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Strategic Approaches to Sustainability 
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Scott Perret 
Facilitator + Trainer + Coach 

Sustainability Leadership 

Complexity 

Facilitating transformational change in systems and individuals; 
How to think, be and do in the real world to get breakthrough results 
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former Director of Network Relations & Communications 
The Natural Step International 
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1. Name 

2. Where you work 

3.  One thing nobody at the 
table knows about you 
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FRAMING THE AFTERNOON 

LISTEN 

PARTICIPATE 

HAVE FUN 



¡ Respect one another 

¡ Respect the space 

§  No disruptions; cell phones off, etc. 

¡ Open ears and open mind: willing to learn 
and participate fully 
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AGREEMENTS 



¡ As a result of this workshop, participants will be 
able to: 

§ Describe how The Natural Step Framework was developed  

§ Define “strategic sustainable development”  

§  Identify a set of science-based principles for a sustainable 
society 

§ Describe a 4-step “backcasting” process for planning 
sustainable futures  
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OBJECTIVES 



CONTENTS 

1
The 

Natural Step 

2
Strategic 

Sustainability 

3
A New View 

4
A Method 
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CONTENTS 

What is The Natural Step? 
Part 1 

1. The Natural Step 
2. Strategic Sustainability 
3. A New View 
4. A Method 
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USA 

UK 

France 

Spain 

Brazil 

Social purpose organization with a mission to 
accelerate change towards sustainability 
 

Finland 

Portugal 

Israel 

China 

 

Canada 
Sweden 

Italy 

Netherlands 

New Zealand 
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¡  Strategic Advisory Services 

¡  Education/sustainability literacy 

¡ Most research moved to academia 

¡  Systems change labs & collaborative initiatives 
 

ACTIVITIES OF THE NATURAL STEP 

Accelerating change towards sustainability 
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CONTENTS 

Strategic Sustainability 
Part 2 

1. What is TNS? 
2. Strategic Sustainability 
3. Practice 
4. Conversation 

· What is it? 
·  A new view 

·  A method 
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STRATEGIC SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 
= 

DOING WHATEVER YOU WANT, BUT DOING IT SO THAT 

YOU DESIGN UNSUSTAINABILITY OUT OF THE SYSTEM, 
AND KEEP IT OUT OF THE SYSTEM 
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(a.k.a. TNS Framework): a systemic approach to 
sustainability that provides: 

1.  A SYSTEMS VIEW – a holistic understanding of 
sustainability, based on scientific consensus on how global 
social & ecological systems work 

2.  A METHOD – a way to apply that understanding in the real 
world to enable anyone to do or design whatever they want, 
within the bounds of sustainability.  

3.  A COMPASS to help us know if we’re moving in the right 
direction 

FRAMEWORK FOR STRATEGIC 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT (FSSD) 
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WHERE IT COMES FROM 

¡  Dr. Karl-Henrik Robèrt and Sweden 

¡  A response to confusion around sustainability 

¡  No shared language or common understanding 
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EXERCISE 

THE POWER 
OF HAVING A 
SHARED 
LANGUAGE 
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1 2 
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BUILDING A SHARED LANGUAGE 
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§  Learning sustainability is a lot like learning 
a new language.  

§  It includes a new vocabulary – words to describe 
thinking, concepts, and practices that are new to our 
culture and way of living. 

§  Becoming familiar with that new vocabulary 
facilitates conversation  with others. 

§  Accelerates consensus building amongst 
participants.  



WHERE IT COMES FROM 

¡  Karl-Henrik Robèrt and Sweden 

¡  A response to confusion around sustainability 

§  No shared language or common understanding 

§ Many concepts, tools, problems, approaches 
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electric or biofuels? 

AASHE STARS 

LEED 

Ecological Footprint 
zero emissions 

LCA 

toxicity 

food security 

waste streams 

GMOs 

GRI 

LEDs 
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WHERE IT COMES FROM 

¡  Karl-Henrik Robèrt and Sweden 

¡  A response to confusion around sustainability 

§  No shared language or common understanding 

§ Many concepts, tools, problems, approaches 

§  Arguing from “drill hole perspectives” about individual issues 
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Reductionism 

Drill-hole-itis 

Traditionally, we try to 
understand complex 
systems by studying the 
individual parts  
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¡  Systems consist of 
interrelated parts 

¡  Systems depend on the 
relationships between the 
parts 

¡  Dissecting the system 
destroys the pattern of 
relationships 

¡  The relationships make the 
whole greater than the sum 
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BUT... 

source: Sustainable Twin Ports & Blue Heron Sustainability Consulting 



With complexity, you need to look at  
the whole system. 

Systems 
    Thinking* 

*see Thinking In Systems by Donella Meadows 
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¡  Karl-Henrik Robèrt and Sweden 

¡  A response to confusion around sustainability 

§ Many concepts, tools, problems, approaches 

§  Arguing from “drill hole perspectives” about individual issues 

§  No shared language or common understanding 

¡  NO SHARED DEFINITION OF SUCCESS / THE TARGET 

¡  Scientific consensus process = what science could agree on 
about how the world works; the “trunk and branches” 

§  50 scientists and 21 drafts of the original sustainability principles 

WHERE IT COMES FROM 
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CONTENTS 

A New View 
Part 3 

1. The Natural Step 
2. Strategic Sustainability 
3. A New View 
4. A Method 
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CURRENT 
REALITY 
CONTEXT 



Biosphere 

Human 
Society 

Economy 

MDC 
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TEAM EXERCISE 1 

WHAT 
SYSTEMS 
ARE YOU 
PART OF? 



Biosphere 

Society’s 
Impacts 
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Biosphere 

Society’s 
Impacts 
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Crossing 
Planetary 
Boundaries 

image by Christian Leichsenring; planetary boundaries by Rosckström et al 2009
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DEVOLUTION 

STRUCTURE & COMPLEXITY 
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source: Dr. Karl-Henrik Robèrt 



¡  Poverty 

¡  Health 

¡  Income inequality = social discontent 

¡  Unhappiness on the rise despite increased 
wealth 

¡  Political systems failing 

¡  Etc...  

+ SOCIAL UNSUSTAINABILITY 
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Declining 
•  resources & 

ecosystem services 
•  social trust & equity 

Increasing 
•  demand for and 

damage to resources 
& ecosystem services 

•  symptoms of poor 
social trust + inequity 

SOCIETY IS BEING SQUEEZED 

source: The Natural Step
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DON’T SLIT YOUR WRISTS JUST YET 

source: The Natural Step
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FSSD CONCEPTS 
a new view of sustainability 

The Funnel Metaphor Systems Thinking 

Sustainability Principles 

1 2 

3 4 
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source: The Natural Step



A RADICAL REDEFINITION  
OF SUSTAINABILITY 

Sustainability Principles 

1 2 

3 4 
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source: The Natural Step



POPULAR DEFINITIONS OF SUSTAINABILITY 

Meeting the needs of the present without compromising 
the ability of future generations to meet their own needs  
           Brundtland Commission, 1987 

The possibility that 
human and other 
forms of life on earth 
will flourish forever  
          John Ehrenfeld, MIT 

Enough   
For All,  
Forever  
        African Delegate, Rio+10 
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Aspirational = this is how we hope things turn out. 
 
May be desirable.  
May even be necessary for survival... 
 

  ...BUT: 
 

¡  Not concrete = how will we know we’re doing it? 

¡  Not operational = no way to put these into practice 

WHAT DO YOU NOTICE? 
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What if we had a definition of sustainability that: 

¡  . . .was general enough to be used in different contexts, 
but was also 

¡  . . .concrete, 

¡  . . .necessary for success, 

¡  . . .sufficient, and 

¡  . . . .was based on how the world actually works, instead of 
how we hope things might turn out? 

WHAT IF.... 
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A basic principle  is a condition that 
must be met for a system to continue 
in a certain state. 
 
Break a principle, and the system 
breaks too. 
 
To determine the basic principles, you 
need to look at the whole system. 
 

SUSTAINABILITY AS  
A SET OF PRINCIPLES 
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http://www.torange.us 

OXYGEN 

FUEL 

HEAT 
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What are the basic principles 
the planet requires to keep working 
so it continues providing the conditions 

for life as we know it? 
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CYCLES AFFECTING THE BIOSPHERE 

Slow geological cycles 
(volcano eruptions and 
weathering) 

Slow geological cycles 
(sedimentation and 
mineralization) 

Closed system with 
respect to matter 
1) Nothing disappears 
2) Everything disperses 

Open system with 
respect to energy 

Photosynthesis 
pays the bills 

source: The Natural Step
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Sustainability is 
about the ability of 

our own human 
society to continue 
indefinitely within 

these natural 
cycles 



Cancer cell 

A good way to discover what it 
takes to keep a complex 
system functioning well is to 
ask, 
 
By what basic mechanisms 

can we destroy this system? 
 
Knowing those,  
we can then ask, 

  
So, how can we avoid doing 
those things? 
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Knowing what we know about how it 
works, by what basic mechanisms 
could we disrupt our biosphere 

so it stops functioning the  
way it does now? 
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HOW WE DISRUPT BIOSPHERE CYCLES 

Import relatively large 
flows of materials from 
the Earth’s crust 

Introduce persistent 
compounds foreign to 
nature 

Physically inhibit 
nature’s ability to 
run its cycles 

source: The Natural Step
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TEAM EXERCISE 2 

WHAT’S 
GOING ON 
IN YOUR 
SHARED 
SYSTEM? 
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TEAM EXERCISE 3 

WHAT MAKES YOUR 
SHARED SYSTEM 
FUNCTION? 
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BREAK! 



HOW WE DISRUPT BIOSPHERE CYCLES 

Import relatively large 
flows of materials from 
the Earth’s crust 

Introduce persistent 
compounds foreign to 
nature 

Physically inhibit 
nature’s ability to 
run its cycles 

source: The Natural Step
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3 ECOLOGICAL  
SUSTAINABILITY PRINCIPLES 

...concentrations of substances 
extracted from the Earth’s crust 

...concentrations of substances 
produced by society 

...degradation by physical means 

In a sustainable society, nature is not 
subject to systematically increasing... 

source: The Natural Step

1 

2 

3 
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Scarce Abundant 

Fossil Fuels Renewables 

SUSTAINABILITY PRINCIPLE #1 

...concentrations of substances 
extracted from the Earth’s crust 

In a sustainable society, nature is not 
subject to systematically increasing... 
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source: The Natural Step



SUSTAINABILITY PRINCIPLE #2 

In a sustainable society, nature is not 
subject to systematically increasing... 

...concentrations of substances 
produced by society 

Persistent & Unnatural  Abundant and 
breakdown easily 

Dissipative use 
 
Tight Technical Cycles 
 

Inefficient use Efficient use 

photo: www.im-ex.eu 
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source: The Natural Step



SUSTAINABILITY PRINCIPLE #3 

In a sustainable society, nature is not 
subject to systematically increasing... 

...degradation by physical means 

Resources from 
poorly managed 
ecosystems 

Resources from 
well-managed 
ecosystems 

Inefficient use of 
resources and land 

Efficient use of 
resources and land 
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source: The Natural Step



SYSTEMATIC INCREASES 

source: The Natural Step

It’s the systematic 
nature of the increase 
in human disruption of 
social and ecological 
principles that makes 
the funnel walls get 
narrower and narrower. 
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We are already using 
material faster than 
the Earth can re-grow 
it, and dumping 
waste faster than it 
can digest it. 
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Material flows 
cannot grow 
indefinitely 

on a finite planet. 



But there are no limits  
to value creation if we do it 
within the biosphere’s  

basic operating principles. 
 

We can make everything 
better, instead of making more 

stuff from more material 
throughput.  
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EVOLUTION 

STRUCTURE & COMPLEXITY 

62 

VALUE CREATION 
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Questions? 



What about  
social sustainability? 
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THE GOAL:  
A SUSTAINABLE 

SOCIETY 

Ecosystem’s capacity to 
provide services must not 
be systematically degraded 

Social system’s capacity to 
provide services must not be 
systematically degraded 
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source: Dr. Karl-Henrik Robèrt 



1.  IF THE SOCIO-ECONOMIC DYANMICS OF HUMANS ARE 
DRIVING THE DISRUPTION OF THE VERY SYSTEMS WE 
DEPEND UPON FOR SURVIVAL, YOU CAN’T IGNORE THE 
HUMANS.  

2.  WHAT’S THE POINT of changing our ways of thinking, 
designing and doing if we can’t build thriving, happy, 
healthy societies for ourselves along the way? 

WHY BRING SOCIAL ASPECTS 
INTO SUSTAINABILITY? 
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HOW WE DISRUPT 
HEALTHY SOCIAL CYCLES 

source: The Natural Step

Import relatively large 
flows of materials from 
the Earth’s crust 

Introduce persistent 
compounds foreign to 
nature 

Physically inhibit 
nature’s ability to 
run its cycles 

Barriers to 
people 

meeting their 
basic needs 
worldwide 
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ADDING THE SOCIAL 
SUSTAINABILITY PRINCIPLE 

...concentrations of substances 
extracted from the Earth’s crust, 

...concentrations of substances 
produced by society, 

...degradation by physical means, 

In a sustainable society, nature is not 
subject to systematically increasing... 

source: The Natural Step

...people are not subject to conditions 
that systematically undermine their 
capacity to meet their needs. 

and, in that society... 
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9 HUMAN NEEDS 

Subsistence Protection Participation 

Idleness Affection Understanding 

Creativity Identity Freedom 

Manfred Max-Neef, Human Scale Development 1991 
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ADDING THE SOCIAL 
SUSTAINABILITY PRINCIPLE 

...concentrations of substances 
extracted from the Earth’s crust, 

...concentrations of substances 
produced by society, 

...degradation by physical means, 

In a sustainable society, nature is not 
subject to systematically increasing... 

source: The Natural Step

...people are not subject to conditions that 
systematically undermine their capacity 
to meet their needs. 

and, in that society... 
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WE WERE LOOKING AT WHAT PEOPLE NEED 
INSTEAD OF LOOKING AT WHAT CONDITIONS 
MUST BE PRESENT IN THE SYSTEMS KNOWN 

AS HUMAN SOCIETIES SO PEOPLE’S NEEDS 
ARE MORE LIKELY TO  GET MET. 

WHY IS IT WEAK? BACK TO PRINCIPLES 
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By what are the “upstream” 
guideposts for things that could 
go wrong and keep a society  

from meeting the needs 
of its people? 
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EVERYTHING POINTS TO  
SOCIAL TRUST 
AS THE KEY ELEMENT 
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SOCIAL TRUST  

§  Economics: Trust increases productivity, lowers transaction 
costs, lowers costs related to corruption and segregation. 

§  Sociology: Trust critical in interactions between individuals 
within a group or between an individual and society. 

§  Politics: High social trust in government and institutions is 
associated with democratic stability, low levels of 
corruption, relative economic equality and higher trust 
between citizens. 

§  Lack of social trust leads to spiraling social problems (e.g. 
segregation and corruption)  - “The Social Trap”.  

Missimer, 2013 available at: www.bth.se/fou/Forskinfo.nsf/0/30692df535b84f62c1257b390042ed84?OpenDocument 
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SOCIAL SUSTAINABILITY PRINCIPLES: 
a new hypothesis 

Based on ‘not allowing the undermining of trust within 
society’ the following  principles have emerged into a 
hypothesis for defining social sustainability: 

 
In the sustainable society, people are not subject to 

systemic barriers to… 
 
 
 
 
 

Missimer, 2013 available at: www.bth.se/fou/Forskinfo.nsf/0/30692df535b84f62c1257b390042ed84?OpenDocument 

1 ...integrity (well-being; human rights; not being abused) 

2 ...influence (sense of agency; ability to be heard) 

3 ...competence (personal & professional development) 

4 ...meaning (sense of purpose) 

5 ...impartiality (fair/just/equitable treatment) 
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HOW WE DISRUPT 
HEALTHY SOCIAL CYCLES 

drawing source: The Natural Step

Import relatively large 
flows of materials from 
the Earth’s crust 

Introduce persistent 
compounds foreign to 
nature 

Physically inhibit 
nature’s ability to 
run its cycles 

Inhibit 
social trust 

in 5 key 
ways 
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Next Step: 
Testing these social sustainability 
principles in practice  
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...concentrations of substances 
extracted from the Earth’s crust, 

...concentrations of substances 
produced by society, 

...degradation by physical means, 

In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to 
systematically increasing... 

and, in that society, people are not subject to systemic 
barriers to… 
 

Missimer, 2013 available at: www.bth.se/fou/Forskinfo.nsf/0/30692df535b84f62c1257b390042ed84?OpenDocument 

1 ...integrity (well-being; human rights; not being abused) 

2 ...influence (sense of agency; ability to be heard) 

3 ...competence (personal & professional development) 

4 ...meaning (sense of purpose) 

5 ...impartiality (fair/just/equitable treatment) 
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...concentrations of substances 
extracted from the Earth’s crust, 

...concentrations of substances 
produced by society, 

...degradation by physical means, 

We do not contribute to systematically 
increasing... 

and, we do not contribute to systemic barriers to… 

Missimer, 2013 available at: www.bth.se/fou/Forskinfo.nsf/0/30692df535b84f62c1257b390042ed84?OpenDocument 

1 ...integrity (well-being; human rights; not being abused) 

2 ...influence (sense of agency; ability to be heard) 

3 ...competence (personal & professional development) 

4 ...meaning (sense of purpose) 

5 ...impartiality (fair/just/equitable treatment) 
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...and within those boundaries, 
anything goes! 
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TEAM EXERCISE 4 

WHAT ARE THE 
SYMPTOMS, AND 
WHAT ARE THE 
ROOT CAUSES? 
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TEAM EXERCISE 5 

WHAT MIGHT BE 
THE PRINCIPLES 
FOR SUCCESS IN 
YOUR SYSTEM? 



CONTENTS 

A Method 
Part 4 

83 

1. The Natural Step 
2. Strategic Sustainability 
3. A New View 
4. A Method 



STRATEGIC SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 
= 

DOING WHATEVER YOU WANT, BUT DOING IT SO THAT 

YOU DESIGN UNSUSTAINABILITY OUT OF THE SYSTEM, 
AND KEEP IT OUT OF THE SYSTEM 
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Five Level 
Framework 

ABCD & Backcasting 
from Principles 

FSSD CONCEPTS 
strategic planning for sustainability 
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source: The Natural Step 



 
	

 
	


THE FIVE LEVEL FRAMEWORK 
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source: The Natural Step 



 
	

 
	


HELP WITH STRATEGIC THINKING 

Useful for any analysis or planning 
 
Before planning, a great way to organize 
thinking, conversations and the information 
you already have 
 
Helps you see where you are missing 
information you will need to do effective 
strategic planning 
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THE FIVE LEVELS 

What system are we talking about? What do 
we know about it? Where will we draw the 
boundaries? 
 
What will success look like? What outcomes 
are we seeking? 
 
What strategic guidelines will we use? What 
process to move towards success? 
 
 

What concrete measures might we take to 
move towards success in line with our 
strategic guidelines? 
 
What tools will we need along the way? 
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source: The Natural Step 



 
	

 
	


THE 5LF APPLIED TO CHESS 

The chessboard, pieces, players and rules of 
the game 
 
 

Checkmate (capturing the king) 
 
 
The various strategies the players use  
 
 

 
The individual moves each player makes  
(i.e. tactics) 
 
Whatever helps you do a better job (books, 
classes, etc.) 
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source: The Natural Step 



 
	

 
	


THE 5LF APPLIED TO THE “GAME” OF 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

Aspects of the system in question, including 
‘flows’ (how things affect one another), all within 
the context of Nature’s laws 
 
Your vision of success, bounded by the 
Sustainability Principles 
 
 

Guidelines for your ongoing strategic planning 
process—maybe this one (the FSSD) 
 
 

Depends on what you’re doing. Might be 
switching to solar, changing staff review 
processes, etc. 
 
AASHE’S STARS checklist, LEED, Life Cycle 
Assessment, participatory facilitation tools, etc. 
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source: The Natural Step 



So what do you do 
with all this information, 
now that you’ve collected 
and sorted it? 
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BACKCASTING FROM PRINCIPLES 

Drawing: Efremovska, Geurts, and Perret, 2012 

2. Move backwards from the vision to the present 

3. Move step by step towards the vision 

1. Begin with the end in mind 
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ABCD PLANNING METHOD 

Drawing: Efremovska, Geurts, and Perret, 2012 
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ABCD PLANNING METHOD 

Drawing: Efremovska, Geurts, and Perret, 2012 

2. Based on knowledge of your system, create a vision of what 
it would look like if it were successful in a sustainable society  

1. Build awareness and shared understanding  
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ABCD PLANNING METHOD 

Drawing: Efremovska, Geurts, and Perret, 2012 

SWOT analysis 

Analysis against the 8 Sustainability Principles 
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ABCD PLANNING METHOD 

Drawing: Efremovska, Geurts, and Perret, 2012 
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ABCD PLANNING METHOD 

Drawing: Efremovska, Geurts, and Perret, 2012 

2. Is it a flexible platform for future moves in the right direction? 

3. Is it a good return on investment? 

1. Does it move us in the right direction? 

4. Add your own... 
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A CYCLICAL PROCESS 

source: The Natural Step 



WHAT IT MEANS TO OUR INSTITUTIONS 

source: The Natural Step

Defensive  
Organization 

Ecological - species, atmosphere, oceans, land ,water 

Social - Public health, well being 

Governments regulations, standards 

Stakeholder / public resistance, recruitment 

Rising costs 

Unsustainable Society 

Sustainability 

99 



WHAT IT MEANS TO OUR INSTITUTIONS 

source: The Natural Step

Defensive  
Organization 

Ecological - species, atmosphere, oceans, land ,water 

Social - Public health, well being 

Governments regulations, standards 

Stakeholder / public resistance, recruitment 

Rising costs 

Unsustainable Society 

Sustainability 

Strategic  
Organization 

Long Term 
Success  

Restorative Society 
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CONTENTS 

Check-Out 
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SHARE ONE THING 
YOU LEARNED 
TODAY 
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A REFLECTION ON MORALITY 

What is right with respect to sustainability? 

What is ethical? 
What are our moral obligations? 

Let’s ensure we’re creating the conditions 
for life to continue,  
so we can have the conversation. 
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for more, visit www.thenaturalstep.org 

Thank You! 
Scott Perret 

scott@notutopia.com 


