
journey toward sustainability inclusive, accessible and 
exciting.

Hawai‘i Preparatory Academy’s (HPA) Energy Lab is a 
6,112-square-foot instructional facility powered by 100% 
on-site renewable energy on a net annual basis. The lab is 
almost entirely naturally ventilated. An innovative radiant 
cooling system, which uses colder nighttime air to chill water, 
is used to condition warm spaces during the day. Water use 
is optimized through utilization of a water catchment system. 

The Energy Lab was designed to encourage collaborative 
learning and features open classroom areas and outdoor 
courtyards and decks. Here, students can begin to learn about 
the functional imperatives of a post  Age  of  Petroleum world. HPA 
hopes that this innovative classroom building will become the 
first K–12 school facility in the world to meet the Living Building 
Challenge, a criteria that exceeds LEED Platinum certification.  
 
Learn more at www.hpa.edu/.

SuCCeSS STORY

Examples of tools and concepts for sustainability:

Environmental management systems such as ISO 14001• 
Measurement tools such as Genuine Progress Indicators,  • 

 Happy Planet Index and the Ecological Footprint
Design approaches and tools such as Smart Growth,  • 

 Cradle-to-Cradle, Factor 10, Life Cycle Assessment and  
 LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design).

Development approaches such as Natural Capitalism,  • 
 Sustainable Community Development and the United  
 Nations’ Agenda 21

Innovation movements such as Zero Waste, Climate  • 
 Neutrality and the United Nations Millennium Development  
 Goals 

For more information on these tools and concepts – and many 
others – visit www.thenaturalstep.org.

eXAMpLeS OF TOOLS AND CONCepTS

Hawai‘i Preparatory Academy’s (HPA) Energy Lab provides a 
unique learning space for students.
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“The question of reaching sustainability is not about 
if we will have enough energy, enough food, or other 
tangible resources … The question is: will there be 

enough leaders in time?”

–Dr. Karl-Henrik Robèrt, founder of The Natural Step

So far, this primer has defined what sustainability is, out-
lined the root causes of unsustainability, and described 
a set of principles and an ‘ABCD’ process for planning 
and decision making. Taken together, these provide a 
framework for strategic sustainability planning.

We start by acknowledging that we are working in a 
system (the planet earth), where the ‘rules of the game’ 
are the cycles that maintain our environment in a state 
which supports a healthy human society. If we want to be 
successful in this system, which we define as being able 
to prosper on the planet both now and in the future, we 
need to use the four system conditions for sustainability 
to guide us. Our main strategy for achieving success 
is backcasting from sustainability principles. This allows 
us to identify the gap between where we are now and 
where we want to be in the future. It also ensures that 
we choose specific strategies and actions that will 
lead us to success. We then select among the many 
different tools, concepts and metrics that can help us 
understand where we are and support us on our journey 
toward sustainability.

Next Steps
There are endless possibilities for specific actions to 
help you move toward sustainability. The options will 
vary according to your budget, organizational culture 
and priorities. Some ideas for early action include:

Build awareness and understanding•	  - Hold  
 sustainability education workshops for staff and  
 stakeholders so that you are all on the same page  
 and headed in the same direction;

Collaborate•	  - Create strategic partnerships to  
 support your efforts to become more sustainable.  
 These may include internal partners (such as  
 suppliers, service providers, clients, or customers) as  
 well as external organizations that share your interest  
 in sustainability;

Bringing It All Together

The five-level framework pictured here was developed by 
The Natural Step to help groups take steps toward success in 
many situations. This can be illustrated using the example of a  
soccer game.

At the systems level, you have to understand the rules of the 
game in order to play.  At the success level, your team has 
a shared understanding of success: scoring more goals that 
the other team (and having fun!). You can use many different 
strategies to win, including building up a strong defense or 
passing in a certain formation. You then take concrete actions 
to achieve success – hopefully by scoring a goal. Some of the 
tools you might use include training programs to get you in 
shape, coaching advice to build your skills, or a high-tech pair 
of shoes to improve your speed.

THe 5-LeVeL FRAMeWORk
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level
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Create a plan•	  – Create a sustainability team within  
 your organization and work together to create your  
 plan and solicit ideas and input from the rest of the  
 organization;

Research•	  – Conduct an energy audit or a baseline  
 assessment of your resource use to see how greater  
 efficiencies can be achieved or research sustainable  
 product design and material recycling in a closed- 
 loop approach;

Become	more	efficient•	  – Change your light bulbs,  
 reduce paper use, reduce waste, and implement  
 energy-saving measures. Reduce transportation- 
 related CO

2
 emissions by initiating a walk- or bike-to- 

 work program. If you’re not already doing them, these  
 are the easy things to start with, and they usually  
 result in early cost savings;

Upgrade your infrastructure•	  – Install new infrastruc- 
 ture or technology, such as a high-efficiency furnace  
 or a renewable energy system using solar, wind or  
 geothermal energy; and

Get involved•	  – Adopt a local charity or volunteer staff  
 time to give back to your community.

The two most important actions we all need to take are to: 

Become a sustainability champion•	  – Any individual  
 or organization can become a champion. All it takes  
 is passion, commitment, and a systematic approach to  
 change. You can start by applying the planning  
 process described in this primer and following  
 author Bob Willard’s seven practices of sustainability  
 champions (below);

Advocate for change•	  – The reality is that we won’t  
 become sustainable without making big changes. And  
 those big changes aren’t going to happen unless  
 people stand up and demand them. Find the issue  
 you are most passionate about and get organized.  
 Write letters, make phone calls, run for political  
 office, start a new business, take a risk. Unleash the  
 sustainability champion within you!

Seven Practices of Sustainability Champions:

Get Credible, Stay Credible1. 
Dialogue2. 
Collaborate, Educate, Network3. 
Meet Them Where They Are4. 
Piggyback Existing Initiatives5. 
Influence the Influencers6. 
Practice ‘Planful Opportunism’7. 

This list is taken from author Bob Willard’s 2009 book, The 
Sustainability Champion’s Guidebook. For more information, 
visit www.sustainabilityadvantage.com.

SuSTAINAbILITY CHAMpIONS

The County of Hawai‘i is leading by example. In April 2009, 
Mayor Billy Kenoi established the Mayor’s Green Team (MGT) 
to improve County government’s environmental, energy, 
and economic performance. MGT is analyzing the internal 
operations of local government to calculate our carbon 
footprint and identify cost saving strategies that minimize 
environmental impacts. To establish Milestones for Sustainable 
Local Government Operation, a sustainability/eco-municipality 
resolution adopting The Natural Step (TNS) Framework was 
passed by the Hawai‘i County Council in November 2009. 
The sustainability principles developed by TNS are providing 
a holistic framework to guide County employees, elected 
officials, and citizens in more sustainable directions. For more 
information visit www.co.hawaii.hi.us.

“By reducing the use of fossil fuels, decreasing pollution and 
greenhouse gas emissions, increasing the efficiency of energy 
usage, recycling materials, and developing and adopting 
renewable sources of energy, government can and must lead 
by example to facilitate the transition towards a greener island 
economy.” —Billy Kenoi, County of Hawai‘i Mayor. 

SuCCeSS STORY
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Creating the future we want does not simply mean doing 
things a little bit better than we did yesterday – using a 
little less energy, a little less paper, or creating a little less 
waste. That’s incremental change, and while it is a very 
important first step, it’s not enough. Incremental change 
means we slow down while we continue to go in the 
wrong direction. David Suzuki has used the metaphor of 
a speeding car to describe our current direction: “We’re 
in a giant car heading toward a brick wall, and everyone 
is arguing over where they’re going to sit.” If we slow 
down, we buy ourselves some extra time, but we’ll still 
hit the wall. We need to choose a new destination and 
turn the car around. We need to change the way we run 
our businesses, design our cities, and interact with the 
natural environment. That’s transformational change.
 
The sustainability principles described in this primer shift 
our focus away from symptoms toward the underlying 
causes of problems. By taking action at the source, 
complexity becomes more manageable, and we are 
better able to prevent damage before it occurs.

This is a journey that is going to take unprecedented 

leadership. We are not going to get the future we want if 
we sit back and wait for someone else to start first. What 
the world needs now, more than ever before, is leader-
ship. Role models. Champions. People who are willing 
to stand up and make a difference.

And leaders aren’t just CEOs and politicians. Leaders 
can be champions at any level of an organization or 
community. They can be summer interns, departmen-
tal managers, janitors, teachers, technicians, engineers, 
stay-at-home moms, and students. Effective sustainabil-
ity champions have a special combination of passion and 
competence. They care deeply enough to make change 
happen, even if the obstacles seem great. And they are 
skilled enough and committed enough to identify those 
obstacles and remove them one by one.

Sustainability is about nothing less than deciding the 
future of our world. We all share the privilege and 
responsibility of making choices in our lives.  It is up to 
each of us to create a future we can be proud of passing 
onto future generations.

Last Words

Bringing it all Together (continued)

This primer has provided an overview of a strategic 
approach to sustainability planning and decision 
making. The Natural Step has assembled an online 
list of additional links, toolkits, case studies and other 
resources for deepening your understanding and 
taking action to make sustainability a reality. For more 
information visit the online resource page for this primer 
at www.thenaturalstep.org/en/canada/primer-resources. 

The Natural Step also offers affordable online courses 
in sustainable development. These interactive, award-
winning courses have been used by individuals, 
businesses, not-for-profits and communities across 
Canada and around the world to catalyze action toward 
sustainability. To learn more or to purchase a course, 
contact elearning@naturalstep.ca or visit the eLearning 
website at www.thenaturalstep.org/elearning.

More Resources

Ph
ot

o 
by

 D
ou

g 
Se

ll



21

Works Cited:

1 The information presented here is available from the following locations:
Houlihan, J. K. (2005, July 14).  - Body Burden 2: The Pollution in Newborns. Retrieved March 11, 2009, from Environmental Working Group: 

 http://archive.ewg.org/reports/bodyburden2/
Macabrey, J.-M. (2009, March 11). Researchers: Sea Levels May Rise Faster Than Expected.  - New York Times.
The Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria. (2007).  - 2007 Brochure. Retrieved March 11, 2009, from: 

 www.theglobalfund.org/documents/publications/brochures/whoweare/gf_brochure_07_full_high_en.pdf
Hails, C. (2008). The Living Planet Report. Retrieved March 11, 2009, from World Wildlife Fund:  - http://assets.panda.org/downloads/living_planet_report_2008.pdf

2 World Commission on Environment and Development. (1987). Our Common Future. Retrieved March 11, 2009, from United Nations: http://www.un-documents.net/wced-
ocf.htm
3 These reports can be accessed online from the following websites:

Millenium Ecosystem Assessment. (2005). Retrieved March 9, 2009, from Millenium Assessment:  - www.millenniumassessment.org
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. (2007). Retrieved March 9, 2009, from  - www.ipcc.ch/
Stern, N. (2006, October).  - The Stern Review on the Economics of Climate Change. Retrieved March 11, 2009, from www.sternreview.org.uk
United Nations. (2008).  - Human Development Reports. Retrieved March 11, 2009, from http://hdr.undp.org/en/
Hails, C. (2008).  - The Living Planet Report. Retrieved March 11, 2009, from World Wildlife Fund: http://assets.panda.org/downloads/living_planet_report_2008.pdf

4 Morris, N. (2008, April 29). Climate change could force 1 billion from their homes by 2050” April 29, 2008. The Independent.
5 Hails, C. (2008). The Living Planet Report. Retrieved March 11, 2009, from World Wildlife Fund: http://assets.panda.org/downloads/living_planet_report_2008.pdf
6 World Bank. (2008). PovertyNet Statistics. Retrieved February 26, 2009, from http://web.worldbank.org/poverty 
7 Senge, P. et al. (2008). The Necessary Revolution. Doubleday.
8 Hails, C. (2008). The Living Planet Report. Retrieved March 11, 2009, from World Wildlife Fund: http://assets.panda.org/downloads/living_planet_report_2008.pdf
9 Hails, C. (2008). The Living Planet Report. Retrieved March 11, 2009, from World Wildlife Fund: http://assets.panda.org/downloads/living_planet_report_2008.pdf
10 Adapted from Steingraber, S. (1997). Living Downstream: an Ecologist Looks at Cancer and the Environment. Addison Wesley.
11 Ekins, P. and Max-Neef, M. (1992). Real-life Economics: Understanding Wealth Creation. In M. Max-Neef, Development and Human Needs. Routledge.
12 Cook, D. (2004). The Natural Step Toward a Sustainable Society. J.W. Arrowsmith Ltd.

The Natural Step Canada is a national non-profit 
organization that provides training, coaching and 
advice on how to advance the practice of sustainable 
development. Our mission is to connect every leader in 
Canada with the inspiration and education they need to 
integrate economic, environmental and social priorities 
into their planning and decision making.

We offer a clear, compelling, science-based understand-
ing of sustainability and a practical strategic planning 
framework to help organizations make the choices that 
will move them toward sustainability.

Our role is to act as coaches to help our partners build 
the leadership, commitment, and capacity they need to 
transform their organizations. We help create alignment 
among teams, departments and stakeholders through 
the development of a common language and a shared 
vision of success for sustainability. We also act as a 
hub for a growing network of sustainability leaders and 
champions who are sharing and learning from each 
other.

Founded in 1989 in Sweden by Dr. Karl-Henrik Robèrt, 
The Natural Step now has offices in 11 countries, 
including Canada. The Natural Step Framework for 
Strategic Sustainable Development is being used 
internationally by hundreds of organizations, including 
Fortune 500 companies, government departments, 
universities, municipalities and small- and medium-sized 
businesses in their respective journeys to sustainability.

For more information:

The Natural Step  
133 SW 2nd Ave, Suite 301  

Portland, OR 97204
Tel: 503 546 6825

www.thenaturalstep.org/
info@thenaturalstep.org 

About The Natural Step
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