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Abstract 
The intrinsic characteristics of the Framework for Strategic Sustainable 
Development (FSSD) make it useful in moving society towards 
sustainability. However, most of the change agents who work with the 
FSSD report that it is not diffused widely enough to have a systemic impact 
on society. The purpose of the study is to enable those who wish to foster 
such diffusion to be more effective in their efforts by giving them 
information they need to strategically plan those efforts. An ‘important 
factors for diffusion’ lens is constructed from Diffusion of Innovations 
theory and social marketing concepts, and verified with case studies of the 
diffusion of Biomimicry 3.8, GRI and Cradle to Cradle. 152 current barriers 
and enablers to broader diffusion of the FSSD are identified from 
interviews with 27 practitioners and a survey of 58 additional practitioners. 
These are scored against the lens to determine the current diffusibility of 
the FSSD, then distilled and influence flows between them mapped, to 
identify seven leverage points for broader diffusion. Interrelations between 
these leverage points, as well as other emergent themes, are discussed, 
conclusions are drawn, and further research suggested. 

Keywords 
Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development, FSSD, The Natural 
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Executive Summary 

Introduction 

Shifting towards sustainability is becoming an urgent concern for society. 
To target a sustainable future, a clear definition of sustainability is needed, 
as well as a strategic approach to moving towards it. This will require a 
paradigm shift from current mechanistic, reductionist, short-term thinking 
to holistic, systems and long-term thinking.  

The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) could help 
address these challenges. The FSSD serves as a mental model and planning 
framework based on systems thinking. Despite its potential, most of the 
change agents who work with the FSSD report that it is not diffused widely 
enough to have a systemic impact on society. This study sought to find out 
why, and what the high potential influence factors might be for achieving 
broader diffusion of the FSSD in the US, Canada and the European Union.  

Research Questions and Purpose  

 
The purpose of the study was to enable those change agents wishing to 
contribute to disseminating the FSSD to be more effective in their efforts 
by giving them information they need to strategically plan those efforts.  
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Research Methods 

The study applied an exploratory research approach designed to allow for 
flexibility (Maxwell 2008). Eight initial exploratory interviews of 
sustainability practitioners were conducted to collect their perspectives on 
the current state of, and potential for broader, diffusion of the FSSD. 
Subsequent phases of the methods are shown in the figure below.  

 

A literature review of the theory of Diffusion of Innovations (DoI) in 
particular, and the field of social marketing in general, provided data to 
form an ‘important factors for diffusion’ lens. Case studies of the successful 
diffusion of three sustainability innovations (Biomimicry 3.8, GRI, and 
Cradle to Cradle) were conducted to confirm that the theoretical ‘lens 
factors’ suggested by the literature review indeed played an important role 
in the diffusion of actual sustainability innovations. Data on enablers, 
barriers, ‘straddlers’ (part enabler, part barrier) and potential enablers 
(E/B/S/PEs) to FSSD diffusion were collected by conducting a survey and 
interviews with sustainability practitioners. This yielded a picture of the 
current reality surrounding FSSD diffusion, which was then scored against 
the lens. Finally, leverage points to broaden diffusion were identified 
through a process of mapping directional flows of desirable and undesirable 
influence between a distilled list of barriers, straddlers and potential 
enablers. Throughout the research, various forms of triangulation are used 
to ensure validity. 
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Results  

Lens 

The lens included 16 lens factors in four meta-categories. The case studies 
confirmed these 16 lens factors were in fact important to the successful 
diffusion of actual sustainability innovations. 

 

Aggregate Data by Theme 

From the 27 practitioner interviews and 58 survey responses, we identified 
50 enablers, 95 barriers, ten straddlers and seven potential enablers, for a 
total of 152. These were grouped into 29 emergent themes and 51 emergent 
sub-themes. 45 of the 152 E/B/PEs received 10 or more total mentions, 
which we considered to be a significant amount. The most-mentioned 
E/B/S/PEs were all barriers. E/B/S/PEs which were mentioned less often, 
but were of high interest, were also identified. 

Applying the Lens to the FSSD 

With scores below 50% in 14 out of 16 lens categories, the FSSD currently 
scores low for likeliness to diffuse well. However, it was found that a 
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change agent is able to exert influence in all lens categories, and the results 
helped paint a clearer picture of the current reality. 

Finding the Leverage Points 

Having established nearly all of the 152 E/B/S/PEs to be of potential 
importance with the lens scoring, emergent patterns were sought in the 
data. As a result, the list of 152 was merged into 30 ‘final’ B/S/PEs in five 
cluster areas. The mapping of the influence flows between these 30 
ultimately revealed seven leverage points believed to exert high influence 
on the others. These are shown in the figure below. 

 

Finally, the researchers explored what might happen if the potential 
leverage points were addressed, by mapping the changes in influence flows 
that would hypothetically follow. The result was that many currently 
undesirable influence flows become desirable, while many current barriers 
‘flip’ into straddler status—on the way to becoming enablers. This was 
thought to suggest that these seven leverage points may in fact be of value 
to a change agent seeking to broaden diffusion of the FSSD. 

Discussion 

The seven leverage points were found to be highly interrelated, meaning 
that a shift in one could affect one or more others. Five additional highly 
interrelated, non-leverage point B/S/PEs were also identified from amongst 
the 30. The importance of the readiness of the social field as a backdrop for 
diffusion, and ways to influence that readiness were discussed. A potential 
eighth leverage point, changing The Natural Step organization and its 
culture to be more inclusive and open, was also discussed. An expansion of 
the target audience for diffusion efforts from sustainability practitioners to 
include the ‘sustainability curious’ was proposed, in recognition of the 
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importance of targeting individuals who are looking for solutions the FSSD 
can provide, but who have not yet discovered the FSSD. 

Limitations include reminders that the flow charts do not illustrate the 
entire system surrounding FSSD diffusion, and represent the perspectives 
of our practitioner sample (selected partly based on availability). Further, 
more perspectives from practitioners that have chosen not to use the FSSD 
or have discontinued use of it would add richness to the data. 

Further research might be conducted to 1) look more deeply at, and clarify, 
why the FSSD is worthy of broader diffusion, for what purpose it should be 
diffused, and 2) to ask how the leverage points we have identified might 
best be activated, or operationalized. 

Conclusion 

The FSSD’s intrinsic characteristics make it useful in moving society 
towards sustainability. Yet our research reveals the current barriers 
surrounding FSSD diffusion make it unlikely to diffuse more broadly 
unless these barriers shift. We believe the seven leverage points identified 
in this study can help with this shift. We also believe such a shift will only 
become possible if a dedicated change agent, or multiple change agents 
working in concert, step forth to host, facilitate and coordinate strategic 
diffusion efforts. These efforts must be consistent. With such efforts 
applied to the identified leverage points, we believe the FSSD could diffuse 
broadly enough to have an impact on the larger societal system, helping, 
alongside many other frameworks, tools and initiatives, to move society 
towards a sustainable, perhaps even a restorative, future.  
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Glossary 

backcasting:  “conceiving a desired end state and (then) planning how to 
achieve it” (Upham 2000, 452) 

barrier: something that generates undesirable feedback loops, limiting or 
decreasing the potential for broader diffusion. This study uses ‘barrier’ as 
short-hand for current barrier; i.e., a barrier that is part of the current reality 
of the state of diffusion of the FSSD 

biosphere: The surface area of the Earth, stretching from the upper limits 
of the atmosphere to the lower layers of the soil, both on land and in the 
ocean (Robèrt et al. 2010), including all life contained within that realm 

change agent: an individual or an organization that advocates the adoption 
of an innovation and aims to influence the decision-making processes of 
potential adopters in a direction that fosters the further spread of the 
innovation (Rogers 2003) 

channels: means of transferring a message (Dahl, Metanchuk, and 
Marshall 2010) 

communication channels: audio, visual, or other sensory means of 
communication delivery (Dahl, Metanchuk, and Marshall 2010) 

community of practice: a network of peers with diverse skills and 
experience in an area of practice or profession. Such groups are often held 
together by the members’ desire to interact around common interests, help 
others (by sharing information) and advance their own knowledge (by 
learning from others). 

creative tension:  the ‘pull’ between current reality and a desired future 
(Robèrt et al 2010), that fosters the creativity and will to move towards that 
future 

desirable influence: influence that produces an effect which boosts the 
potential for broader diffusion 
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diffusibility:  the extent to which an innovation is considered to be broadly 
diffusible (see diffusion) 

diffusion:  the process of diffusing or the condition of being diffused. The 
process of diffusion refers to the act of spreading of something more 
widely.  

education:  1) activities that impart knowledge or skill; 2) knowledge 
acquired by learning or instruction; 3) the gradual process of acquiring 
knowledge (Princeton's WorldNet 2012). 

enabler: something that makes another thing possible, practical or easy. 
We use ‘enabler’ as short-hand for current enabler; that is an enabler that is 
part of the current reality of the state of diffusion of the FSSD. See 
potential enabler. 

emergence: the appearance of new properties, factors, concepts or 
solutions in the course of development or evolution  

extrinsic factor: a factor not part of the essential nature of something; 
coming or operating from the outside 

facilitation: to make easier or less difficult; to help forward; to aid others 
with a process. Examples of process include the process of learning, or the 
process of applying knowledge in practice. Facilitation involves a two-way 
directional flow of information between the facilitator and the subject being 
helped. If there are multiple subjects being helped, information flow is 
multi-directional, between members of the facilitated process, including the 
facilitator. Having more than a mono-directional flow of information is 
necessary to facilitation because, in order to ease and help the process 
forward, the facilitator must receive feedback from the subject(s). And in 
group settings, the members of the group must receive feedback from one 
another if they are to move forward in the process as a group. Thus iterative 
feedback loops between facilitator and subject(s) are characteristic. (For 
contrast, see teaching). 

framework: a basic conceptual model or structure 

potential leverage points: enablers, potential enablers, barriers or 
straddlers considered to be of high value as leverage points affecting the 
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overall system of the diffusion of the FSSD to sustainability practitioners in 
the US, Canada and the EU 

intrinsic factor: factors that arise from the nature of the subject; coming or 
operating from the inside 

lens factors: those factors drawn from Diffusion of Innovations theory and 
concepts from the field of social marketing that we deemed of high 
importance to the diffusion of the FSSD 

leverage points: are places within a complex system where a small shift in 
one thing can produce big changes in everything (Meadows  2009).  

network: can refer to any interconnected group or system. More 
specifically, a network is any method of sharing information or resources 
between two systems (Doyle, Hikisch, and Westcott 2008) 

NGO:  non-governmental organization, a.k.a. non-profit organization 

paradigm shift: a change from one way of perceiving, framing and 
thinking to another, different way. The paradigm shift is a process of 
revolution and metamorphosis in one’s philosophy. In this thesis we refer to 
the shift from short term, silo thinking to long term, systems thinking way 
of seeing the world.  (Contrast with transformational change.) 

potential enabler: an enabler that could be brought into play, but does not 
appear from our research to be part of the current reality, or else appears 
only weakly. 

practitioner tools: device or implement that aids the sustainability 
practitioners in performing or facilitating a certain task in the process of 
diffusion of a particular sustainability practice. Examples include: 
presentation materials,  props used during workshops, etc. 

puller: sustainability practitioners who ‘pull’ sustainability into 
organizations from the inside—e.g. Sustainability Directors. 

pusher: sustainability practitioners who ‘push’ sustainability to others—
e.g. through teaching or consulting.  
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reinvention: “…the degree to which an innovation is changed or modified 
by a user in the process of adoption or implementation” (Rogers 2003, 17). 

systems thinking: is an approach for getting beyond cause and effect to the 
patterns of behavior that surface the cause and effect, and further, for 
identifying the underlying structure responsible for the patterns of behavior 
(Senge 1990). It is a holistic approach that focuses on the interrelations of 
the constitutions of the system.  

straddler: factors described by practitioners as both barriers and enablers 
(e.g. the name is good; the name is bad). These factors typically have the 
potential to swing one way (towards becoming a barrier) or the other 
(towards becoming an enabler). 

social marketing: marketing that seeks to influence the audience by 
utilizing network interconnectedness and social human nature, including 
the tendency to ‘mimic’ and to be heavily influenced by individuals or 
organizations a subject perceives to be similar to him- or herself.  

sustainability: the capacity for society to develop in a manner that 
complies with the sustainability principles and does not undermine the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs  

sustainability practitioner:  a person whose primary professional function 
is to facilitate the movement of individuals, groups, organizations, 
institutions and/or society at large towards socio-ecological sustainability, 
or who has otherwise built sustainability into the core of his/her profession 
or organization.   

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

1. concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth‘s crust; 
2. concentrations of substances produced by society;  
3. degradation by physical means; 

And in that society...  
4. people are not subject to conditions that systematically undermine 

their capacity to  meet their needs (Ny et al. 2006; Broman, 
Holmberg, and Robèrt 2000).  

system conditions for sustainability: see sustainability principles  
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teaching: to instruct or inform; the act of imparting or delivering 
knowledge to others. Characterized by a one-way directional flow of 
information from the teacher to the learner (for contrast, see facilitation). 

transformational change: “Transformation is what happens when people 
see the world through a new lens of knowledge and are able to create an 
infrastructure, never before envisioned, to the future…it happens when 
people managing a system focus on creating a new future that has never 
existed before and, based on continual learning and a new mindset, take 
different actions than they would have taken in the past” (Daszko and 
Sheinberg 2005).  Contrast with paradigm shift:  paradigm shift is what 
enables people to “see the world through a new lens of knowledge”, 
whereas transformational change is the process of taking new and different 
actions to realize the envisioned future that result from the paradigm shift. 

undesirable influence: influence that produces an effect which limits or 
decreases the potential for broader diffusion 

unique value proposition: A Unique Value Proposition (UVP) is phrased 
as a concise appeal in the target audience’s language and describes how an 
innovation is a unique fit for target audience needs and values, thereby 
differentiating that innovation from competitors in the marketplace. (Bradt 
2007).  
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Research Context 

1.1.1  The Sustainability Challenge 

There is growing support for the view that society needs to move towards 
sustainability (EPA 2004; Kiron et al. 2011). Yet determining exactly what 
that means and how to do it is the great challenge of our times. Since the 
industrial revolution, anthropogenic impacts on the biosphere have 
increased dramatically as a result of a combination of many complex and 
interrelated factors, including explosive population growth (IPCC 2001), a 
fossil fuel-driven energy regime (World Energy Council 2010), the rise of 
industrial agriculture (Horrigan, Lawrence, and Walker 2002) and an 
economic system that concentrates wealth and canonizes the continuous 
growth of ‘take-make-waste’ industrial processes (Jackson 2009). These 
are but a few of the factors in a socio-economic system where 
systematically increasing material flows and social inequality are required 
to support the continuation of the system itself (Jackson 2009; Liebig 
2012).  

Meanwhile, the planet’s capacity to provide those material flows (and other 
services such as clean air, fresh water and climate zones conducive to life 
as we know it), is limited (IPCC 2001). Estimates suggest our current rate 
of consumption would require more than one planet Earth to be sustainable 
over time (Human Development Reports 2008; World Wide Fund n.d.). As 
a result, climate change, ecosystem collapse and loss of biodiversity are all 
accelerating (IPCC 2002). In other words, humanity is on a collision course 
with our planet’s limited capacity to fuel our current behavior and 
consumption patterns. Pushed far enough, the Earth’s climate and 
biogeochemical systems could alter to the point where human survival is in 
question (Sanjeev et al. 2003).  

The authors of this study believe three things lay at the heart of what is 
needed to help humanity grasp the physical and social realities of our 
current, unsustainable path, and to alter course towards a sustainable future: 
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1. We require a paradigm shift. The dominant paradigm in industrial and 
post-industrial societies is reductionist, mechanistic and linear. The 
kind of thinking, problem-solving and management strategies that arise 
from this paradigm are inadequate to meet the sustainability challenge 
(Senge 1985, 1990). To meet this challenge, we must come to 
understand the world is a complex system comprised of complex sub-
systems that are resilient, adaptive and exhibit emergent (unpredictable) 
behavior (Meadows 2009). This is a world wherein everything is 
interconnected, interacts, and has influence on everything else through 
a complex, sometimes shifting web of feedback loops (Meadows 2009). 
In other words, we need a way of seeing the world and thinking about 
our work that is grounded in a deep understanding of the 
interconnectedness of all actions and things. 

2. We require a clear, shared vision of what to aim for. What does 
sustainability really mean? How would we recognize it if we saw it? 
How do we know when our actions and creations are sustainable? 
Without answering these questions, we cannot plan toward it 
(Hitchcock and Willard 2010; Jabareen 2006; Parris and Kates 2003). 

3. We require a way to plan towards the target, to figure out how to get 
there from where we stand today, without ruining ourselves or causing 
too much further damage along the way. 

1.1.2 A Framework to Meet the Challenge 

There is a framework, called the Framework for Strategic Sustainable 
Development (FSSD), which could contribute to addressing the above-
identified challenges. Above all, the FSSD is a mental model that helps 
people understand and place themselves within ‘the big picture’, then gives 
them a strategic approach to addressing issues large and small, simple and 
complex, within that big picture. What the FSSD helps with may be 
distilled into four things. 

1. How we should think:  a) It offers a systemic overview of the 
sustainability challenge which is grounded in natural laws (Robèrt et al. 
1997; Broman, Holmberg and Robèrt 2000; Robèrt 2000; Waldron et 
al. 2008) and enables organizations and communities to identify their 
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role or position within it, placing themselves and their impacts in the 
greater context of human society and the biosphere. b) The FSSD 
advocates looking ‘upstream’ in cause-effect chains for the sources of 
problems before they occur, rather than merely seeking fixes for them 
once they occur (Robèrt 2000). c) As a result of its grounding in 
systems thinking, the FSSD recognizes that problems are embedded in 
webs of feedback loops with other issues, and therefore advocates not 
tackling problems in isolation (Robèrt 2000). In all these ways, the 
FSSD provides a basis for the needed paradigm shift. 

2. What to aim for:  The FSSD offers a definition of sustainability that is 
both science-based and articulated as principles that are actionable. 
That is, they enable clear “right direction” strategic planning (Robèrt et 
al. 2002a). 

3. How to get there:  The FSSD offers a way to structure and sort 
information into categories useful for strategic planning.  It also offers a 
process to execute that planning in such a way that actions may be 
identified and prioritized with assurance that they will lead to 
sustainability (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000; Ny et al. 2006). 

4. Which tools are needed:  Finally, the FSSD also helps planners select 
and organize the tools they are likely to need in order to implement 
their plans (e.g. management, measuring and reporting tools such as 
ISO 14001, sustainable lifecycle cost analysis or the Global Reporting 
Initiative) (Robèrt et al. 2002a). 

1.2 Components of the FSSD 

The FSSD is most often referred to in popular literature and sustainability 
communities of practice as ‘The Natural Step Framework’, ‘TNS 
Framework’ or simply ‘TNS’ (Hitchcock and Willard 2010; Peterson 2008; 
Willard 2012; Rowland 2012; Barton 2012; Hawke Baxter 2012; Seale 
2012).  In this study, we use the terms ‘FSSD’ and ‘Framework’ 
(capitalized) synonymously to speak of the Framework for Strategic 
Sustainable Development, and ‘TNS’ to speak of the NGO that grew in 
tandem with development of the Framework, and has worked to apply it in 
organizations. The term ‘TNS Framework’ may appear where other sources 
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are quoted.  In these instances, ‘TNS Framework’ should be understood to 
be interchangeable with ‘FSSD’. 

The FSSD is comprised of several components that work in concert with 
one another. A brief review of these follows. 

1.2.1 A Five-Level Framework for Structuring Information  

The Five Level framework is a mental model that outlines how goals, 
strategic approaches, actions and tools relate to one another (Robèrt 2000). 
It is useful for categorizing information in preparation for, and over the 
course of, strategic planning processes, particularly in complex systems 
(Robèrt et al. 2002a). By separating out data and concepts by their function 
and characteristics, these categories, or ‘levels’, also make it easier to 
analyze systems, tools, or issues (see Figure 1.1). 

 

Figure 1.1. The Five-Level framework of the FSSD (adapted from Robèrt  
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et al. 2002 and Robèrt et al. 2010; icons from Baxter et al. 2009).1 2 3 

1.2.2 Systems Level: Contextualizing Everything within the 
Sustainability Challenge 

The FSSD provides metaphors and language to help communicate the 
scientific underpinnings of the global sustainability challenge.  Certain 
imagery and visual aids, produced by TNS and other, non-TNS FSSD 
practitioners, have become associated with the FSSD as well. 

Placing Society in the Context of the Biosphere.  The FSSD advocates 
communication of a basic scientific understanding of how the biosphere 
functions as a system, and how society is nested within the biosphere, being 
fully dependent upon it in an exchange of stocks and flows.  Effective use 
of the FSSD relies upon an understanding of these scientific underpinnings.  

 
Figure 1.2. Society in the biosphere (adapted from Robèrt et al. 2010). 

A Funnel Metaphor.  The FSSD uses several metaphors to help explain 
various principles. The key metaphor used to communicate the 
sustainability challenge is a funnel (see Figure 1.3). Given the current state 

                                                 
1 See section 1.2.3 
2 See section 1.2.4 
3 See section 1.2.5 
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of human/biosphere affairs, the stabilized state depicted by the funnel neck 
would likely represent continued human survival, not necessarily human 
thriving, and it would still involve a high degree of ecosystem destruction 
and biodiversity loss.  If we would seek a brighter future for ourselves and 
the biosphere, human society must find ways to become restorative, by 
enhancing the biosphere’s resiliency and capacity to regenerate life. Doing 
so would be represented in the metaphor as moving through the neck of the 
funnel and beginning to open the walls outwards again. 

 

Figure 1.3. The Funnel Metaphor (adapted from Robèrt et al. 2010). 

1.2.3 Success Level: A Science-Based Definition of Sustainability 

The FSSD provides a definition of sustainability that is based in the laws of 
thermodynamics and basic biogeochemical Earth processes. This definition 
is articulated as the first three of four “Sustainability Principles” (SPs), also 
known as “System Conditions” (Ny et al. 2006; Robèrt et al. 1997). The 
fourth principle is based on human needs. These principles provide the 
basis for a vision of success for society; they tell society what to aim for, 
enabling ‘right direction’ strategic planning towards sustainability (Robèrt 
et al. 2002a). They are shown in Figure 1.4. 
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Figure 1.4. The four Sustainability Principles 

(for references, see Ny et al. 2006) (icons from Baxter et al. 2009). 

A scientific review and consensus process employed in developing these 
principles suggests that, taken as an ensemble, they are both what is 
necessary, and sufficient to achieve sustainability (Broman, Holmberg, 
Robèrt 2000). They are also “general enough to structure all of society’s 
activities that are relevant to sustainability, concrete enough to guide action 
and serve as directional aids in problem analysis and solutions, and non-
overlapping, or mutually exclusive, in order to enable comprehension and 
structured analysis of the issues” (Robèrt et al. 2010, 38). This definition of 
sustainability is thus of great value to planners, because previous 
definitions (such as the Brundtland Commission’s4), while they may be 
descriptively accurate, cannot easily be operationalized for strategic 
planning. 

1.2.4  Strategic Level: Backcasting 

Backcasting is the lynchpin to the FSSD’s strategic approach to sustainable 
development (see Figure 1.5). It is at the heart of the answer to the question 
“how will we get there?” It is a method that advocates envisioning a 
desired future, then analyzing the current situation with the intent of 
determining what steps taken today could lead to that future (Dreborg 
1996). The most important distinctive feature of the backcasting approach 
is  “a concern,  not  with  what  futures are  likely  to  happen,  but  with  
how  desirable  futures  can  be  attained” (Dreborg 1996, 814). This is 

                                                 
4 The Brundtland Report defines sustainability as “development that meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 
(UNWCED 1987).  
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what distinguishes it from forecasting, which uses past and current data in 
an attempt to predict likely futures (Armstrong 2001).  

 

Figure 1.5. Backcasting from Sustainability Principles  
(adapted from Robèrt et al. 2010; icons from Baxter et al. 2009). 

Backcasting is an especially effective approach to dealing with long-term, 
complex issues, involving many aspects of society (Dreborg 1996), because 
it allows for flexibility on the path towards the goal, and is not limited by 
current realities. It takes into account the possibility of emergent factors 
and leaves room for users to respond to these (by taking advantage of them, 
or avoiding them) as they arise. In backcasting, “what is currently realistic 
is only allowed to influence the pace of transition, not its direction” 
(Robèrt et al. 2010, 21).  The direction is determined by the vision, the 
desired future. 

Practitioners report backcasting is also a way to help alleviate the sense of 
helplessness that often accompanies learning about the depth and breadth of 
the sustainability challenge, by encouraging users to envision hopeful 
outcomes, and showing them it is possible to take action today to begin 
moving in that direction (Meisterheim 2012; Pretel 2012).5 

                                                 
5 Research in the social sciences supports this. Richard Lazarus and Susan Folkman have 
shown people respond to threats with one of two strategies: problem-focused coping or 
emotion-focused coping. The latter usually involves avoidance of the issue, and is 
triggered when subjects are presented with threatening information but no action they can 
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Finally, backcasting also helps to establish creative tension. Once a desired 
future is articulated, and the user of backcasting assesses his or her current 
reality, the gap between the desired future and the current reality creates a 
sense of dissonance the user feels compelled to resolve. This dissonance 
can be a powerful force to inspire creative ideation and action towards the 
desired future (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000; Senge 1990) 

1.2.5 Strategic Level: An ABCD Process for Strategic Planning 

The ABCD Planning Process for backcasting is used by the FSSD to 
answer the question “how will we get there?” (see Figure 1.6).  

 

Figure 1.6. ABCD Strategic Planning Process  
(adapted from Robèrt et al. 2010) (icons from Baxter et al. 2009). 

The ABCD process consists of the following steps: 

A: Awareness and Visioning. First, ensure all stakeholders are working 
with a shared understanding of the greater system in question and the 
strategic planning process, then develop a shared vision of how the 
organization (or issue) will look within the greater system once the desired 
outcome or state has been achieved.  

                                                                                                                           

take to help alleviate the threat (1984). So by following up frightening messages with 
concrete possible actions, problem-focused coping can be triggered. 
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B: Baseline Mapping. With the desired future in mind, analyze the current 
reality in order to identify where the gaps are between that reality and the 
desired future. 

C: Creative Solutions:  Identify possible actions to close the gap. 

D: Decide on Priorities to formulate a strategic action plan. Actions 
identified in the “C” step are prioritized based on whether they move in the 
right direction (towards the desired future), serve as a flexible platform for 
future right-direction actions, and provide sufficient return on investment 
(ROI)6. Other prioritization criteria specific to the organization or issue 
may be added here. 
(adapted from Robèrt et al. 2010; Ny et al. 2006) 

1.3 A Vision for FSSD Diffusion in Society 

Context.  The FSSD has been implemented by numerous organizations 
around the world, including IKEA, Nike, Inc., AB Electrolux, 
MacDonald’s Sweden, Interface, Inc. and various municipalities. In 
interviews, practitioners of the FSSD (both consultants teaching it and their 
clients implementing it in organizations) report that when embraced 
thoroughly and applied properly, the Framework is successful and offers a 
contribution of considerable value to the goal of moving society towards 
sustainability. Yet these same practitioners also report the FSSD is not 
known or used widely enough to have large-scale systemic impacts (Hawke 
Baxter 2012; Price-Thomas 2012; Hauser 2012; Bertner 2012; Seale 2012; 
Weick 2012; Barton 2012; Jégu 2012; Miller 2012). 

Vision.  A broadly diffused FSSD would be discussed as a good solution 
for a wide range of applications by sustainability thought leaders, and in 
sustainability forums, conferences, academia and the sustainability press. It 
would be embedded in educational systems. Organizations, communities 
and industry groups would employ the FSSD on an ongoing basis. 
Critically, dissemination of the FSSD would seek to support and engage 

                                                 
6 Environmental and social ROI, as well as financial, should be given weight.   
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users on an ongoing basis such that the mental models that constitute the 
FSSD and the systems thinking that underpin them would become an 
inherent part of the users’ ways of thinking and doing. The overarching and 
underlying goal, in other words, would be a shift in both actions and 
paradigms. For benefits of using the FSSD, refer to section 1.1.2. 

1.4 Past FSSD Diffusion Strategies 

The core team responsible for the creation, revision and championing of the 
Framework has consisted of the founders and staff of TNS and the Masters 
in Strategic Leadership Towards Sustainability (MSLS) program at the 
Blekinge Institute of Technology in Sweden. In the past, the FSSD 
diffusion strategy implemented by this team has consisted of four principle 
sub-strategies. The first has been to publish academic papers, present at 
academic conferences, and, recently, to begin building a network of 
academicians interested in further study of the FSSD and its uses, at 
various institutions of higher education around the world. The second 
strategy has been to gradually open an increasing number of TNS offices 
around the world, with each offering FSSD consulting services in its 
region. The third strategy has been to target organizations that have serious 
intent to a) understand the sustainability principles, and b) permanently 
integrate strategic planning and development processes designed to lead 
towards compliance with those principles into their culture and operations. 
These organizations are then provided with training and consulting services 
that seek to impart proficiency in the FSSD, with the goal of making them 
independent users of the FSSD that no longer require the services of the 
trainer/consultants.  This third strategy is largely carried out by TNS, as 
well as by non-TNS FSSD practitioners. The fourth strategy has been to 
operate the MSLS program, wherein study and practice of the FSSD is 
heavily featured. This program is independent of TNS and produces 
approximately 50 to 60 graduates per year considered to have a sound 
understanding, and a solid beginning proficiency in the application, of the 
FSSD. The authors of this thesis are currently enrolled in this program.   

The hope, as expressed by FSSD and TNS founder Dr. Karl-Henrik Robèrt 
(2012) and other highly placed members of TNS, has been that the 
organizations successful in adopting the FSSD would serve as leading edge 



12 

role models for other organizations. As such, they would pull society 
towards sustainability by providing social proof to the leaders of society’s 
institutions that sustainable development is possible and leads to substantial 
rewards (such as cost savings, advantageous market positioning, lower risk, 
higher employee retention and productivity, and, of course, the broader 
benefit of reducing, with the goal of eliminating, contributions to global 
unsustainability) (Hawke Baxter 2012; Price-Thomas 2012; Bertner 2012). 
Meanwhile, by building the academic case for the FSSD and producing 
MSLS graduates, the diffusion strategy seeks to generate FSSD 
practitioners on the ‘supply side’ capable of aiding increasing numbers of 
organizations move in this direction.  The overarching goal of those 
championing the FSSD is “broad global diffusion” (Price-Thomas 2012). 

Overall, this diffusion strategy has produced mixed results. To its credit, 
the strategy has resulted in an extensive list of public and private sector 
organizations that have integrated the FSSD into their operations and 
cultures. These include globally recognized companies such as IKEA, AB 
Electrolux, Interface, Inc. and Nike, Inc. (Nattrass and Altomare 1999), as 
well as many municipalities and other organizations.  Benefits of the 
current diffusion strategy are difficult to measure due to multiple factors. 
Because the FSSD deals with paradigm shift, it produces ripple effects 
difficult to trace and measure. For example, many MSLS graduates do not 
go on to work that involves implementing the FSSD as such in 
organizations, yet their ways of thinking and planning, heavily influenced 
by the FSSD, likely impact their methods and approaches in whatever work 
they are doing. In addition, FSSD use ‘upstream’ during early planning 
stages make it difficult to trace the FSSD as the main cause of 
sustainability effects ‘downstream’. This effect is heightened when taken in 
conjunction with the fact that many ‘non-FSSD’ tools and measures may be 
used and integrated with FSSD planning over the course of the journey 
towards sustainability. 

Even taking measurement difficulties into account, a meta-level look at the 
state of the diffusion of the FSSD shows that despite its 20+ year history 
and its impressive list of users, it is far from the stated goal of broad global 
diffusion (Hawke Baxter 2012; Price-Thomas 2012). Mentions of the FSSD 
or TNS Framework are difficult to find in the popular sustainability press, 
and where it is mentioned, it is has been described as little known 
(Hitchcock and Willard 2010). And several TNS staff members said that 
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knowledge and use of the FSSD/TNS framework is not widespread (Robèrt 
2012; Price-Thomas 2012; Hawke Baxter 2012; Hauser 2012).  

1.5 Purpose of this Study 

While the FSSD does not claim to be the only framework of value in 
moving organizations towards sustainability, it has been shown to be an 
effective aid (Broman, Holmberg and Robèrt 2000; Weick 2012; Barton 
2012; Pretel 2012). We therefore believe its broader diffusion could 
contribute to the creation of a more sustainable society. The purpose of this 
study is to assess the current reality of the state of FSSD diffusion (what 
hinders diffusion and what helps further it), and then to identify the highest 
potential leverage points7 within that system in order to provide change 
agents wishing to disseminate the FSSD with information that may help 
them to be more effective. 

1.6 Research Questions 

Primary:  What are the potential leverage points for broader diffusion of 
the FSSD to sustainability practitioners in the United States, Canada and 
the European Union? 
 
Supporting #1:  What might be important to FSSD diffusion? 
 
Supporting #2: What are the current enablers and barriers to broader 
FSSD diffusion perceived by practitioners? 
 
Supporting #3:  Given practitioner perceptions of the FSSD and its 
enablers and barriers to broader diffusion, to what extent is it currently 
highly diffusible? 

                                                 
7 Those leverage points that may, if appropriately addressed by a change agent, shift the 
system of influences surrounding FSSD diffusion towards broader diffusion. 
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1.7 Scope and Scope Limitations 

This study looks at what the current enablers and barriers (E/Bs) and 
potential leverage points might be to achieve broader diffusion of the 
FSSD.  The next step in a progression of efforts aimed at diffusion would 
be to ask how to apply the results of this study in a diffusion campaign, 
which is beyond our scope. 

Sustainability practitioners are defined as those whose main occupation is 
figuring out how to move systems of various types towards sustainability. 
We target them because that is exactly what the FSSD is designed to do. 

This study focused on the US, Canada and the EU for several reasons. First, 
our contact networks were strongest, and we had good access to samples 
for interviews and surveys, here. Second, most of the practitioners working 
with the FSSD are concentrated here. Third, cultural and regional contexts 
could lead interviewees and survey respondents from different parts of the 
world to interpret our survey and interview questions differently. In 
addition, practical considerations meant our sample population would 
likely be over-weighted with North American and EU respondents. We did 
not want to represent the results as being global, when the data would have 
been so heavily weighted towards two culturally similar geographical 
regions.  

This study does not seek to identify every barrier or enabler to achieving a 
broader state diffusion of the FSSD amongst its target group. Rather, it 
seeks to identify those of the greatest importance.   

This study does not survey or apply in any comprehensive way the existing 
body of knowledge on basic marketing strategies and methods. Occasional 
references to key components of effective basic marketing are made (e.g. 
having a clearly articulated unique value proposition), but it is assumed 
those wishing to disseminate the FSSD can easily access further 
information and professional advice on effective basic marketing. 

Time constraints imposed on the study meant the reviews of the literature 
were not exhaustive, the number of interviews, surveys and case studies 
that were conducted was limited, and follow-up interviews and/or surveys 
to ask sustainability practitioners to rank the identified enablers and barriers 
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were not possible. Similarly, sample selection for interviews, case studies 
and surveys was convenience based (i.e. dependent on the accessibility of 
the subjects), meaning sample bias may be a factor. 

Finally, our results may be biased by our own experience as students in the 
MSLS program, which has at its core the study of the FSSD. 

1.8 Audience for the Study 

The primary audience for this thesis is TNS and any other change agent(s) 
prepared to make it their mission to diffuse the FSSD more broadly. 
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2 Methods 

This study poses a complex research problem; it requires study of the 
dynamic relations and diverse influences impacting the diffusion process of 
a complex innovation throughout a particular social system. Because of this 
complexity, an exploratory research approach was chosen8. Maxwell’s 
flexible, iterative approach for qualitative research was helpful here (2008). 
Quantitative aspects of our study were a) tallying survey and interview 
respondents and types of responses, and b) comparing how the current state 
of FSSD diffusion (as reported by respondents) scored in relation to an 
‘important factors for diffusion’ lens we constructed. 

The research consisted of two phases of data collection, followed by data 
coding and analysis (Figure 2.1). Informing our thinking throughout this 
process were the FSSD itself, Diffusion of Innovations theory, concepts 
from the field of social marketing, and basic systems thinking. Being the 
subject of our study, the FSSD was not applied directly to the research, but 
the Five-Level framework, backcasting and the ABCD process were used 
to help place our topic in relation to the context of the sustainability 
challenge, organize and analyze our thinking, and plan our work flow. 

 
Figure 2.1. Flow of methods and results to answer the research questions. 

                                                 
8 Exploratory investigations are not based on any firm hypothesis (Denscombe 2007). 
They allow for flexibility in an iterative process, as new data acquired during the research 
process enhances understanding of the problem (Ghauri and Gronhaug 2010). 



17 

2.1 Phase I Data Collection 

2.1.1  Initial Exploratory Interviews 

Initial exploratory interviews of sustainability practitioners were conducted 
to collect their perspectives on the current state of, and potential for 
broader, diffusion of the FSSD. Eight such interviews were conducted (six 
from the US and Canada, and two from the EU). The interviewees included 
three members of a TNS transition team seeking to reposition TNS to 
diffuse the FSSD more broadly at the global scale, three members of TNS 
focused on communications and marketing, and two non-TNS FSSD 
practitioners. See Appendix A for a list of respondents and questions asked. 

2.1.2 Literature Review and Case Studies to Construct a Lens 

What might be important to FSSD diffusion? To answer this, we conducted 
a literature review and case studies, and used the data collected to develop a 
‘lens’ containing factors we considered likely to be of importance to the 
successful, broader diffusion of the FSSD (see section 3.1).  

Literature Review.  A literature review of the theory of Diffusion of 
Innovations (DoI) in particular, and the field of social marketing in general, 
provided a basic understanding of how innovations spread through social 
systems. We used two questions to guide our review of the literature: 

1. What factors have high impact on the diffusion of an innovation? 
2. What characteristics does a highly diffusible innovation have? 
 
Case Studies.  We conducted case studies of the successful diffusion of 
Biomimicry 3.8, The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), and Cradle to 
Cradle in the Netherlands9. We used the data collected to confirm that the 
theoretical ‘lens factors’ suggested by the literature review indeed played 
an important role in the diffusion of actual sustainability innovations. 

                                                 
9 Cradle to Cradle has diffused particularly well in the Netherlands in recent years. We 
therefore limited the scope of this case study to this country. 
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Case Study Sample Selection.  The case studies were selected based on a) 
relevance to the FSSD, b) successful diffusion and c) availability of 
individuals and/or literature to provide data on the diffusion process. 
Criteria for determining relevance to the FSSD included: 
 
1. Thematic Correspondence (is this a sustainability-related innovation?); 
2. Functional Correspondence (does this innovation involve strategic 

planning and/or a conceptual framework?); 
3. Contextual Correspondence (was this innovation diffused amongst a 

similar audience? Was the primary disseminator an NGO?). 
 
Successful diffusion was determined by general observation of the field and 
by asking practitioners which innovations they considered widespread. 
Interviewees were selected based on their knowledge of how the subject 
sustainability innovation was diffused. 
 
Case Study Design.  The case studies were primarily informed by 
interviews with individuals involved in the diffusion of the subject 
innovations. We conducted nine case study interviews: two for Biomimicry 
3.8, one for GRI and six for Cradle to Cradle. Where possible, interviews 
were complemented with a review of peer-reviewed and popular literature 
and media. The literature review was limited, due to the lack of articles 
describing the diffusion of the particular innovations. The exception was 
the GRI case, where three peer-reviewed journal articles balanced out the 
single interview subject. For case study summaries, including persons 
interviewed and questions asked, please see Appendix B. 

2.2 Phase II Data Collection 

What are the current enablers and barriers (E/Bs) to broader FSSD 
diffusion perceived by practitioners? To answer this we collected the 
perceptions of sustainability practitioners working with, or exposed to, the 
FSSD by conducting interviews and an online survey in the US, Canada 
and the EU.  
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2.2.1 Practitioner Interviews 

Design.  Interviews were semi-structured, enabling us to clearly focus on 
issues of interest while allowing flexibility to invite the interviewees to 
develop ideas and speak more widely on those issues (Denscombe 2007).  
Most questions were open. Although usually all three members of the 
research team listened in, one of us took the lead in conducting the 
interview. Interviews lasted from 30-75 minutes, depending on the 
interviewee and amount of data shared. All interviews were conducted over 
distance, except two that were in person. The media used were phone and 
Skype (voice over internet, mostly without video). All interviews were 
digitally recorded and later transcribed to text for analysis. 

Sample Selection.  We split practitioners into five categories (Figure 2.2). 
 

 
Figure 2.2. Interview and survey practitioner categories. 

2.2.2 Practitioner Survey 

Design.  The survey consisted of 21 questions and was administered online 
to allow for ease of access internationally. Open questions were the primary 
method used to identify E/Bs10. There were also two types of closed 

                                                 
10 Open questions are more likely to reflect the full richness and complexity of the views 
held by the practitioners than closed questions (Denscombe 2007). 
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questions. One qualified and categorized the respondents. The second type 
primed the thinking of respondents to answer the open questions by giving 
them examples of the types of answers we were looking for. 

Sample Selection.  The survey broadly targeted US, Canada and EU 
sustainability practitioners whose experience with the FSSD ranged from 
merely having heard of it (potential users), to having used it in practice for 
several years (experienced users). Respondents were screened to ensure no 
overlap with interviewees and tracked by geographical region and 
practitioner type. This breakdown may be seen in section 3.2, Figure 3.2. 
See Appendix A for survey questions, ways and places it was promoted. 

2.3 Data Coding and Analysis 

The data coding and analysis process consisted of five stages: 1) initial 
coding, 2) data aggregation, 3) applying the lens to aggregate data, 4) 
distilling clustered results, and 5) determining potential leverage points.  

2.3.1  Stage 1: Initial Coding 

Two researchers separately coded data from the case studies, survey and 
interviews to ensure triangulation. The data collected was organized into 
matrices of “repeating ideas” that emerged when “different research 
participants used similar words…to express the same idea” (Auerbach and 
Silverstein 2003, 37). For each method, researchers compared findings and 
consolidated their individually coded tables into a single table that also 
tracked the number of mentions of each E/B by respondent type. These 
became our three Data Source Tables. The matrix used to code the data 
may be found in Appendix C. 

2.3.2 Stage 2: Data Aggregation 

What are the current enablers and barriers to broader FSSD diffusion 
perceived by practitioners? We consolidated the Data Source Tables for 
the interviews and survey into a single table which grouped the collected 
E/Bs into the four lens meta-categories (The Social Field, The Change 
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Agents, Communication Channels, and Characteristics of the Innovation). 
Within these meta-categories, emergent themes and sub-themes were used 
to further categorize E/Bs. At this point we discovered and applied two new 
labels; a few of the enablers shared by practitioners could not be described 
as current enablers to diffusion of the FSSD; rather, they described 
potential. Since our ultimate goal was to discover factors that had the 
potential to be leverage points for broader diffusion, we thought these 
potential enablers might prove to be of interest later in the process. We 
tagged them with a “PE”. Second, some factors were described as both 
barriers and enablers (e.g. the name is good; the name is bad). We called 
these straddlers, and tagged them with an “S”. The result was a single list 
of 152 E/B/S/PEs called Aggregate Data by Theme (see Appendix D). 

Number of Mentions.  We highlighted any E/B/S/PE that received ten or 
more total mentions in the interviews and survey, simply as a point of 
interest for change agents who wish to review the data.  

Few Mentions/High Interest.  We also highlighted the E/B/S/PEs that 
received few mentions, yet which we considered to be of strong potential 
interest. Strong potential interest was based on three criteria. First was our 
overview of the data (none of the respondents could see what other 
respondents had suggested, and had probably not conducted literature 
reviews and case studies). Second, our knowledge of the FSSD based on 
our Masters course of study was useful in determining which E/B/S/PEs 
might be unique or critical to diffusion of the FSSD in particular. Third, 
certain E/B/S/PEs were given special emphasis in the case studies, by 
interview and/or survey respondents, and/or in the literature. 

2.3.3 Stage 3: Applying the Lens to Aggregate Data 

Given practitioner perceptions of the FSSD and its enablers and barriers to 
broader diffusion, to what extent is it currently highly diffusible? To answer 
this, we used the lens presented in section 3.1 to ‘score’ the FSSD by 
comparing all the E/Bs (including straddlers) collected in the Aggregate 
Data by Theme table to the lens factors. The value in applying the lens to 
the E/Bs is to discover, according to the lens, the current state of the 
FSSD’s diffusibility; i.e. in what areas does it score high for likeliness to 
diffuse well, and in what areas does it score low. 
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We excluded the potential enablers from this analysis because our question 
sought to reveal to what extent the FSSD is currently highly diffusible. 
Potential enablers describe what might be helpful, not what is currently 
helping or currently blocking FSSD diffusion. 

Quantitative Scoring Process.  See Figure 2.2 for the calculations described 
below, and Figure 2.3 for an example of the table we used in the scoring 
calculations. The first step in applying the lens to the data was to assign 
each enabler or barrier to as many of the lens categories as it related. We 
did this in the Aggregate Data by Theme table (see Appendix D). Then we 
summed the number of enablers and the number of barriers per lens 
category. We also summed the number of mentions the enablers received, 
as well as the number of mentions the barriers received, per lens category. 
Next, for each lens category, we made two calculations, and then averaged 
the results. 

1. We divided the number of enablers by the sum of enablers plus barriers 
collected in that same category. This told us the percentage of total 
E/Bs for that lens category that were enablers (and by inference, the 
number that were barriers). 

2. We divided the total number of mentions the enablers received, by the 
sum total of mentions the enablers and barriers combined received.  
This told us the percentage of total mentions received by all E/Bs for 
that lens category that referred to enablers (and by inference, the 
percentage that referred to barriers). 

3. Finally, for each of the lens categories, we averaged the two outcomes, 
in order to arrive at a single number to indicate ‘average barrier 
strength’, and one to indicate ‘average enabler strength’. 

 

Figure 2.3. Formula for assigning relative strength of FSSD enablers (‘E’) 
and barriers (‘B’) per lens factor. 
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Figure 2.4. Example of table used to compare lens factors with enablers 
and barriers, showing one sample lens factor, with scoring data. 

The result was a list of percentages that revealed the relative weight of 
enablers to barriers for each lens category (see Appendix E, and Figure 3.3 
in Results). To use an example from the results, having a good name is one 
of the lens factors important to successful diffusion. Knowing that in this 
category, the FSSD scored 85% barrier strength, and only 15% enabler 
strength tells us the FSSD’s current name situation is a hindrance to 
diffusion. The overall pattern of these results across all the lens factor 
categories told us how diffusible in general the FSSD is currently, as well 
as which areas represented the greatest hindrances to diffusion. 

2.3.4 Stage 4: Distilling Clustered Results 

What are the potential leverage points for broader diffusion of the FSSD to 
sustainability practitioners in the US, Canada and the EU? While the 
scoring of the FSSD’s current diffusibility against the lens showed us the 
density of barriers and enablers in each lens category (and thus the relative 
strengths and weaknesses in the current state of diffusion of the FSSD), this 
scoring did not indicate which of the 152 E/B/S/PEs might be individual 
points of intervention capable of providing the leverage to shift the current 
reality. As a first step towards identifying the potential leverage points, we 
sought to distil the list of 152 E/B/S/PEs. 

Narrowing to Extrinsic B/S/PEs.  First, we ruled out E/B/Ss intrinsic to the 
FSSD, assuming these to be fixed characteristics of the innovation, and as 
such, closed to change agent influence. Next, we ruled out current enablers, 
assuming these to already be doing their work of helping diffusion; the 
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highest leverage points for broadening diffusion should therefore be found 
amongst the current barriers, straddlers and potential enablers (B/S/PEs). 

Narrowing Further.  Next, we collected all the remaining B/S/PEs with 
high numbers of mentions (over ten), plus those we previously tagged as 
‘few mentions/high interest’ (see Section 2.3.2). Noticing overlap and 
patterns, we used discussion and knowledge integration (Maxwell 2004) to 
recombine and distil the B/S/PEs down further, with the result being a table 
of 30. Over the course of this process, multiple B/S/PEs were combined 
(due to similarity, overlap, etc.). In these cases, we had to select criteria to 
determine whether the result should be expressed as a barrier, straddler or 
potential enabler. Our selection criteria were: 1) if the inputs for a distilled 
B/S/PE were primarily barriers, it was expressed as a barrier; 2) if the data 
indicated the balance of an issue was roughly 50/50 between categorization 
as barrier or enabler, it was expressed as a straddler; 3) potential enablers 
were either suggestions, or enablers very far from being fully realized. 
Finally, we compared the final 30 B/S/PEs back to the lens, to ensure that 
all of the lens factor categories were addressed by the final 30. 

Arranging by Clusters.  We grouped the final 30 B/S/PEs into five clusters 
that emerged based on obvious connections (e.g. several B/S/PEs dealt with 
marketing and branding, so a cluster emerged there). These results are 
presented in the Clustered Results table (see section 3.4). 

2.3.5 Stage 5: Determining Potential Leverage Points 

What are the potential leverage points for broader diffusion of the FSSD to 
sustainability practitioners in the US, Canada and the EU?  The final step 
to answering our primary research question was to determine which of the 
final 30 B/S/PEs might serve as leverage points. In order to do this, we 
arranged them on a flow chart and mapped directional flows of influence 
between them, to identify the degree and arrangement of their 
interconnectedness (i.e. how, and how much, they impacted one another). 

While exploring the influence flows, we applied basic systems thinking, 
looking at our 30 final B/S/PEs as an ‘FSSD diffusion’ system. Forrester 
(1971) and Meadows (2009) define a system as a combination of tangible 
or intangible components, which can have an interdependent relationship to 
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create a specific result. Unlike conventional methods for managing a 
system, which usually include separating it into various parts (Kim 1995; 
Senge 1990), systems thinking helps to recognize the non-linear nature of 
the system, its feedback loops, many interconnections, and other variables 
associated with dynamic complexity11 (Sterman 1994; Senge 1990).  

From analysis of the flows, we noted which B/S/PEs had high numbers of 
influence connections to other B/S/PEs. We also noted the direction of the 
flows (outflows meaning the subject influenced other B/S/PEs, and inflows 
meaning it was influenced by other B/S/PEs), as well as the type of flows 
(desirable flows meaning a positive impact on broader diffusion of the 
FSSD, and undesirable flows meaning a negative impact). We 
hypothesized that B/S/PEs with five or more influence outflows were 
potential leverage points. This answered our primary research question, and 
yielded a manageable number of potential leverage points on which a 
change agent might focus. 

Quick Check Against the Lens.  To see whether our hypothetical PLPs were 
also barriers that practitioners in the field mentioned frequently, we 
compared our PLPs back to the lens factors that had high barrier scores and 
received high numbers of mentions. 

2.3.6 Mapping Influence in a Potential Reality  

Finally, we imagined a future wherein the current B/S/PEs we identified as 
potential leverage points had been addressed by a change agent. We then 
traced the change in influence flows we believed should result, and mapped 
the consequences. The results are presented in section 3.5. 

                                                 
11 “When the same action has dramatically different effects in the short run and in the long 
run, there is dynamic complexity. When an action has one set of consequences locally and 
a very different set of consequences in another part of the system, there is dynamic 
complexity. When obvious interventions produce non-obvious consequences, there is 
dynamic complexity” (Senge 1990, 3). 
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2.4 Validity 

To ensure validity of the research and address any researcher and sample 
selection bias, we applied triangulation, which is defined as “the 
combination of methodologies in the study of the same phenomenon” 
(Jonsen and Jehn 2009, 125). We applied three types of triangulation: 

1. Data Triangulation: We applied ‘space triangulation’, by conducting a 
comparative study of practitioners from the US, Canada and Europe. 

2. Investigator Triangulation (member checking): All three members of 
the research team were engaged in examining the situations and results, 
in order to “ensure the credibility and consistency of the interpretation” 
(Jonsen and Jehn 2009, 139). We worked independently on coding the 
E/B/S/PEs, then discussed and distilled our findings as a team during 
analysis. This helped minimize the individual subjectivity which Jonsen 
and Jehn suggest accompanies all data interpretation (2009). 

3. Methodological Triangulation: We applied ‘between methods’ and 
‘within method’ triangulation (Wellington and Marcin 2007, 35), by 
combining a literature review, case studies, interviews, a survey, 
discussion and knowledge integration to answer the research questions. 
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3 Results 

3.1  The Lens 

The literature on Diffusion of Innovations theory and concepts from the 
field of social marketing yielded 17 categories we believed to be of 
importance to the successful diffusion of the FSSD (Table 3.1).  

Table 3.1. Detail: the lens. 

A Lens:  Important Factors for the Successful Diffusion of an Innovation 
believed to be applicable to the FSSD 

1.  The Social Field 
a.  Humans Are More Social Than Rational   
Reason is secondary to social influence. To be highly diffusible, innovations should 
serve as things around which a target social system can interact.  
“We do what we do because of other people and what they seem to be doing” (Earls 
2009, 5). Research into human nature, influence, behavior, decision-making patterns 
and social networks has shown that the social field, particularly those we perceive to be 
like us, or of our ‘tribe’ (Cova and Cova 2002), wields far more influence on attitudes, 
norms, behavior and decisions than messages received from ‘outside’ parties (Rogers 
2003; Earls 2009; Cialdini 2009; McKenzie-Mohr and Smith 2008; Christakis and 
Fowler 2009). While messages delivered from the outside may have influence, what the 
members of a social system do with the message amongst themselves is far more 
influential than the actual intervention. We also rely on approximations, intuition, 
feeling and social cues more and calculate less than is commonly believed, even in 
settings where calculation is expected (Kahnemann 1982; Cialdini 2009). 
b.   The Social Field Must Be Ready for the innovation in order for it to stick and 
spread. Readiness may be influenced by mass media (Leal and Borner 2005b) and by 
facilitating social interaction around the concept or innovation (Earls 2009). 
It was once believed if ‘influencers’ and ‘super-connecters’ could be persuaded to 
adopt, diffusion throughout a social system would follow, leading to a tipping point 
(Gladwell 2000; Rogers 2003). But while ‘influentials’ do play important roles in 
diffusion, recent research shows it is unlikely to occur simply because they adopted the 
innovation; instead, the other members of the social field must be ‘ready’ (susceptible 
to that particular product or idea), or it will not ‘catch on’ (Watts and Dodds 2007; Earls 
2009). 
2.  The Change Agents (those who seek to promote the diffusion) 
a.  The Amount and Type of Efforts of the change agents significantly impact the 
success and rate of diffusion. 
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This includes the acts of effective marketing and branding, including message design 
and positioning strategy  (Rogers 2003), as well as communication chains that aim to 
establish strategic partnerships in order to leverage the reach and legitimacy of large 
institutional players holding credibility in the social field of the target audience (Leal 
and Borner 2005a, 90). 
b.   Client Orientation  
Successful diffusion is related to the degree to which change agents focus on the target 
adopters, rather than on themselves and their own activities. 
 “Client oriented change makers are more feedback-minded, have closer rapport with 
their clients, enjoy higher credibility in the eyes of their clients, and base their diffusion 
activities primarily on clients' needs" (Rogers 2003, 375). Empathy with clients is also 
positively related to success in securing the adoption (Rogers 2003). 
c.  The Credibility of both the change agents and the innovation is critical to success 
(Rogers 2003). Credibility is aided in part by communication chains involving strategic 
partnerships (Leal and Borner 2005a). 
3.  Multiple Communication Channels  
A mix is most effective.   
Both mass media and interactive/interpersonal channels should be used (Leal and 
Borner 2005b). Mass media makes the idea or innovation visible and “verbalizable” by 
placing it in public view and providing language for people to talk about it (Leal and 
Borner 2005a), while interactive/interpersonal channels leverage our social human 
nature and invite co-creation, collaborative adaptive use (Rogers calls it “reinvention”) 
and sharing around the innovation (Earls 2009; Leal and Borner 2005a; Rogers 2003). 

4.  Characteristics of the Innovation 
a.   Five Attributes that Affect the Rate of Diffusion  
“Relative Advantage:  The degree to which an innovation is perceived as better than 
that which it supersedes. This may be measured in economic terms, but social prestige 
factors, convenience and satisfaction are also important factors. 
Compatibility: The degree to which an innovation is perceived as being consistent with 
the needs, existing values and past experiences of the potential adopters. 
Complexity: The degree to which an innovation is perceived as easy to understand and 
use. Some innovations are readily comprehended by most members of the social 
system; others are more complicated and are rejected, or adopted more slowly. 
Trialability: The degree to which an innovation may be experimented with on a limited 
basis. New ideas that can be tried ‘on the installment plan’ will generally be adopted 
more quickly than innovations that are not divisible. 
Observability: The degree to which the results of an innovation are visible to others. 
The easier it is for individuals to see the results of an innovation they have used, or of 
one that others have used, the more likely they are to adopt it” (Rogers 2003, 15-16). 
b.   Name of the Innovation 
The name is important. Technical names should be avoided. 
“The name given to an innovation often affects its perceived compatibility” and colors 
adopter perceptions (Rogers 2003, 251-2). “We recommend a receiver oriented, 
empirical approach to naming an innovation, so that the word symbol...has the desired 
meaning to the intended audience. Too often...the importance of what an innovation is 
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called (is) ignored... Sometimes a... technical name is used for the innovation during its 
research and development stage...Unfortunately, such names are not very meaningful to 
potential adopters unless they are technicians" (Rogers 2003, 251-2). 
c.   Openness to Reinvention 
Allowing “reinvention” helps diffusion and can serve as a way in which the target 
social system can interact around the innovation. 
“Reinvention is the degree to which an innovation is changed or modified by a user in 
the process of adoption or implementation...Diffusion of innovations is not necessarily a 
passive role of just implementing a standard template of the new idea. Innovation 
diffuses more rapidly when it can be reinvented and its diffusion is more likely to be 
sustained” (Rogers 2003, 17). The importance of allowing reinvention is supported by 
the desire of humans to interact socially around something, the high levels of influence 
the social tribe exerts on adoption, influence being multi-directional within the social 
field rather than mono-directional from the change agent, and most adoption being 
mimicry (see “Humans Are More Social Than Rational” above). 

 
Relationships Between the Lens Categories.  The categories identified in 
the lens are not given any ranking by importance, because the literature 
does not rank them, as they interrelate and give rise to dynamic, 
interconnected impacts. 
 
Actionable Factors.  Of all the factors contained in the lens, which are 
actionable?  The answer, based on the literature, is that a change agent is 
able to exert influence in all these areas except for human nature (lens 
category 1a)12. It is even possible to alter characteristics intrinsic to the 
FSSD via reinvention in the social field, or reinvention by the FSSD’s 
founders and developers. 

Case Studies.  Best practices from the case studies of the successful 
diffusion of Biomimicry 3.8, GRI and Cradle to Cradle in the Netherlands 
mapped neatly to the lens categories, confirming their importance in real 
practice (see Figure 3.1). See Appendix B for a summary of key case study 
findings. The case studies were rich in data relating to how the various 
sustainability innovations were successfully diffused. However, since the 
‘how’ question was outside the scope of this study, we do not present those 
findings. The populated coding matrix that contains this data is available 
from the researchers on request. 

                                                 
12 As a result, in scoring the FSSD against the lens (section 3.3), we used 16 lens factors 
instead of 17, leaving 1a out. 
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Figure 3.1. The lens categories mapped to the case studies. 

3.2 Aggregate Data by Theme 

To collect the current enablers and barriers to FSSD diffusion (thus 
answering the second supporting research question), 27 practitioners were 
interviewed and 58 survey responses collected. Figure 3.2 shows a 
breakdown of practitioners surveyed and interviewed, by type and region. 

 
Figure 3.2. Survey and interview respondents by type and region. 

From the survey and interviews, we identified 50 enablers and 95 barriers 
(of which ten were straddlers), plus seven potential enablers, for a total of 
152 E/B/S/PEs to the diffusion of the FSSD. Please see Appendix D for the 
full list. 
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3.2.1  Themes 

Number of Mentions.  45 of the 152 E/B/S/PEs received 10 or more total 
mentions. Of these, 22 received 15 or more mentions, and 10 received 20 or 
more mentions. The top four by number of mentions were extrinsic 
barriers: ‘general lack of good articulation of benefits of using FSSD 
(especially lack of case studies)’ (28); ‘language too technical, abstract or 
scientific for non-scientists’ (28); ‘lacks a strategic marketing plan, and 
marketing in general’ (23); and ‘current name situation confusing: FSSD 
name disliked/rarely used; TNS name known (has good and bad 
associations)’ (26). The fifth most-mentioned was an intrinsic enabler: 
‘FSSD brings clarity, simplifies and helps organize complexity’ (25). 

Themes.  Within the four lens meta-categories (The Social Field, The 
Change Agents, Multiple Communication Channels and Characteristics of 
the Innovation), we organized the 152 E/B/S/PEs into 29 emergent themes 
and 51 emergent sub-themes. Based on number of mentions, our overview 
of the data and knowledge of the FSSD, and the level of experience and 
emphasis given by respondents, we felt certain themes were of high 
interest. In the first meta-category, The Social Field, some of these were 
that transitioning to new paradigms and systems thinking is challenging (5 
B with 44 mentions), and that practitioners and the sustainability 
community may be tiring of “sustainability”, hungering instead for hopeful 
visions that target restorative solutions (2 B with 8 mentions—coded as 
‘few mentions/high interest’). In The Change Agents, the most heavily 
populated themes dealt with criticisms of TNS (14 B with 101 mentions), 
the need for marketing, communications and branding strategies (19 B with 
193 mentions), and the importance of highly skilful, heavily supported 
facilitation and adopter engagement (3 B, 1 E and 1 PE with 40 total 
mentions). Multiple Communication Channels revealed word of mouth and 
the MSLS program as the two leading channels through which people 
heard about the FSSD, and noted the lack of practitioner tools (4 B with 45 
mentions) and a seminal, popular book and other mass media that present 
the unique value of the FSSD in an understandable way that inspires and 
captures the imagination (1 PE with 4 mentions—coded as ‘few 
mentions/high interest’). We also believed the perceived lack of, and need 
for, a networked community of practice around the FSSD to be of high 
interest (1 B with 16 mentions). Finally, the Characteristics of the 
Innovation category contained many positive references to the intrinsic 
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features of the FSSD (20 E with 218 mentions), balanced by concerns over 
the challenges in learning and teaching it (5 B with 65 mentions). An 
important emergent theme here was that perceptions vary considerably on 
what the FSSD is, and is best used for. Some of the interpretations appear 
to arise from an incomplete understanding of, or inexperience with, the 
FSSD. Others, however, came from practitioners with deep experience with 
the FSSD. On the whole we considered this confusion or difference of 
opinion in the practitioner community to be a barrier to broader diffusion. 

3.2.2 Few Mentions/High Interest  

Few Mentions/High Interest.  In addition to those already mentioned, the 
few mentions/high interest E/B/S/PEs clustered around three themes. The 
first suggested various reasons the FSSD tends to ‘disappear from view’ at 
some point after implementation (9 B with 26 total mentions). The second 
is comprised of two closely interrelated perceptions. First, it was said the 
FSSD in general, and its four SPs in particular, are insufficient to frame a 
vision of a sustainable society. The lack of robust social and economic 
sustainability principles were mentioned here (3 B with 13 total mentions).  

“With principles what cities are looking for is to define the starting 
point for the project or work they are undertaking. If you don't get that 
right—the breadth and the content of it at that initial stage—you’re 
going to head down a very different path. What I wanted were 
principles that were integrated, holistic and balanced in their language 
and perspective of environmental, social and economic (factors).” 
(Gordon 2012) 

The second perception in this last theme revolves around the idea that the 
‘overarching framework’ needed to move society towards sustainability is 
not the FSSD (as currently perceived and used), but one (or many) other(s) 
that make transformational change and paradigm shift their core focus (13 
B, 6 E and 2 PE with 33 total mentions). It was considered important that 
both organizations and individuals be targeted for this transformational 
change, as organizations are merely sets of individuals grouped by common 
interests and activities (for further discussion, see section 4.1.5). Some 
considered the FSSD could fulfil this role with a shift in the way it is 
currently taught and facilitated; others considered it inadequate to fulfil this 
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role, particularly with respect to facilitating personal transformational 
change in individuals. These practitioners saw the FSSD’s primary value 
not as an ‘overarching framework’, but as a strategic planning framework 
to be brought in as needed, for that purpose. They felt positioning the FSSD 
as an ‘overarching framework’ was misleading and distracted from the 
Framework’s real value as a proven strategic planning tool.  

3.3  Applying the Lens to the FSSD 

Of the 152 E/B/S/PEs, 140 coded to at least one of the lens factors, and 
most coded to two or more. This would appear to indicate that nearly all the 
E/B/S/PEs identified by the survey and interview respondents are of 
potential importance to the diffusion of the FSSD. The results of the 
calculations applied to compare the FSSD E/B/S/PEs with the lens factors 
(see Table 3.1) are shown in Figure 3.3. Full results may be found in 
Appendix E. In Figure 3.3, the bar graph indicates the FSSD’s diffusibility 
score as the percentage to which each lens category is weighted towards 
enablers versus barriers.  For example, in the category ‘Good Name’, the 
FSSD scores 15% enabler strength and 85% barrier strength, meaning the 
FSSD name situation is likely acting as a strong current barrier to diffusion. 

 
Figure 3.3. FSSD enablers and barriers measured against lens factors. 
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The scoring used to create Figure 3.3 suggests the FSSD’s strongest points 
with respect to its diffusibility are related to intrinsic features: the relative 
advantage it offers (65% E vs. 35% B), and its compatibility with adopter 
needs (56% E vs. 43% B). In all other lens factor categories, the FSSD 
scored below 50%, with lowest scores (possibly indicating greatest 
potential opportunity for change agent influence) in client orientation (9% 
E vs. 91% B), complexity/understandability (9% E vs. 91% B), message 
design (3% E vs. 97% B), trialability, and openness to reinvention (both 
100% B, having been mentioned only in the context of barriers). 

Readers are encouraged to consider the numbers of E/Bs listed for each 
lens category (shown before category names in Figure 3.3), in addition to 
the overall strength scores. For example, while positioning strategy scored 
‘better’ than trialability, only two practitioners out of 83 mentioned 
trialability (which may mean it is less important), while positioning 
strategy received 25 mentions, of which 20 suggested lack of positioning 
strategy was a barrier to broader diffusion. See Appendix E for more detail. 

Given these results, to what extent is the FSSD currently highly diffusible? 
(third supporting research question). It would appear the answer is to a very 
limited extent. However, a change agent is able to exert influence in all lens 
factor areas except for human nature—and even here, according to social 
marketing it is possible to design diffusion efforts that embrace that nature. 

3.4  Clustered Results 

With the three supporting research questions answered, we turned to the 
task of distilling the 152 E/B/S/PEs down to a number that was manageable 
for tracing influence flows. After following the process outlined in 
Methods (sections 2.3.4 and 2.3.5), we ended up with a list of 95. Our 
qualitative distillation of this list resulted in its recombination into a final 
list of 30 B/S/PEs. These final 30 represented a system of the interrelated 
factors most highly impacting the FSSD’s current state of diffusion, as 
reported by the practitioners. It was amongst these final 30 that we would 
next look for the potential leverage points for broader diffusion. We found 
the 30 fell into five emergent clusters, as shown in Table 3.4. 
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Table 3.2. The Clustered Results Table. 

Clustered Results: The Final 30 B/S/PEs 
 

Cluster 1:  Skilled Facilitation and Deep Learning 
Overarching Conclusion: Skilful facilitation of learning and implementation processes 
is critical. So, attention should not only be given to the continued development of the 
FSSD itself, but also to the development of heightened facilitation capacities and tools 
at all levels for all practitioners.  

“The (other) thing that's needed is process-guidance. You can know the Framework, 
but do you then know how to actually apply it, particularly in a variety of settings? For 
example, what does a working session with 10 people look like, when you're trying to 
design the vision? And what are the tools that you bring in? What does the strategy 
session look like? What are the templates that people can share? We're completely 
reinventing the wheel every time we're going to a new client." (Claesson 2012) 

23 B/S/PEs were merged into these five: 
1. (S) Skilled facilitation and deep learning are critical to diffusion of the FSSD. 
2. (B) Focus is on FSSD, not on adopter (overlap: paradigm shift and marketing) 
3. (S) Unifying potential of the FSSD 
4. (B) Lacks open source tools to support practitioners at all levels (overlap: marketing) 
5. (B) FSSD disappears from view after used a while. (overlap: paradigm shift and 

marketing) 

Cluster 2:  Fostering Paradigm Shift and Transformational Change 
Overarching Conclusion: Fostering paradigm shift and transformational change at both 
the personal and organizational levels appears critical to the stickiness of the FSSD. 
Such change processes occur over time; without ongoing support, confirmation and 
engagement, they falter and the FSSD disappears from view and/or use.  

“The barrier has been that practitioners have focused on the Framework and the 
(Sustainability) Principles, instead of on the transformational change of organizations. 
This (Framework) should be seen as an aid for a process of facilitating 
transformational change.” (Carstedt 2012) 

13 B/S/PEs were merged into these six: 
1. (B) Fostering paradigm shift is challenging, but critical to stickiness of the FSSD 
2. (B) Focus is on FSSD, not on adopter (overlap: facilitation and marketing)  
3. (PE) Organizational alignment needed for FSSD to stick; often means organizational 

change is necessary 
4. (PE) Personal transformational change needed for FSSD to stick 
5. (B) Lack of ongoing adopter support, confirmation and engagement 
6. (B) FSSD disappears from view after a while (overlap: facilitation and marketing) 

Cluster 3:  Marketing, Messaging and Visibility  
Overarching Conclusion: Having and using a good strategic marketing and branding 
plan that clarifies the core value of the FSSD and places it at the heart of 
communication efforts is critical. This includes resolving name confusion, message 
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design, and lack of case studies, as well as providing a seminal book around which 
clarity, passion, credibility and further mass media, may build.  

“You have to try hard to find written material about the Framework outside the 
academic papers and white papers released by TNS. How do you really get the message 
out that this isn’t just theoretical, it already works?" (Barton 2012) 

39 B/S/PEs were merged into these 14: 
1. (B) Lacks a good strategic marketing and branding plan 
2. (B) Poor visibility, confusion and varying opinions about what it is and what it is 

good for 
3. (S) Credibility of the change agent and the innovation is critical 
4. (B) Poor name; name confusion.  
5. (B) Transformation not sold as the solution 
6. (B) Language too tech-y. Leading with the science. 
7. (B) Poor articulation of the benefits of use 
8. (B) Lacks case studies 
9. (B) Lacks open source tools to support practitioners at all levels (overlap: 

facilitation) 
10. (B) Focus is on FSSD, not adopter (overlap: paradigm shift and facilitation) 
11. (B) FSSD disappears from view after a while (overlap: paradigm shift and 

facilitation) 
12. (B) Lacks positive, hopeful message 
13. (B) Lacks strategic partnerships 
14. (B) Lacks seminal book and mass media 

Cluster 4:  Change Agent Culture and Capacities 
Overarching Conclusion:  It is critical to have a change agent whose clear purpose and 
focus is to diffuse the FSSD. In order to spread this complex innovation that requires 
heavy social interaction in use, an open, inclusive change agent culture is advisable. 
Opportunities for adopter learning and engagement should be high.  

“The idea of disseminating the FSSD is currently everyone’s desire, but it’s no one’s 
responsibility. If it's no one’s responsibility, nothing is going to happen.” (Leung 2012) 

"Even as a TNS associate I had trouble getting resources from TNS offices about how 
they teach this in the room. Maybe I was asking the wrong people, but I don't think it 
needed to be that hard." (Anonymous TNS Practitioner 2012) 

"The Natural Step organization as it is today is the fundamental barrier.  Because it 
should be purpose-driven.  Sadly, it seems more interested in itself than in its mission, 
its purpose." (Anonymous Non-TNS FSSD Practitioner 2012) 

Nine B/S/PEs were merged into these seven: 
1. (B) TNS culture: clinging to control; closed 
2. (B) FSSD culture: there’s only 1 true answer 
3. (B) FSSD culture: passion can be cultish 
4. (B) TNS split focus? Clarify purpose and vision. Does TNS wish to be a change 

agent for the diffusion of the FSSD? 
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5. (B) Unclear whose job it is to diffuse FSSD 
6. (B) Missing geographical capacity strategy; FSSD lacks presence in key markets 
7. (B) Poor access to FSSD training; too costly for most of the world and not easily 

accessible 

Cluster 5:  Readiness of The Social Field 
Overarching Conclusion:  In order to both prime the social field for the FSSD and 
leverage the potential of the social field to spread the FSSD, positive engagement with 
the field is critical. A hosted, facilitated community of practice network and openness to 
reinvention and dialogue about the FSSD are strong potential leverage points. 

"This is the big challenge: the FSSD needs to evolve, based on the learnings of 
practitioners." (Claesson 2012) 

"What’s also persuasive for us is recognizing that the societal context for doing 
business has shifted in this direction.” (Weick 2012) 

12 B/S/PEs were merged into these three: 
1. (B) Lack of a networked community of practice 
2. (B) Lack of openness to reinvention and experimentation 
3. (B) Social field perceives sustainability as boring 

Having distilled these 30 B/S/PEs, we compared them back to the lens, and 
found that all of the lens categories were addressed by them. 

3.5 Discovering the Potential Leverage Points  

Our final criteria for determining potential leverage points were the degree 
of interconnectedness and the arrangement of influence flows between the 
final 30 B/S/PEs. Mapped, the degree of interconnectedness proved to be 
fairly extensive. To be clear, although TNS is named in two of the barriers, 
the flow charts in Figures 3.4 and 3.5 have the FSSD as their subject, not 
TNS. In general, straddlers shown on both charts represent issues or factors 
where the ratio of barrier elements to enabler elements is judged to be at or 
near 50/50, change is in progress, and the direction of change is desirable. 

First Flow Chart: Current Reality.  Figure 3.4 shows the current reality of 
FSSD diffusion as a web of mostly undesirable influence flows between 25 
barriers, three straddlers and two potential enablers. Few mentions/high 
interest items shown are ‘sustainability is boring’ (B); ‘personal 
transformational change is needed for FSSD to stick’ (PE); and 
‘organizational alignment is needed for FSSD to stick’ (PE). 
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Second Flow Chart: Potential Reality.  Seven potential leverage points 
were identified (by their high numbers of influence outflows); they are 
shown in dark grey on Figure 3.5. With this flow chart, we imagine the 
effects of these seven potential leverage points, if successfully activated by 
a change agent. The results are that many currently undesirable influence 
flows become desirable, while some become two-directional, or reverse 
directions. Some new flows appear, while some current flows disappear. 
These changes in flows ‘flipped’ many current barriers into straddler status. 
In order to flip, a current barrier had to receive more desirable inflows than 
undesirable inflows. We imagined these straddlers to represent issues with 
at least 50% enabler weight, being addressed by a change agent and 
moving in the right direction. Readers of the charts should note the change 
in language used to describe the potential leverage points and straddlers in 
the Potential Reality chart, as compared to the Current Reality chart. 

While barriers in the cluster relating to TNS culture technically qualified 
for leverage point status (having five influence outflows), we did not 
identify them as such because the audience for this study is not limited to 
TNS, but is open to any change agent wishing to diffuse the FSSD. Non-
TNS change agents would not be able to address barriers relating to TNS 
organizational culture. Were TNS to be the change agent, addressing this 
area would constitute an eighth leverage point (see section 4.4). 

Quick Check Against the Lens.  To see whether our hypothetical PLPs were 
also barriers that practitioners in the field mentioned frequently, we 
compared our PLPs back to the lens factors that had high barrier scores and 
received high numbers of mentions. We found high correlation. 

Limitations of the Flow Charts.  The purpose of the flow charts is to begin 
a process of thoughtful analysis about the influence flows between various 
B/S/PEs and to identify where the PLPs may be, with the ultimate goal of 
helping change agents wishing to diffuse the FSSD more broadly to plan 
strategically and expend their resources most effectively. In some cases, 
there exist influence flows to E/B/S/PEs that are not represented in the 30 
clustered B/S/PEs (e.g. ‘credibility’ is a critical factor that influences many 
other factors which may not appear even in the full set of 152 E/B/S/PEs). 
In other cases, flows may exist between the 30 B/S/PEs shown on the 
charts, which we have missed.   
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4 Discussion 

In this chapter, we give a brief overview of the seven leverage points, 
including some discussion of their influence flows and the ways in which 
they interrelate. We also discuss five additional B/S/PEs with high 
interrelations, the role of the social field in FSSD diffusion, and an eighth 
potential leverage point, change agent culture and capacities. Finally, we 
share some general comments, reflect briefly on the overall validity and 
limitations of the study, and point out areas for further research. 

4.1 The Seven Leverage Points 

Though highly interrelated, the seven potential leverage points identified by 
the flow charts fall into two categories: four that are mostly generic and 
would be helpful to the diffusion of any number of innovations, and three 
we believe to be specific to the FSSD (see Figure 4.1). 

 
Figure 4.1. The seven potential leverage points. 

4.1.1 Leverage Point 1: Assign a Diffusion Agent 

(B) Unclear whose job it is to diffuse the FSSD.  Having a dedicated change 
agent or set of agents that take clear responsibility for strategic diffusion of 
the FSSD is critical. An overarching leverage point, this influences all of 
the other 29 B/S/PEs on the flow charts in one way or another. We did not 
trace all these flows on the charts, because they would have so cluttered the 
visual aid as to render it useless. But without a purposeful, focused and 
consistent change agent behind it, FSSD diffusion is unlikely to broaden, 
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due to the complexity and variety of barriers it faces. The data suggest that, 
to date, no individual or organization has adopted this diffusion agent role 
with clarity and consistency of purpose and action. The practitioner 
community has held the FSSD (TNS Framework) as being synonymous 
with the TNS organization. But TNS and non-TNS FSSD practitioners 
alike report that clear, consistent efforts on the part of TNS (or anyone else) 
to diffuse the FSSD have been, and are, lacking. 

“I think what’s keeping the adoption (of the FSSD) from spreading is 
more a sort of organizational question—who holds the responsibility in 
terms of its dissemination? I don’t think it’s anyone right now. This 
whole idea of the FSSD in the public domain is great, but is there 
someone holding the questions ‘what are the barriers, and how do we 
remove them?’ I don't think there is.” (Leung 2012) 

4.1.2 Leverage Point 2: Marketing and Branding 

(B) Lacks a good strategic marketing and branding plan. Out of the list of 
152, there were more E/B/S/PEs (39), and practitioner mentions (274), 
related to marketing, branding, positioning and visibility than to any other 
theme. In general, both TNS and the FSSD have lacked branding, 
marketing or communications strategies. Awareness and visibility, name 
confusion, confusion as to what the FSSD is and is best used for, 
credibility, potential for strategic partnerships, the ability to clearly 
articulate the benefits of use, verbalizability, penetrability to mass media 
and the ability to attract followers and build a networked community of 
practitioners are all negatively impacted. Conversely, were this barrier to be 
addressed, many desirable influence flows would result (see Figures 3.3 
and 3.4). A good marketing and branding plan could also monitor and tap 
into readiness trends in the social field (see section 4.3). 

 (B) Poor name; name confusion. One of the most frequently mentioned 
issues (26 times) was confusion around the name of the innovation. The 
FSSD name appears to be known only to TNS, MSLS graduates and in 
some academic circles, while practitioners in the field (including TNS and 
MSLS graduates) refer to the Framework as the TNS Framework, or simply 
TNS, which is the same term used to talk about the TNS organization. 
While the name ‘FSSD’ hypothetically exists in order to clarify that the 
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Framework is in the public domain and is neither synonymous with, nor the 
property of, TNS (Robèrt 2012; Hawke Baxter 2012; Price-Thomas 2012), 
the name “Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development,” or “FSSD” 
is so little known, and so broadly disliked as being too difficult to say, 
remember, and understand, that it seems of little value outside of academia, 
and likely poses a barrier to broader diffusion (see also lens category ‘The 
Name of the Innovation’ in Table 3.1). It may be that either TNS or the 
FSSD will require a new or altered name. Given the complexity of the 
situation, the professional assistance of a branding expert may be advisable. 

(B) Lacks positive, hopeful message. The message of the FSSD is currently 
unclear. However, practitioners report teaching the funnel metaphor, the 
SPs, and the science that underlie them often leaves learner/adopters 
feeling hopeless, discouraged and fearful. And fear, as Cradle to Cradle co-
founder Michael Braungart says, is not conducive to the creativity needed 
for new thinking (2012). While a basic understanding of the sustainability 
challenge is critical, triggering these emotions is neither conducive to the 
adoption of the innovation, nor to the conversion of hearts and minds 
towards sustainability. When considered in conjunction with reports that 
the social field is tiring of the concept of sustainability as depressing or 
uninspiring, and hungering instead for visions and actions towards a 
restorative future (Rowland 2012; Waldron 2012; Silkey 2012), this 
particular barrier may pose significant challenges to further diffusion. 

(B) Language too tech-y. Leading with the science.  Another top-five 
barrier in terms of number of mentions (47), the academic and scientific 
jargon prevalent in the available literature on, and in the traditional ways of 
facilitating, the FSSD, appears to work well for adopters with a strong 
science background (Weick 2012; Turnbull and Rumak 2012; Barton 
2012), but it is difficult and off-putting, and at worst, impenetrable, to non-
scientists (Weick 2012; Turnbull and Rumak 2012; Barton 2012; 
Meisterheim 2012; Hawke Baxter 2012). This makes the FSSD 
inaccessible and uninteresting to mass media, and increases the difficulty of 
attracting strategic partners and new practitioners. The language around the 
FSSD may also be viewed as a symptom facilitation of the FSSD having 
tended to focus more on the Framework itself than on the adopter. 

(B) Poor articulation of the benefits of use and (B) Lacks case studies.  
These were also in the top mentions by practitioners with 39 combined 



44 

mentions. Both are of strong importance to successful diffusion (see 
‘Complexity’ and ‘Visibility’ in Table 3.1). The current state of these 
barriers was a source of high frustration for practitioners. 

(B) Transformation not sold as the solution.  Some practitioners point to 
the paradigm shift and accompanying transformational change for which 
true adoption of the FSSD calls (see section 4.1.5), and suggest the 
facilitation of this is the real value of the FSSD (Carstedt 2012; 
Meisterheim 2012; Hawke Baxter 2012). If true, then it may be that the 
FSSD should be positioned, sold and facilitated as a transformational 
change journey with a good strategic planning process attached, instead of 
the other way around. In this context, the FSSD could be positioned to 
serve as a solution for unleashing creativity and innovation for a restorative 
future, and as a unifying framework for inviting and engaging all interested 
parties to co-create that future in a comprehensive, systemic and strategic 
manner. One potential benefit of adopting this positioning strategy is that 
the challenge TNS has reported of assessing whether potential partner 
puller organizations are ready to embrace the FSSD, might be largely 
alleviated. If the FSSD is positioned as offering transformational change 
towards sustainability, the organizations that are ready for this may self 
select prior to contacting TNS or other FSSD practitioners.  

(B) Lacks strategic partnerships.  These are of particular aid in diffusing 
sustainability tools, concepts and frameworks of various types (Leal and 
Borner 2005a). Partnerships with and endorsements from large, respected 
NGOs and governmental organizations have multiple benefits. They 
provide credibility, access to broader networks (called “communication 
chains” (Leal and Borner 2005a)), and the potential for additional resources 
(as evidenced by TNS’s 2011 receipt of an Ashoka Fellowship). 

(B) Lacks seminal book and mass media.  Interviewees from both Cradle to 
Cradle and Biomimicry 3.8 reported that a pivotal factor in their successful 
diffusion has been having a book for popular audiences that captures 
imagination, and clearly lays out what is seminal and uniquely valuable 
about their innovations. For credibility and visibility, as a rallying point, 
and as a resource to which curious parties and media can refer, such books 
appear to be cornerstones of successfully diffused sustainability 
innovations—particularly ones that involve paradigm shift. Practitioners 
suggested that while Dr. Robèrt’s book The Natural Step Story: Seeding a 
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Quiet Revolution (2002b) is interesting to advocates of the FSSD, the book 
does not serve the same function as books like Biomimicry and Cradle to 
Cradle, converting those unfamiliar with these innovations into advocates. 

Books are not the only form of mass media, as Cradle to Cradle’s 
documentary-fueled success in the Netherlands attests. Both case studies 
and the literature placed emphasis on the importance of targeting mass 
media channels for broader diffusion. In order for this to happen, the 
innovation must be penetrable and intriguing to the media.  

4.1.3 Leverage Point 3: Networked Community of Practice 

With 11 influence outflows and 17 inflows on the flow charts, establishing 
an engaged, networked community of practice appears to have great 
potential to impact FSSD diffusion. Such a network could both facilitate, 
and be facilitated by, a shift from perceptions of the FSSD as a ‘closed, 
elite’ framework, to one that is an inviting, accessible, open platform that 
encourages dialogue and collaboration amongst all those interested in a 
holistic approach to sustainability and driving strategic action towards it. 
The goal would be reinvention of the ways the FSSD is being presented, 
spoken about, and integrated with other frameworks, solutions and tools. 
The network could be facilitated to serve as a vehicle for such collaborative 
reinvention, as well as for a host of other opportunities and services, such 
as the co-creation of a variety of FSSD-related tools and facilitation 
techniques, sharing of knowledge and experience, and mentoring programs. 
It should be noted such networks function best when they are actively 
hosted and facilitated (Earls 2009). An un-facilitated community with 
shared purpose and values may produce beneficial results. However, if any 
particular result (such as the broad diffusion of the FSSD), or series of 
results (such as the growth of a database of shared tools) is desired, this 
requires certain members to facilitate the group. 

4.1.4 Leverage Point 4: Open Source Tools 

(B) Lacks tools to support practitioners at all levels.  Currently, the 
majority of practitioners surveyed and interviewed say a variety of tools are 
desperately needed and sorely lacking. Where they exist, they are not 
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shared; open source would be ideal, here. Due to the fact that people 
interact more with peers than with influencers (see Table 3.1), an open 
source community creating and exchanging tools could serve as an 
effective basis for that interaction (see section 4.1.3). Such tools could exert 
desirable influence on multiple other issues, as shown in the flow charts. 
Given the breadth of skills good facilitators of the FSSD must have, and the 
endless variety of contexts in and with which they must work (see section 
4.1.7), developing a suite of tools for them to use is of high potential 
influence for diffusion. Other tools needed include those for use in the 
diffusion and marketing of the FSSD, so every practitioner can 
communicate the FSSD and its unique value more effectively and 
consistently (e.g. variety of appealing short videos, animations and graphics 
explaining the FSSD and the benefits it brings, tailored for various sectors 
and audiences). Finally, tools are also needed for integrating FSSD use 
with the use of sustainability and/or management tools of various types 
(e.g. GRI, project management programs, business plans, etc.). It is even 
conceivable tools could also be created to link FSSD facilitation more 
closely with tools and processes designed to facilitate individual and 
organizational transformational change (see section 4.1.5). 

4.1.5 Leverage Point 5: Fostering Paradigm Shift 

(B) Fostering paradigm shift is challenging, but critical to the stickiness of 
the FSSD.  Overall, this leverage point received low direct practitioner 
mentions relative to most of the other leverage points. However, many 
practitioners spoke of it indirectly (e.g. by talking about how the FSSD 
challenged the mindsets of their clients or colleagues). We also noted those 
who did speak directly of it were those with the longest careers and/or 
appeared to have the deepest knowledge and experience with the FSSD. 

“If you ask why TNS has not expanded more than it could have, I 
think it’s about transformational change. TNS has been selling tools 
for sustainability instead of selling a process of transformational 
change." (Carstedt 2012) 

The FSSD asks learner/adopters to accept, and assimilate, a certain set of 
paradigms. These involve a) accepting the basic science underpinning the 
four SPs and its implications; b) understanding and beginning to apply 
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systems thinking with its attendant non-linearity and complexity; and c) 
understanding and beginning to apply long term thinking.  All three of 
these ways of seeing and understanding the world and how it works 
represent a major shift for many people from the current, dominant 
paradigm in Western civilization, which is mechanistic, reductionist, linear 
and tends to focus more on short term cost benefit analysis cycles. 

Embracing paradigm shift calls adopters’ current ways of thinking and 
behaving in the world into question. Thanks to the human need for 
consistency (Cialdini 2009), potential adopters of the FSSD are then faced 
with two choices: embrace the path of personal and organizational 
transformational change, or reject the paradigm shift (and thereby, the 
FSSD). 

“As engineers, we were taught engineering solutions to problems, 
and assumed that there weren’t necessarily limits. And that (there are 
limits) is one of the things which the (FSSD) tells you. You have to 
adjust to that kind of concept, and you have to wrestle with the 
implications. So there’s not only a professional delay mechanism, but 
there’s also a personal delay mechanism, because you also have to 
come to a personal conviction that there is a change that might be 
required in the way you do your job or in the way you live your 
personal life...a lot of people don’t buy in, period, because it’s too 
tough for them. As a result, some people do not end up adopting it, or 
believing that we really have to work in this fashion.” (Weick 2012) 

(PE) Organizational alignment needed for FSSD to stick; often means 
organizational change is necessary.  By organizational alignment, we mean 
the organization must be ready to embrace the definition of sustainability 
and the model for planning towards it that are contained in the FSSD. This 
implies that either paradigm shift has already occurred, or the puller 
organization is prepared to engage in it. This almost necessarily leads to 
transformational organizational change, because in order for paradigm shift 
to stick, the structures supporting the current paradigm must also shift. In 
organizations, these structures include rigidly defined roles, command and 
control management structures, and the tendency to problem-solve and 
view and organize processes in discrete segments (silos) rather than 
analyzing and treating interrelated, systemic flows (Senge 1985).  
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(PE) Personal transformational change needed for FSSD to stick. It 
follows from this discussion that personal paradigm shift and 
transformational change are also critical to FSSD adoption and diffusion. 
Organizations are nothing more than groups of individuals united around 
common interests, purposes and activities. Yet the FSSD in its current 
form, and as practitioners report it to be currently facilitated, does not 
address personal paradigm shift. By those practitioners who have made this 
connection, this gap in the FSSD is considered to be either a) a major 
oversight if it is to be sold and used as an ‘overarching framework’, or b) 
one reason for asserting the FSSD is not an ‘overarching framework’, but 
an excellent framework for strategic sustainable development planning, and 
should be sold and facilitated as no more than such. Yet, as already 
mentioned, without the personal paradigm shift, the FSSD will not ‘stick’. 

4.1.6 Leverage Point 6: Ongoing Adopter Support 

(B) Lack of ongoing support, confirmation13 and engagement.  Though this 
barrier was only mentioned by one practitioner directly, we noted several 
pushers and pullers mentioned it indirectly, or, in the case of pullers, 
demonstrated it (e.g. by talking about the ways in which their use of the 
FSSD had declined over time, after FSSD consultants had moved on). 
Because the processes of paradigm shift and transformational change are 
always personal and often complex, delicate, and unfold over time, and 
because the ambition of the FSSD is to be integrated into and used by 
organizations on a continual basis, we believe ongoing support, 
confirmation and engagement with the adopter are critical to successful 
long-term ‘stickiness’, and thus to diffusion. Such ongoing contact and 
norm/paradigm/use support might be provided in part by a particular 

                                                 
13 We use the term “confirmation” as defined by Rogers: “…when the individual seeks 
reinforcement for an innovation decision already made, but may reverse the decision if 
exposed to conflicting messages about it" (Rogers 2003, 216-217). Confirmation is part of 
Rogers’ innovation-decision process, which is "a process through which an individual 
passes from first knowledge of the innovation, to forming an attitude toward the 
innovation, to a decision to adopt or reject, to implementation of the new idea, and to 
confirmation of this decision" (Rogers 2003, 216). The confirmation period may be 
indefinite in length of time. 
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change agent (e.g. acting as a consultant). It also seems possible this 
function might be provided, or complemented, by an actively engaged, 
networked community of fellow FSSD practitioner/users (see section 
4.1.3). In this case, the consultant could introduce the client to, and 
facilitate the client’s embedding in, the network. 

4.1.7 Leverage Point 7: Skilled Facilitation 

(PE) Skilled facilitation and deep learning are critical to diffusion of the 
FSSD.  The way the FSSD is facilitated shapes the way it is perceived, used 
and communicated to others. Thus the FSSD and the facilitation of it are 
almost inseparable. We found no reports of the FSSD being self-taught. 
The only practitioner we spoke with who sought to learn and apply it 
independently reported he quickly reached a point where his organization 
required the help of facilitators (Pretel 2012).  

Designed for use in complex systems, the FSSD is complex itself. The 
fundamental concepts and components that form the FSSD may be 
explained in a few pages or hours. Yet, this is like briefly explaining the 
game of chess; playing it is a different story—particularly when the 
learners are a group of people, often with different backgrounds, skills and 
learning styles, who will have to play the game together in teams. Knowing 
which moves are possible is only 1% of success. Players must acquire the 
skill to know when to make which moves, in which combinations, working 
in concert. I.e., the FSSD is challenging to learn to apply in practice. And 
that makes it challenging to facilitate the learning of it. Becoming 
proficient in the use of the FSSD requires a multi-layer learning journey. 

Learning Level 1: Shared Mental Model.  The way the FSSD is 
traditionally facilitated, a great deal of information, often new, must be 
assimilated by the learner at the outset. Additionally, learners are asked to 
assimilate systems thinking. Taken together, these challenge the current 
world views and paradigms of many FSSD learner/adopters14. Because of 
all these factors, effective facilitation of the learning of the FSSD presents a 

                                                 
14 There is considerable interrelation here with Leverage Point 5: Fostering Paradigm 
Shift. For further discussion on paradigm shift, refer to section 4.1.2. 
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rich opportunity to foster sustainability. But it also means the learning 
process can be emotional, lengthy, challenging and many-layered. Yet if 
this paradigm shift does not become firmly rooted in the learner, it is 
unlikely the FSSD will ‘stick’. That is, after a few tries, the ‘game’ of the 
FSSD will be played less and less, as beginning learners return to more 
comfortable and less challenging habits of thinking and doing. 

Learning Level 2: How to Apply the FSSD in Practice.  Because the FSSD 
requires iterative use to learn, and because it may be used in so many 
different contexts, facilitators must be able to help learners apply the FSSD 
in practice to multiple scenarios involving multiple variables, in multiple 
sectors. Additionally, most situations to which the FSSD is applied involve 
many stakeholders, so skill in the facilitation of, and participation in, multi-
stakeholder processes also becomes critical. Other facilitation skills at this 
level include the operationalization of the steps in the ABCD process. 

Learning Level 3: How to Communicate the FSSD to Others.  As any 
teacher/facilitator knows, helping others to learn and apply something in 
practice requires deeper levels of knowledge and its own set of skills.  
Several practitioners mentioned they find it challenging to explain the 
FSSD to others, particularly in casual settings, briefly, and without visual 
aids (Claesson 2012; Seale 2012). Since the ability to verbalize an 
innovation is critical to its successful diffusion (people must be able to talk 
about it easily) (Leal and Borner 2005a), this is a prime consideration. But 
telling others briefly what the FSSD and its unique value proposition are is 
only one level of communicating it. Another practitioner mentioned her 
team required professional training in adult education techniques in order to 
become proficient in communicating the FSSD to learners (Miller 2012). 

These observations about the variety and quality of facilitation required for 
successful learning and implementation of the FSSD lead to three 
conclusions.  First, the relationship between the learner/adopter and the 
facilitator/guide is of primary importance. Second, both the learning and 
the facilitating present many challenges and call upon many different skills 
over the course of the process. And third, because of the nature of the 
learning journey required by adoption of the FSSD, placing the focus on 
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the learner/adopter at every stage in the facilitation process, rather than on 
the Framework itself, seems critical to success. Stated another way, the 
method used should be facilitation, rather than teaching15 

4.2 Highly Interrelated Non-Leverage Point B/S/PEs 

The current reality flow chart shows five highly interrelated B/S/PEs that 
did not qualify as leverage points, because they did not match our criteria 
of having five or more influence outflows. These are nonetheless hubs 
where many issues overlap and affect one another. As such, they deserve 
special mention here.  

(S) Credibility of the change agent and the innovation is critical.  The 
many implications of a lack (or abundance) of credibility are likely obvious 
to the reader, and some of their flows may be traced on the charts in 
Figures 3.4 and 3.5.  As one of the primary change agents involved with the 
diffusion of the FSSD, TNS featured prominently in the data. TNS received 
compliments from the puller clients we spoke with, who cited good 
facilitation of the Framework and high credibility of the organization. The 
main barriers to credibility that clients cited were over-reliance on the use 
of technical, scientific language, poor visibility and marketing, and lack of 
presence and capacity in key sustainability markets such as the United 
States, China and the developing world. The clients we spoke with were 
recommended to us by TNS practitioners, so their positive remarks may in 
part be due to the sample selection. We heard from practitioners there are 
former puller/clients that have experience with the FSSD but have 
discontinued use or no longer identify their sustainability efforts with use 
of the FSSD, but we were unable to locate contacts in such organizations 
for this study.  

The credibility perceptions of pushers were on average more negative, with 
many citing an accumulation of ill will towards TNS and the FSSD in the 
sustainability community over the years. These perceptions appear to have 

                                                 
15 For a comparison of the terms ‘facilitation’ and ‘teaching’ as used in this study, please 
refer to the Glossary. 
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damaged credibility fairly seriously. For further discussion of this, see 
section 4.4, The Eighth Leverage Point. 

(B) Poor visibility, confusion and varying opinions about what the FSSD is, 
and what it is good for.  Some practitioners felt positioning the FSSD as an 
‘overarching framework’ was misleading and distracted from the 
Framework’s real value as a strategic planning tool. Others simply felt it 
was out of step with the times in that it was not holistic enough and lacked 
a hopeful message. We noted these perceptions could be interpreted three 
ways: 1) that the FSSD is not as complete or holistic as it sells itself as 
being; 2) that the practitioners in question have not yet fully comprehended 
the FSSD and its possible applications, and/or 3) that the FSSD needs a 
serious purpose, values, branding and repositioning overhaul.  

It may simply be that as a versatile and flexible innovation, the FSSD will 
always be different things to different people. However, these perceptions 
speak to the critical importance of clarifying exactly what the FSSD is, 
what its highest and best use is—or uses are—(which may not equal all its 
possible uses), what its unique value proposition is, and then positioning it 
accordingly with all messaging and communications (for further discussion 
of branding and positioning, see section 4.1.2). These perceptions also 
speak to the high importance of skilled facilitation of the learning of the 
FSSD, and of the need for an open, inviting, inclusive and robust 
conversation with the practitioner community around what the FSSD is and 
is best used for (rather than one in which the community is merely told 
what it is).  It is possible primary change agents diffusing the FSSD, or 
even its founders, may, like great artists, be unaware of all the possible or 
‘best’ interpretations and uses of their work, and that the adopting public 
may discover meaning in places and ways the founders had not anticipated 
or envisioned. Engaging with this public in an open, inviting, inclusive way 
would therefore become even more important (see Leverage Point 3: 
Networked Community of Practice, section 4.1.3). 

(B) Focus is on FSSD, not on adopter.  There are strong connections here 
to the positioning (see section 4.1.2), facilitation (see section 4.1.7) and 
current change agent culture (see section 4.4) of the FSSD. In short, the 
reported traditional approaches of all three of these areas have been to ‘lead 
with the Framework’ and impart its shared mental model, rather than to 
seek first to understand the prospective adopters, ask what their needs are, 
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and invite them into a process of co-creating a shared mental model and 
vision, using the FSSD as a backdrop and guide. 

(PE) Unifying potential of the FSSD.  Because becoming knowledgeable 
and proficient in the use of the FSSD requires learner/adopters to have a 
shared mental model, and because of the multi-stakeholder nature of 
applying the FSSD to systems under consideration for analysis and 
strategic planning, the FSSD has the potential to unify individuals and 
groups of individuals normally separated by the current paradigm of 
mechanistic reductionism into inter- and intra-organizational silos. If, 
however, the learning processes described in section 4.1.7 are not well 
facilitated, this potential for unification may be lost. And because the 
unification is required in order for the FSSD to work in practice, lost or 
inadequate unification acts as a barrier to diffusion. There is significant 
interrelation with Leverage Point 5: Fostering Paradigm Shift (see 4.1.5).  

The Framework is designed to help users collect and align the various tools 
and approaches they will require to achieve their vision of success. This is 
another sense in which it is ‘unifying’; it can help to order and place each 
tool in its optimal role or context in the overall strategic plan. Many 
practitioners complained that this unifying potential backfires because 
potential adopters view it as arrogant to suggest ‘all other’ ways of 
approaching sustainability can be fit into the FSSD, and that the FSSD is in 
fact ‘over-arching’ enough to encompass them all. In other words, the 
current ways of communicating the FSSD’s unifying potential seem to give 
an impression of arrogance. This should be considered as part of the overall 
positioning and messaging strategy (see 4.1.2). See also the discussion 
above under (B) Poor visibility, confusion and varying opinions about what 
the FSSD is, and what it is good for. 

(B) FSSD disappears from view after used a while.  One of the challenges 
we faced in assessing the current state of FSSD diffusion (see section 1.4) 
also turned out to be a barrier for practitioners: that the FSSD ‘disappears 
from view’ a while after the initial round of consulting and (apparent) 
adoption (Meisterheim 2012; Bertner 2012; Survey Respondent 2012). This 
makes it difficult to determine how many organizations actually use the 
FSSD in practice, and to what extent. This also makes it difficult for the 
adopter organizations to see their own results from using the FSSD. That 
lack of visibility then makes it difficult to provide social proof both within 
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adopting organizations, and externally. Without social proof, credibility 
and further diffusion (both internally and externally) are challenged.  

Data suggests the FSSD disappears from view for three closely interrelated 
reasons. The first is lack of ongoing support and confirmation for adopters. 
The second is a tendency of organizations to assimilate, or absorb and 
reinvent, the FSSD terms and concepts into the language and culture of the 
puller organization, until the FSSD itself is beyond recognition to the 
casual observer or is no longer ‘coded’ to the actual processes in use. Third, 
as a mental model and planning framework, the FSSD does its work so far 
upstream of actual results, and so many other processes and tools contribute 
to the eventual results, that it is difficult to attribute those results to its use.  

With respect to the lack of ongoing support and confirmation, we noticed 
practitioners mentioned this ‘disappearance’ tended to occur sometime after 
the initial FSSD pusher/facilitators were no longer actively engaged with 
the puller organization. Given that a) making paradigm shift and 
transformational change stick is a challenging, slow, incremental process 
(see 4.1.5); b) the literature says social norms and confirmation are 
extremely influential (Rogers 2003; Cialdini 2009; Earls 2009), and c) the 
current dominant paradigm in society runs contrary to that which the FSSD 
would have learners adopt, we postulate that ongoing support is critical for 
the FSSD to stick and progress within adopter organizations. This continual 
‘touching’, as it is sometimes called in the service industry, is a function in 
which pusher/facilitators of the FSSD could play an important role. Here, 
too, a networked community of practice could help (see 4.1.3), particularly 
if part of the pusher facilitation involved engaging the adopting 
organization as an active member of that network, and the network were 
designed to welcome, embrace and support adopters.  

Addressing the second and third reasons is an interesting challenge for 
change agents, as the puller’s engagement with and reinvention of the 
FSSD is arguably to be encouraged, yet the need for observability of the 
FSSD is at least equally important (see Openness to Reinvention and 
Observability sections in the lens factors, Table 3.1). If, however, adopters 
are actively engaged in a networked community of practice and receiving 
ongoing support and confirmation, it would help to keep the FSSD, its role 
and its value top of mind in the adopting organization. 
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With respect to the potential reality flow chart (Figure 3.5), though our rule 
was that current barriers become straddlers when the number of desirable 
inflows outnumber the undesirable inflows, we did not change ‘FSSD 
disappears from view’ from a current barrier to a straddler because, as just 
discussed, it is a complex issue with several feedback loops maintaining it, 
that are not shown in this chart and that are likely to take more time to 
puzzle out and dissolve than many of the other barriers on the chart. 

4.3 The Role of the Social Field 

Readiness of the social field is critical to the diffusion of any innovation 
(Watts and Dodds 2007; Earls 2009; Rogers 2003) and should be 
considered as the backdrop for all 30 of the B/S/PEs on the flow charts. For 
example, in his interview, Mark Weick of The Dow Chemical Company 
describes how the scientific underpinnings of the FSSD were a natural fit 
for his group, being comprised mainly of scientists. Similarly, the concept 
of backcasting also made sense, because previous training had gotten 
people at Dow used to ‘beginning with the end in mind.’ The social field at 
Dow was primed for those paradigmatic elements of the FSSD (Weick 
2012). "What’s also persuasive for us” says Weick, “is recognizing that the 
societal context for doing business has shifted in this direction” (2012). 

How can a change agent influence the social field? Social marketing 
suggests the first step is to make the innovation recognizable and 
verbalizable, with a clear purpose grounded in clear and obviously 
demonstrated values, then provide ways for the members of the social field 
to interact with one another around the innovation (Earls 2009; Leal and 
Borner 2005b). In this way, the innovation attracts those who identify with 
its values (Sinek 2009; Earls 2009), and gives them a way to interact 
socially around their passions—what all humans do best. There are links 
here to the idea of a networked community of practice. 

(B) Lack of Reinvention16 and Experimentation.  If adopters are to become 
diffuser/advocates of the FSSD (what Blanchard and Johnson call “raving 

                                                 
16 See ‘Openness to Reinvention’ in the lens, Table 3.1. 



56 

fans” (1998)), they must feel ownership and passion for the values the 
FSSD represents. One powerful way to inspire this is to facilitate the open 
sourcing of the innovation’s evolution (Earls 2009). In other words, invite 
and facilitate dialogue about the FSSD. A good idea held too close may 
never achieve its maximum potential for good. Things spread because the 
social system picks them up, through use finds what about them works best 
for its members, and adapts those things to that use or those uses (Earls 
2009). If the innovation is closely held and strictly defined, only a few 
practitioners and organizations who happen to share the ‘artist’s 
interpretation’ will take the innovation up. This does not mean the artist 
should not make art in his or her own way. The idea is to make it, bring it 
to the social system, and invite the social field to play and collaborate. 

(B) Sustainability is boring.  We noted from the survey, interviews and 
popular literature that the sustainability community is expressing weariness 
with the concept of sustainability itself. With the realization of the full 
gravity of the sustainability challenge often comes hopelessness that 
targeting ‘mere’ sustainability does little to alleviate. Instead, practitioners 
are increasingly looking for positive, hopeful visions around which they 
can organize and toward which they can work. They are looking for 
frameworks that facilitate the creation of a restorative (rather than 
sustainable) society. Given the power of the social field ‘make or break’ the 
diffusion of innovations, change agents may want to consider what is at the 
core of the FSSD’s message and metaphors. A funnel many perceive as 
painting a constricted, ‘sustainable’ future at best (or a ‘crash’ into the 
funnel walls at worst), is inconsistent with the social field’s desire for more 
exciting and hopeful visions of the future around which to organize. 

4.4 The Eighth Leverage Point: Change Agent Culture and 
Capacities 

(B) TNS culture clinging to control; closed; (B) FSSD culture: there’s only 
1 true answer, and (B) FSSD culture: passion can be cultish. One of the 
strongest recurring themes that emerged from the data was that TNS culture 
has been a barrier to diffusion of the FSSD. We did not formally include 
change agent culture as an eighth leverage point because the audience for 
this study is any change agent wishing to diffuse the FSSD, and to any such 
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change agent other than TNS, shifting the organizational culture of TNS 
did not seem actionable. However, since TNS has historically been the 
main de facto change agent diffusing the FSSD, and because, as the flow 
charts show, there are many outflows of influence from TNS and FSSD 
practitioner culture, we felt the issue important to mention here. 

Historically, TNS has kept tight control over the FSSD, requiring licenses 
to operate and offering limited training. Combined with a lack of marketing 
and communications, this tight control fuelled the perception of the 
Framework as exclusive, academic, complicated and “snobby”. 

The line between passion, which is infectious, and “religious fervor”, 
which is off-putting, appears to revolve around inclusivity vs. exclusivity. 
Rather than inviting dialogue, FSSD practitioners were described as 
‘preaching’ that the FSSD had the only true definition of sustainability, and 
that all other sustainability tools, frameworks and concepts would ‘fit into’ 
the FSSD. Meanwhile, the Framework itself is little publicized, information 
on it is not perceived to be widely available, and it requires extensive 
training and guided iterative practice in order to build understanding and 
competence in use. Practitioners report that historically, if organizations 
have wanted to know more, their only visible option was to contact TNS, 
which then decides if it will agree to work with the organization.  
Meanwhile, non-TNS pushers wishing to explore the FSSD further and 
possibly gain competence in it as a way to expand their offerings, have 
found the TNS/FSSD culture unwelcoming and training difficult or 
expensive to come by (Anonymous Non-TNS FSSD Practitioner 2012). 
Non-TNS practitioners referring to the Framework by its commonly known 
name, The Natural Step Framework, were asked to desist and use instead 
the academic name, FSSD (Anonymous Non-TNS FSSD Practitioner 
2012). Certain TNS offices were described as unwilling to share facilitation 
tools and resources with their own affiliates. For all these reasons, those 
who possess FSSD training and competence may appear to be members of 
an ‘elite club’, and their comportment may telegraph this. The result is a 
distinct strain of ill will in the sustainability community at large amongst 
those who have heard of The Natural Step or the FSSD—the flip side of the 
good name and credibility TNS has earned with many of its client partners. 

“I think the practitioners are too ideological. It’s almost like a religion 
to them. So the Principles become a mantra, and that puts people off. It 
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puts me off. It shuts the door. The practitioners have come forward with 
fervor in trying to sell it, and keep falling back onto the statement that 
these are scientific principles. The world isn’t black and white; science 
is important but so are people’s values. If science was all that moved 
the world, we would have solved the world’s problems a long time 
ago.” (Gordon 2012)17 

Given that learning and use of the FSSD is a long-term proposition for both 
puller and pusher adopters (see 4.1.7), and that moving through FSSD-
required paradigm shift is a vulnerable process (see 4.1.5), impatience with 
or wariness of the FSSD and its facilitators, and an unwillingness to share 
tools with fellow practitioners is especially damaging to diffusion. 

4.5 General Comments 

As our research questions attest, we thought FSSD diffusion should target 
sustainability practitioners, because the FSSD  is a complex innovation that 
requires a lengthy, iterative learning journey and we postulated they would 
be the ones most likely to make such efforts. However, our research 
discovered that individuals we describe as “sustainability-curious” should 
also be targets for diffusion. An example would be Manel Pretel of the 
Catalan Cork Institute. With no formal training in sustainability, and a 
position that did not include sustainability in its job description, he 
nonetheless noticed the growing conversations about sustainability in the 
social field and became curious about it and the solutions it might offer his 
organization. It was this curiosity that eventually led him to the FSSD. 
Individuals like him should be considered an important target group for 
broader diffusion. 

We believe the leverage points for achieving broader diffusion of the FSSD 
identified by this study are general enough to be applicable globally, with 
the caveat that they be tested in any region to which they are to be applied, 
and adapted for local cultural contexts. 

                                                 
17 Gordon’s comments also speak to the practitioner perception that the four SPs as 
currently worded are not sufficient to encompass what is required to achieve sustainability. 



59 

The case studies provided data of high potential interest to change agents 
wishing to diffuse the FSSD more broadly, particularly with respect to best 
practices. Since the scope of this study did not include recommendations on 
how to diffuse the FSSD more broadly, we did not include this data in our 
report. It is, however, available from the researchers on request. 

Based on our research, we believe nearly all of the 152 E/B/S/PEs collected 
are of importance to the successful diffusion of the FSSD. As a result, we 
believe change agents will find the breadth and richness of data contained 
in the Aggregate Data by Theme table in Appendix D to be of interest. 

4.6 Validity and Limitations 

The biggest strength of our research is the richness of the data. Including 
case study interviews, we collected perceptions from 94 sustainability 
practitioners, 36 of whom we interviewed for 30 to 90 minutes each. 

Within the category “non-FSSD practitioners”, a further distinction should 
be made between those who have never seriously considered using the 
FSSD and FSSD ‘rejecters’ (those familiar with the FSSD that have 
actively chosen not to use it or have discontinued use of it). Those few 
from each of these sub-categories that we did hear from added important 
richness and variety of perspectives. While it would have been highly 
valuable to ask more people who were disinterested or disaffected with the 
FSSD for their perspectives, it was difficult to identify members of this 
population and, even when identified, their very disinterest or disaffection 
with the FSSD made them unlikely to respond to our requests for contact. 

The practitioner familiar with the situation surrounding FSSD diffusion 
will likely see influence flows that are missing from the flow charts. Even 
as this study goes to press, we keep seeing more influence flows we have 
failed to draw. Our hope is that the reader’s study of these charts stimulates 
further insight, thought and discussion. 

While the flow charts illustrate key components of the system surrounding 
the diffusion of the FSSD, we remind readers they do no illustrate the 
whole system. Furthermore, what is here is limited in that it only represents 
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the perspectives shared with us by the practitioners in our sample group, 
backed up by the three case studies and our literature review.  

The practitioner sample used for interviews and the survey was 
convenience based, meaning we only spoke to people available to respond 
to our questions during the research timeframe, which was quite limited. 

The case studies conducted were not extensive. Figure 3.1 shows that each 
of the case studies did not map to each of the lens categories. Deeper 
research might lead to findings in all lens categories for all case studies. 

4.7  Areas for Future Research 

Future research of this topic might begin by confirming this study with a 
second survey of practitioners to obtain their rankings of the relative 
importance of the 152 E/B/S/PEs, as well as to obtain their opinions on the 
validity and interest of the final 30 and the seven leverage points. 

Recognizing most change agents have limited resources, it may become 
necessary to prioritize the leverage points in some way. However, change 
agents should be mindful that the seven points are intricately interrelated 
and therefore prioritizing one over another may not be easy or even 
advisable. They may need to be addressed in concert, in order to be 
effective.  

In sum, this study has sought primarily to discover the ‘what’ questions—
what the current reality of the system surrounding FSSD diffusion is, and 
what the points of intervention might be to shift that system in order that 
the FSSD might diffuse more broadly. The next step would be look at the 
‘how’ questions, passing first through the ‘why’. In other words, it would 
be important to first look deeply at, and clarify, why the FSSD is worthy of 
broader diffusion, and for what purpose it should be diffused, and then to 
move on to asking how the leverage points we’ve identified might best be 
activated, or operationalized (by which actions, using which tools). 
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5 Conclusion 

Most of the current enablers to FSSD diffusion are intrinsic—they relate to 
the value the FSSD can provide. There are also many current barriers 
exerting undesirable influence, hindering further FSSD diffusion. These are 
a mix of intrinsic and extrinsic barriers. Some current barriers relate to the 
nature of the FSSD—its need for skilful facilitation in order to be 
communicated and implemented properly, the need for paradigm shift in its 
adopters, and ongoing support and reinforcement. However, the bulk of the 
current barriers are extrinsic, revolving primarily around change agent 
efforts and credibility, and the social field’s readiness for, and perceptions 
of, the FSSD—all of which are closely interrelated. 

If the current distribution of barriers and enablers remains as it is, it appears 
as if broader FSSD diffusion is not likely to happen—at least not on its 
own. However, all these barriers are actionable, and most can be turned 
into enablers. 

We believe the seven leverage points we have identified can help shift the 
current system surrounding diffusion of the FSSD from one that hinders 
diffusion to one that facilitates it. Change agents should beware the 
temptation to address the seven leverage points separately, either in 
chronology or strategy, due to their high levels of interrelation in a complex 
system. We also believe the current system surrounding diffusion of the 
FSSD will shift only if a dedicated change agent, or multiple change agents 
working in concert, step forth to host, facilitate and coordinate strategic 
diffusion efforts. These efforts must be consistent. 

With such active, consistent and strategic efforts applied to the seven 
leverage points this study identifies, we believe the FSSD could diffuse 
broadly enough to have an impact on the larger societal system, helping, 
alongside many other frameworks, tools and initiatives, to move society 
towards a sustainable future. If it is positioned to do so, perhaps the FSSD 
may even help society to move towards something much more exciting: a 
restorative future. The question with which we leave readers is who will do 
this work?  
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Appendices  

Appendix A: Interview & Survey Questions 

  
INTERVIEWS: IDENTIFYING THESIS SCOPE 

Interviewees (TNS FSSD Pushers): 
• Bertner, Anouk, Manager, Emerging Leaders, TNS Canada 
• Hauser, Regina, Former Director, TNS USA 
• Hawke Baxter, Kelly, Chair, TNS International; Board Member, TNS Canada 
• Miller, Karen, Advisor, TNS Canada 
• Pluijm, Freek van der, Co-Founder, The Flexible Platform 
• Price-Thomas, Peter, Interim CEO, TNS International 
• Seale, Brendan, Sustainability Advisor, TNS Canada 

Interviewees (Non-TNS FSSD Pusher): 
• Marshall, Steve (Spud}, Executive Director, New Leaf Initiative 

Questions: 
1. What's TNS' vision of success for the FSSD? 
2. Our understanding is that the main strategy for TNS to scale up the 

dissemination of the FSSD is to focus on growing and connecting the network of 
practitioners. Is that correct? 

3. If you could pick a communication challenge you'd love to have us solve, what 
would it be? 

4. Why do you think the Framework isn't more widely known and adopted by 
organizations working on sustainable development? 

5. Does TNS have a marketing plan? Is it for TNS, the network, or the FSSD (or do 
you have plans for all three}? 

6. What would have more value for the Network, identifying the underlying 
challenges of marketing the FSSD to create a platform for effective marketing, 
or selecting a single marketing obstacle or challenge and prototyping a solution 
for that single challenge? (e.g. developing the UVP for the FSSD} 

7. Who else should we talk to? 
8. May we schedule a time to call you back to conduct a 45 minute interview once 

we've narrowed our scope of study? 

Optional additional questions: 
1. How much sustainability consulting did you do? 
2. Do you or others in your organization find it challenging to communicate the 

FSSD to clients? (if answered in previous questions, then ask following) 
3. What have you found is the most critical, or core concept(s} for clients to 

understand (first), to get people engaged and excited? 
4. What media do you use to communicate the framework? (Powerpoint, videos, 

visuals, et c)? 
5. What other frameworks are your clients typically considering (in addition to, 

instead of or alongside TNS? e.g. Triple Bottom Line, etc) 
6. How do your new clients find you? (Referrals from past clients, website, etc. 

What kind of marketing do you do to attract new clients & what has been most 
effective?} 

7. When you speak with new clients, what do they say the most powerful reason 
or reasons are that motivated them t o contact you? 

8. Do you use social media to engage with clients? And does it work? 
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INTERVIEWS: CASE STUDIES 

Interviewees Biomimicry 3.8 
• Allen, Chris, CEO, Biomimicry 3.8 
• Hansel, Mary, Treasurer, The Biomimicry Institute Board of Directors; Certified Biomimicry 

Professional 
Interviewees Global Reporting Initiative 

• Henriques, Adrian, Professor, Middlesex University; Former Member of the GRI Steering 
Committee; Social Auditor 

Interviewees Cradle to Cradle in the Netherlands 
• Atsma, Miranda, Co-founder, Cradletocradle.nl; Interior and Furniture Designer; Cradle to 

Cradle Design Consultant; Owner, OptimaVorm 
• Berg, Rinus van den, Industrial & Architectural Designer, DSM Research; Visiting Tutor, 

Eindhoven University ofTechnology 
• Braungart, Michael, PhD, Professor, University of Luneburg, Chair at the Rotterdam School 

of Management, Chair at TU Delft, Founder and Scientific Director, EPEA lnternationale 
Umweltforschung GmbH, Co-founder of MBDC McDonough Braungart Design Chemistry, 
L.L.C., Founder and Scientific Director of HUI Hamburger Umweltinstitut e.V. 

• Elffers, Daan, Accredited Cradle to Cradle Marketing Consultant- EPEA certified, ElcaMedia 
CSR Consultancy 

• Vercoulen, Roy, MSc, Managing Director, C2C ExpoLAB Foundation 
• Zachariasse, Owen, Sustainability Officer, The Delta Development Group 

Questions: 
1. Would you tell us about how your sustainability tool/innovation was spread so successfully? 
2. Who is/was the target audience for the diffusion of your sustainability tool/concept? A) Do 

you have experience diffusing to sustainability practitioners? If so, in what markets? B) 
What were your key observations about this group as a target market? 

3. What communication channels did you use to reach your target audience (i.e. how did you 
get your message to your audience)? Which of these ways/channels did you find most 
effective to inform and engage the audience? 

4. What is it about the tool/innovation you diffused, that you believe led to successful spread? 
5. What is it about the actions you took to diffuse it, that you believe led to successful spread? 
6. Did you tailor your dissemination tactics according to any diffusion or marketing theories 

(e.g. Diffusion of Innovations theory by Everett Rogers)? If so, which ones? 
7. What have been the largest barriers or challenges to the broad spreading of the tool or 

innovation? A) How have these been addressed? 
8. What do you consider the most commonly made mistakes in the dissemination process? 
9. What would you say motivates the users of your tool/innovation to: A) Want to start using 

it? B) Continue using it over time? C) Start recommending or advocating it to other people? 
10. Which, if any, of the following were important factors you believe influenced people's 

decisions as to whether or not to adopt the Framework? A) To what extent was it important 
that they felt it offered some advantage compared to other ways of approaching 
sustainability planning? B) To what extent was it important that they felt it was compatible 
with: B1) their values; 82) their needs; and B3)the other methods they were using at the 
time? C) To what extent was the ability to easily understand and use the Framework 
important to their decision to adopt it? D) To what extent was the ability to do a 'trial run' in 
some way important to their decision to adopt it? (For example, by applying it in a trial 
scenario or product analysis)? E) To what extent was the ability to observe/see the success 
of others that have used the Framework (e.g. case studies, etc.) important to their decision 
to adopt it? 

11. Distilling: what did you find the Critical Success Factors for successful spreading of your 
tool/innovation to be? 

12. What was it about these particular factors that made them the most important, or critical, 
to the success of the spread of your tool/innovation? 

13. Is there anyone else connected with the spreading of this tool/innovation you think it would 
be helpful for us to talk with? 

14. Are you aware of any other examples of sustainability tools or innovations that were 
successful in spreading broadly, that we should look at? 

15. Is there anything else you would like to add? 
16. Would you like us to send you the results of this study (likely in June or July, 2012)? 
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INTERVIEWS: DIFFUSION OF THE FSSD 

Interviewees (TNS FSSD Pushers): 
• Aanraad, Berend, Co-Founder, 

The Flexible Platform 
• Carstedt, Goran, PhD, TNS International; 

Former Executive, Volvo and IKEA 
• Willard, Marsha, PhD, Executive Director, 

ISSP; CEO, Axis Performance; Professor, 
Presidio Graduate School & Bainbridge 
Sustainability MBA 

• Leung, Pong, Director of Program 
Development, TNS Canada 

Questions: 

Interviewees (Non-TNS FSSD Pushers): 
• Claesson, Geneva, Manager, Sustainability and 

Climate Change, Deloitte & Touche LLP, Calgary 
• Jegu, Cyrille, Instigator and Accelerator of 

Change, Independent FSSD practitioner 
• Rowland, Regina, PhD, International Consultant, 

Educator, and Researcher 
• Silkey, John, Senior Project Manager, Milepost 

Consulting 
• Goldsmith, Simon, Founder Director, Principled 

Sustainability 
• Waldron, David, Principal and Co-founder, 

Synapse Strategies Consulting 

1. For how long have you been using the TNS Framework in your organization? 
2. How did you originally hear about the Framework? 
3. Do you typically refer to this Framework as the "Natural Step Framework" or as the "FSSD (Framework 

for Strategic Sustainable Development)", its 'official' name? A) Do you think that either of these names 
clearly communicates the intention/purpose of the Framework? 

4. We've found people sometimes mean different things when they use the term "The Natural Step 
Framework" or "FSSD". What does it mean to you? A) definition of sustainability, including 4 
Sustainability Principles (a.k.a. System Conditions). B) the concept of "backcasting". C) ABCD strategic 
planning process, including prioritization questions. D) 5-level Framework to organize your thoughts and 
information. E) all of the above. F) other? 

5. Do you: A) teach the Framework to, and/or use it in consulting with, organizations other than your own? 
B) apply it in your own organization? 

6. If you teach the Framework to others, what have you found to be the most effective way to sequence 
your teaching of the information/concepts so that your audience learns it as easily as possible? 

7. Have you noticed any patterns in terms of how different types of audiences receive the Framework? 
8. The first time the Framework really caught your interest, what was it that "hooked" you and made you 

curious to find out more? 
9. What would have helped you understand the Framework more quickly? 
10. When you learned about it, which aspect or aspects of the Framework did you learn about first, then 

what, then what? A) Was this effective for you, or do you now feel you would have learned faster or 
more easily if the information had been presented in a different order? What order? 

11. What would have helped you start using the Framework more quickly? 
12. What made you think the Framework might be a good fit for your clients? 
13. Which, if any, of the following were important factors you believe influenced your clients' decisions as to 

whether or not to adopt the Framework? A) To what extent was it important that they felt it offered 
some advantage compared to other ways of approaching sustainability planning? B) To what extent was 
it important that they felt it was compatible with: Bl) their values; B2) their needs; and B3}the other 
methods they were using at the time? C) To what extent was the ability to easily understand and use the 
Framework important to their decision to adopt it? D) To what extent was the ability to do a 'trial run' in 
some way important to their decision to adopt it? (For example, by applying it in a trial scenario or 
product analysis)? E) To what extent was the ability to observe/see the success of others that have used 
the Framework (e.g. case studies, etc.) important to their decision to adopt it? 

14. Did you get interested the first time you heard about the Framework, or did it take a while? If it took a 
while, what do you think are the reasons for the 'delayed interest'? 

15. Do you feel the Framework reflects or represents your core values or beliefs in any way? 
16. Have you continued to use and recommend the Framework over time? If yes, what motivated you to 

continue? If no, why did you reduce your use of it or stop? A) How have the ways in which you or your 
clients use it evolved? 

17. What would you say the Unique Value of the FSSD is? In what ways has it helped you and your clients? 
18. What are the things that you think could help the Framework spread more widely to other organizations 

and sustainability practitioners? These might be characteristics of the Framework itself, or external 
factors. 

19. Are you or your clients using it in conjunction with other sustainability Frameworks or tools? 
20. Did you or your clients face any challenges when you first started learning about and using the 

Framework? 
21. In addition to what you've already mentioned, do you see any barriers to (anything that inhibits) the 

Natural Step Framework's broad spread to sustainability practitioners (whether they are working inside 
of organizations, like your clients, or are consulting from the outside, like you)? 

22. Would you recommend the Framework to other practitioners? Can you rank your response on a scale of 
1 to 10, with 1 being "never" and 10 being "absolutely"? 

23. Have you ever found it challenging to explain or communicate the Framework to others? Why? 
24. Can you easily, in one sentence, tell someone what the Framework is good for? 
25. Is there anything else you would like to add? 
26. Would you like us to send you the results of this study (likely in June or July, 2012)? 



74 

  

INTERVIEWS: DIFFUSION OF THE FSSD 

Interviewees (FSSD Pullers): 
• Barton, Alan E., CEO, Lehigh Technologies 
• Prete!, Mane!, Managing Director, Catalan Cork Institute 
• Melamed, Ken, Former Mayor, Whistler BC, Sustainability Champion 
• Rumak, Tanya, Sustainability Specialist, Landmark Group of Builders (interviewed together 

with Dave Turnbull) 
• Turnbull, Dave, Product Development Manager, Landmark Group of Builders (interviewed 

together with Tanya Rumak) 
• Weick, Mark, Director Sustainability Programs, The Dow Chemical Company 

Questions: 
1. For how long have you been using the TNS Framework in your organization? 
2. How did you originally hear about the Framework? 
3. Do you typically refer to this Framework as the "Natural Step Framework" or as the "FSSD 

(Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development)", its 'official' name? 
a. Do you think that either of these names clearly communicates the intention/purpose of 
the Framework? 

4. We've found people sometimes mean different things when they use the term "The Natural 
Step Framework" or "FSSD". What does it mean to you? A) definition of sustainability, including 
4 Sustainability Principles (a.k.a. System Conditions). B) the concept of "backcasting". C) ABCD 
strategic planning process, including prioritization questions. D) 5-level Framework to organize 
your thoughts and information. E) all of the above. F) other? 

5. The first time the Framework really caught your interest, what was it that "hooked" you and 
made you curious to find out more or made you think it might be a good fit for your 
organization? 

6. What would have helped you understand the Framework more quickly? 
7. What would have helped you start using the Framework more quickly? 
8. Which, if any, of the following were important factors you believe influenced your organization's 

decision as to whet her or not to adopt the Framework? A) To what extent was it important that 
you felt it offered some advantage compared to other ways of approaching sustainability 
planning? To what extent was it important that you felt it was compatible with B1) your values; 
B2) your needs; and B3) the other methods you were using at the time? C) To what extent was 
the ability to understand and use the Framework easily important to your decision to adopt it? 
D) To what extent was the ability to do a 'trial run' in some way important to your decision to 
adopt it? (For example, by applying it in a trial scenario or product analysis)? E) To what extent 
was the ability to observe/see the success of others that have used the Framework (e.g. case 
studies, etc.) important to your decision to adopt it? 

9. Did you get interested the first time you heard about it, or did it take a while? A) If it took a 
while, what do you think are the reasons for the 'delayed interest'? 

10. Do you feel the Framework reflects or represents your core values or beliefs in any way? If so, in 
what ways? 

11. Have you continued to use the Framework over time? If yes, what motivated your organization 
to continue using it over time? If no, why did you reduce your use of it or stop? A) How have the 
ways in which you use it evolved? 

12. What would you say the Unique Value of the Framework is? 
13. Is there anything about The Natural Step Framework that you haven't already mentioned, t hat 

you think could help it spread more widely to other organizations? 
14. Did you or your organization face any challenges or barriers when you first started learning 

about and using the Framework? 
15. In addition to what you've already mentioned, do you see any barriers to (anything that inhibits) 

the Natural Step Framework's broad spread to sustainability practitioners (whether they are 
working inside of organizations, like yourself, or are consulting from the outside)? 

16. Would you recommend the Framework to other companies? Can you rank your response on a 
scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being "never" and 10 being "absolutely"? 

17. Have you ever found it challenging to explain or communicate the Framework to others? Why? 
18. Can you easily, in one sentence, t ell someone what the Framework is good for? 
19. Is there anything else you would like to add? 
20. Would you like us to send you the results of this study (likely in June or July, 2012)? 
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INTERVIEWS: DIFFUSION OF THE FSSD 

Interviewees (Founders I FSSD Developers): 
• Broman, Goran, PhD, Co-Founder, MSLS Program 
• Robert, Kari-Henrik, PhD, Co-Founder, TNS; Co-Founder, MSLS Program 

Questions: 

1. Do you believe the FSSD is currently widely enough known and used to have large scale 
systemic impact in moving society towards sustainability? 

2. How would you define the purpose of the MSLS program at BTH? What does it exist to do? 
3. How would you define the purpose of the TNS organization? What does it exist to do? 
4. Please explain why it is, and how it came to be, that the Framework has two names (FSSD 

and TNS Framework). 
a. What year was the term FSSD created, and in what ways was it advanced publicly? 

5. What would you say the Unique Value of the FSSD is? 
6. What are the things that you think could help the Framework spread more widely to other 

organizations and sustainability practitioners? These might be characteristics of the 
Framework itself, or external factors. 

7. What challenges or barriers have you observed are encountered by consultants and clients 
learning about and implementing the Framework? 

8. In addition to what you 've already mentioned, do you see any barriers to the Framework's 
broad spread to sustainability practitioners (whether they are working inside of 
organizations, like TNS's clients, or are consulting from the outside, like TNS)? 

9. Have you ever found it challenging to explain or communicate the Framework to others? 
Why? 

10. Can you easily, in one sentence, tell someone what the Framework is good for? If so, would 
you share that sentence with us? 

11. One of our research methods is to seek best practices from case studies of the successful 
diffusion/spreading of other sustainability innovations. Is there any other Framework, tool 
or set of principles in the field of sustainability or strategic planning that you would define as 
widely spread and well known, and that you feel disseminators of the FSSD could learn 
from? Which one(s)? 

a. If yes, would you share what, in your opinion, the critical success factors are/were 
for its broad diffusion? 

b. Would those be applicable to the FSSD case? Why? 
12. Is there anything else you would like to add in relation to what you think the barriers, 

enablers and critical success factors might be for the diffusion of the Natural Step 
Framework to sustainability practitioners? 



76 

  

SURVEY: DIFFUSION OF THE FSSD 

Posted in 2 digital newsletters1 : ISSP Newsletter (3000+); MSLS Alumni Forum (500+) 
Posted in 2 Facebook groups2: MSLS 2010 (185); MSLS 2011 (198) 
Posted in 14 Linkedln groups2: BTH Strategic Leadership for Sustainability Online (119); 
Change agents using The Natural Step Framework (97); Cradle to Cradle Supporters- NL 
(525); Cradle to Cradle Supporters (5866); FSSD Global Network (200); Green & 
Sustainability Innovators & Innovation Network (19713); Green (134806); MSLS 2010 (43); 
Strategic Sustainable Development, BTH- Ml2407 DL (131); Sustainability (5532); 
Sustainability Practitioners (831); Sustainability Professionals (43928); Sustainability 
Working Group (7487); The Natural Step (1133) 
Emailed to 92 individuals: individuals who are I were affiliated with TNS (47); MSLS course 
instructors (15); MSLS external instructors (21); other sustainability practitioners (9) 

Questions: 
1. This study focuses mainly on practitioners in North America and the European 

Union. In what region of the world do you work the most? (Radio-buttons: European 
Union I North America I Other) 

2. How long have you been working as a sustainability professional? (Radio-buttons: 0-
2 years I 2-10 years I 10 or more years I Never) 

3. To what extent do you work with the FSSD/TNS Framework professionally? (Radio
buttons: I use it on a daily basis; it informs my thinking and approach to all my work. 
I I use it frequently, but not daily; it informs my thinking and approach to much of 
my work. I I use it infrequently; I only use it for certain projects and in certain 
situations. I I use it rarely. I I never use it.) 

4. Please tick all of following statements that apply to you. (Check-boxes: I currently 
work as a sustainability professional. I I am currently employed by, or affiliated with, 
The Natural Step (TNS). I I work as a consultant who helps other organisations move 
towards sustainability. I In my role as an owner or employee, I help move the 
organization where I work towards sustainability. I I teach the FSSD to others. I I am 
a MSLS or MSPI graduate from the Blekinge Institute of Technology in Sweden. I I 
am currently a MSLS or MSPI student at Blekinge Institute of Technology in Sweden.) 

5. Different people mean different things when they refer to the FSSD (or The Natural 
Step Framework). What do you mean when you use the term? Check all that apply. 
(Check-boxes: Definition of sustainability, including 4 Sustainability Principles (a.k.a. 
System Conditions) I the concept of "backcasting" I ABCD strategic planning 
process, including prioritization questions I 5-level Framework to organize your 
thoughts and information I all of the above I other?) 
From now on, you may fill the questionnaire out with your personal definition of the 
FSSD in mind. 

6. How did you first hear about the FSSD/TNS Framework? Check all that apply. (Check
boxes: Word of mouth I A website I Social media (e.g. Facebook) I Printed matter 
(e.g. a book or article) I Mass media (e.g. radio, television) I the MSLS I MSPI course 
I Other?) 

7. How widely used and talked about do you think the FSSD/TNS Framework is? (Radio
buttons: Very widely used and talked about 5 I 4 I 3 I 2 I 1 not widely used and 
talked about at all) 

8. What motivated you to learn more about, and use, the FSSD/TNS Framework? 
(Radio-buttons for all following options: this was a strong motivator 5 I 4 I 3 I 2 I 1 
this had no impact on my motivation I not applicable) A) My clients were interested 
in the FSSD. B) Others were using or talking about it. C) I liked the concept of 
"backcasting". D) I liked the science-based definition of sustainability. E) I saw how it 
could help me or my clients put my/their organization into the context of society and 
the biosphere. F) I saw how it filled a need for strategic or 'right direction' planning. 

1 Amount of recipients per newsletters is appended in brackets 
2 Amount of members per group is appended in brackets as found on May 6th, 2012 
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G) I liked the whole-systems thinking H) It is better for strategic planning towards 
sustainability than the other Frameworks available. I) The Framework works 
compatibly with the tools & methods my clients or I already use. J) Something about 
the Framework reflects or represents my core values or beliefs. 

9. What else motivated you to learn more about, and use, the FSSD/TNS Framework? 
(Open questions: Motivation 1? Motivation 2?) 

10. Can you rank these additional motivations by importance? (Radio-buttons: this was a 
strong motivator 5 I 4 I 3 I 2 I 1 this had no impact on my motivation) 

11. Have you noticed any factors that you think do or could help the FSSD/TNS 
Framework spread more broadly and rapidly ... 

a. to sustainability consultants? {open question) 
b. to professionals working on sustainability from inside organizations (e.g. 

Sustainability Directors)? (open question) 
12. What personal barriers to learning about and/or using the FSSD/TNS Framework 

have you encountered over the course of your history with the Framework? (Radio
buttons for all following options: this was a significant barrier 5 I 4 I 3 I 2 I 1 this 
was no barrier at all) A) There is no short, easy way to explain it to others. B) It 
seems complicated or too scientific. C) It's unclear what the value or benefit of using 
it would be. D) It's hard or too costly to get easily comprehensible information about 
it. E) Learning to apply it in practice is difficult, time consuming and/or costly. F) It 
doesn't tell me what to do. G) Only people from TNS are supposed to use it. H) The 
fact that there are two names to describe it {FSSD and TNS Framework) is confusing, 
or will be if the term "FSSD" becomes more common. 

13. What other personal barriers to learning about and/or using the FSSD/TNS 
Framework have you encountered over the course of your history with the 
Framework? {Open questions: Personal barrier 1? Personal barrier 2?) 

14. Can you rank these additional barriers by importance? {Radio-buttons: this was a 
significant barrier 5 I 4 I 3 I 2 I 1 this was no barrier at all) 

15. What barriers to learning about and/or using the FSSD/TNS Framework have you 
noticed your clients struggle with over the course of your history with the 
Framework? (Radio-buttons for all options below : this was a significant barrier 5 I 4 
I 3 I 2 I 1 this was no barrier at all). Note: if you don't teach or help clients apply the 
Framework, you may skip this and following two questions. A) They have no short, 
easy way to explain it to others. B) It seems complicated or too scientific to them. C) 
To them, it's unclear what the value or benefit of using it would be. D) To them, it's 
hard or too costly to get easily comprehensible information about it. E) Learning to 
apply it in practice is difficult for them, time consuming and/or costly. F) It doesn't 
tell them what to do. G) They think that only people from TNS are supposed to use 
it. H) The fact that there are two names to describe it {FSSD and TNS Framework) is 
confusing to them, or will be if the term "FSSD" becomes more common. 

16. What other barriers to learning about and/or using the FSSD/TNS Framework have 
you noticed your clients struggle with over the course of your history with the 
Framework? {Open questions: Client barrier 1? Client barrier 2?) 

17. Can you rank these additional barriers by importance? {Radio-buttons: this was a 
significant barrier 5 I 4 I 3 I 2 I 1 this was no barrier at all) 

18. Would you recommend learning about and using the FSSD to others? (Radio
buttons: very likely to recommend to a friend or colleague 10 I 9 I 8 I 7 I 6 I 5 I 4 I 
3 I 2 I 1 not likely at all) 

19. Please share why, or why not. {Open question) 
20. Do you have any final comments about the FSSD, or suggestions for the research 

team? (Open question) 
21. In order to deepen our research, we may contact some survey respondents for a 

phone interview that would take about 30 minutes. Would you be open to this? 
Would you like us to email you the results of our study? Would you like us to email 
you additional information about the FSSD once? {Check-boxes for all options below) 
A) I understand you will keep my email address strictly confidential, and w ill only use 
it for the described purposes. B) Yes, I am open t o having the research t eam to 
contact me for the mentioned purposes. C) My email address is: (open question) 
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Appendix B: Case Studies 

  CASE STUDY 1: BIOMIMICRY 3.8 

Studied diffusion within: World-wide 
Case Study data sources: interviews (2); websites (2) 
Purpose: "Biomimicry is an innovation method that seeks sustainable solutions by 
emulating nature's time-tested patterns and strategies ... The goal is to create products, 
processes, and policies, new ways of living, that are well-adapted to life on Earth over the 
long haul" (Biomimicry Guild 2008). A consultancy and a not-for-profit organization evolved 
to Biomimicry 3.8, which is the change agent that seeks to secure adoption of the 
Biomimicry concepts (Vision Letter n.d.). 

Enablers 
(for the 
diffusion of 
Biomimicry 
3.8) 

The Social Field; Multiple Communication Channels: Seminal book 
The Biomimicry book came just in time: there was no formal name or 
framework for this thinking, and many people from the design world were 
becoming increasingly more interested in exploring the same question of 
applying nature's principles to design (Hansel 2012). The book caused so 
much interest that influentials (e.g. Paul Hawkins) supported the spread of 
the book, which soon grew into a movement. Originally this was never the 
intention (Hansel 2012). 

Change Agent Efforts in Message Design: Hopeful, Compelling Message; The 
Innovation: Relative Advantage, Observability: Great Stories, Case Studies 
The message that Biomimicry spreads is compelling and based on 
hopefulness: " ... you can look to the natural world and there's something 
inspirational and soul-satisfying ... " (Allen 2012). There were also many 
inspiring stories and case studies (Hansel 2012). 

Change Agent Efforts; Multiple Communication Channels; Observability: 
Strategic Approach to Dissemination through Education and Networks 
The Biomimicry Institute provides educational programs for professionals, 
students, and the general public (The Biomimicry Institute 2012). They t arget 
university educators through programs for Biomimicry professionals, youth 
through student design challenges, and the general public through exhibits or 
documentaries in museums, zoos, aquariums, etc. Furthermore, to respond 
to the increasing demand for workshops and events, Biomimicry 3.8 
organized Workshops and Speakers Bureaus that aim to develop professional 
facilitators and speakers (Allen 2012). 

The Dissemination Through Networks Plays a Big Role in the Strategy 
"The latest strategy is to fost er the development of loca l networks, because 
that's what nature does" (Hansel 2012). Regional networks are established in 
27 countries, which are the Biomimicry seeds in different cultures and 
organizational communities. All of these are starting to form st rategies for 
local dissemination and evolve into accessibility spaces "where people can 
convene and meet other like-minded people, t hat really get it and are excited 
about it" (Allen 2012). At the same time, Biomimicry leverages online 
channels. The Ask Nature site is a centralized database, which makes rich 
data available for everyone who is interested. 
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Barriers 
(for the 
diffusion of 
Biomimicry 
3.8} 

Change Agent Efforts in Client Orientation; Compatibility with People Needs, 
Purpose and Values: Find the Right Entry Points that are Relevant to People 
"It's finding that right entry points, where people can get this at the heart 
level or the mind level. Then it is relevant to them and their daily lives, and 
then back it up with science and technology that can further ground it. So, 
not losing them right off the bat with a bunch of science, or data analysis, 
that's probably not really relevant to them" (Allen 2012). 

Change Agent Efforts in Client Orientation; Credibility: Make Science 
Understandable and Relevant Without Losing the Scientific Validity 
"I think the critical success factor is being able to effectively create a bridge 
between the deep science, which is often communicated in analytical 
language, and being able to position that and create a way for people to 
understand it and get excited about it in a way that's relevant to them ... lt is 
this communication strategy that makes all this deep biology accessible, 
meaningful and relevant to the way that people are doing their job or 
whatever they pursue" (Allen 2012). 

The Social Field: the Social Field wasn't Ready at first 
"For the longest time, it was such a fringe idea, there wasn't enough critical 
mass of products and projects and people. It felt to many like it was still 
science fiction ... " (Allen 2012). This 'for scientists only' label was slowly 
removed by stressing the business case and showcasing projects in 
mainstream media. "We are moving out of R&D departments and we are 
moving into conversations with C-suite folks" (Allen 2012). 

The Innovation: Complexity/Understandability: Biomimicry is Not Easy to 
Learn and Do 
"Biomimicry isn't easy to do, it requires deep research into how an organism 
or ecosystem does what it does" (Hansel 2012). This leads to two main 
hurdles that appeared on the way of Biomimicry diffusion. First, many 
companies don't have a budget for such research. Second, there aren't 
enough trained biologists in functional thinking, as they were trained in 
researching organisms. To address these challenges Biomimicry offered 
widely accessible training programs, for different target groups. They 
gathered a core group of people t rained in different disciplines: Business, 
Engineering, Design, Biology, Systems science, Education, Government that 
bridge the language gaps between the different groups (Allen 2012). 

Change Agent Efforts; Good and Clear Name to Solve the Brand Confusion 
After publication of the book, different organizations emerged, such as the 
Biomimicry Guild (early consulting company), and the Biomimicry Institute 
(non-profit for education). These different names caused brand confusion, 
and there was no coherent logo. It was addressed in are-branding process 
that brought all players under the umbrella of a B-Corp, Biomimicry 3.8. The 
whole rebranding process was facilitated by branding experts and applied a 
biomimetic process on their own organization, which resulted in decisions to 
foster local networks (Allen 2012). 
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CASE STUDY 2: GLOBAL REPORTING INITIATIVE (GRI) 

Studied diffusion within: World-wide 
Case Study data sources: Scientific articles (3); interviews (1); websites (1) 
Success in diffusion: High; the case of diffusion of GRI framework is considered to be one of 
the most successful cases of diffusing a sustainability innovation (Brown, de Jong, and Levi 
2009). 
Purpose: The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) is a non-profit organization that provides 
sustainability reporting guidance. It has pioneered and developed the Sustainability 
Reporting Framework, which enables organizations to measure and report their economic, 
environmental, social and governance performance (Global Reporting Initiative n.d.). 

Enablers 
(for the 
diffusion 
ofGRI) 

The Social Field 
"The timing of GRI, coming as it was on a crest of the social discourse on 
corporate social responsibility and of multiplicity of many reporting initiatives 
worldwide, was either propitious, well-chosen or both" (Brown, de Jong, and 
Lessidrenska 2007, 25). 

Change Agent Efforts in Message Design and Client Orientation: Clear Message 
and Language that is New and Yet Familiar; The Innovation: Compatibility with 
Needs and Relative Advantage 
GRI appeared as a "voluntary, friendly and more adequate alternative to 
governmental regulation" and "it promised to deliver efficiency gains and serve 
the missions of all the players" (Brown, de Jong, and Lessidrenska 2007, 21). The 
message communicated the clear business case argument, using terms that 
resonated with "business logic, market requirements, increased 
competitiveness and efficiency gains" (Brown, de Jong, and Lessidrenska 2007, 21). 

Change Agent Efforts: Effective Marketing Platform; The Innovation: 
Observability and Compatibility with Tools and Materials Available for All 
Advocates to Freely Use for Dissemination Efforts 
GRI created an effective marketing platform by encouraging all members to 
promote it through their networks. "Source for innovative ideas and concepts 
and laid the foundation for the Multi-stakeholder process: the GRI trademark" 
(Brown, de Jong, and Lessidrenska 2007, 17). There were lots of templates for 
presentations and resources built up, which fuelled the dissemination process 
(Henriques 2012). 

The Framing Served as a Vital Factor to Highlight Compatibility with Client 
Needs, Purpose and Values 
GRI promoted a "win-win solution for the shared problem of information 
management, and as an efficiency gain for all actors" (Brown, de Jong, and 
Lessidrenska 2007). 

Change Agent Efforts: Strategic Partnerships and Credibility 
The strategic approach and timing were crucial for bringing credibility in the GRI 
case. The 2"d edition of the guidelines was released in Johannesburg during the 
World Summit on Sustainable Development. This largely increased the 
credibility of GRI (Brown, de Jong, and Lessidrenska 2007), as well as the 
support from the UN (Brown, de Jong, and Lessidrenska 2007, 5). 
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Barriers 
(for the 
diffusion 
ofGRI) 

Change Agent Efforts: Clear Vision and Strategy; Multiple Communication 
Channels; The Innovation: Tria/ability 
The vision of GRI as a living document created "by the users, for the users" 
(Brown, de Jong, and Lessidrenska 2007, 13}, shaped the overall diffusion 
strategy that was based on the Multi-stakeholder engagement and participatory 
approach .... "it implied, if not stated so explicitly, that GRI would lead to social 
change, possibly a movement" (Brown, de Jong, and Lessidrenska 2007, 21). The 
main strategic principles that guided the process of GRI development are: "(1} 
Inclusiveness; (2} International Multi-stakeholder process, based on wide 
consultation and iterative testing and self-correction; (3} Maximum use of 
Internet; (4} Transparency; and (5) Fast pace and efficiency" (Brown, de Jong, 
and Lessidrenska 2007, 15-16}. 

Open to Reinvention: Inclusion of Stakeholders and Companies- Multi
stakeholder Engagement 
From the first set of guidelines, users were active participants in iterative 
testing, providing feedback and having a word in shaping the guidelines (Brown, 
de Jong, and Lessidrenska 2007}. In the stakeholder network, everyone's view 
was regarded as relevant, which helped GRI to distinguish significantly different 
(Henriques 2012} from the other reporting methods. 

Change Agent Capacity: Limited Resources 
The founders started the initiative without access to massive resources or 
formal authority (Brown, de Jong, and Levi 2009, 2). To overcome this barrier, 
the GRI founders invested efforts in getting funds and establishing partnership 
with credible institutional partners (Henriques 2012}. 

Change Agent Efforts: Develop Effective Stakeholder Process 
Although the inclusive multi-stakeholder approach is one of the key factors for 
the success of GRI (Henriques 2012; Brown, de Jong, and Lessidrenska 2007}, 
the process of developing an effective engagement process was a long and 
intense process (Brown, de Jong, and Lessidrenska 2007}. 

The Social Field: Newness and Need to Educate the Market 
Because GRI was a pioneer in sustainability reporting, many people did not 
understand the concept and the need (Henriques 2012). Thus, building 
awareness, educating and preparing the market for sustainability reporting 
required additional efforts and resources. 
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CASE STUDY 3: CRADLE TO CRADLE (C2C) 

Studied diffusion within: the Netherlands 
Case Study data sources: interviews (6); documentaries (2); public speech (1); websites (1) 
Purpose: Cradle to Cradle is a "manifesto calling for the transformation of human industry 
through ecologically intelligent design" (Cradle to Cradle 2002). It describes "three hopeful, 
nature-inspired design principles that are making industry both prosperous and 
sustainable ... McDonough and Braungart make the case that an industrial system that 
"takes, makes and wastes" can become a creator of goods and services that generate 
ecological, social and economic value" (Cradle to Cradle 2002). 

Enablers 
(far the 
diffusion 
afC2C) 

Change Agent Efforts in Message Design: a Renewing and Positive Message 
"Normal sustainable concepts are considered as boring and not-inspirational 
because they always come down to the same- we should do less and we should 
stop doing that and that" (Berg 2012). "It's key to understand the positive 
message ... The biggest obstacle is fear ... The second thing is definitely that people 
are not creative out of fear and guilt" (Braungart 2012). 
In the Netherlands, Cradle to Cradle was one of the first sustainability solutions 
that introduced sustainability from the positive side. Instead of making people 
feel guilty about their material waste, Cradle to Cradle showed that products 
can be designed such that they have a positive effect on nature when being 
thrown away (Hattum 2007). 

Change Agent Efforts in Message Design; The Innovation: 
Complexity/Understandability: Cradle to Cradle has a Clear Message 
Communicated in an Understandable Language 
"Make it appealing downstream is the answer. Take it out of the academic 
world and try to address the consumer directly" (Berg 2012). 

Change Agent Efforts; Relative Advantage: Cradle to Cradle Strongly Shows the 
Business Case 
"The real success is that we can show an economically successful business case" 
(Braungart 2012). 

Change Agent Efforts; Credibility: Government Support on Many Levels 
"As Minister of the Environment I have to take steps now to remedy our energy 
and environment problems in the short term ... to bring [Michael Braungart's] 
vision of a Cradle to Cradle world closer to fruition" (Cramer 2007). 
"The chamber of commerce facilitated the opportunity for businesses to meet 
once per month to discuss how they are working with Cradle to Cradle" 
(Vercoulen 2012). The government supported Cradle to Cradle on many levels; 
from including Cradle to Cradle to the national sust ainabilit y vision to facilitating 
spaces for loca l gatherings and providing resources for courses in universities 
(Vercoulen 2012). 

Change Agent Efforts and Client Orientation: The Marketing of Cradle to Cradle 
A few aspects contribute to Cradle to Cradle' s strong brand. First, Cradle to 
Cradle has a clear slogan, wh ich is catchy, understandable, and carries the 
essence of the message. Also, it has a clear logo, which shows the two mat erial 
cycles. All of this seems to be target ed at the genera l public. 
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Barriers 
(for the 
diffusion 
ofC2C} 

Multiple Communication Channels: Spreading the Message via Popular Media in 
Popular Language 
After credibility of the concept was established with scientific publications, the 
message was spread to the general public via popular media. By far the most 
important channel was the documentary 'Waste= Food', which generated a 
"torrent of positive energy" (Cramer 2007). 
"The documentary provides good examples, Ford, Herman Miller, and Nike. All 
very inspiring!" (Atsma 2012) "A television programme about the Cradle to 
Cradle concept generated a torrent of positive energy and mobilised people in 
the Netherlands. We have made a start!" --Comment by Jacqueline Cramer, 
Dutch Minister of Environment (2007). 
The Documentary Inspired People to Take Actions. "While watching the 
documentary you feel challenged and want to get to work. Many people whom I 
spoke to told me this" (Atsma 2012). 

The Innovation: Clear Relative Advantage; Compatibility with Needs; 
Observability: Showing Feasibility with a Tangible Product 
The book was the first example of a Cradle to Cradle product, which showed 
feasibility to the general public. "This 'treeless' book points the way toward the 
day when synthetic books, like many other products, can be used, recycled, and 
used again without losing any material quality-in Cradle to Cradle cycles" 
(Cradle to Cradle 2002). 

Open to Reinvention: People Gathered to Discuss Opportunities 
After the documentary had been shown on Dutch national television, people 
spontaneously grouped to discuss opportunities and approaches. This group 
grew from 12 to 350 in just one year and they met in government buildings 
(Berg 2012). 

The Social Field: There was Nobody to Copy from 
"The challenge was that they were the first. They were pioneering ... " (Vercoulen 
2012). 

The Social Field: Not Enough Knowledge was Available 
"We needed knowledge which wasn't common and which wasn't available on 
every street corner ... so you need knowledge often coming from abroad" 
(Vercoulen 2012). "We don't have enough good scientists" (Braungart 2012). 
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Appendix C: Coding Table Example 

  

   
  

TN
S 

FS
SD

 P
us

he
rs

 
N

on
-T

N
S 

FS
SD

 P
us

he
rs

 
Et

c.
 

 
M

en
tio

ns
 

Re
sp

on
de

nt
 A

 
Re

sp
on

de
nt

 B
 

Et
c.

 
Re

sp
on

de
nt

 E
 

Re
sp

on
de

nt
 F

 
Et

c.
 

Et
c.

 
En

ab
le

rs
: L

is
t a

s Y
ou

 D
is

co
ve

r 
 

It 
he

lp
s y

ou
 

or
ga

ni
ze

/in
te

gr
at

e 
ot

he
r t

oo
ls 

10
 

"Y
ou

 c
an

 u
se

 it
 a

s a
 

ly
nc

h-
pi

n 
ye

t i
t g

iv
es

 
yo

u 
a 

lo
t o

f f
le

xi
bi

lit
y 

to
 in

te
gr

at
e 

ot
he

r 
to

ol
s i

nt
o 

th
at

. "
  

 
 

x 
  

 
 

Co
m

pa
ni

es
 w

ho
 

us
ed

 it
 a

re
 w

el
l-

kn
ow

n 
an

d 
of

 h
ig

h 
st

at
us

 (e
.g

. N
ik

e)
 

5 
x 

"U
se

d 
by

 N
ik

e,
 C

ity
 o

f 
M

ad
iso

n,
 C

ity
 o

f 
Po

rt
la

nd
 a

nd
 

In
te

rf
ac

e.
" 

 
x 

 "T
N

S 
an

d 
th

e 
or

ga
ni

za
tio

n'
s 

re
pu

ta
tio

n 
an

d 
in

te
gr

ity
."

 

 
 

Et
c.

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Ba

rr
ie

rs
: L

is
t a

s Y
ou

 D
is

co
ve

r 
 

It 
is 

di
ffi

cu
lt 

to
 

ex
pl

ai
n 

6 
"S

im
pl

ify
 it

. L
et

 
ev

er
yo

ne
 k

no
w

 w
ha

t 
it’

s g
oi

ng
 o

n 
ab

ou
t i

n 
a 

cl
ea

r s
el

l."
 

"I
t t

ak
es

 ti
m

e 
to

 
le

ar
n.

 T
ha

t i
s t

he
 

m
ai

n 
ba

rr
ie

r, 
be

ca
us

e 
yo

u 
do

n’
t o

ft
en

 g
et

 
th

at
 ti

m
e.

” 

 
 

 "C
ha

ng
e 

th
e 

fo
rm

, 
an

d 
se

ll 
it 

in
 m

y 
ow

n 
w

ay
. W

ith
ou

t 
th

e 
ja

rg
on

. "
 

 
 

Et
c.

 
 

 
 

 
  

  
 

 
Po

te
nt

ia
l E

na
bl

er
s:

 L
is

t a
s Y

ou
 D

is
co

ve
r 

 
Ef

fe
ct

iv
e 

m
ar

ke
tin

g 
12

 
 "F

SS
D 

ne
ed

s a
 jo

lt 
of

 
lif

e.
  S

ee
m

s t
ha

t i
t 

ne
ed

s a
 st

ra
te

gi
c 

m
ar

ke
tin

g 
bl

itz
 …

" 

 
 

"T
N

S 
an

d 
FS

SD
 n

ee
d 

w
aa

aa
ay

 b
et

te
r  

m
ar

ke
tin

g.
" 

"M
ar

ke
tin

g 
is 

cr
uc

ia
l."

  

x 
 

 

Et
c.

 
 

  
 

 
  

  
 

 



85 

Appendix D: Aggregate Data by Theme 

The following eight pages display the aggregate data from the practitioner 
interviews and the survey. Because of the lengthiness of the table the 
description of the column values is repeated for every cluster. A key for the 
used terms can be found in the table on this page.  

No. Number which we used to identify each E/B/S/PE (ranging from 1 to 150) 
Description Description of each E/B/S/PE 

E: Enabler 
E(S): Enabler description of a straddler. Straddler status ascribed to issues reported as 

both enabler and barrier. 
B(S): Barrier description of a straddler 
B: Barrier 
PE:  Potential Enabler 
 E/B/S/PEs thus shaded received less than 10 mentions,  but we considered them 

to be of high interest (see section 3.2.2) 
Lens Shows relations of E/B/S/PEs to Lens Factors 

SocF; The Social Field 
Effs; The Change Agents (Amount and Type of Efforts) 
PosS; The Change Agents (Efforts in Positioning Strategy) 
MsgD; The Change Agents (Efforts in Message Design) 
ClOr; The Change Agents (Client Orientation) 
Crdb; The Change Agents (Credibility) 
ComC; Multiple Communication Channels 
RelA; Characteristics of the Innovation (Relative Advantage) 
Need; Characteristics of the Innovation (Compatibility with Needs) 
Valu; Characteristics of the Innovation (Compatibility with Purpose and Values) 
Tool; Characteristics of the Innovation (Compatibility with Tools and Experience) 
Copl; Characteristics of the Innovation (Complexity / Understandability) 
Tria; Characteristics of the Innovation (Trialability) 
Obsv; Characteristics of the Innovation (Observability) 
Name; Characteristics of the Innovation (Good Name) 
Rinv; Characteristics of the Innovation (Open to Reinvention) 

In-/Extrinsic Shows if we perceived the E/B/S/PE to be intrinsic to the FSSD, extrinsic, or both 
In Intrinsic to the FSSD 
Ex Extrinsic to the FSSD 
I/E Both intrinsic and extrinsic to the FSSD 

Mentions Interviews Number of individual interviewees who mentioned this E/B/S/PE  
Mentions Survey Number of individual survey respondents who mentioned this E/B/S/PE 

 E/B/S/PEs thus shaded received 10 or more total mentions from interviews and 
survey 

In the final 30 Shows if this E/B/S/PE was represented in the final list of 30 B/S/PEs 
 This E/B/S/PE was represented in the final list of 30 B/S/PEs 
 This E/B/S/PE was NOT represented in the final list of 30 B/S/PEs 
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General Social Field Readiness      
 Readiness of Social Field      
1 E: Readiness of the social field for sustainability SocF; Ex 5 2  
2 E(S): Readiness of the social field for the innovation SocF; Ex 5 0  
3 B(S): Unreadiness of the social field for the innovation SocF; Ex 5 0  
4 E: Readying the field for FSSD = weaving relationships, trust, 

community 
SocF;Effs; Ex 6 0  

Transition to New Paradigm      
 Transition to New Paradigm 
5 B: It is challenging fostering paradigm shift in individuals and 

organizations 
Effs; Ex 14 3  

 Long term thinking 
6 B: Destination point for Success (sustainability) is such a distant and 

daunting goal it's hard for people to assume. 
SocF;Tool; Ex 2 3  

 Systems thinking 
7 B: There is a tendency to treat symptoms instead of root causes SocF;Tool; Ex 1 0  
8 B: People (incl. sustainability community, clients, etc.) aren't used to 

systems thinking and don't understand it, see the value in it, or get 
impatient with it. 

SocF;Tool;Cop
l; 

Ex 11 6  

9 B: People don't want to fix their whole system; just one part of it Need; Ex 4 0  
Culture of Target Organizations      
 Silos are Comforting 
10 B: People are uncomfortable letting go of their boundaries, roles 

and silos within systems/orgs in order to place themselves in the 
larger system. 

SocF;Tool; Ex 2 0  

 Readiness of Management 
11 E(S): Getting senior management on board SocF;Effs; Ex 6 0  
12 B(S): Not getting senior management on board SocF;Effs; Ex 6 4  
13 B: Not getting middle management on board SocF;Effs; Ex 0 1  
14 E(S): Management of organizations see the need for a holistic 

approach to sustainability 
SocF;Need; Ex 3 1  

15 B(S): Management of organizations don't see the need for a holistic 
approach to sustainability 

SocF;Need; Ex 0 7  

 Time and Resources 
16 B: Adopters’ lack of time and resources  - Ex 4 2  
 Do We Have to Learn This, Too? 
17 B: Those who already  invested in a sustainability framework often 

resistant to learning and integrating a new one, even if it's better 
for them 

Tool; Ex 1 0  
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Jump the Funnel      
 "Sustainability" Fatigue      
18 B: People are tired of the word and concept of "sustainability."   SocF; Ex 3 1  
 Straight to Restorative 
19 B: Practitioners starting to move away from "sustainability" and 

instead help clients jump straight to restorative visions and actions, 
rather than just sustainable ones. "Do good instead of less bad."  If 
FSSD ignores this desire/ trend, and focuses on 'negative' vision of 
'just sustainable', could inhibit spread of FSSD. 

SocF;Valu; Ex 3 1  

Data by Theme:  The Change Agents Le
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FSSD Culture Too "Religious"      
 Passion or Cultism? 
20 B: TNS/MSLS brand of "religious fervour" and ideological 

associations are off-putting instead of infectious 
Crdb;MsgD;V
alu; 

Ex 10 2  

TNS Organization  
(Treated here as a change agent seeking to diffuse the FSSD, rather than as a channel for diffusion. For 

channels, see "Results by Theme: Diffusion Approaches".) 
 Keep Your Eye on the Ball 
21 B: Distracted from core purpose/ mission  by operations/consulting ClOr; Ex 5 1  
 Where in the World is the Capacity? 
22 B: TNS (and/or other FSSD change agents) too small, w/ no 

meaningful presence in world's important sustainability markets 
(US, China, etc) 

Crdb; Ex 1 4  

23 B: Lack of physical spaces where people can connect (offices and/or 
other) 

 - Ex 0 5  

 Clinging to Control 
24 B: Perception and reality of TNS being exclusive and closed rather 

than in open exchange w/  non-TNS community or even other TNS 
members. 

ClOr;Crdb;Rin
v; 

Ex 12 1  

25 B: Market confusion over what's public domain vs. hands-off 
(perception only TNS is allowed to use it) 

PosS;MsgD;Ri
nv; 

Ex 4 1  

26 B: Practitioners don't feel free to adapt, use, improve, reinvent PosS;Rinv; Ex 7 6  
27 B: Command and control organizational structure of TNS  - Ex 7 0  
28 B: Lack of internal transparency and cooperation throughout TNS 

org 
 - Ex 1 6  

29 B: FSSD brand too closely tied with TNS org; needs de-coupling Name;PosS;M
sgD;Copl; 

Ex 0 1  

 "Our Way or No Way" 
30 B: Representing FSSD as the only way of any value to move towards 

sustainability 
PosS;MsgD;V
alu; 

Ex 11 1  

 TNS Perceived as Snobby 
31 B: Ill will in community, created by elitism and lack of inclusiveness  Crdb; Ex 13 3  
 Credibility 
32 E(S): Strong credibility of the disseminating organization and the Crdb; Ex 3 2  
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Leaders 
33 B(S): Framework has weak or scattered reputation Crdb; Ex 5 0  
34 B: Slowness of promised TNS 'transition' damaged credibility Crdb; Ex 4 0  
35 B: Lack of strong communications and marketing presence damages 

credibility. Also leaves non-TNS practitioners wishing to spread FSSD  
w/ no brand/social proof to point to. 

Crdb; Ex 1 1  

Who's minding the baby?      
36 B: It is currently no one's clearly designated responsibility or mission 

to steward and disseminate the FSSD.   
 - Ex 5 2  

37 B: General lack of marketing and promotion Effs;PosS;Msg
D; 

Ex 12 5  

Marketing, Messaging and Public Relations      
 Framework Has 2 Names 
38 E: Having 2 names allows separation of Framework from NGO and 

under-scores free and public nature 
Name; In 3 0  

39 B: Current name situation is confusing. "FSSD" name disliked/rarely 
used; "TNS" name known: has good and  bad associations 

Name;Copl; In 20 6  

 General degree of visibility 
40 B: Not well known; weak visibility  Crdb;ComC;O

bsv; 
Ex 6 6  

41 E: Well known in sustainability circles Crdb;ComC;O
bsv; 

Ex 2 0  

42 B: Lacks clear, current, strong, recognizable brand  Effs;ComC;Ob
sv; 

Ex 5 3  

43 B: Lacks easily accessible and compre-hensible descriptions of itself ComC;MsgD;
Obsv; 

Ex 3 3  

44 E: Charismatic, inspiring leader(s)/ spokesperson(s)  Effs; Ex 0 3  
 Unique Value Proposition 
45 B: Lacks clearly articulated Unique Value Proposition PosS;MsgD;R

elA; 
Ex 14 2  

 Marketing Plan 
46 B: Lacks a strategic marketing plan, and marketing in general Effs;Name;Po

sS;MsgD;Copl
; 

Ex 12 11  

 Framing the message  
(see also "Uses Technical/ Scientific Language" in Results by Theme: The Innovation) 

47 PE: Make a hopeful, compelling message and a positive approach 
intrinsic to the FSSD. (Researchers suggest: Explore and experiment 
with ways to help clients use the 4 SPs as a baseline, not a 
destination. Aim to ‘overshoot’ the 4 SPs, making the target 
restorative solutions, actions and products.) 

SocF;Effs;ClOr
;PosS;MsgD;V
alu; 

Ex 3 1  

48 B: Leading with the science academically logical, but loses most 
audiences and results in public perception FSSD is for scientists 

ClOr;PosS;Ms
gD; 

Ex 11 2  

49 B: Lacks dynamic, sexy, accessible and more visual/less text-based 
communications 

Effs;ComC;Po
sS;MsgD; 

Ex 5 1  

 Communications Staff 
50 B: Lack of communications staff at TNS (the primary diffuser)  - Ex 3 0  
 Targeting Markets 
51 B: Lack of strategy and presence in established and emerging hot-

spot markets (US, China, 3rd World...) 
Effs;PosS; Ex 3 0  

52 B: Lack of strategic targeting of sectors (vs. individual orgs) Effs;ClOr;PosS Ex 2 0  
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; 
53 E: Targeting industry leaders PosS; Ex 4 0  
 Communicating the Benefits 
54 E(S): TNS makes the business case well Effs;PosS;Nee

d; 
Ex 4 3  

55 B(S): Not making the business case well Effs;PosS;Nee
d; 

Ex 0 5  

56 PE: Having a strong business case Effs;PosS;Nee
d; 

Ex 5 3  

57 E: Big names have used it Crdb;Obsv; Ex 6 3  
58 B: Current case studies don't tell the story of transformational 

change 
PosS;MsgD;O
bsv; 

Ex 2 0  

59 B: General lack of good articulation of benefits of using FSSD (esp. 
lack of case studies)  

ComC;MsgD;
Obsv; 

Ex 12 16  

60 B: Lack of entry points, support, case studies for Small and Medium 
Enterprises (SMEs) 

PosS;MsgD;N
eed;Obsv; 

Ex 2 0  

61 B: Perceived as solution only for communities, not business PosS;MsgD;N
eed;Obsv; 

Ex 2 0  

62 B: Perceived as too high-level, theoretical, not practical PosS;MsgD;V
alu;Need; 

Ex 2 3  

 Use of Technology 
63 B: TNS website communicates ineffectively Effs;ComC; Ex 4 1  
64 B: Modern technologies and strategies for promotion, networking 

and collaboration not leveraged 
Effs;ComC; Ex 10 1  

Change Agent's Client/Adopter Engagement      
 Know the sector, not just the Framework 
65 PE: Knowledge of target sector critical; knowledge of FSSD not 

enough to implement success (a facilitation issue) 
ClOr;Crdb; Ex 2 0  

 Focus on the learner, not the Framework 
66 B: Traditional TNS model of client engagement has been to "deliver" 

the framework, rather than learner/client-focused approach that 
asks first what their needs are, listens and adapts. 

ClOr; Ex 8 6  

67 E: TNS meets clients where they are without judgment ClOr; Ex 1 0  
68 PE: Understanding audience and adjusting approach, language and 

sequencing to fit them: meet clients/learners where they are; first 
listen and learn their context, needs, world view and where/how 
they have power to effect change, then identify points of entry for 
making FSSD useful to them. 

ClOr; Ex 14 6  

 Measures of progress 
69 B: Lack of mechanisms to measure whether org is using FSSD and to 

measure progress ascribable to FSSD 
 - Ex 4 0  

 Internal champions 
70 E: Having champions in the receiving organization who recommend 

it internally 
Obsv; Ex 2 1  

 FSSD disappears from view after implementation; many reasons. 
Consequences include additional barriers to diffusion: a) results of 
FSSD not clearly visible to those implementing it; b) results of FSSD 
not visible to others;  
c) lack of good case studies;  d) difficulty tracking and measuring 
progress and who is using it. 

     

71 B: After picking low-hanging fruit, organizations stop using FSSD Need; Ex 1 0  
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72 B: After eco-efficiencies, many challenges are structural (business 
model, etc) 

Need; Ex 0 2  

73 B: Sold as complete answer to everything; disillusionment 
eventually follows  

PosS; Ex 3 2  

74 B: Implementation fails to foster paradigm shift needed to "stick" SocF; Ex 1 0  

75 B: Trainer/change agent leaves org too early or has insufficient 
penetration and follow-up 

 - Ex 1 0  

76 B: Results not ascribed to FSSD due to intervening time, tools and 
processes between planning use and results 

Obsv; Ex 5 0  

77 B: FSSD influence no longer visible due to absorption and re-coding 
of FSSD elements into organization's culture and language 

Obsv; Ex 3 0  

78 B: Lack of mechanisms for ongoing support of clients to ensure 
norm and paradigm shifts remain constant 

 - Ex 4 0  

79 E: Informs practitioner approach from "back of mind", but is not 
brought explicitly to client 

Need;Obsv; Ex 4 0  

80 B: Informs practitioner approach from "back of mind", but is not 
brought explicitly to client (1 consequence: use invisible) 

Obsv; Ex 4 0  

Teaching and Facilitation  
Encompasses the training of trainers/consultants, as well as the 
facilitation/training of clients. 

     

 Good Job in Facilitating/Teaching the Framework 
81 E(S): TNS provided good facilitators Effs; Ex 1 0  
 Making it Stick: critical factors 
82 PE: Facilitation is critical Effs;  10 6  
 Engagement and Facilitation Processes 
83 B(S): Generally, strategic process guidance and tools for facilitation 

are lacking 
 - Ex 5 0  

84 B(S): Lack of variety in facilitation to engage different learning styles Copl; Ex 6 0  

85 PE: Use facilitation to target transformational change, or FSSD is just 
a strategic planning tool 

Effs; EX 10 6  

 Quantity and Quality of Facilitators and Tools 
86 B(S): Not enough and/or not good enough teacher/facilitators + 

tools/ methods for them to use 
 - Ex 6 6  

Capacity-Building Access Issues      
 Cost of Learning 
87 B(S): Learning FSSD too costly for most of the world  - Ex 3 1  
 Availability of Learning 
88 B(S): Lack of opportunities for training, skill-building and 

mentoring/apprenticeship 
 - Ex 2 1  

 Esoteric 
89 B(S): Knowledge of FSSD seems to be rare and only for the select 

few 
PosS; Ex 0 1  

Data by Theme:  Multiple Communication Channels Le
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Channels for Diffusion      
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 General Channels 
90 PE: Publish a popular book that captures imagination, presents UVP 

and clarifies what is seminal about FSSD--a manifesto to win hearts 
and minds 

SocF;Effs;Crd
b;ComC;Msg
D;Copl; 

Ex 3 1  

91 E: Word of mouth ComC; Ex 8 13  
92 E: Non-MSLS university course or visiting lecture ComC; Ex 2 4  
93 E: Conferences and symposia ComC; Ex 1 2  
94 E: Workshops ComC; Ex 1 4  
95 E: Social Media ComC; Ex 0 2  
96 E: Printed Matter ComC; Ex 2 7  
97 E: Website ComC; Ex 0 6  
98 E: Online courses ComC; Ex 0 3  
99 E: Online talks, videos, searches ComC; Ex 0 1  
 Dissemination Partners 
100 E(S): There is some promotion by influential NGOs, governing 

bodies and leaders, including in popular sustainability books (e.g. 
Ray Anderson) 

Crdb;ComC;P
osS; 

Ex 2 5  

101 B(S): Lack of partnerships with and  endorsements/advocacy of 
major NGO partners and governing bodies 

Crdb;ComC;P
osS; 

Ex 2 0  

102 E: Advocates have strong personal commitment and enthusiasm to 
disseminate FSSD 

Effs; Ex 0 5  

 MSLS Program at BTH 
103 E: MSLS program plus its alumni Crdb;ComC;P

osS; 
Ex 7 16  

104 B: Academic research, education and diffusion efforts hampered by 
lack of funding 

Crdb;ComC;P
osS; 

Ex 1 0  

 Networked Community of Practice (NCOP) 
105 B(S): Lack of a hosted and facilitated NCOP around FSSD, that is 

dynamic, collaborative, open source, co-generative, supportive 
SocF;Effs;Com
C;Obsv;Rinv; 

Ex 9 7  

 Fostering Collaboration 
106 E(S): Potential of FSSD process to unify and build relationships and 

trust for collaboration 
PosS; I/E 8 2  

 Practitioner Tools 
107 B: Lack of open-source database consolidating practitioner tools   - Ex 3 0  
108 B: General lack of tools to support practitioners of all levels and 

types with variety of needs 
 - Ex 8 2  

109 B: Lack of good, catchy ways to present FSSD to others at intro level 
via various media in various settings 

Effs;ComC;Ms
gD; 

Ex 14 1  

110 B: Lack of tools to bridge/integrate FSSD with tools for mgmt or 
sustainability 

Tool; Ex 8 11  

Data by Theme: Characteristics of the Innovation 
(FSSD) Le
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Definition of Sustainability      
111 E(S): It provides a complete, elegant definition of sustainability that 

is uniqueB:  
RelA;Need; In 10 7  



92 

112 B(S): Negative phrasing of 4 SPs MsgD; In 3 1  
113 E: Inclusion of SP4 is important RelA;Valu;Ne

ed; 
In 2 1  

114 B(S): SP4 and everything social is weak/unspecific RelA;Valu;Ne
ed; 

In 2 3  

115 B(S): 4 SPs aren't broad enough to provide principles for social and 
economic guidance, or to resonate with people's current values 
(note, this was one of Upham's criticisms in the literature) 

RelA;Valu;Ne
ed; 

In 2 1  

116 B(S): The 4 SPs as "scientific truth" may not be as "complete" as the 
FSSD doctrine says--there exist factors other than science that 
contribute to sustainability. 

RelA; In 3 1  

117 B(S): The 4 SPs in particular, and FSSD in general are too theoretical 
and not concrete enough to guide actions 

Need; In 2 4  

Strategic      
118 E: It provides a mental model/paradigm shift that helps with any 

kind of strategic planning 
RelA;Need; In 3 0  

119 E: It provides a strategic planning process thanks to 4 SPs and 
backcasting 

RelA;Need; In 9 11  

120 E: It helps orgs to set a vision Need; In 4 6  
121 E: It allows planners to deal with trade-offs and avoid unknown 

problems 
RelA;Need; In 1 0  

122 E: Targets overall sustainability, rather than taking a piecemeal 
approach 

RelA;Need; In 11 1  

123 E: It helps you identify your gaps; see how far off the mark you are 
from full sustainability 

RelA;Need; In 5 2  

Logical      
124 E: It's logical, helps structure thoughts and organize info RelA;Need; In 10 6  
Science-Based      
125 E: It's science-based Crdb;Valu;Ne

ed; 
In 12 6  

Technical/Scientific/Academic Language      
126 E: Clear and elegant for those with science background and frame of 

mind 
Copl; I/E 7 0  

127 B: Language too technical, abstract or scientific for non-scientists. Copl; I/E 16 12  
Flexible and Broadly Applicable      
128 E: It's flexible and applicable to anything RelA;Need; In 8 3  
Creativity      
129 E: It leaves room for creativity RelA;Need; In 5 2  
Provides Common Language      
130 E: It provides a common language for sustainability RelA;Need; In 8 5  
Simplicity      
131 E: It brings clarity, simplifies and helps organize complexity RelA;Need; In 9 16  
132 E: It's simple and easy to understand Copl; In 3 1  
Compatibility with other tools      
133 E: Compatible w/ tools needed to accomplish strategic goals impt. RelA;Need;To

ol; 
In 7 6  

Prescriptiveness      
134 E(S): It's not prescriptive RelA;Need; In 5 0  
135 B(S): It's not prescriptive RelA;Need; In 5 0  
136 B: Perceived as too prescriptive RelA;Need; In 2 0  
Teaching It       
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(see also "Teaching and Facilitation" in Results by Theme: Diffusion 
Approaches") 
137 B: It's complex (also a barrier for "Learning It") Copl; In 5 0  
138 B: Takes time/is hard to teach Need;Copl; I/E 10 4  
139 E: Use of metaphors MsgD; Ex 1 2  
Learning It      
140 B: Takes time/is hard to learn Need;Copl; I/E 13 8  
141 B: Requires serious commitment to learn and apply Need;Copl;Tri

a; 
I/E 9 2  

142 B: Requires iterative use to understand and apply well Need;Copl;Tri
a; 

I/E 7 4  

Personal Transformational Change      
143 B/PE: Lack of inclusion of personal transformational change as a 

necessary component of organizational change 
SocF;Effs; In 2 1  

Interdependence and Systems Thinking      
144 E: FSSD  fosters systems thinking and demonstrates sector 

interdependence 
RelA;Need; In 13 7  

Perceptions Vary on What FSSD Is and Is Best Used For 
(Perceptions of the FSSD judged not to be EBSFs are listed to the right as 
sub-themes. The general confusion this variety points to is a barrier to 
broader diffusion. Some of the conflicting interpretations of the FSSD 
appear to arise from practitioners' incomplete understanding 
of/inexperience with the FSSD. Others come from practitioners with deep 
knowledge and practice with FSSD. The latter are highlighted as 'outliers'). 

     

145 B: Lack of clear, concise language about what it is MsgD;Copl; Ex 2 4  
146 B: Confusion exists in the marketplace as to what it is and how to 

use it, incl. what the current version is. 
MsgD;RelA;C
opl; 

Ex 6 7  

147 B: Not complete enough to be an overarching framework; leaves 
out much of how the world works 

MsgD;RelA;N
eed;Copl; 

In 3 2  

148 B: Is weak at translating inspiration to action/implementation; 
ABCD not robust enough  

MsgD;RelA;N
eed;Copl; 

In 0 2  

149 B: Practitioners report using pieces of it but never "whole thing" 
with clients 

Nee(S)(d;Obs
v; 

Ex 5 0  

FSSD is Really About Change      
 Is Unique Value that highest and best use of FSSD is for fostering Transformational Change? 
150 E: FSSD is really about transformational change and paradigm shift RelA;Need; I/E 6 0  
 What's Being Promised/Sold? 
151 B: FSSD doesn't sell the transformation, which may be the real 

product/ solution it offers.  Instead, tries to sell the framework itself 
as a solution. 

Effs;RelA;Nee
d; 

I/E 11 0  

 What Makes FSSD Stick? 
152 B/PE: Organizational change and paradigm shift must accompany 

the FSSD in order for it to stick and be of value long term. 
SocF;Effs; Ex 6 1  
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Appendix E: Applying the Lens to the FSSD 

For a detailed description of the calculations used to populate this table, 
please refer to Quantitative Scoring Process in section 2.3.3 of the report. 
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 Nr. Nr. Nr. Nr. % % % % % % 
The Social Field 5 33 14 105 26 74 24 76 26 74 
The Change Agents (Amount & Type of 
Efforts) 5 30 17 189 23 77 14 86 20 80 

The Change Agents (Efforts in 
Positioning Strategy) 5 56 20 165 20 80 25 75 22 78 

The Change Agents (Efforts in Message 
Design) 1 3 21 228 15 95 1 99 3 97 

The Change Agents (Client Orientation) 1 1 5 54 17 83 2 98 12 88 
The Change Agents (Credibility) 6 78 10 82 37 63 49 51 42 58 
Multiple Communication Channels 12 114 11 138 52 48 45 55 50 50 
The Innovation (Relative Advantage) 16 184 10 76 62 38 71 29 67 33 

The Innovation (Compatibility with 
Needs) 22 230 20 146 52 48 61 39 57 43 

The Innovation (Compatibility with 
Purpose & Values) 2 23 6 50 25 75 32 68 27 73 

The Innovation (Compatibility with 
Tools & Experience) 1 15 6 47 14 86 14 76 18 82 

The Innovation (Complexity / 
Understanadability) 2 14 15 212 12 88 6 94 9 91 

The Innovation (Trialability) 0 0 2 26 0 100 0 100 0 100 
The Innovation (Observability) 3 21 13 108 19 81 16 84 18 82 
The Innovation (Good Name) 1 3 3 57 25 75 5 95 19 81 
The Innovation (Open to Reinvention) 0 0 4 58 0 100 0 100 0 100 
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