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In the next 45 minutes…

1. Introduction to the Natural Step Framework
• Backcasting
• 4 principles of sustainability
• Integrating social, economic, environmental

2. Applying the Natural Step Framework
• ABCD
• How does the Natural Step Framework relate to other 

tools and approaches?
3. Case studies and examples



Why sustainability?

Human population will grow from 6.1 billion 
to 9 billion by 2050.  

The global temperature averaged 57.2°F in 
1970 and 58°F in 1999.

Nearly half of the world’s old growth 
forests are gone.

The 1950-1997 oceanic fish harvest grew from 
19 million to 95 million tons, resulting in major 
declines of many species.

QuickTime™ and a
TIFF (Uncompressed) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.



Why sustainability?

Climate change -> unpredictable weather 
events; rising ocean levels; economic 
threats

Collapse of fisheries 

Increasing costs of energy, natural 
resources, waste disposal

Human health threats

Urbanization -> decline of rural 
communities

http://www.halifax.ca/index.asp


The Funnel Paradigm

life supporting resources

declining

consumption of 
life supporting resources

increasing



The Debate on Details



Exercise
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Image #2



Confused about Sustainability? 
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“If we don’t know 
where we are going, all 

roads 
will lead us there”



The Natural Step Framework

1. A science- and systems-based 
definition for sustainability

2. A process to help organizations and 
communities use this definition planning



Who uses it?

QuickTime™ and aTIFF (Uncompressed) decompressorare needed to see this picture.

QuickTime™ and a
TIFF (Uncompressed) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.

Swedish Eco-
municipalities

http://www.interfaceinc.com/us/Company/
http://www.homedepot.com/prel80/HDUS/EN_US/diy_main/pg_diy.jsp?CNTTYPE=NAVIGATION%26CNTKEY=compinfo/index.jsp
http://www.whistler.com/rmow
http://www.scandic.se/br/30/30index.html
http://www.chateauwhistlerresort.com/
http://www.whistlerblackcomb.com/
http://images.google.ca/imgres?imgurl=www.pmr446.de/katalog/panasonic/images/bild_panasonic.gif&imgrefurl=http://www.pmr446.de/katalog/panasonic/tr320.htm&h=148&w=148&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dpanasonic%2Blogo%26svnum%3D10%26hl%3Den%26lr%3D%26ie%3DUTF-8
http://images.google.ca/imgres?imgurl=www.lematin.ch/ressources/images/starbucks_logo_150_101601.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.lematin.ch/home/pratique/8212.html&h=148&w=150&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dstarbucks%2Blogo%26svnum%3D10%26hl%3Den%26lr%3D%26ie%3DUTF-8
http://images.google.ca/imgres?imgurl=www.canadianenterprises.org/ch2m/logo2.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.canadianenterprises.org/ch2m/&h=83&w=301&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dch2m%2Blogo%26svnum%3D10%26hl%3Den%26lr%3D%26ie%3DUTF-8
http://www.hydropolymers.com/en/
http://nikebiz.com/environ/index.shtml
http://images.google.ca/imgres?imgurl=www.lebleu.com/images/right_images/difference/logo_mcdonalds.gif&imgrefurl=http://www.lebleu.com/pages/difference/community.html&h=140&w=170&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dmcdonalds%2Blogo%26svnum%3D10%26hl%3Den%26lr%3D%26ie%3DUTF-8


The Consensus Process

QuickTime™ and a
TIFF (Uncompressed) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.

QuickTime™ and a
TIFF (Uncompressed) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.

Dr. Karl-Henrik Robèrt



Backcasting

A method in which the 
future desired state
is envisioned and steps 
are then defined to
attain that state.



1. What is success in chess?
2. What is success in a jigsaw 

puzzle?

3.  What is the difference?



What is Success in Sustainability?



A Systems Perspective

“Systems thinking is a discipline for seeing wholes, 
recognizing patterns and interrelationships, and learning 
how to structure those interrelationships in more 
effective, efficient ways.”

Peter Senge



The Earth as a System



What can we agree on?

Slow 
geological 
cycles -
materials from 
the Earth’s 
crust

Open System 
with respect to 
energy

Closed System 
with respect to 
matter

1) Nothing disappears“Photosynthesis pays 
the bills” 2) Everything disperses

Sustainability is 
about the ability of 
these cycles to run 
forever.



How do humans intervene in 
these cycles?

Closed System 
with respect to 
matter

Slow 
geological 
cycles -
materials from 
the Earth’s 
crust

Open System 
with respect to 
energy

1) Nothing disappears“Photosynthesis pays 
the bills” 2) Everything disperses

Sustainability is 
about the ability of 
these cycles to run 
forever.



How we influence cycles

Relatively large flows 
of materials from the 
Earth’s crust

1

Introduce persistent 
compounds foreign 
to nature

2

Physically inhibit 
ability of nature to 
run cycles

3

Barriers to people 
meeting their 
basic needs 
worldwide

4



Sustainability defined: 
The four System Conditions

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

4

3

2

1

Concentrations of substances 
extracted from the earth's crust

Concentrations of substances 
produced by society

Degradation by physical means

and, in that society, people are not 
subject to

Conditions that systematically 
undermine their capacity to meet their 

1

2

3

4

needs.



Backcasting from
Principles of Success

Sustainability
Principles



Our ultimate sustainability objectives are to 
eliminate our contribution to :

1. … systematic increases in concentrations of substances 
from the Earth’s crust.

2. … systematic increases in concentrations of substances 
produced by society.

3. … systematic physical degradation of nature through over-
harvesting, introduction and other forms of modification.

4. … systematic undermining of people’s capacity to meet 
their needs.

Sustainability Objectives



System Condition 1

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

… concentrations of substances 
extracted from the Earth’s crust;

Inefficient Use Efficient Use

Dissipative Use Tight Technical Cycles

Scarce metals Abundant metals

Fossil Fuels Renewables



System Condition 2

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

…concentrations of substances 
produced by society;

Dissipative use

Persistent and 
Unnatural

Abundant and 
breakdown easily

Tight Technical Cycles

Inefficient use Efficient use



System Condition 3

In a sustainable society, nature 
is not subject to increasing:

… degradation by physical means;

Efficient use 
of resources and land

Inefficient use of 
resources and land

Resources from poorly 
managed ecosystems

Resources from well-managed 
ecosystems

Careless 
overharvesting and 

introductions

Caution in modification of 
nature



System Condition 4

In a sustainable society, people are not 
subject to:

conditions that systematically 
undermine their capacity to meet 
their needs.

Safe working and living 
environments

Unsafe working and 
living environments

Sufficient resources for 
livelihoodEconomic barriers

Political oppression and 
violations of human rights

Political freedom and 
respect for human rights



Human Needs (vs. satisfiers)

FUNDAMENTAL HUMAN FUNDAMENTAL HUMAN 
NEEDSNEEDS

AffectionProtection

Understanding

Participation

Subsistence

Freedom

Identity Idleness

Creation



“ABCD”

Right direction?

Flexible Platform?

Return on investment?



A “Compass”

Think of the the Natural Step 
Framework like a compass.

Where a compass helps an 
individual know where true North
is and the uses this point to guide 
their movements, the Natural Step 
Framework helps organizations or 
communities know where 
sustainability is and guide their 
movements towards this point.



Challenge of Alignment

Many individuals in an organization 
(and organizations within a community) 

with energy and enthusiasm



TNS as a Compass

The Natural Step Framework 
is a shared language 
to act as a compass



TNS as a Compass

The Natural Step Framework 
is a shared language 
to act as a compass



TNS to a Sustainable 
Canmore

QuickTime™ and a
TIFF (LZW) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.

Community Coordinator: 

The Biosphere Institute of the Bow 
Valley

Fiscal agent: 

Canmore Economic Development 
Authority
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Rocky Mountain 
Flatbread Company

Town of 
Canmore

The Canmore 
Seniors Association

The Radisson 
Hotel Three Sisters 

Mountain Village

Alpine Insurance

Tourism Canmore



Whistler, BC 



Planning FrameworkPlanning Framework

A Sustainable 
Community

(2060)

Current 
Reality 
(2005)

Declining resources & life supporting systems

Whistler’s 
Vision 
(2020)

16 Key Strategy 
Areas

-energy, water, 
culture & 
heritage, 
economic 

development, etc

16 Key Strategy 
Areas

-energy, water, 
culture & 
heritage, 
economic 

development, etc

Increasing population & resource consumption



Thank You

The Natural Step Canada
43 Eccles St., 2nd floor
Ottawa, ON, K1R 6S3
info@naturalstep.ca
www.naturalstep.ca

mailto:info@naturalstep.ca
http://www.naturalstep.ca/


Supporting Slides



Interface Inc. 

"We will honor the places where we 
do business by endeavoring to 

become the first name in industrial 
ecology, a corporation that 

cherishes nature and restores the 
environment." 



Interface Inc.

• Will be climate-neutral by the end of 
this year.

• 12% renewable energy and headed 
towards 100%.

• Over $US200 million in cumulative 
savings from waste elimination 
activities

• Total energy consumption for carpet 
manufacturing down 35% since 
1996. 

• Water intake per square meter of 
carpet down 78%

• 20% of sales due to sustainability 
commitment.

http://www.interfaceflor.com/cgi-bin/flor/products.html

	An Introduction to The Natural Step Framework
	In the next 45 minutes…
	Exercise
	Confused about Sustainability?
	The Natural Step Framework
	Who uses it?
	The Consensus Process
	Backcasting
	
	What is Success in Sustainability?
	The Earth as a System
	What can we agree on?
	How do humans intervene in these cycles?
	How we influence cycles
	Sustainability defined: The four System Conditions
	“ABCD”
	A “Compass”
	Challenge of Alignment
	TNS as a Compass
	TNS as a Compass
	TNS to a Sustainable Canmore
	Whistler, BC
	Planning Framework
	Thank You
	Supporting Slides
	Interface Inc.
	Interface Inc.

