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Abstract:  

Human society faces serious environmental and social threats as a result of 

systemic unsustainable actions and values. This is a time of cultural self-

evaluation and profound change. This study examines how 13 social and 

environmental change-based organizations, through network partnerships 

and a robust organizational knowledge-base, are responding to these 

challenges. A systems perspective was used as a guide to promote a holistic 

understanding of the actors within the system, their perceptions of success, 

strategies, actions and tools used to guide them toward sustainability. The 

results indicate that organizations seeking to scale-up their impact toward 

sustainability might benefit from the following success factors: 1. 

Collaboration with diverse partners to contribute to more effective 

interventions in complex systems, 2. Integrating comprehensive definitions 

of sustainability with organizational vision to facilitate success, 3. The 

application of leverage points and transparent prioritization processes to 

asure congruence between organizational purpose and actions, 4. Practices 

of dialogue and deep listening build rewarding partnerships and, 5. Metrics 

that support partnerships and gauge progress toward sustainability. In 

conclusion network partnerships have the potential to generate widespread 

sustained change and can be supported by complex systems science and a 

Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development. 

Keywords: Collaboration, Complex Systems Science, Leverage Points, 

Partnerships, Emergence, Strategic Sustainable Development 
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Executive Summary 

Introduction 

There is a growing consensus that society faces a multitude of eminent 

threats as the result of un-sustainable actions and values. Countless actors 

within society and the biosphere constitute a complex and dynamic system 

where seemingly isolated and independent actions are being realized to 

have unanticipated and dangerous repercussions on the Earth‘s capacity to 

sustain contemporary global civilization. This is a time of cultural self-

evaluation and profound change. This study explores how 13 of these 

organizations, through partnerships and a robust organizational knowledge-

base, are responding to these challenges collaboratively.  

Five success factors aligned with the Framework for Strategic Sustainabile 

Development emerged from an in-depth analysis of how these 

organizations established effective internal practices to develop their 

network partnerships strategically for sustainability. Two significant 

opportunities for organizational development were identified through this 

study: development of simple and transparent strategic prioritization tools 

and the adoption of unambiguous and comprehensive frameworks for 

sustainability. 

Methods 

To address the complexity of this topic area, a robust framework, literature 

review and case studies were implemented to promote breadth and depth. A 

holistic systems perspective was achieved through use of the Framework 

for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) to guide the thinking, 

research and consolidation of findings from this thesis (Holmberg and 

Robèrt 2000).  

Results and Discussion 

Success Factor One: A systems perspective is essential to move society 

closer toward sustainability. This study found a high degree of systems 

awareness and innovative practices capable of providing alternatives to the 

dominant logical / linear mindset. The majority of our case study group 
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operated with an understanding that they were part of a complex, chaotic 

and interconnected system - a surprising result considering the minority 

status of this perspective in mainstream society.  

Network partnerships are a critical strategy to ensure Knowledge-based 

Organizations (KBO) realize success in the systems they are changing. 

Each KBO recognized that none held the ultimate key in transforming un-

sustainability. However, working collaboratively through partnerships 

steeped in genuine and committed dialogue enabled these organizations to 

contribute to social and environmental change toward sustainability. This 

approach seeks to include as many aspects of a system such as the value 

chain or community stakeholders to build a better understanding of the 

whole.   

Success Factor Two: The commitment to the vision, mission and core 

purpose of each KBO was viewed as tantamount to success in terms of 

sustainability and established precedence over the perpetuity of the 

organization itself. Generating unwavering clarity around organizational 

purpose was seen as critical to the life force of the KBOs. This manifested 

as an infectious and attractive quality among their constituency and 

partners.  

The KBOs demonstrated that if they were to achieve meaningful progress, 

their vision of success needed to emerge from comprehensive dialogue, 

which allowed them to arrive at ‗one mind‘ and a shared purpose. This 

process was evident also in the creation of clear, purposeful partnerships.  

Global sustainability was motivating to each KBO; however, explanations 

of sustainability within their core purpose and vision statements were often 

limited. These were frequently either too fragmented or too general to 

provide meaningful guidance. Considering the damage that fragmented 

perspectives have already had on global eco-systems; it is imperative that 

comprehensive and holistic science-based frameworks inform progress 

toward sustainability. The Framework for Strategic Sustainable 

Development (FSSD) is recommended to assist KBOs to integrate 

sustainability comprehensively into their operations.  

Success Factor Three: Several interesting factors emerged from KBOs 

regarding the importance of inclusive, clear and transparent decision 
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making processes. For a few KBOs, strategic prioritization guidelines 

demonstrated transparency and were so deeply integrated into 

organizational culture and their partnerships that they effectively aligned all 

organizational activity with core purpose.  

Enquiry and deep listening with stakeholders revealed new openings and 

solutions to complex problems. Honouring the complexity of issues and 

discovering how different parts of the system would be affected by decision 

making processes was achieved through partnerships as a means to ensure 

resilient strategies. There was evidence of intentional and coincidental 

leveraging of networks to understand the aspects of a system that could not 

be easily comprehended as an isolated knowledge-base.  

The worldviews of each KBO greatly informed their strategic processes. A 

KBO with a more linear and logical worldview approached problems by 

evaluating the circumstances and conducting a gap analysis to reveal 

interventions and solutions. A KBO holding a worldview informed by 

complexity theory looked for what was missing ,which, if addressed, would 

move humanity toward sustainability.  

Where strategic guidelines for decision making were explicit and 

transparent there was greater congruence between organizational core 

purpose and action. These guidelines were effective but idiosyncratic, being 

referenced specifically to that entity. This demonstrated a need for generic 

prioritization and diagnostic tools capable of facilitating KBO 

effectiveness. In recognition that values and mindsets are powerful 

influences upon organizational culture and effectiveness, leverage points 

and the prioritization questions from the Framework for Strategic 

Sustainable Development (FSSD) were used to create a pilot strategic 

prioritization tool. This diagnostic tool enables organizations to assess 

partnership projects with a sustainability focus from a systems perspective.  

Success Factor Four: Dialogue and collaboration are practices frequently 

used throughout this thesis, but the context of this success factor they are as 

actionable practices any organization can implement. Collaboration and 

dialogue build capacity and systems awareness, organizational cohesion 

and facilitate the development of robust tools needed to guide organizations 

toward sustainability. These actions were highly valued among all 13 

organizations as a means to work functionally across sectors, develop 
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replicable models, and to encourage self-organization. These practices lead 

to a high degree of trust and willingness of partners and stakeholders to 

embrace change and share ideas without hesitation or awkwardness, 

enabling notable momentum toward sustainability.  

In order to truly benefit from collaboration and dialogue participants must 

genuinely enter into the process with open and willing minds. In many 

instances, new partnerships formed between KBOs and other organizations 

emerged from formerly antagonist/protagonist relationships. This represents 

a developmental maturation in organizational mindsets. 

Success Factor 5: The KBOs evaluated in this study identified tools to 

measure progress toward sustainability as critical to achieving 

organizational success. These KBOs demonstrated great progress in 

delivering messages through tools generated by their partners or through 

relationships with partners.  This strategy has allowed the  KBOs to focus 

on their core purpose while collaborating with parters that were better 

equipped to engage with the varying mindsets of their audience. By 

examining their organizations Community of Practice (CoP) they were able 

to locate organizations that had already developed tools to engage with their 

constituency. This further allowed the tool developing partner to focus on 

their core competencies of tool design and research. This symbiotic 

relationship reduced the need for intensive energy and resources on the part 

of a single organization while rapidly drawing attention to the sustainability 

crisis 

Conclusion 

 

Scaling-up for change is centered in building enduring and diverse 

collaborative partnerships and projects. These are held together by the 

practices of dialogue, reflection and deep listening. Intentionally addressing 

each of the five success factors could contribute toward improving the 

quality of organizations‘ internal decision making processes and their 

network partnerships. 
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Glossary 

Backcasting: ―is a planning procedure by which a successful planning 

outcome is imagined in the future, followed by the question: what do we 

need to do today to reach the successful outcome‖ (Robèrt et al. 2004).   

Biosphere: encompasses all living organisms together with their 

environment including the earths crust, water, air and all the elements in 

between (Merriam-Webster 2009).  

Collaboration: is a process where two or more people work together in 

partnership toward a common goal, by sharing knowledge, learning and 

building consensus.  

Communities of Practice: are ―groups of people who share a concern or a 

passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact 

regularly‖ (Wenger et al. 2002). 

Complex System Science: or complexity theory originated by thought 

leaders such as Steven Henry Strogatz and Ilya Prigogine. It refers to the 

study of interaction between scientific systems and the transformation 

processes that takes place.  

Dissemination: is the spread of something far and wide. 

Diversity: “noticeable differences in character or content‖ (Princeton 

University 2006). 

Eco-System: is a natural unit consisting of all plants, animals and micro-

organisms (biotic factors) in an area functioning together with all of the 

non-living physical (a biotic) factors of the environment (Doyle et al. 

2008). 

Emergence: is when coalitions, alliances, partnerships and networks form 

as a means of creating societal change (Wheatley and Frieze 2007). 

Engagement: is the act of involvement, through dialogue between two or 

more parties. 
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Explicit knowledge: is information that is ―fully revealed or expressed 

without vagueness, implication, or ambiguity: leaving no question as to 

meaning or intent‖ (Merriam-Webster 2009). 

Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD): ―is a 

framework for planning in complex systems [that] provides guidelines for 

problem analysis, strategies, discovery of brilliant actions, and for design of 

relevant tools‖ (See section 1.4.2 for more information)(Robèrt et al. 2004).  

Hub: is a node with multiple links, often characterized in network theory 

as ‗fit‘ because it attracts more links than a regular node. 

Human Needs: are subsistence, protection, affection, understanding, 

participation, recreation (in the sense of leisure, time to reflect, or idleness), 

creation, identity and freedom. Needs are also defined according to the 

existential categories of being, having, doing and interacting (Max-Neef 

1989).  

Human Network/Social Network: is any interconnected group or system 

comprised of people who have a shared interest and or relationship. 

Knowledge-based Organization (KBO): is an organization where ideas, 

or concepts or a philosophy is at the centre of the organizations core 

purpose, as distinct from selling/disseminating a product.  

Leverage Points: ―are places within a complex system (a corporation, an 

economy, a living body, a city, an ecosystem) where a small shift in one 

thing can produce big changes in everything‖ (Meadows  1999).  

Mindsets: ―a habitual or characteristic mental attitude that determines how 

you will interpret and respond to situations‖ (Princeton University 2006). 

Networks: ―a network is formed when people or things connect together, 

―a set of actors connected by a set of ties. The actors can be persons, teams, 

organizations or concepts‖ (Borgatti and Foster 2003). ―Living systems 

communicate with one another and share resources across boundaries‖ 

(Scharmer 2007: 101). 



XII 

 

Node: a point of connection within a network, usually characterized by a 

single entity.  

Not-for-Profit Organization: is an organization whose bottom line is not 

profit, instead they exist exclusively for public benefit. They usually 

receive special tax benefits and remain viable as a result donor monetary 

support.  

Organizational Network: is ―a pattern of social relations over a set of 

persons, groups, or organizations, organized around and defined by a 

specific group function. An organizational network is characterized by 

greater agility and adaptability as compared to a vertically integrated 

company, due to more flexible relations with external stakeholders and a 

generally less hierarchical management structure‖ (Doyle et al. 2008).  

Partnership: is ―a cooperative relationship between people or groups who 

agree to share responsibility for achieving some specific goal‖ (Princeton 

University 2006). 

Replicability: is a property capable of being duplicated one or more times. 

Scaling-up: is moving up significantly from a given position toward 

success by increasing the amount of impact and number of individuals 

engaged. This notion can be applied to many different situations. For the 

purposes of this research it refers to the scaling-up of a concept, idea or  

organizations influence.  

Six Degrees of Separation: is a phenomenon first supposed by Frigyes 

Karithy and later supported by Stanley Milgram that six links, can connect 

any node/individual to any other random node/individual. Six represents the 

median number of links needed to connect random individuals to one 

another (Barabási 2003: 29). 

Stakeholder: is an individual who holds an interest in a project or an 

organization and can therefore be affected by the happenings of that project 

or organization.  

Strategy: ―is the direction and scope of an organization over the long term, 

which achieves advantage for the organization through its configuration of 
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resources within a changing environment, to meet the needs of customers 

and fulfil stakeholder expectations” (Johnson 1999). 

Success Factor: is ―an element of an organization or project that is 

necessary to achieve its purpose‖ (Doyle et al. 2008). 

Sustainability: sustainability is an achievable state in which basic 

principles for socio-ecological sustainability are not being violated (see 

Sustainability Principles/ System Conditions). 

Sustainability Principles/System Conditions: both terms describe the 

same principle based definition of sustainability. 

Sustainability Principle 1: In a sustainable society, nature is not 

subject to systemically increasing concentrations of substances 

extracted from the earth‘s crust (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000). 

Sustainability Principle 2: In a sustainable society, nature is not 

subject to systemically increasing concentrations of substances 

produced by society (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000). 

Sustainability Principle 3: In a sustainable society, nature is not 

subject to systemically increasing degradation by physical 

means(Holmberg and Robèrt 2000). 

Sustainability Principle 4: In a sustainable society, people are not 

subject to conditions that systemically undermine their capacity to 

meet their needs(Henrik Ny et al. 2006). 

Tacit knowledge: ―is knowledge that people carry in their minds and is, 

therefore, difficult to access. Often, people are not aware of the knowledge 

they possess or how it can be valuable to others. Tacit knowledge is 

considered more valuable because it provides context for people, places, 

ideas, and experiences. Effective transfer of tacit knowledge generally 

requires extensive personal contact and trust‖ (NY Dept. of Civil Services 

2009).  

World View: is the way in which one sees or conceives the world, 

predominantly informed by ones mindset. 
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List of Acronyms and Abbreviations 

(AI) Appreciative Inquiry 

(ATD) Awakening the Dreamer initiative 
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(CoP) Community of Practice 

(ESR) Ecosystems Services Review 

(FFF) Forum For the Future  

(FSSD) Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development 
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(IUCN) International Union for Conservation of Nature  
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Institute of Technology, Karlskrona, Sweden  
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Preface 

As researchers we bring our experience and understanding of Knowledge-

based Organizations (KBO) for social and environmental sustainability in 

Tanzania, Mexico, Canada, the Philippines and Australia to the project. We 

are active participants in these communities and collectively belong to the 

networks of most the organizations being researched, though they were not 

chosen due to that fact. We acknowledge our level of involvement as an 

influence on our seeing and hearing. It may contribute to a certain level of 

normalization in our listening that another with no experience in this sector 

might avoid. On the other hand, our familiarity with this system facilitates 

our ability to see the whole and has deepened our collaboration as a 

research team. This enquiry enables us to reflect on our personal practice 

and to see the detail of our work within a global spectrum. 

Our collective and personal vision for success for how the system of KBO 

network partnerships might look in the future underlies this study and is the 

place from which we stand when we assess our research subjects. This 

relationship contributes prior knowledge and a level of personal interest in 

this sector to the study. 

Our vision is that Knowledge-based Organizations over the globe 

work from a principle level understanding of the root causes of un-

sustainability to inspire and design programs and practices that 

increase social and ecological sustainability. They do this through 

bringing their own unique perspective for changing, protecting and 

improving their system through facilitating dialogue and 

collaborative partnerships between all community sectors. 

 In relationship these organizations generate action and strengthen 

new mindsets that in turn build more sustainable communities of 

practice around them. Being part of a global network of change 

agents is energising.  

This thesis topic was stimulated by The Natural Step (TNS) seeking to 

explore research opportunities around the following question: What 

organizational models and practices are needed to scale-up the 

dissemination of information that builds Strategic Sustainable 
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Development capacity throughout society? We have developed our 

research questions with this enquiry in mind. As a result of this research 

we hope to be able to report the following outcomes to TNS or similar 

KBOs. 

 Identify the processes and conceptual sources used by similar 

organizations to structure and manage their network partnerships for 

scaling-up their international delivery.  

 Provide recommendations for TNS or other KBOs to maximize their 

influence with stakeholders and in the community through their 

network partnerships. 

 Using the case study exemplars, explore opportunities for using 

leverage points as part of the strategic decision making process.  

In May 2009 a webinar was delivered to members of TNS International 

and leaders from TNS France, Italy, United States and Canada. The 

research was deemed by the TNS team to provide valuable insights and 

recommendations. The findings have since been used to stimulate 

discussion, reflection and analysis within several TNS branches.  

The Strategic Prioritization Tool (SPT) for screening projects and 

partnerships will be trialled by the organization and members of the 

TNS network working to transform complex systems toward 

sustainability. 



1 

1 Introduction 

1.1 The Urgent Need for Sustainability 

There is a growing awareness across the world that humanity is in the midst 

of a global sustainability crisis. Humanity is dependent on the Earth‘s life 

supporting systems, including its provision of food, water, and climate 

regulation, and yet humanity‘s global footprint continues to increase, 

exceeding global carrying capacity by as much as 25% (Hails 2008). 

Humanity is consuming Earth‘s resources at a rate that far exceeds its 

capacity to regenerate while systemically decreasing the natural capital of 

the planet in the process (Holmberg et al. 1999; Hails 2008; Millennium-

Ecosystem-Assessment 2005). The impact upon ecosystems is reflected in a 

plethora of examples of depletion and death of natural systems: the decline 

in biodiversity (declined by 30% over the last 35 years), the poisoning of 

bees and bats, and the increase in oxygen depleted dead zones in the 

world‘s oceans (MacKenzie 2009; Hails 2009; Hails 2008).    

The urgency of this crisis is forcing humanity to reflect upon current social 

and economic structures and expectations (Prell et al. 2008; Stern 2006). 

Steering humanity toward a future where the relationship ―between the 

earth‘s two most complex systems – human culture and the living world‖ is 

stabilized is the essence of meeting the sustainability challenge (Hawken 

2007). If global society can begin by envisaging the possibility of the 

Brundtland Commission‘s definition of sustainability ―meeting the needs of 

the present without undermining the ability of future generations to meet 

their needs‖ we get a glimmer of a new mindset required (WCED 1988). 

This has fuelled renewed interest in methodologies that make sense of the 

crisis and guide society toward living sustainably (Senge and Carstedt 

2001). 

Re-thinking whole systems requires breakthrough solutions capable of 

stepping outside the mental limitations of the current economic paradigm 

and using systems thinking to deal with the inherent complexity of the 

situation (Capra 2007; Senge and Carstedt 2001; Macy 1995). A systems 

thinking approach helps reveal underlying structures and patterns of 

behaviour often obscured in everyday life, which are at the heart of human 

un-sustainability. Changing mindsets and structures of whole societies can 
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be described as shifting paradigms (Capra and van Steenbergen 1985). 

Culture and beliefs program the subconscious of individuals. If learnt, 

logically they can be re-programmed through education whereby people 

practice thinking and acting systemically (Senge 1990). ―The essence of 

systems thinking is to help people close the feedback loop between the 

enactment of systems on a behavioural level and its invisible source of 

awareness and thought‖ (Scharmer 2007: 55). 

In the face of complex and systemic challenges the belief that there is one 

interpretation, and thus one solution, to the crisis would seem a dangerous 

conclusion. Pluralism most effectively addresses the needs of all levels of 

society and is a healthy response, reflecting social diversity, 

interdependence and self-organization and enabling dialogue and 

collaboration between people and groups (Hawken 2007; Robèrt et al. 

2004).  

1.2 A Strategic Approach toward Global Sustainability 

Strategic thinking is integral in moving society closer to sustainability. The 

Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) was designed 

for planning in complex systems to provide a structured way of 

approaching sustainability (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000). A key element of 

this framework is defining success with science-based principles for a 

sustainable society in the biosphere.  

Four system conditions provide any organization, individual, product, 

sector, or indeed all human society, with a principle level description of the 

constraints within which human and ecological sustainability can be 

achieved. These sustainability principles are scientific, concrete, necessary, 

sufficient, generic and non-overlapping (figure 1.1). They provide an 

anchor, guide and reference point for all actions and strategies with an end 

goal of global socio-ecological sustainability (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000).  
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Sustainability Principles from which to evaluate current and future 

practices: In a sustainable society nature is not subject to 

systemically increasing: 

(1) Concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth‘s 

crust, 

(2) Concentrations of substances produced by society, 

(3) Degradation by physical means, 

and that in society; 

(4) People are not subject to conditions that systemically 

undermine their capacity to meet their needs. 

 

Source:(Holmberg and Robèrt 2000; Ny et al. 2006). 

The FSSD is a five level model wherein each 

level is distinct, hierarchical and interdependent. 

Beginning with a clear delineation of the system 

under examination within the biosphere the 

levels are; system, success, strategy, actions and 

tools (Figure 1.2)
1
.  

 

                                                 

1
 This framework can be used generically for planning in a complex system. Including 

―society within the biosphere‖ at the system level, using the system conditions to define 

success, and backcasting from sustainability principles at the strategic level distinguishes 

the framework when it is used for strategic sustainable development. 

Figure 1.1. The Four Sustainability Principles 

Figure 1.2. The Five 

Level Framework  
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Strategic Prioritization Questions: 

Will this action: 

1....bring the projects/organization and society closer to success? 

2....avoid blind alleys, i.e. serve as a platform for future steps 

towards success? 

3....generate enough resources (i.e. financial, social, ecological, 

cultural, and political) for the continuation of the process?  

 

Once the ‗System‘ (human society within the biosphere) is clearly 

delineated and ‗Success‘ (sustainability of human society and of the 

biosphere) is clearly defined, then each entity is able to explore their own 

problems and goals using the sustainability principles as constraints to work 

within.  

The method of backcasting assists the process of planning strategically 

from the desired sustainable future and is particularly useful when current 

trends are part of the problem (Robèrt et al. 2004).  When using backcasting 

an organization can ask the question: ―What can we do today that will take 

our organization closer to sustainability?‖ (Holmberg et al. 1999). 

The FSSD
2
 provides concrete but generic, guidance for planning in any 

complex system by using simple and encompassing questions to guide 

strategic prioritization (figure 1.3). 

 

Source: (Waldron et al. 2008) 

Achieving ‗success‘ strategically requires understanding the ‗system‘ being 

worked in. Furthermore, if actions can be directed toward the place in the 

                                                 

2
The FSSD is also commonly known as The Natural Step (TNS) Framework. 

Figure 1.3. Strategic Prioritization Questions 
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system most likely to yield or respond, efforts can be more efficiently 

focused to bring about the desired social and environmental change. This is 

particularly relevant with the ecological crisis as it is the very mindsets that 

have been identified at the source of human un-sustainability (Meadows  

1999).  

1.3 Leading Concepts in Complex Systems 

Bringing sustainability to human socio-economic society in the biosphere 

necessarily leads to discussions of complex systems as both human and 

ecological systems have multiple variables and relationships at play and are 

described as complex (Robèrt et al. 2004). Systems theory originated in 

science out of the need to understand and explain the world with models 

that could encompass more complex perspectives of reality than that of the 

causal, linear, mechanistic worldview (Macy 1991). Two leading concepts 

in the study of complex systems include leverage points and emergence. 

Here we briefly introduce these two topics.  

1.3.1 Leverage Points 

Peter Senge (1990) describes leverage as the bottom line in systems 

thinking, this is where a small change in one part of a system has a large 

effect on the whole system. Donella Meadows identifies 12 places, or 

leverage points to intervene in any system. She describes a significant 

challenge of system intervention as taking the time to understand the 

intrinsic goals of the system deeply and honestly enough to make beneficial 

changes. This is because of the counter intuitiveness of leverage points; 

―when we discover the system‘s leverage points hardly anybody will 

believe us‖ (Meadows  1999: 2). The 12 leverage points are listed and 

explained in Appendix A.  

 

When identifying the appropriate leverage point for the specific dynamics 

of the physical, or organizational system under examination, Meadows 

suggested three strategic questions to assist understanding (figure 1.4).  
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Strategic Questions to Illuminate Leverage Points 

1. What are the system structures that lead to the various causal 

stories? What physical flows, information flows, decision 

rules, policies and feedback loops drive the behaviour modes 

we have seen? 

2. Where can one intervene in that structure to create the 

―success‖ behaviour mode? 

3. What are the important mindsets that would need to change 

concurrently? 

 

 

 

Source: (Meadows 2001) 

Leverage points are valuable 

contributions to any individual or 

organization working toward changing 

society as they are a useful model for 

identifying and working with the less 

visible aspects of human behaviour. The 

iceberg metaphor makes the distinction 

between the aspects of life that are 

observable (events) and the intangible 

but highly impactful patterns of 

behaviour, systemic structures and 

mindsets (figure 1.5). Leverage points 

10, 11 and 12 are easy to access but the 

least impactful and they correlate with 

the visible parts of the iceberg. At the 

base of the iceberg, deep beneath the 

water are the paradigms, goals and rules 

(leverage points one to five) that generate visible behaviours. Addressing 

these leverage points can result in the transformation of the whole system. 

Figure 1.4.  Strategic Questions for Leverage Points 

Figure 1.5. The Iceberg 

Metaphor 

Source: Reproduced from  

(Meadows 2001.) 
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1.3.2 Emergence of Systems of Influence for Social Change 

The concept of emergence provides a model for the developmental process 

of human networks and is particularly useful for supporting social change 

toward sustainability. Emergence originates from contemporary research in 

biology and mathematics facilitated by new mathematical techniques that, 

with computers, are capable of solving non-linear equations. This body of 

knowledge has opened up a new world of enquiry and challenged existing 

assumptions about the behaviour and characteristics of nonlinear systems 

(Capra 2007; Barabási 2003).   

Wheatley and Freize (2007) describe a three-stage process in the emergence 

of new systems of influence. In the first stage coalitions, alliances, 

partnerships and networks form. In the second stage of development, robust 

networks spawn ‗Communities of Practice‘ (CoP): clusters of mutually 

reinforcing, self-organising committed individual communities.  

The third stage of emergence is the unpredictable emergence of a new 

‗System of Influence‘. This happens when a new system with real power 

and influence appears in society and ―pioneering efforts that have hovered 

at the periphery suddenly become the norm‖ (Wheatley and Frieze 2007).  

Emergence provides organizations with a model for scaling-up the social 

transformation process toward sustainability, which is most suited to 

organizations with a strong community foundation.  

1.4 Knowledge-based Organizations: Scaling-up Impact 

for Sustainability through Network Partnerships 

Engaging global decision makers to the point where they become 

committed to make changes within their scope of influence for 

sustainability, is a starting point to activate change in all human 

organizational systems. To facilitate this process are the many thousands of 

non-government organizations (NGO) with methods and frameworks for 

change.  

Paul Hawken in Blessed Unrest (2007) has documented evidence that the 

NGO sector is growing phenomenally, describing it as humanity‘s immune 

system kicking in. Alone each entity can only achieve a ripple of impact on 
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society and may be limited by having a narrow perspective of the systemic 

changes required. The possibility for success lies in co-operation, so that 

synergies between individual organizations can be created and efficiencies 

discovered to create a new sort of whole: a ―most complex coalition of 

human organizations‖ or ―an army for sustainability‖ (Hawken 2007: 163; 

AtKisson 2008: 249).  

A network is formed when people or things connect together, it is ―a set of 

actors connected by a set of ties. The actors (often called nodes) can be 

persons, teams, organizations or concepts‖ (Borgatti and Foster 2003).  

Actors are the ‗nodes‘ and when many actors join together they form 

‗clusters‘ around ‗hubs‘ that may be organizations or an event (Prell et al. 

2008; Barabási 2003).  

Networks are not new. For centuries people have joined together to benefit 

from the combined financial, social and political strength that allegiances 

and partnerships provide. These forms of organization are evident in all 

levels of society; from the extended family network, so well exemplified in 

China and Japan, to gangs and fraternities popularized in the films The 

Godfather and Dead Poets Society (Tung 2002).  

Two trends of the late 20
th

 century, the information revolution and 

globalization, combined with the increased pace of change, have created 

new opportunities for network development and utilization. Particularly in 

the last ten years there has been heightened interest from the business and 

academic communities in understanding the power and influence of 

networks upon society (Doyle et al. 2008). Observations of this territory 

have revealed a blurring of the demarcations between informal social 

networks and professional organizational networks. This has opened up 

new possibilities for engaging stakeholders and investigating social 

dynamics in organizations (Prell et al. 2008; Cross et al. 2002).   

This study focuses upon a particular group within the NGO sector: the 

Knowledge-based Organization (KBO). A KBO is described as an 

organization where ideas, concepts or a philosophy is at the centre of the 

organization‘s core purpose. These organizations provide a service to the 

community by implementing their knowledge-base through projects and 
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partnerships for social and environmental change, as distinct from selling or 

disseminating a physical product.  

The KBO examined here are driven by the purpose of transforming society 

toward sustainability.  Independent of restrictions that often apply to 

commercial enterprises and governments, as NGOs these Knowledge-based 

Organizations are more able to experiment with innovative projects and 

ways of operation designed to challenge dominant paradigms or mindsets 

(McLeod Grant and Crutchfield 2007).  

At their heart, networks are created and sustained through the engagement 

and collaboration between people, inside and outside of an organization. It 

is recognized that a range of factors cause people to be attracted to engage 

in networks.  Application of network mapping can reveal patterns and 

connections within the environmental movement and assist observers to 

understand dynamics and differences in organizational operations (Hoffman 

2009).  

If networks are like a series of conduits, with influence and information 

flowing through them, then the task for Knowledge-based Organizations (in 

addition to developing clear and robust messages about sustainable 

development), is to identify the types of information and the 

communication processes that most effectively engage network 

participants. At its best this information will be contagious and will 

continue to be picked up by actors across networks (Borgatti and Foster 

2003: 1005). 

Sustainability brings a new dimension to partnerships. Working toward 

sustainability is an ongoing, long-term process whereby current un-

sustainable processes are evaluated and changed. Thus partnerships with a 

focus on sustainable outcomes require a perspective that rises above 

expected time horizons and includes all of society (Tonn 1999). Through 

network partnerships this study seeks to recognize how the fabric of 

society, its organizational structures and relationships can be used to 

generate communication vehicles with viral power (Cross and Parker 

2004). Using strategic approaches to develop collaborative capacity and 

building networks and partnerships is critical to meeting this challenge. 
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1.5 Research Question  

What organizational practices can Knowledge-based Organizations for 

social and environmental change use to develop their network partnerships 

strategically for the purpose of moving toward a sustainable future? 

1.6 Scope and Limitations 

Paul Hawken (2007) has estimated there are between one to two million 

NGOs dedicated to ecological sustainability and social justice. It is clearly 

beyond the scope of this study to determine which of the two million 

organizations are the most effective.  

Organizations holding partnership as a core part of their identity were 

sought so that the ways in which network partnerships were integrated into 

organizational vision and strategic decision making could be explored and 

evaluated. Partnerships are conceived here as the focal point for 

understanding networks and their emergence. As a formal example of 

―boundary-spanning dialogue‖ network partnerships provide us with insight 

regarding the nature and quality of the 

relationships being generated toward a 

sustainable future (Eweje 2007). What 

internal organizational factors have 

contributed toward effective 

partnerships? How have KBO and 

communicated their vision to  develop 

understanding and commitment toward 

sustainability?  

This study explores the ways networks 

are developed and strengthened 

through partnerships and when 

networks generated by Knowledge-

based Organizations (KBO) with a 

sustainable focus develop into 

communities of practice (CoP). Researchers sought to identify emerging 

patterns across a diverse range of KBOs and so did not limit the scope of 

Figure 1. 6. Potential KBO 

Partnerships  
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the research to a particular sectoral relationship or level of society. (Figure 

1.6 identifies the range of possible KBO partnerships). 

Complexity theory, or complex systems science, is drawn upon to 

illuminate thinking about change and to understand KBO behaviour from a 

new perspective (Smith 2004). The system boundaries for this research 

includes individuals, involved in global KBO, within society, in the 

biosphere (Figure 1.7).  

 

Figure 1.7. Thesis Research System Boundaries 
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2 Methodology 

2.1 Research Design 

Qualitative Research Design was used to support this collaborative and 

iterative research. The interplay between the five separate components of 

the research (goals, conceptual framework, research questions, methods and 

validity) continued throughout the research and writing process (Figure 

2.1). This ensured alignment between each of the elements of the design 

whilst supporting the systematic development of the research (Maxwell 

2005).  The researchers sought to simultaneously continue to develop their 

conceptual frameworks whilst exploring the questions using the methods 

and determining the validity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Reproduced from (Maxwell 2005). 

2.2 Methods 

Two methods were used in this research: literature review and case studies 

of 13 Knowledge-based Organizations. The interplay between these 

methods through the research process is demonstrated graphically below 

(Figure 2.2).  

Figure 2.1. Interactive Model for Research Design 
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2.2.1 Literature Review 

The literature review provided a foundation of knowledge and awareness of 

existing and emergent academic research that might inform our study.  

Purpose 

 To identify and understand current thinking around organizational 

development and change. 

 To investigate research about knowledge and learning. 

 To scan current thinking about partnerships and networks. To focus 

on case studies relevant to the non-government sector.  

Figure 2.2. Research Methods Diagram 
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Sources 

The literature search involved reviewing academic texts, peer-reviewed 

journals and websites. Key words: organizational change, emergence, 

partnerships, networks, strategic planning and sustainability. 

2.2.2 Case Studies 

Our research examined the myriad of global KBOs through an appreciative 

lens and focused on those organizations that appeared most effective at 

generating social and environmental change. Appreciative Inquiry (AI) 

assisted us in crafting interview questions that would identify 

organizational practices, strategies and planning procedures that were 

working well and held potential for replicability (Vogt et al. 2003). Thirteen 

KBOs were selected as case study organizations.  

Purpose 

 Establish commonalities, trends, and best practices in case study 

KBOs. 

 Identify how the KBOs created and managed their partnerships, and 

what results they had achieved and why they were successful. 

 Identify to what extent strategic decisions were applied to 

sustainability and partnerships. 

 Identify and understand how each KBO conceived change and used 

the concept of leverage points in their role of moving society toward 

a sustainable future. 

 Sources 

Organizational websites and supporting documents on partnerships, 

including core concepts, strategy and innovation were sourced from each 

organization. A one-hour interview was conducted with all organizations 

except NEF and NCI.  
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2.2.1 Step-by-Step Process for Research Methods 

Phase 1. Step 1: Preliminary Background Literature Review: A 

preliminary literature review was conducted to identify and understand 

current thinking around organizational development and change.  Areas of 

focus examined were: social network theory, approaches to learning, 

knowledge and organizational change. This background literature review 

enabled researchers to become clear about the qualities in organizations 

they wanted to examine through the case studies in order to answer the 

research question.   

Phase 1.Step 2:  Selection of Case Study Organizations: This thesis group  

formed in response to the initial request from The Natural Step seeking to 

explore research opportunities answering the following question: What 

organizational models and practices are needed to scale-up the 

dissemination of information that builds Strategic Sustainable Development 

capacity throughout society? (See Preface for more details). With this 

request in mind and a desire to be open enough in our scope to include 

diverse perspectives from a wide variety of sectors, the researchers decided 

to focus their enquiry on Knowledge-based Organizations (KBOs) for 

social and environmental change. Between eight and 14 KBOs were sought 

as case studies to give breadth to the research data.   

Researchers gathered a broad base of organizations from which to select 

case study KBOs through a three stage process; a) survey, b) research and 

c) prioritization.  

a) Survey: Approximately 100 individuals from the researchers global 

networks were asked to nominate their top three KBOs for change using the 

following criteria:  

b) Criteria for nomination: 

 A Knowledge-based Organization with a global network working for 

social and/or environmental good. 

 There is educational content in the organizational message. 

 The KBO has had success building capacity and transforming 

society through their message. 
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 They have developed innovative ways of engaging with the 

community. 

 You enjoy being part of this network. 

Thirty-two people from 11 countries (Australia, Canada, New Zealand, 

Dubai, USA, UK, Sweden, Pakistan, the Philippines and Mexico) 

responded within the given timeframe nominating 91 organizations. Seven 

of these organizations were nominated more than once: Greenpeace, World 

Wildlife Fund for Nature (WWF), The Pachamama Alliance, Get Up!, The 

Society for Organizational Learning (SOL), The Australian Conservation 

Foundation, Wiser Earth and the David Suzuki Foundation. For complete 

listing of organizations recommended by survey respondents and frequency 

of suggestion see Appendix B. 

c) Research and Prioritization Process: Research was conducted on all 91 

organizations to establish whether or not they were the ideal candidates. In 

order to select between 8-14 organizations for in-depth case studies, 

researchers looked at all nominated organizations for areas of innovation or 

strength and then categorized them into their respective sectors of focus. 

The 91 organizations were primarily aligned with one of the following 

areas of expertise: humanitarian, environment/species protection, advocacy, 

education, social enterprise, member-based network/community of practice, 

and research. 

Based on the level of interest after the above investigations, researchers 

choose two organizations from each category using a series of nomination 

and voting processes, resulting in 16 organizations to interview. The two 

organizations from each category were selected because the researchers felt 

they had a strong knowledge base, they demonstrated innovation and that 

they were clearly represented globally. Thirteen of the 16 organizations 

responded to the request to participate, which determined the final number 

of organizations to conduct case studies on. Please refer to Appendix G for 

a listing of the final selection of organizations, their areas of innovation and 

primary sector focus. 

Phase 2, step 1.  KBO Partner Mapping: Network mapping of partners was 

undertaken for each KBO selected for interview. Due to time constraints 

only seven of the 13 KBO were further mapped out using an add-in 
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developed to work with Microsfot Office Excel 2007® called NodeXL. See 

Figure 3.1 for the network mapping between KBO. 

Phase 2, step 2. Interview Questions Developed Using the Framework for 

Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD): The FSSD was used to ensure 

the 12 interview questions asked related accurately to the KBOs systems 

awareness, perceptions of success, whether global sustainability was 

integrated into their organizations‘ definition of success, strategic decision 

making processes relevant to partnerships, and effective actions and tools 

used develop and measure parnterships. Please refer to Appendix C to 

review the interview questions asked of the 13 organizations. 

Phase 2, step 3. Structured Interview Trial: Two interview trials were 

conducted allowing the researchers to refine the interview questions.  

Phase 3, step 1. KBO Interviews: A one-hour interview was conducted with 

senior employees experienced with partnership development and strategic 

levels of decision making. Researchers were unable to complete an 

interview with NEF and NCI due to unforeseen circumstances and 

scheduling conflicts so that only 11 of the 13 case study organizations were 

interviewed. However, research and literature from each organization was 

reviewed to answer the research questions in lieu of an interview.   

All the interviews were conducted using the structured interview questions 

and recorded via audio file. Researchers paid close attention to the 

responses of the interviewees and asked prompting questions allowing 

interviewies to expand on particularly relevant or innovative perspectives 

pertaining to our research question. This ensured a consistent level of 

understanding between the research team and interviewie. A debrief was 

undertaken by the research team following each interview, this helped 

contextualise each interview in relation to the group. 

Phase 3, step 2. Transcrition of Audio Files and Placement Into the Five 

Level Framework: A transcript template was developed to identify how the 

interview responses related to the different levels of the framework. 

Phase 4, step 1. Analysis of Transcripts for Patterns: Researchers 

examined the 11 transcripts and other relevant data from the 13 case study 

organization at each level looking for patterns that directly answered the 
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research question. Using brainstorm and mindmapping processes 

researchers identified eight actions and attributes which emerged strongly 

from the case study organizations as innovative practices capable of 

developing their network partnerships strategically. Through a process of 

futher research and refinement it became evident that there was some 

overlap between the eight best practices. Realizing that some of the best 

practices were in fact aspects of others led to the distillation of five success 

factors which would enable KBO to develop their partnership strategically 

toward sustainability. The five success factors are closely aligned to the 

FSSD levels as a result of the way the framework was used to guide the 

interview questions and analysis.  

 Phase 4, step 2. Analysis of Case Study Data and Literature: The literature 

review continued throughout the stages of case study selection and 

interviews. Once the analysis and writing process began there was another 

level of literature search related to practicing systems thinking, dialogue, 

collaboration, emergence, cross-sector partnerships and complex systems 

science in organizational contexts.   

This material was pivotal in the analysis and writing of the results and 

discussion sections as it enabled the researchers to identify nascent 

behaviours and approaches that might not have been visible without these 

theoretical lenses.  
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3 Results 

This section presents the findings from our literature review and 

organizational case studies. The results reveal practices used by effective 

Knowledge-based Organizations (KBO) to develop their network 

partnerships. These are highlighted through five success factors structured 

following the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) 

described in the introduction. The success factors provide any KBO 

working in complex systems with a holistic perspective within which to 

develop their internal capacity for more effective network partnerships, 

while simultaneously contributing to social change toward sustainability.  

Literature encompassing organizational development and change, 

approaches to systems thinking and systems dynamics, including network 

and complexity theories, helped frame and contextualize our thinking and 

analysis of the systems in which our case study organizations work.  Being 

conscious of human interdependence within complex systems represents a 

mindset shift from the traditional linear worldview to a complex 

worldview. For society to make this leap, a paradigm shift is required 

which has not yet occurred (Macy 1995; Capra and van Steenbergen 

1985).  However, before a paradigm transforms completely, it changes. 

These results document some of the ways this change is occurring in 

Knowledge-based Organizations (KBO). 

3.1 Success Factor One: Collaborate to Understand Your 

System  

It was discovered that most successful KBOs used collaboration with their 

network partners to better understand the complex systems outside of their 

organization that they sought to change. Success Factor One reveals 

actions and understandings that KBOs in our case study group have used 

to bring a systems perspective into practice. In this success factor we 

describe the ways a systems perspective was used by the 13 KBOs to 

develop more effective partnerships. This includes taking the time to 

understand the dynamics of their own organizational system and 
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developing skills to interpret and read complex systems outside of their 

own organization (Senge 1990; Senge 1994; Scharmer 2007). 

Key Insights: 

 Through the conscious selection of diverse partners, KBOs are able 

to facilitate the development of healthy interdependent, self-

organising, and diverse systems.  

 KBOs organized projects and partnerships to include many 

perspectives, voices and minds to best ‗see‘ the complex system 

they sought to transform. 

 KBOs bring a systems awareness into organizational structures, 

systems and purpose by listening for opportunities and being open 

and aware of their surroundings. 

Looking at the behaviour and assumptions of the case study KBOs at this 

level we found a consistent pattern of knowledge and understanding 

related to the systems they were seeking to influence and change. Their 

daily work, networks, sectors, countries and existence were viewed as part 

of an interdependent and complex web of systems. A key understanding 

expressed by organizations was that individual organizations could not act 

independently and expect to achieve their organizational purpose. Thus, 

the awareness of developing quality partnerships and networks was critical 

to their success.  

The language and sophistication of this understanding varied from tacit 

awareness of systems to a more formal adherence to systems thinking 

which emerged in their practices, partnership projects and strategic 

analysis.  

As an overview of the KBO case study networks, social network mapping 

revealed many existing relationships between our case study organizations 

(Figure 3.1).  This was particularly evident for the organizations working at 

the concentrated point of global governance with the most powerful and 

influential international governing bodies, corporations and decision-

makers: World Wildlife Fund for Nature (WWF) and the International 

Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), the World Business Council for 
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Sustainable Development (WBCSD), the Sustainable Food Lab (SFL), 

Forum For the Future (FFF) and the Global Footprint Network (GFN). 

WWF is a partner of SFL and IUCN and GFN, many of SFL‘s members are 

also members of WBSCD. IUCN has a co-operative relationship with 

WBCSD through the provision of research material. This level of 

relationship, projects, shared knowledge and co-operation indicates the 

existence of a strong Community of Practice (CoP) between these KBO.  

 

Figure 3.1. Common Partnerships Between Seven Case Study KBOs. 

3.1.2 Practices, Partnerships and Projects Reflecting a Systems 

Awareness 

The goal of The Pachamama Alliance‘s (TPA) Awakening the Dreamer 

Symposium is to stimulate the emergence of a myriad of self-organized 

hubs, conscious of their role in catalysing an environmentally sustainable, 
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socially just and spiritually fulfilling world. TPA works with the dynamic 

nature of human organizational systems: 

"We are changing the relationship we have with the symposium 

generating community from one where there is some dependence 

upon us to one where they are truly free to just get on, to be driven by 

their own purpose rather than adopting ours…This is getting out of 

control which is exactly where we wanted it to be. It is getting beyond 

our reach and beyond our knowing." - Jon Symes, Outreach Director, 

The Pachamama Alliance (2009) 

This approach is fluid and organic and designed to nurture the generation 

and self-organization of local Symposium communities. It mirrors patterns 

observable in natural systems and influences communication styles across 

TPA. This is a strong example of emergence, revealing how the chaos and 

unpredictability of complex systems can work for organizations through 

dialogue and communication (Hammond and Sanders 2002). 

Developing an awareness of the interconnectedness of people and systems 

can occur as a transformational realization. As the largest and oldest 

conservation organization in the world, the International Union for the 

Conservation of Nature (IUCN) is a network of networks. However, only 

now does IUCN see the value of their organizational network to build the 

momentum for change. IUCN‘s 2009- 2012 Strategic programme focuses 

on developing and empowering their networks:    

“We are just recognizing what happens and how people do work in 

networks and how can IUCN links up these networks. – Dr. Sally 

Jeanrenaud, Coordinator, IUCN Future of Sustainability Initiative 

(2009)  
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The Sustainable Food Lab is modelled around a process of deep listening 

called Theory U created by Otto Scharmer (2007). SFL‘s goal is to develop 

a systems perspective among their partners, leaders of multi-national 

corporations and non-government organizations, as the complexity of the 

global food and agricultural system is too difficult for any one organization 

to transform alone:  

“The kind of changes that we are after require thinking outside the 

constraints of organizational mission and strategy, and require 

action outside the constraints of what any one organization can do.”- 

Hal Hamilton, Co-Director, Sustainable Food Lab (2009b). 

There are a myriad of practices which bring a systems awareness into 

practice via partnerships. The common understanding which emerged was 

that while each KBO saw their organization holding a unique purpose in 

bringing society closer to sustainability none of the organizations felt they 

held the ultimate key or answer to achieve that goal. They understood their 

role as a part of the system and recognised the need to work with a diverse 

array of system stakeholders to achieve social change towards 

sustainability. This understanding brought KBO to their partnerships 

valuing their contribution to the overall success of the organization and 

global sustainability. 

“If we can actually together craft a common vision of the 

transformational change we need to live in a different society in the 

21st century, everybody without exception said “Yes, we want to work 

on this together, this is really exciting” – Dr. Sally Jeanrenaud, 

Coordinator, IUCN Future of Sustainability Initiative (2009).  

3.2 Success Factor Two: Pursue Vision over Existence 

It is well established that a clear and coherent organizational core purpose 

is a central factor of an organization‘s ability to achieve success (Robèrt et 

al. 2004; Doyle et al. 2008; Collins and Porras 1994). This understanding is 

further corroborated by this study. Through interviews with KBO it was 

clear that while sustainability was central to these organizations‘ vision and 

purpose, it was the most difficult aspect of the vision to describe clearly. 

Sustainability was most often presented as an intention, not necessarily 
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translated or integrated systematically into action throughout organizational 

operations.  

 

Success Factor Two explores the ways core purpose is created and 

communicated as an organizational life force by KBOs. The practices and 

perspectives are recommended to KBO seeking to be genuinely vibrant and 

attractive to partners and employees. While purpose is not obviously related 

to partnership, our case study group facilitated effective partnerships by 

communicating from a centre of self-awareness and clarity about their 

purpose. 

 

Key Insights: 

 KBO‘s ability to communicate their vision of success is a central 

component of being able to engage stakeholders and partners. 

 Intention and leadership distinguish and drive KBOs toward success 

and action. 

Commitment to the vision rather than the perpetuity of the organization 

itself was a distinction expressed by many of the KBOs as their overall 

goal. These organizations know they will not exist in the future if they are 

successful. Tracy Apple, a senior team member of The Pachamama 

Alliance and former staff member of The Hunger Project, explained this as 

the commitment to the mission – not the sustainability of the organization 

itself (Apple  2009).  

Paradoxically, this attitude has the effect of magnifying the purpose and 

increasing the competence of the organization itself. It exudes strength, 

confidence and passion that is compelling and possibly accounts for the fact 

that each of these organizations have been nominated by individuals as 

giving participants a high level of engagement and satisfaction. This 

corresponds with a recent finding that high-impact nonprofits are skilled at 

nurturing their supporters to be champions of their cause (McLeod Grant 

and Crutchfield 2007).  

Many of these organizations were founded with the intention to make a 

committed stand, to create an opening for a new possibility of being in the 



25 

 

world. Apple recommends working in The Pachamama Alliance and The 

Hunger Project cultures where there is ―an unshakable vision and 

commitment which is both refreshing and exhilarating‖ (Apple  2009). 

Awareness of the relationship between organizational structure / culture 

and core purpose was articulated by only a few of the organizations. 

Researchers valued this level of consciousness as a demonstration of 

organizational leadership maturity and reflexivity and an aspect of vision 

over existence. 

“One of the first re-inventions of ourselves, and one of the barriers 

was that we underestimated was what that would take to re-educate 

our own constituency….each of those eight re-inventions have never 

been; “oh golly, shucks, lets reinvent ourselves”: This process has 

always been a wrenching, emotionally difficult challenge.” – John 

Coonrod, VP Impact and Strategy, The Hunger Project (2009) .  

The Hunger Project (THP) leadership team members were capable and 

willing to step out of their organizational paradigm. This decision enabled 

them to be in better organizational shape to achieve their core purpose. 

This understanding illuminate the necessity to significantly change their 

internal structures, systems and culture if the organization was committed 

to pursuing the success of their vision. 

Another way of manifesting organizational purpose at the success level was 

found in the application of decisive and effective leadership. While this is 

an expected attribute in the business sector, is not frequently associated 

with non-government sector organizations where such skills may not be 

culturally valued or accepted. Indecisive leadership has been noted to 

reduce the effectiveness of non-profits and impede their ability to achieve 

organizational purpose through action (McLeod Grant and Crutchfield 

2007; Doyle 2008). Smaller organizations such as the Global Footprint 

Network, The Pachamama Alliance, Natural Capital Institute, Sustainability 

Food Lab, GLS Trehand and the The Hunger Project appeared to have the 

advantage of clear and decisive leadership combined with open 

communication which created an inclusive culture. This enabled them to act 

decisively and to catalyse action, bypassing the barrier of indecisiveness 

common to environmental consensus-based organizations (Outhwaite 

2009).  
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The organizations varied in the extent to which sustainability had been 

integrated into their definition of success. Forum For the Future, The 

Pachamama Alliance, GLS, Global Footprint, WWF, Natural Capital 

Institute, New Economics Foundation and WBCSD held sustainability as 

central to their organizational purpose. The difference in the language of 

these two quotes reflects a healthy diversity and the style and sector 

orientation: 

Global Footprint Network mission: “To support a sustainable 

economy by advancing the Ecological Footprint, a measurement and 

management tool that makes the reality of planetary limits relevant to 

decision-makers throughout the world” (Global Footprint Network 

2009). 

“We want to make the world a different place and actually a more 

sustainable place [as] is written in the mission statement - also a 

peaceful place a place where we want to support sustainable 

agriculture and by that we [mean] organic and biodynamic farming 

or research - justice is in there as well.”  - Dr Antje Toennis, 

Communications Director, GLS Treuhand (2009). 

The Business Alliance for Local Living Economies (BALLE), Grameen 

Foundation, IUCN and The Hunger Project considered sustainability as 

closely aligned to their work, but not core to their operation.   

“The vision of IUCN is a just world that values and conserves nature, 

and its mission is to influence, encourage and assist society 

throughout the world to conserve the integrity and biodiversity to 

ensure that any use of natural resources is equitable and ecologically 

sustainable - that really is a sustainability statement, but what we 

work on is the ecosystems part of it.” – Dr. Sally Jeanrenaud, 

Coordinator, IUCN Future of Sustainability Initiative (2009).  

Each of the organizations envisaged themselves working towards a 

sustainable future: all using different language and methodologies for 

getting there. However, what ‗sustainability‘ might look like – their vision 

for a sustainable future was not easily articulated.  
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In summation, organizational success was enabled for partnerships and the 

KBO itself the communication of a clear and committed organizational 

purpose and a passionate and meaningful vision. This was valued as more 

important to pursue than the perpetuity of the physical organization. 

Decisive leadership was found to be a vital component in communicating a 

confident vision. The organizational purpose served as the driving force for 

success, rather than the KBO‘s interpretation and definition of 

sustainability.  

3.3  Success Factor Three – Apply Prioritization and 

Leverage    

The strategic guideline level operates at the nexus between the internal 

understanding of success (organizational identity and purpose within a 

philosophical commitment to sustainability) and external implementation 

of the vision – the place which determines just how and where “the 

sandals will hit the ground‖ (Eber 2009). How organizations translate their 

goals into action is critical to their continuing success and viability. This 

study found a great divergence in approaches to strategic decision  making 

processes. Most of the organizations had difficulty in explicitly 

communicating these processes, indicating a lack of transparency and 

clarity around the strategic decision making process itself. 

Success Factor Three describes effective decision making practices used by 

the KBO study group. These are based on the results of interview questions 

seeking to access clear strategic guidelines similar to those described in the 

FSSD (see section 1.2). The intent was to reveal prioritization questions 

used by KBOs to enable the successful development of partnerships.  

Success Factor Three demonstrate how clear practices at the strategic level 

of operations influence the nature of the partnerships and networks targeted 

by KBOs.  

Interest in maximizing impact and being able to leverage limited resources 

effectively was identified as a priority for the majority of KBOs in this 

study. A third of KBOs consciously identified specific areas of leverage 

around which they developed projects and partnerships strategically to 

change their system of focus. It was unclear from the interviews how these 

areas were identified and what processes were used to understand the 
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dynamics of the system. This research concludes that while organizations 

want leverage, they do not have a systematic way of bringing awareness of 

leverage and its advantages into their operation and partnerships at a 

strategic level. 

Key Insights: 

 Powerful and effective strategic decision making processes used by 

KBOs are personalized, transparent, clear and simple to apply. 

Strategic decision making styles influenced by reflective processes were 

common to a third of the case study group. This influenced partnership 

choices and organizational alignment with decisions. The Pachamama 

Alliance (TPA), The Hunger Project, the Sustainability Food Lab (SFL) 

and GLS Treuhand all use a range of reflective, meditative and dialogic 

processes to come to ‗one mind‘ as a group. This approach is aligned with 

proponents of dialogue or ‗sourcing‘ (Senge 1990; Jaworski 1996; Brown 

2005; Isaacs 1999). However, only SFL had any relationship or familiarity 

with this body of research suggesting a stronger level of cultural emergence 

surrounding this collaborative approach to strategy and communication.  

While the origins of sourcing can be referenced to indigenous and spiritual 

practices, the organizations here use it as an effective way of working 

harmoniously within the complexity of their system of influence. 

―Emergent strategy is undertaken by an organization that analyzes its 

environment constantly and implements its strategy simultaneously‖ 

(Downs et al. 2003). In practice this means valuing many types of human 

communication approaches: intuition, listening to the centre of the 

conversation for shared meaning, taking the time needed to engage deeply 

and honour the complexity of the issues at the centre of their operations. It 

is also an investment in building strong foundations for enduring 

partnerships. 

“We have always taken a very broad and integrated approach. Many, 

many organizations are very focused in one or two sectors. We have 

always looked at global poverty and hunger as a system, and so part 

of what we always attempt to do is put on our hip boots and kind of 

wade into the complexity of these issues and try to really achieve 

some clarity and that can be a shared understanding of everyone 



29 

 

who‟s participating in the Hunger Project.”– John Coonrod, VP 

Impact and Strategy, The Hunger Project (2009).  

3.3.2 Prioritizing Strategy and Actions in Complex Systems  

Being able to articulate the strategic decision making processes used by 

their organization was the most challenging question for respondents. Six of 

the 11 interviewees who responded to this question gave a description of 

the strategic level decision making structures used by their organization: 

how committees, boards and executives worked at the strategic level of the 

organization.  

GLS Truehand (GLS), The Hunger Project (THP), WWF, the Pachamama 

Alliance and the Sustainable Food Lab (SFL) were able to articulate their 

processes for decision making and prioritization as well as explain a 

structural description of operations. WWF and THP appeared to have a 

clearly articulated process. Their questions: ―What is is the problem we 

need to fix?‖ and ―What is missing that would move humanity forward 

toward eliminating global poverty?‖ respectlvely,  enabled the organization 

to prioritize both direction and projects (actions).  

Most of the organizations acknowledged partnerships were central to their 

operation, as projects with partners were a primary method for achieving 

organizational vision. SFL, Forum For the Future, GLS, Global Footprint 

Network, WBCSD, Grameen Foundation and THP had developed 

processes to evaluate partners and their ability to work with them so that 

project goals were collectively understood and could be achieved. It was 

unclear from our results how decision making around projects and 

partnerships were conceived and at what level of the organization this 

occurred.  

These results would indicate that support for KBOs at the strategic decision 

making level would better enable the development of network partnerships 

in alignment with core purpose and sustainability. 

3.3.3 Leverage points to prioritize action towards sustainability  

The majority of the KBOs studied were familiar with the concept of 

leverage and sought to apply leverage where possible. In most cases this 
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meant identifying opportunities for impact where competitive advantage 

could be used to build alliances or further organizational goals. However, 

only a few KBOs were aware that there might be places or points in their 

chosen system which would give them greater leverage in transforming the 

system itself.  

“We are 100% aware about leverage points. The impact question is 

at the core of our organization. We want to produce and to offer a 

certain framework for understanding ones own reality (where people 

are living).  The leverage points we are now seeing is that these 

findings of global overshoot can be translated into policy - this policy 

is something that we leave to our partners. Not to provide a 

prescription for how things have to be changed.” - Martin Kärcher 

Development Issues, Europe and Switzerland, Global Footprint 

Network (2009). 

This result indicates a need for a structured way of using leverage points 

strategically to select and develop projects and partnerships. To address 

this, we have developed a tool (see Appendix E and Section 4.3.3) to help 

KBOs and their partners more effectively identify and act upon leverage 

points.  

3.4 Success Factor Four - Dialogue for Effective 

Partnerships  

The 13 case study organizations demonstrated a commitment to fostering a 

culture of open dialogue and communication as a means for sharing 

knowledge, building trust and establishing solid partner relationships for 

greater collaboration.  

“We think that collaboration and joining these networks is absolutely 

fundamental for developing the innovations you get from talking 

across sectors, across boundaries, [and this] is really exciting. Peter 

Senge, says collaboration is a human face of systems thinking, so real 

innovation coming from this sort of cross sector collaboration, a 

robust model of how to work together and how to change and 

influence things” – Dr. Sally Jeanrenaud, Coordinator, IUCN Future 

of Sustainability Initiative (2009) 
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Success Factor Four details how KBOs use dialogue to build collaborative 

partnerships and where partnerships are employed to scale-up impact and 

influence toward social and environmental sustainability. Success Factor 

Four details actions taken by the KBO to align with success for KBO and 

their partners. Emergent perspectives from academic research provide KBO 

with specific approaches to develop their collaborative capacity further.  

Key Insights: 

 KBOs‘ partnerships for sustainability are long-term investments. 

 Listening, dialogue and collaboration are practices that enrich 

partnerships.  

 KBOs are very excited and enlivened by new partnerships moving 

across sectoral boundaries.  

 KBOs seek to scale-up social change by creating easily replicable 

models capable of self-generation. 

Collaborative partnerships were found to be a central component in the 

journey toward sustainability. The case study organizations engaged in a 

diverse range of partnerships with member organizations, governments, the 

business sector, peers and the community. (See Appendix F for details of 

the KBO case study partnerships.) Quality partnerships were highly valued 

by all organizations, who sought to bring their intelligence, integrity and 

commitment to building lasting relationships. 

Dedication to developing these behaviours is vital, considering the levels of 

human engagement required for profound change. To elicit people‘s 

creativity, innovation and participation means working with both explicit 

and tacit levels of knowledge in a co-creative sense. This is an important 

distinction for any practitioner seeking to effectively share or disseminate 

knowledge (Scharmer 2007). Dialogue has the capacity to build 

communication, dissolve conflict and enable effective collaboration: the 

place where knowledge and relationship meets in shared meaning and 

understanding (Jaworski 1996; Senge 1990; Brown 2005).  



32 

 

Nurturing partnerships was valued as a means of achieving the 

organizational purpose of the interviewees. GLS Treuhand uses 

Anthroposophical philosophy to guide the ways in which they build and 

monitor their partnerships. Conventional metrics are used by GLS for 

finance and project result quantification to a degree. However, when 

establishing and maintaining an ongoing dialogue with grant recipients, 

trust was the primary mechanism used to achieve meaningful and 

productive partnerships. At the action level, dialogue facilitated the 

nurturing of trust both at the conception of a partnership and the duration of 

its purpose, to achieve sustainability through the vehicle of partnership. 

“First of all [we] want to trust the people we meet because we 

believe in people basically… through our conversation with them we 

get a feeling for each other… I use that word deliberately [trust] 

because it sounds a bit flaky maybe, but we try to understand the 

person we meet as a whole person.” - Dr Antje Toennis, 

Communications Director, GLS Treuhand (2009). 

Relationships between business and non-government organizations have 

historically been characterised by adversary and distrust (Eweje 2007; 

Hoffman 2009). The researchers observed a significant departure from this 

pattern as many interviewees sought partnerships with the corporate sector.  

WWF and Coca-cola demonstrate the emerging power of partnerships for a 

sustainable future between civil society organizations and multi-national 

corporations (MNC). While such alliances still receive criticism from some 

quarters of the environmental movement, the ability to work together for a 

common future is recognized here as healthy and essential social 

development (Hoffman 2009).  

WWF and Coca-cola recognized a systemic problem emerging around 

water shortage and have together begun to develop solutions. Through the 

process of transforming the conception of former ―opponents‖ to 

functioning and productive partners, WWF and Coca-cola have benefited 

from capacity building and new levels of awareness of the multi-faceted 

nature of reality. 

“We‟ve been working on fresh water conservation for 30 years and 

yet only in the last seven or eight years have we learned how to form 

meaningful partnerships with companies like Coca- Cola to actually 
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get a good result.” - Dr. Chris Hails, Network Relations Director, 

WWF International (2009). 

Transitioning from an adversarial relationship to a productive partnership 

enables each party to take advantage of the power of appreciative dialogue 

and experience mutual success (Eweje 2007). Furthermore these 

partnerships have produced innovative methods to bring attention to 

sustainability issues. IUCN through their immense base of global NGOs has 

partnered with Google to begin mapping Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) 

through the Google Earth platform. This reinforces the value of conceiving 

of dialogue as an action to stimulate new and creative means to achieve 

sustainability through partnerships.  

3.4.2 Partnerships for Scaling-up Influence  

The logic and appeal of replication of programs was familiar to all case 

study organizations. In many cases, partnerships were the vehicles for 

developing replicable projects. Success resulted in the expansion of 

networks and the amplification of impact. For details of GLS Treuhand‘s 

successful partnership in Kenya that generated widespread, sustainable 

change see Appendix D.  

A strategic intention of the Sustainable Food Lab (SFL) and Forum For the 

Future (FFF) is to leverage sustainability through activating a core group of 

influential leaders and building their capacity though their approach and 

partnership as ―critical friends‖ (Lundholm 2009). Hal Hamilton articulates 

the process whereby knowledge is internalised and the actors move from 

being participants to champions: 

“The collective purpose is to enact change on the ground. The Theory 

U Process used engenders deep commitment, dialogue and new ways 

of thinking.1. Observe, observe, observe; 2. Retreat to a place from 

which inner knowing can emerge and, 3. Act swiftly with a natural 

flow. The SFL assists participants to learn to “see” systemically, with 

the help of external stakeholders, and then they begin to manage in a 

way that brings the environmental “externalities” onto the ledger 

sheet that shapes decisions. We work with specific supply chains in 

topical learning clusters. One, for example, focuses on the livelihood 

impacts of global sourcing. Case studies and field visits build shared 
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knowledge and replication of the best work.” - Hal Hamilton, Co-

Director, The Sustainable Food Lab (Hamilton 2009b) 

The SFL sees the result of the preparation and development of participants‘ 

mindset as the foundation for behavioural change: the commitment of 

influential leaders to pilot projects whose purpose is to reduce 

unsustainable practices. SFL and FFF develop case studies from their pilot 

projects to educate, model and inspire the general business community 

towards working sustainably. As participants WWF, WBCSD and IUCN 

validated the efficacy of this process.  

Hammond and Sanders posit communication, consciousness and self-

organization as ―life giving‖ to systems, and suggests that communication, 

is the medium of all systems.  If communication ―continually sustains and 

reproduces the system‖ then, dialogue to build relationships is the action 

that provides organizations with a place to disrupt the system not any 

particular  initiative or technological advance (Hammond and Sanders 

2002). This understanding highlights the value of communication and 

validates the focus given by organizations to building genuine dialogue 

between diverse stakeholders and partners. 

John Coonrod further distinguishes this important transformative and 

catalysing point and names it as the essence of a sustainable process: ―If 

people don‘t own the whole framework of thinking it‘s not sustainable.‖ 

(Coonrod 2009). Dialogue skills are recommended as an action to foster the 

relationship that will encourage ownership of a framework and movement 

toward sustainability. 

3.4.3  Partnerships to Build Capacity, Ignite and Relinquish 

Control 

Ironically, scaling-up for social transformation was based upon the 

intention of letting go of control. Congruent with the perspective of 

working within complex systems, KBOs initiate scaling-up and replication 

not to dominate or to create monopolies, but to build capacity, energy and 

passion capable of transforming social behaviours and mindsets toward 

sustainability.  
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The Awakening the Dreamer Symposium (the ―Symposium‖) created by 

The Pachamama Alliance (TPA) is generated largely through the 

commitment and engagement with their most central partners: the volunteer 

Symposium leaders. TPA goal with the Symposium is ambitious: ―To 

generate an explosive growth for Awakening the Dreamer by releasing the 

symposium producing community into the world‖ (Symes 2009). 

Since its foundation in 2005 TPA has spread to 28 countries, reached 

20,000 people and trained 1300 facilitators with a relatively limited budget 

of $2.3 million (USD) and only 15 staff. Their success is due to the clarity 

informing the Symposium‘s purpose. The Pachamama Alliance‘s intention 

with the Symposium was that as an interactive communication experience it 

would ―unleash the human spirit‖ by creating an environment where the 

participants experience what it is to be a human being (Apple  2009).  

The notion of quality of engagement has had significant impact for The 

Hunger Project (THP) through the use ‗animators‘ to deliver their message 

and build capacity in developing countries. Animators train facilitators in 

rural communities to facilitate vision building, commitment and action 

workshops for their community. Since its inception, approximately 100,000 

animators have been trained in Bangladesh and 275,000 globally. Animator 

trainings have spread to South America and Africa as an integral part of 

THPs‘ strategy in alleviating hunger and poverty in rural areas.  

The evident value of these examples is that dialogue can be put into action 

to pursue sustainability by fostering innovative mediums for collaboration 

and engagement between stakeholders and partners. This is a solid basis for 

the development and consolidation of communities of practice toward the 

emergence of new systems of influence. 

3.5 Success Factor Five - Tools as a basis for 

Partnerships  

Success Factor Five details the ways tools generate awareness regarding 

sustainability and serve as the basis for strong partnerships. The interview 

questions asked were originally designed to expose what tools were used to 

monitor and measure the progress of partnerships and their common 

projects. What emerged was that the case study KBOs didn‘t just use tools 
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to measure progress but also to build relationships and achieve larger 

impact by choosing the right tool for their audience. 

Key Insights: 

 Choosing the right tool serves as a strong foundation for 

partnerships to disseminate greater awareness regarding 

sustainability.  

 Tools were chosen that engaged with the KBO‘s constituency. 

The Global Footprint Network (GFN) Eco-footprint tool has rapidly 

brought attention to the urgency of the global sustainability challenge. 

Collaboration has been a critical component of the success of GFN and 

their Eco-footprint concept. Through a partnership with WWF, GFN, which 

was founded in 2003, has succeeded in becoming a globally recognized 

general measure of sustainability. This is attributed to the footprint concepts 

simplicity and ability to reach all levels of society as a clear way of 

measuring impact. The Eco-footprint concept was precisely the type of 

medium WWF had been seeking to engage with their audience.  

“The footprint has made a huge difference to us - it was exactly the 

concept we were looking.” - Dr. Chris Hails, Director of Network 

Relations, WWF International (2009) 

It was not readily apparent, nor the initial intent of this research to evaluate 

how KBOs locate tools to engage with stakeholders. However, this surfaced 

as a very powerful platform for partnerships. Each KBO maintained a core 

competency in some primary sector and often several secondary areas as 

was described earlier. Additionally, no organization felt they held the 

ultimate key to the sustainability crisis. The systems awareness generated 

through partnerships exposed the possibility that KBOs within their 

Community of Practice (CoP) did have tools that would help illuminate the 

sustainability crisis and communicate with their audience. WWF came to 

realize that the GFN‘s Eco-footprint tool could do just that. Rather than 

devote their time to tool development and research, WWF located an 

organization with a competency in that area.  This allowed both WWF and 

GFN to focus on their core purpose while drawing global attention to 

sustainability. WWF has global reach and needed a tool that would be 
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general and simple enough for a global audience of varying mindsets, GFN 

provided enabled this. 

This theme appeared again through a partnership with Wal-Mart and SFL. 

Soon all fish products sold in Wal-Mart stores will be certified through the 

Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) eco-label developed through a 

partnership between WWF and the Unilever Corporation in 1997. Wal-

Mart and SFL‘s partnership was ongoing. However, the introduction of 

MSC eco-label enabled Wal-Mart to satisfy the concerns of many of their 

customers and has the potential to generate awareness among the general 

public as a result widespread visual exposure in their stores. The MSC eco-

label serves as a basis for the partnership and will begin to expose the 

sustainability crisis as it applies to the world‘s fisheries. Each of these 

examples demonstrates the power of partnerships to create joint programs 

critical to generating sustainability awareness and establishing a basis for 

meaningful partnerships (Eweje 2007).  

The key learning is that KBOs can focus on their core purpose while 

seeking partners within their CoP that are adept at engaging with different 

mindsets through their tools. The result is the capability to generate a high 

degree of awareness with little investment in tool development as an 

outcome of strategically partnering with other KBOs better versed in this 

area.  
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4 Discussion 

The gap between existing environmental and social conditions and the 

potential we see for Knowledge-based Organizations (KBOs) as catalysts 

for a sustainable future appears daunting (see preface for the authors‘ vision 

for KBOs). To be successful in achieving their potential, KBOs need to be 

effective as organizations; delivering services and programs of relevance 

while simultaneously developing partnerships strategically.  

This section explores some of the challenges and opportunities for KBO 

developing their network partnerships in alignment with organizational 

purpose. The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) 

and each of the elements of the five success factors can be used by KBO as 

holistic guidelines for action. They provide insight into innovative and 

effective organizational perspectives and practices that will assist 

organizations in moving toward sustainability. 

4.1 Success Factor One – Collaborate to Understand 

Your System  

Success Factor One reveals practices KBOs have used to bring a systems 

perspective into action and draws upon complex systems science as a 

theoretical framework to better interpret the dynamics of complex systems. 

This includes taking the time to understand their system and developing 

skills to interpret complex systems. This discussion recognises 

Communities of Practice (CoP) emerging from KBO networks. 

The strength of commitment to seeing themselves and their partnerships as 

part of a complex system is a valuable finding considering that the 

perspective of systems dynamics is not yet a mainstream understanding. 

Philosopher Ken Wilber suggests that 10% of the population and 15% of 

contemporary leaders operate with a non-linear, pluralist mindset (Wilber 

2001: 11). This indicates the emergence of a generalised understanding of 

human interdependence within a range of systems. 
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4.1.1 Working with Chaos and Order in Complex Systems 

Working within large and complex systems made up of multiple actors can 

appear overwhelming and difficult to grasp, especially if the intention is to 

know and control all details of the system in order to ―fix it.‖ Approaching 

interventions in any complex system with the understanding that it is 

inherently random and that there will be ―tension between the disorder of 

randomness and order imposed by shared meaning and experience‖ 

enables organizations to work more gracefully with complex systems 

(Hammond and Sanders 2002: 9). This perspective was best articulated by 

The Pachamama Alliance in their re-framing of the concept of barriers: 

“We follow an approach which is to see where this message 

resonates and follow it to see what‟s working and then amplify it. We 

don‟t come across a lot of things that seem to us to be barriers. We 

are not trying to „get to somewhere‟, is it only by having this 

„somewhere‟ that you can have a barrier."  - Jon Symes, Outreach 

Director, The Pachamama Alliance (2009) 

Complexity theory can provide organizations with new frameworks for 

understanding so that they can distinguish behaviour and practices that 

may have previously been dismissed as illogical or irrational from the 

perspective of traditional linear mindsets (Smith 2004).  

Recognising the importance of human interdependence within systems 

encourages organizations to begin new projects and partnerships by 

undertaking an overview of system dynamics and feedback. Once KBOs 

intervene in a system they are no longer independent or objective; their 

projects and conversations change the system by disrupting, stabilizing or 

otherwise altering the whole.  

Working with these dynamics KBOs have the potential to be more 

strategic and effective in relation to both immediate projects and long-term 

goals. Mobilizing this perspective can provide KBOs with new ways of 

understanding and working with change within complex systems. In 

particular, this awareness can assist KBOs to understand and work with the 

planned (control) and unpredictable (change) at the strategic level of 

operation (Downs et al. 2003; Smith 2004). This understanding is vital to 

sustainability as it creates the opportunity of organizations learning to ―get 
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out of the way‖: To act less simplistically and precipitously and proceed to 

intervene in complex systems with humility.  

4.1.2 Emergence of Communities of Practice and Systems of 

Influence 

The desire and commitment to affect social and environmental change is 

central to each of the KBOs studied. Our research found that with this 

understanding, KBOs are actively engaging with a diverse range of sectors 

in order to generate substantial impact in the systems they are seeking to 

change through building a broad base of network partnerships. Collectively 

these KBOs encompass all sectors of society through partnering with: 

governments, leading businesses, including multinational corporations 

(MNC), small medium enterprises (SME), and the community. Their 

partnership projects include education and capacity building programs for 

rural and urban communities in developed and developing countries.  

As individual entities each KBO focuses their partnership projects and 

programs on specific groups in society relevant to achieving their 

organizational purpose. Successfully activating the community within their 

circle of influence through building their networks and developing the 

expertise to operate in multiple roles are characteristics identified as 

common to high impact non-profits (McLeod Grant and Crutchfield 2007).  

This multiple focus is demonstrated in figure 4.1 as each organization is 

involved with at least one primary area of operational focus (Thick Black 

Lines) and multiple other areas (Thin Grey Lines). Frequently combining 

an advocacy or research role with an active service role provides these 

KBOs with real forums for their knowledge-base development, research 

and evaluation. In appreciation of the power and necessity of local 

transformation for global sustainability, all KBOs in this study work 

directly in local communities through grassroots activism, community 

development, research projects and by nurturing local enterprise.  

Strong relationships and partnerships exist between many of these KBOs. 

The Grameen Foundation and GLS Treuhand work as co-operative partners 

joining forces to strengthen their service delivery. The Pachamama Alliance  
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Figure 4.1. KBO Organizational Diversity and Expertise 

(TPA) draws upon the knowledge-base of the Natural Capital Institute 

(NCI) and the Global Footprint Network (GFN) to create the Awakening the 

Dreamer Symposium.  

Individual social networks, founded in personal relationships are powerful 

attractors when influential leaders join forces and their networks converge, 

strong Communities of Practice (CoP) emerge. Peter Senge, Donella 

Meadows, Adam Kahane, Joseph Jaworski, Otto Scharmer and Hal 

Hamilton were instrumental in creating the Sustainable Food Lab project. 

Now evolved into a fully-fledged organization, the Food Lab remains close 

friends and learning partners with Massachusetts Institute of Technology 

(MIT) and the Sustainability Institute. The networks and standing of these 

six people enabled the Sustainable Food Lab to attract a very powerful 

group of leaders to participate in the experiment. 

Knowledge-base contributors and core friends to the Awakening the 

Dreamer Symposium include GFN founder Mathis Wackernagel, Paul 

Hawken (NCI founder) and Van Jones (Founder of Green for All). Green 

for All is sponsored by NCI and works closely with the BALLE network. 

The connections could continue as the concept of six degrees of separation 

illustrates (Barabási 2003: 29). These KBO to KBO partnerships effectively 
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build organizational networks, develop CoPs and strengthen the standing of 

the knowledge generated by each of the organizations.  

“Because of our collective efforts, "Green Jobs Now" has gone from 

a movement's rallying cry to a key part of President Obama's 

agenda”(McMahon 2009). 

Appointment of Van Jones as special advisor on green jobs to United States 

President Obama in 2009 could point to the transition of this CoP to a 

system of influence for social and environmental sustainability.  

4.1.3 Mindsets as Barriers and Opportunities 

Lack of resources, such as financial and human capital were perceived by a 

few as barriers to organizational effectiveness. More frequently however, 

KBOs identified patterns of behaviour, systemic structures and mindsets 

underlying the current macroeconomic and geopolitical structures as the 

most challenging factor to transforming humanity toward a socially just and 

environmental sustainable society (Meadows 2001; Scharmer 2007). Some 

organizations recognised their own mindsets as barriers to this 

transformation (Coonrod 2009; Apple  2009; Hamilton 2009a). 

Over half of case study organizations worked with the awareness that many 

levels of operation inform observable behaviours, and that transforming 

mindsets is at the heart of their challenge. Knowledge paradigms and 

mindsets are the foundation of all human systems, informing organizational 

and personal goals, structures, laws, regulations and flows (Meadows  

1999).  

KBOs working to affect knowledge paradigms and mindsets operate at the 

highest level of leverage from which to enter a system (Figure 4.2). KBOs 

joining forces with other KBOs at this level have the potential to address 

the gap between existing environmental and social conditions and our 

vision for KBOs as catalysts for a sustainable future (see Preface for detail 

of the vision).  

Through consciously and explicitly building network partnerships to 

accelerate systemic structural and mindset transformation, the Pachamama 

Alliance, The Hunger Project, Forum For the Future and the Sustainable 
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Food Lab demonstrate the leadership and vision required for this level of 

change. The starting point for a KBO wanting to increase their impact is the 

recognition of the ways in which their own organizational mindset both 

limits and enables their organizational effectiveness. 

4.2 Success Factor Two – Pursue Vision over Existence 

Success Factor Two explores the ways core purpose is created and 

communicated as an organizational life force by KBOs so that it is 

genuinely vibrant and attractive to partners. Organizational purpose is seen 

in the context of the unique role held by KBOs in society. This discussion 

examines the ways KBOs describe sustainability as their purpose and 

recommends further approaches to communicate sustainability more 

robustly into organizational purpose. 

4.2.1 Transformative Potential of Knowledge-based Organizations 

As outlined in the results, when organizations hold ―an unshakable vision 

and commitment [it is] both a refreshing and exhilarating‖ experience for 

employees of the organization (Apple  2009). This is exemplified by 

organizations living their commitment to their organizational mission and 

vision over the perpetuity of the long-term sustainability of the organization 

itself. This is a highly counter-intuitive concept in terms of government and 

business, and one that highlights the unique position held by KBOs in 

society.  

Independent from market pressures and accountable primarily to members 

who belong out of commitment and attraction to the organizational vision, 

KBOs have relative freedom to experiment. This can mean breaking away 

from the influence of mainstream social institutions and resisting mindsets 

that perpetuate old paradigm thinking. Knowledge-based Organizations  

can lead by example, spearheading and modelling paradigm-shifting 

structures. This is an important first step toward stimulating catalytic social 

change. The second is to build the momentum and desire to participate in 

implementing the KBO vision through cross-sectoral network partnerships 

(Hawken 2007; Blume et al. 2006).  
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The ability to re-invent and transform organizations requires high-level 

reflective abilities, self-awareness, and an ontological understanding from 

the leadership of these organizations. With these skills they are able to 

model new behaviours and create new structures suited to facilitating a 

more sustainable society, while also nurturing inclusive and participatory 

work cultures (Scharmer 2007; Jaworski 1996). As seen with The Hunger 

Project, using the guiding question ―what is missing – what strategic action 

could be taken to move humanity forward to eliminate global poverty and 

hunger?‖ led to the re-invention of the organization. This did not alter the 

core purpose; rather, the organization understood how the organization 

could better serve the core purpose and undertook the necessary 

metamorphosis.  

The relatively smaller and younger KBOs in this study sought to build 

inclusivity, open dialogue and reflexivity into their organizational culture. 

Organizations with strong philosophical frameworks and processes such as 

GLS Truehand, Forum For the Future, the Sustainability Food Lab and The 

Hunger Project were able to draw guidance from clear operational purpose 

and principles. To develop this approach it is recommended that all levels 

of an organization are included to some degree in the core vision and 

purpose creation through an interative generative process. This enables co-

creation, ensuring a commitment to the success of organizational vision, 

mission and purpose.  

4.2.2 Sustainability as a Guiding Purpose  

Core purpose definitions of sustainability given by these Knowledge-based 

Organizations reflect the diversity of the case study group. Researchers did 

not expect to find homogeneity, but noted how the descriptions of 

sustainability were at times concentrated around the particular area of focus 

of that KBO. For example, where the organization was primarily concerned 

with natural systems sustainability was expressed as conserving the 

integrity and biodiversity of natural resources. KBOs more concerned with 

social sustainability describe qualities of empowerment, peace and vibrant 

local communities living in harmony with the natural world.  

This alerted us to dependence between the concept of sustainability and 

KBO core purpose - the focus of their expertise, commitment and action. 

This distinction reveals a gap between KBO awareness that their success is 
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bound with their ability to transform society from un-sustainability to 

sustainability and the usefulness of their vision of sustainability.  

It was also assumed that by achieving the organizational core purpose 

sustainability would naturally follow: 

“Restoring people in extreme poverty to have a voice in decisions 

that affect their lives and being able to exert real responsibility for 

the sustainability of the natural environmental is a key part of the 

solution.” – John Coonrod, VP Strategy and Impact, The Hunger 

Project (2009) 

The Business Alliance for Local Living Economies core purpose is to 

nurture vibrant interdependent and self-organizing local communities. 

Living in this way was assumed to produce sustainability: 

“In the face of the looming climate crisis, sourcing local is the most 

sustainable way of living” - Mary Rick, Program Director, Business 

Alliance for Local Living Economies (2009). 

Because un-sustainability is the result of a range of practices and 

behaviours, definitions of sustainability need to be broad enough to 

encompass all aspects of un-sustainability and concrete enough to be 

applicable to everyday organizational practice at the strategic and actions 

levels of the organization by answering the question: ―Is this action 

sustainable?‖ and ―Will this project or partnership contribute toward 

eliminating unsustainability?‖ 

While many of the organizations combined environmental and social 

sustainability, only a few worked with comprehensive definitions of 

sustainability in their purpose (WBCSD, SFL, Forum For the Future, NCI 

and SFL). Without clarity at this level of the organization, the concept of 

sustainability risks being rendered into a nice, but impotent, intention. This 

lack of clarity would reduce the likelihood that sustainability could be 

integrated systematically throughout the organization‘s operations.  

The FSSD‘s Sustainability Principles (SP) provides Forum For the Future 

with a clear foundation for communicating sustainability to partners. (See 

Figure 1.1 to review the Sustainability Principles). The four Sustainability 
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Principles provide thorough guidance for employees and partners, assisting 

the recognition of un-sustainability, while clarifying the boundaries for 

building sustainability. First clearly defining the system they are intending 

to sustain and then working from a principled-based definition of 

sustainability with planning models such as the FSSD would strengthen 

many of the KBO definitions of sustainability. Applied to the Pachamama 

Alliance definition of sustainability for example, the SP would bring greater 

tangibility to the concepts of ―social justice, spiritual fulfilment and 

environmental sustainability‖ and assist implementation of sustainability 

into everyday activities (Symes 2009).  

The Sustainability Principles as constraints, are general enough to be 

applied to any situation while being non-overlapping and yet sufficient to 

completely address global social and ecological sustainability. All four 

principles are necessary to achieving system wide human and ecological 

sustainability. Founded in a globally accepted scientific base as system 

conditions the sustainability principles provide organizations with a simple, 

elegant and sound scientific framework. They are also broad enough to 

allow individuals and organizations to use the SP creatively with their 

existing methodologies. Further, by backcasting from these principles, a 

seemingly complex system can become more easily approached avoiding 

downstream solutions (Robèrt et al. 2004). 

4.3 Success Factor Three – Apply Prioritization and 

Leverage  

Success Factor Three describes effective decision making practices used by 

the KBO study group and provides recommendations for transparent 

processes at this level of operations. Analysis of KBO strategic decision 

making processes and their worldview illuminates how mindsets both 

contribute to and limit strategic decision making processes. This finding 

implies a developmental aspect to organizational paradigms that can be 

supported by building skills to work both with the visible (events) and 

invisible (systemic structures and mindsets).  

This discussion presents ways to build KBO capacity to bring further 

awareness of the system‘s dynamics into the organization‘s strategic 

prioritization processes. It is recommended that leverage points are actively 
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included as strategic guidelines by KBOs in the selection of partnerships 

and projects.  

4.3.1 The Relationship between Organizational Structure, Decision 

Making and Mindsets  

The case study organizations were configured using elements of 

traditionally accepted management structures: Clear roles, responsibilities, 

reporting lines and accountability. Most were arranged in organizational 

hierarchies headed by a board of directors and an executive management 

team. Despite the apparent homogeneity of these familiar structures, at the 

strategic level of operations we found significant differences in operational 

systems and decision making processes.  

Analysis of KBO language revealed that many of the organizations were 

operating in transition between the traditional linear and new complexity 

paradigms. Confronted by the current raft of economic, environmental and 

social challenges, these organizations expressed an openness to actively 

explore new approaches to working with others and organizing their 

businesses. The interviewees acknowledged the challenges they were 

grappling with.  
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 Assumptions of Linear/Simple  Systems
Assumptions of Nonlinear,  Complex  

Systems

Change is linear, incremental discreet and can 

be managed.
Change is complex, iterative and acquisitive.

Cause and effect are linked by linear 

relationships. A small change produces small 

effects.

Complex systems are highly sensitive to 

change. Small changes may have dramatic 

effects because they are amplified by repeated 

feedback (Capra 2007).

Equilibrium, stability and order
A dynamic structure, the system evolves 

continuously with many possible bifurcations.

Closed systems are studied in isolation.

Complex systems are open systems where 

energy and information flow through the 

system and beyond its frontiers. It is not 

possible to comprehend the whole of a 

complex system though knowledge of its parts.

The future can be predicted and planned. 

Linear progression of time so that assumptions 

of cause, effect and control can be maintained.

It is not possible to forecast with certainty the 

future evolution of the system. Predictions 

relate to the qualitative features of the 

system‘s behavior.

Strategy formulation for organizations uses a 

prescriptive approach defining an objective in 

advance and linking strategic analysis, 

development and implementation sequentially.

Strategy formulation from an organizational 

perspective characterized by trial, 

experimentation and discussion. 

Environmental analysis accompanied by  

implementation of strategy. Focus on context 

and building learning environments to 

facilitate co-creation.

Strategic planning in response to the need to 

reduce uncertainty. 

In a complex system ―uncertainty is not the 

result of ignorance or the partiality of human 

knowledge but a characteristic of the world 

itself‖ (Downs 2003; Taylor 2001)

Possible leadership styles: Ordered, structured, 

hierarchical, management controlled, seek to 

exclude variability as much as possible. Value 

quantity and formulas. Unified direction and 

position of reality.

Possible leadership styles: Flexible, open 

structures and communication, responsive to 

external environment, skilled at reading and 

interpreting environmental variability. Self-

reflective. Value quality and pattern. Able to 

live with multiple representations of reality 

simultaneously.

Sources: (Allee 2002; Capra 2007; Downs et al. 2003; Taylor 2001).  

Table 4.1 Assumptions of Linear and Non-linear Systems 
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able 4.1 contrasts the worldviews which emerge out of our way of seeing 

and conceiving the world. The first column represents the dominant 

industrial paradigm, which views the world in a linear fashion, tending to 

reduce complexity to component parts. A complex perspective synthesized 

from practitioners and researchers exploring the implications of complexity 

theory represented in the second column, works from the premise that 

―organizations are living networks and so it is more effective to analyse 

(organizational) activities from a living system perspective‖ (Allee 2002). 

These worldviews have an impact on all actions, analyses, solutions and 

ways of working and strategizing.  

This study found that the prioritization processes largely remained hidden 

within structural relationships, where for example the executive committee 

make decisions. KBOs with transparent strategic processes were able to 

demonstrate the connection between their core purpose and decision 

making, which determined their organizational actions and strategy.  

Responses to the interview question about strategic decision making 

processes varied. A number of the organizations had strategic goals, 

planning papers, strategic departments and committees, but the actual 

processes they used to make decisions were not easily articulated. This may 

have been because the processes were taken for granted as ‗obvious‘, or 

that the interviewee was not privy to this information. It may also reflect 

that transparent processes to guide decision making and prioritization of 

actions, beyond resource allocation, are not the norm for many 

organizations. Structured guidelines and processes such as backcasting 

facilitate transparency and help the organization keep their goals and 

purpose in sight, ensuring they do not get lost in the detail of the ‗leaves‘ 

(Robèrt et al. 2004).  

Knowing that language and communication ―sustains and reproduces the 

system‖, the ways in which KBOs described their prioritization processes 

illuminates the worldview and mindset they are consciously or 

unconsciously reinforcing as these two examples from WWF and The 

Hunger Project (THP) illustrate (Hammond and Sanders 2002).  

“We have a set of project and planning guidelines and a whole 

project cycle management system that basically says, well “what‟s 

the problem you need to fix”? Then basically those interventions that 
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you need to fix it; how are you going to conduct those and with those 

interventions how will you know you are making progress, and that is 

a sort of a cycle that you keep going round rapidly as you refine your 

work.” – Dr. Chris Hails, Director of Network Relations, WWF 

International (2009) 

The WWF approach assumes a linear problem + intervention = solution 

equation, potentially ignoring or missing systemic patterns creating the 

‗problem‘ or system dysfunction. Even if the interventions are supported by 

cycles of evaluation the results are likely to produce incremental 

improvements as the source of the dysfunction continues to reinforce 

destabilizing positive feedback in the system. The feedback dynamics are 

likely to create a new problem to be fixed.  

With ‗what is missing?‘ The Hunger Project (THP) opens their 

organizational mind to the complex dynamics of the whole system. In this 

genuine enquiry, THP is guided by many conversations exploring the 

question from multiple angles.  

“We ask „what is missing‟ rather than „what is wrong?‟ We explore 

„what strategic action could the Hunger Project take that would move 

humanity forward?„ Then we design an initiative to do that.” -John 

Coonrod, VP Strategy and Impact, The Hunger Project (2009) 

This process is akin to backcasting from scenarios. Several future situations 

are envisioned as a means to begin the conversation of what each could 

offer as a means to affect change (Kahane 2000). The purpose of this 

strategy is to grasp the overarching dynamics of the system, to reveal the 

gaps in the system, to listen to the input of as many individuals as possible 

to get to the source of the system dysfunction.  

“In Bangladesh in 1993 having asked the question of „what‟s missing 

in Bangladesh?‟ and the answer was people have no vision of a self 

reliant Bangladesh.” - John Coonrod, Director of Strategy and 

Impact, The Hunger Project (2009) 

This method develops dialogue, and understanding, and is inclusive of key 

stakeholders. The result is to create new partners with vested interest in the 

future success of a co-created vision. The strength of this approach is that 
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the KBO doesn‘t control the conversation or feign to have all the answers 

and thus avoids a persona of ‗helping‘. This way they effectively engage 

and empower all participants.  

To further the success of this approach, dialogic processes can be used to 

assist co-creation. This strategy requires a spacious attitude and a 

commitment to listening to the centre. The process is initiated by including 

as many stakeholders as possible in order to benefit from the collective 

experience, expertise and understanding of the situation and its 

repercussions. Fostering a non-adversarial environment of collaboration 

generates shared conversation and purpose. To assure the continued 

integrity of the process, periods of reflection, deliberation and discovery are 

encouraged. Participants are therefore given a neutral opportunity to discuss 

amongst themselves and with other parties to consider unfamiliar ideas and 

proposals. 

Through reflective and meditative processes the group ultimately comes to 

‗one mind‘ and a meaningful agreement of how success can be achieved 

together. This process draws upon this wisdom of indigenous cultures and 

spiritual practices.  This heritage is quite fitting given the indigenous 

culture‘s respect for the complexity of nature and integrated understanding 

of their place within natural systems. To assist society moving away from 

old paradigm thinking that generated the current sustainability crisis, 

humanity must strongly consider implementing day-to-day communication 

strategies that reconnect them to deeper levels of human consciousness 

(Macy 1998; Jaworski 1996). 

4.3.2 Leverage Points to Prioritize Actions Towards Sustainability 

Maximizing impact and being able to leverage resources effectively is 

sensible, though most often difficult to achieve in human organizational 

systems. Meadows‘ 12 leverage points were created in frustration to 

provide guidance to humanity so that they could more effectively and 

consciously intervene in systems (Meadows  1999). Figure 4.2 details the 

12 leverage points to intervene in a system.  
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Specifically Meadows warns of the counter-intuitive nature of leverage 

points: organizations with the best intentions will often ―systematically 

worsen the problems they are trying to solve‖ because they do not 

sufficiently understand the how ―complex structures will behave.‖ 

(Meadows  1999: 2).  

Source: Reproduced from  (Meadows  1999). 

Some KBOs in this study identified specific areas of leverage strategically 

and then developed projects and partnerships to achieve organizational 

purpose. It was unclear from the interviews how these areas were 

identified and what processes were used to understand the dynamics of the 

system. Using the 12 leverage points and with the knowledge available 

figure 4.3 identifies at what level the case study KBOs were intervening in 

the system. 

Figure 4.2. Twelve Leverage Points to Intervene in a System 
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12. Altering parameters and numbers through new subsidies, taxes and 

standards via certification and metrics: WWF, Sustainable Food Lab 

(SFL), WBCSD, Grameen, New Economic Foundation (NEF), IUCN. 

8. Strengthening negative feedback loops in natural and social systems: 

BALLE, IUCN, WWF, Wiser Earth, GLS, THP and Grameen. 

6. Altering the structure information flow about natural and social 

systems: Global Footprint Network, Forum, NEF, and SFL. 

5. Influencing rules of the system: WBCSD, SFL, WWF, IUCN (Note: 

with the data available it is unclear whether this level of influence is here 

or at LP12). 

4. Nurturing self-organizing system structures and developing 

communities of practice: THP, TPA, SFL and NCI. 

2. Mindset directed programs for effective long-term change TPA, THP 

and SFL 

Wiser Earth is a knowledge-base and web-platform created by the Natural 

Capital Institute to nurture, connect and reflect the growth of the self-

organizing civil society, grassroots social and environmental 

organizations. Each of the organizations in Wiser Earth exist as controls to 

the growth based global macroeconomic geopolitical system. Wiser 

Earth‘s purpose is to strengthen these negative feedback loops (Hawken 

2007). 

Through partnership projects the New Economics Foundation, Grameen 

Foundation, The Hunger Project and GLS Treuhand nurture and build 

capacity to bring greater social, economic, political and environmental 

justice into human systems. While the WWF and IUCN focus on 

strengthening and defending ecosystem integrity. All of these organizations 

Figure 4.3. Leverage Points Used by KBO to Intervene in the System 
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perform a vital monitoring function. However, the Eco-footprint tool 

created by the Global Footprint Network (GFN) provides humanity with a 

global level of feedback regarding their use of the Earth‘s natural resources 

that is effectively translated to the individual level.  

Forum For the Future and Sustainable Food Lab connect separate parts of 

complex industrial value chains building participants understanding of their 

part and place in the whole system, while at the same time modelling new 

sustainable working practices and structures appropriate to the multifaceted 

nature of these systems.  

This preliminary exercise can provide some clarity and information to 

KBOs by assisting their prioritization processes through the identification of 

potential impacts and the level of change possible from partnership 

activities and projects. To mitigate the counter intuitive nature of leverage 

points and assist organizations to systematically bring awareness of leverage 

however, greater analysis is needed. 

4.3.3 Using Leverage Points as Strategic Guidelines - A Strategic 

Prioritization Tool  

With an understanding that there are copious partnership and project 

possibilities to be explored and that decision making at this level is not 

clearly being used to support long-term organizational success or 

sustainability, researchers have developed a Strategic Prioritization Tool 

(SPT) to facilitate KBOs in prioritizing which partnerships and projects to 

pursue and which to leave behind.  

The Strategic Prioritization Tool (SPT) was developed using the prioritizing 

questions from the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development 

(FSSD), the four Sustainabilty Principles and concepts from Meadows‘ 

leverage points. Using this tool when evaluating new partnership projects 

supports organizations to more formally conceive of the system they are 

intending to work in.  In appreciation of the concept of simplicity without 

reduction, the SPT should be applied as an overview assessment, to ensure 

an overview of the whole system is not obscured by the details of the 

system or project (Broman et al. 2000).  
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This tool does not replace, or in any way resemble, a full systems analysis. 

Its purpose is to focus organizational thinking by bringing attention to the 

whole system, remembering that; ―systemic structures are often invisible 

till someone points them out‖ (Senge 1994: 90). The best results will be 

gained with this tool by including as many diverse perspectives as possible 

to illuminate the complex dynamics of the system being altered by the 

project. Refer to Appendix E to view the SPT and a trial of the tool with a 

project sponsored by the Business Alliance for Local Living Economies 

(BALLE)
3
. 

Benefits of this Strategic Guiding Process: 

 Brings whole, complex systems into focus: including partners. 

 TNS Sustainability Principles are integrated into prioritization 

process. 

 Keeps the organizational vision of success in mind. 

 Reveals reactive responses to problems. 

 Helps identify the stories that drew attention to the problem. 

 Illuminates the place in the system where the project will intervene. 

 Reveals system patterns and mindsets at the centre of the system. 

 Initiates a process to connect organizational purpose with actions.                                                  

The SPT is an opportunity for KBOs to reveal the stories around an issue 

and locate symptomatic patterns. This process can assist the organizations 

to step away from concentrating upon the details of behaviour and events to 

reveal the underlying structures and mindsets that create the behaviour. 

Thus ensuring these are clearly sourced and connected with behaviour. A 

                                                 

3
 This trial was conducted by the researchers who had worked closely with this particular 

BALLE project. It has not been validated by BALLE. 
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result of using SPT might be that less projects and partnerships are initiated 

as it provides KBOs with the opportunity for thoughtful consideration of 

the possible implications of action.  

Doing less rather than more may appear counter-intuitive when urgency 

surrounds the problems facing organizations. The Strategic Prioritization 

Tool may also result in greater skill development for organizations. 

Working with the intangible levels of underlying structures and mindsets is 

more demanding and subtle, necessitating a level of self-evaluation and 

enquiry to be undertaken (Senge 1994).   

According to Meadows 90% of human activity occurs at the visible level of 

rules, reward and control where change is incremental (Meadows  1999). 

Meadows equates the long-term value of this type of activity as equal to 

reorganizing the deckchairs on the Titanic: when the ship goes down, the 

relative position of the chairs is not helpful to the passengers. By revealing 

the systemic problems KBOs are able to understand whether the proposed 

partnership or project is a short term ‗band-aid‘, or an effective lasting 

solution that will move the organization and society in the right direction 

toward their vision of sustainability and success.  

4.4 Success Factor Four - Dialogue for Effective 

Partnerships   

Success Factor Four details how KBOs use dialogue to build collaborative 

partnerships and where partnerships are employed to scale-up impact and 

influence toward social and environmental sustainability. 

4.4.1 Partnerships for Scaling-up Influence and Social 

Transformation 

Since their inception, the 13 KBOs researched have been working to 

increase their impact on social and environmental sustainability globally. 

This century has seen a change in partnership practices as the development 

and engagement with external stakeholders has been increasingly valued 

and prioritized (Hails 2009; Jeanrenaud 2009). Regardless of the sector or 

method, each KBO sought to incorporate a diverse range of opinions and 

partners to address the sustainability challenge. As discussed, individual 
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KBOs recognize global sustainability would not be achieved by only 

working with partners who share their worldview.  

KBOs seeking to build diverse, collaborative network partnerships capable 

of creating shared visions for a sustainable future indicates a significant 

departure from traditional ‗bi-polar‘ communication processes that 

―allowed one person to target another, convince either of their rightness, 

and enjoy the power of their persuasive role‖ (Hammond and Sanders 2002: 

9). Considering that legal, educational and civic institutions are based on 

this rhetorical, linear communication dualism, this is a radical and exciting 

departure (Hammond and Sanders 2002).  

 “In early March as part of our network strategy, I convened a group 

of very diverse stakeholders to explore how we can move forward 

into a future with a sustainable economy. The group had 

representatives from the environmental movement, the business 

community and the international trade unions, so we were really 

going out across sectors. We had the environmental movement going 

out across sectors as we had IUCN, WWF and United Nations 

Environment Program (UNEP), we had business represented by the 

WBCSD and Phillips electronics, and we had the International Trade 

Union Confederation and International Labor. These organizations 

were getting together for the first time to discuss if we have a 

common goal. 

What does it look like when you‟re talking about a sustainable 

economy from the point of view of jobs; green jobs, job security and 

social equity, and the distribution of benefits in society? What does it 

look like when you look at a sustainable economy from that point of 

view? What does it look like when you look at it from the point of 

view of business?” – Dr. Sally Jeanrenaud, Coordinator, IUCN 

Future of Sustainability Initiative (2009). 

Initiating conversations with new partners and exploring the complex issues 

and perspectives behind the un-sustainability crisis is invigorating because 

people can feel the inherent innovative and creative opportunities. In the 

IUCN example is the seed of a dynamic partnership based on relationships 

where all parties are genuinely valued for their expertise and contributions 

(Eweje 2007).  
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As mentioned in the results, the most effective partnerships arose out of a 

clear understanding of the purpose behind the joint venture. Forum For the 

Future achieved success by putting these values into practice from the 

beginning as a means to promote the work they are doing and to ensure 

sustainability in a broader context (Lundholm 2009): 

 “We seek to share our successes and the lessons we have learned 

with everyone who may benefit from them, online and in our 

published reports and through events and learning networks” (Forum 

For the Future 2009). 

This action nurtures a growing body of knowledge for further sustainability 

innovation. Kristoffer Lundholm of Forum For the Future purports that 

being open and clear about partnership objectives from the outset is 

essential for building trust. This provides partnerships with solid 

foundations for success. This model was used effectively by other KBO in 

this study. Collaboration and commitment can accelerate society‘s capacity 

to address global un-sustainability by removing the barriers of ignorance 

and fear of adopting new practices.  

4.4.2 KBOs’ Partnerships to Build Capacity, Ignite and Relinquish 

Control 

Our investigations of the relationship between knowledge and partnerships 

began with the assumption that knowledge, through a process of learning or 

exchange, could be transferred or disseminated from one individual or 

organization to another. If done effectively, this process would result in a 

change in the understanding or behaviours of the receiver.  We sought to 

reveal the ways KBOs, with a core purpose based on social and 

environmental transformation, communicated their knowledge with 

network partners. 

The words ‗transfer‘ and ‗disseminate‘ expose our linear assumptions about 

knowledge and some confusion between knowledge as ―independent of its 

knowing and knowledge that isn‘t‖ (Allen and Strathern 2003). Exploration 

of the process of communicating and receiving knowledge revealed many 

different ways of knowing (received, subjective, procedural and 

constructed) and demonstrated that there are many levels within individuals 

where knowledge is experienced (Tyler et al. 2007; Belenky 1986). 



59 

 

In practice knowledge is not disseminated in a passive, mechanistic or 

linear fashion. It is an active process whereby the knower constructs 

knowledge as they engage with their environment. Therefore, the 

contextual conditions and structures, through which knowledge is 

communicated and created, influence behaviour and understanding and are 

as important to consider as the transformative ideas and knowledge 

frameworks themselves.  

Our research reveals that partnerships characterized by practices such as 

listening, dialogue and collaboration lead to demonstrable social and 

environmental change. Change capable of profoundly improving 

humanities ability to tackle the global sustainability crisis. Considering 

these practices create contexts conducive to full engagement it is 

recommended for KBOs to develop and implement these skills.  

This research confirms the necessity of engaging with system generating 

mindsets to achieve the long-term transformation required to live more 

sustainably.  Assumptions, values and beliefs that make up worldviews are 

held within people and embodied as tacit knowledge. KBOs seeking to 

achieve their paradigm shifting purposes are recommended to engage at this 

level where replication and scaling-up can be internalized rather than 

imposed and discarded. Tacit knowledge is often taken-for-granted as 

simply ‗known‘ and is used in everyday activities making it most difficult 

and most essential to reveal and distinguish.  

4.5 Success Factor Five - Tools as a basis for 

Partnerships 

Success Factor Five details the ways partnerships are being used to develop 

metrics and the ways the tools can be used to develop partnerships.  

4.5.1 Productive Partnerships for Sustainability 

Network partnerships are being used by these organizations to further social 

and environmental change through the development of widely accepted 

tools and concepts. The Global Footprint Network‘s (GFN) Eco-footprint 

tools has provided the global community with a missing link to understand 

the human impact on the earth‘s life supporting systems and the ―ecological 
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credit crunch‖ society faces (Hamilton 2009a).  The GFN approaches its 

network partnerships strategically, identifying how they can, as a small 

organization of fifteen people create maximum impact and influence. 

 “As a network we think our partners have a big role in spreading 

information beyond core target groups, and we rely on them to reach 

a broad representation of people. In our own internal work we focus 

on quality of engagement, while, through partnerships like the World 

Wildlife Fund for Nature (WWF) we are able to achieve broader 

replication, as they spread information that we cannot do. So through 

our partners we have the volume and internally we have the quality of 

engagement and target policy makers” - Martin Kärcher, 

Coordinator, Switzerland Office of The Global Footprint Network 

(Kärcher 2009)  

By leveraging their message through the WWF the GFN accessed a 

prodigious audience and the result was the creation of a new way of 

engaging with the general public. WWF pioneered the use of the Eco-

footprint concept as a central communication tool for their audience of 5 

million members (World Wildlife Fund for Nature 2009).  

Moving away from old paradigm thinking of adversarial relationships has 

led to great achievements for our case study KBOs‘ partnerships. Science 

based tools combined with the selection of complimentary partners as seen 

with the GFN and WWF can make a significant global impact.  

The ability of SFL to engage with Wal-Mart, a company with global reach 

and market capitalization of $189 billion USD, will have a profound impact 

on sustainability in terms of fisheries and their commitment to sell 100% 

Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) certified fish products (Morningstar 

2009). This success could not have been achieved in a traditional 

adversarial environment. This transformation can be attributed to the 

effectiveness of collaboration and dialogue nurtured by SFL to build 

capacity and co-operation between organizations such as WWF and Wal-

Mart.  

Consensus regarding the importance of metrics makes tools for 

sustainability an opportunity for productive and committed partnerships. A 

few critical elements are evident from this research, effective tools would 



61 

 

include organizational and global perspectives indicating dialogue and 

collaborative processes to ensure the applicability of tools and to validate 

their efficacy and where possible do so with a robust scientific 

methodology. A recommendation to accomplish this task would be to found 

tools on the Sustainability Principles discussed though this paper.   

4.6 Validity 

Strengths 

This study maintained a structured approach including peer review and 

collaboration between the researchers and individuals in the field. External 

advisors were consulted with for feedback and review.  In addition to 

external collaboration, the research group maintained internal collaboration. 

The co-creation of this study allowed researchers to confirm and build upon 

ideas, or negate and provide contrasting reasoning. This aspect of the study 

ensures that the elements within it are a product of multiple minds and 

critical thinking.  

Interview questions were designed to avoid leading the interviewees 

responeses where possible. Responses were documented verbatim to avoid 

researcher-centric interpretation and then conferred upon by the 

researchers. By implementing the Framework for Strategic Sustainable 

Development (FSSD) to structure the interview questions and results, 

researchers were able to maintain a holistic, well-structured and 

methodological approach.  

A webinar conducted with The Natural Step International, presenting the 

ideas from this study further validated the value and relevance of this 

research. The findings were positively received and efforts were made to 

apply the learnings from this research to their organizational strategy.   

Limitations 

The abstract nature of this topic and its span combined with time 

constraints significantly limited the research breadth and possible follow-

up.  This was particularly challenging as approximately 80 peer reviewed 

articles and numerous supporting theories emerged during the literature 
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review process. This process assisted the researchers in narrowing and 

refining the focus of the study.  

With one to two million organizations dedicated to ecological sustainability 

and social justice, the interviews conducted in this study do not constitute a 

representative sample (Hawken 2007). Although the researchers made their 

best attempt to be as broad and diverse in the selection of the 13 case study 

organizations, there may have been some areas of focus or organizations of 

importance that were overlooked.  

Another barrier to the volume of replies received was that respondents 

found it difficult to understand what a Knowledge-based Organization 

(KBO) actually was. Though a definition of KBO was given, respondents 

may have benefited had there been an example provided. However, the 

researches choose not to include an example in order to avoid biases toward 

certain sectors, countries or other unexpected affiliations.  One initial 

research criteria was that a clear framework or structured approach was 

used as the KBO‘s means to reach the general public.  

It became clear that individuals that were engaged with a KBO may not 

have been as intimately involved as necessary to provide knowledgeable 

recommendation. This became relatively unimportant as the study 

progressed as the KBO that appeared most effective had little intention to 

‗deliver a framework‘ to their respective audiences. Their success, as 

demonstrated by the results, had a negligible correlation between a rigid 

framework or other sustainability management processes and the message 

intended for the organizations constituency.  This element of confusion 

likely yields little or no impact on the results as the researchers choose the 

final organizations through a methodical approach that accurately 

prescribed to the definition of a KBO following the aggregation of all 

responses.       
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5 Conclusion 

Human society faces serious environmental threats as a result of systemic 

and un-sustainable actions and values. Countless actors within society and 

the biosphere constitute a complex and dynamic system where seemingly 

isolated and independent actions are being realized to have unanticipated 

and dangerous repercussions on the Earth‘s capacity to sustain 

contemporary global civilization. This is a time of cultural self-evaluation 

and profound change. This thesis sought to identify effective practices and 

perspectives being used by social and environmental change based 

organizations in their network partnerships to transform society toward 

sustainability.  

Analysis of a group of exemplary and diverse Knowledge-based 

Organizations (KBO) and survey of emergent perspectives in research 

literature resulted in the identification of five success factors. These success 

factors are designed to facilitate organizational ability to scale-up their 

impact toward sustainability.  

Five Success factors: 

1. Collaborate to Understand Your System 

2. Pursue Vision over Existence 

3. Apply Prioritization and Leverage 

4. Dialogue for Effective Partnerships 

5. Tools as a basis for Partnerships 

Innovative practices capable of providing alternatives to the dominant 

logical linear mindset were highlighted in the five success factors. Further, 

applying the understandings from complex systems science to analyze the 

language and behaviors of KBOs exposed the linear assumptions embedded 

in organizational strategic decision making and action, ensuring their 

recreation and reinforcement.  

Passion for social and environmental transformational change led these 

organizations to pioneer replicable and scalable change models. Reflective 

of a new orientation, scaling-up does not refer to the creation of monopolies 
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controlled by one idea, framework or organization. Scaling-up for change is 

centered in building enduring and diverse collaborative partnerships and 

projects. These are held together by the practices of dialogue, reflection and 

deep listening.  

Combining the concept of emergence with network mapping tools revealed 

an array of formal and informal relationships between the small case study 

groups. These network partnerships formed strong Communities of Practice 

(CoP), some of which have transformed into new systems of influence. This 

evidence is motivational for highly committed organizations working on the 

edge of innovative change; it is also an effective way to monitor the 

proliferation of sustainable values into mainstream society.  

Systems awareness was effectively brought into projects where KBOs 

facilitated partnerships between diverse stakeholders representing different 

perspectives of complex systems. Transformative education and capacity 

development created new champions for sustainability stimulating ongoing 

projects and partnerships with a sustainable purpose.   

 

Two significant opportunities for more effective organizational 

development and communication with partners were identified through this 

study: development of simple and transparent strategic prioritization tools 

and the adoption of unambiguous and comprehensive frameworks for 

sustainability. 

 

Where strategic guidelines for decision making were explicit and 

transparent there was greater congruence between organizational core 

purpose and action. These guidelines were effective but idiosyncratic, being 

referenced specifically to that entity. This demonstrated a need for generic 

prioritization and diagnostic tools capable of facilitating KBO 

effectiveness.  

In recognition that values and mindsets are powerful influences upon 

organizational culture and effectiveness, Leverage Points and the 

prioritization questions from the Framework for Strategic Sustainable 

Development (FSSD) were used to create a pilot strategic prioritization 

tool. This diagnostic tool facilitates the assessment of partnerships projects 

with a sustainability focus from a systems perspective.  
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Global sustainability was motivating to each KBO. However, explanations 

of sustainability within their core purpose and vision statements were often 

limited. These were frequently either too fragmented or general to provide 

meaningful guidance. Considering, the damage that fragmented 

perspectives have already achieved on global eco-systems; it is imperative 

that comprehensive and holistic science-based frameworks inform progress 

toward sustainability. The Natural Step‘s Sustainability Principles are 

recommended to assist KBOs to integrate sustainability comprehensively 

into their operatives by being central strategic decision making and visions 

of success.  

This study provides organizations with a commitment toward sustainability 

with recommendations and guidance that will assist them in developing 

their organizational capacity and creating effective and rewarding 

partnerships for sustainability. 

 

Suggested Future Resear Areas 

As a result of this study, the researchers came up with some intriguing 

questions that might inform future investigations:  

1. How can commercial enterprises take advantage of paradigm shifting 

practices used by KBO to move their organizational culture toward 

sustainability? This research would help practitioners identify new 

opportunities for the application of FSSD by better understanding the 

dynamics and barriers operating in commercial enterprises inhibiting 

the adoption of sustainable practices. 

 

2. What practices and measures can be developed to circumvent the 

counter-intuitive nature of human intervention in complex systems? 

This research would assist students of sustainability to develop greater 

understanding of patterns of thinking and behaviour that replicate un-

sustainable behaviour. Focus on system dynamics and intervention in 

complex systems. This would be an ideal opportunity to evaluate 

existing Real Change projects and identify at what level they are 

intervening in the system they are changing. 
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3. What long-term evidence is available for correlating the relationship 

between organizational structure, practices and models and the ability 

to scale-up global sustainability?A longitudinal study using FSSD and 

further refining concepts related to scaling-up change. Would support 

greater quantification of results of FSSD based projects. 

 

4. Are organizations identified with the practices and perspectives of 

complexity theory more effective in generating social change toward 

sustainability? This research would allow students to make greater 

connections between the growing body of research exploring 

complexity theory and FSSD.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Twelve Leverage Points: An exploration 

Explained through three examples of complex systems; a lake, a health 

system and global warming. 

Leverage point 12. Constraints, parameters, numbers - Standards, subsidies, 

taxes. Most commonly focused on how to effect societal change and rarely 

change behaviour.   

 Lake: Environment Protection Agency establish safe water pollution 

levels.  

 Global Warming: 1. Emissions trading schemes 2. Kyoto targets  

 Health System: 1. Measuring obesity in children 2. funding 'fit for 

life' activity programs  

Leverage Point 11. Size of buffers and other stabilizing stocks  

 Lake: Changing upriver flow to increase input of clean water   

 Global Warming: Co2 concentrations in atmospheres – even if 

stopped today atmosphere would have today‘s levels for 100 years - 

Not an effective leverage point.  

 Health System: Use of antibiotics for common illnesses.  

Leverage Point 10. The structure of material stocks and flows and the nodes 

of intersection  

 Lake: To handle the polluted water in the lake we need to rebuild 

the underground water system, costly and slow.  

 Global Warming: The human industrial economic system is based 

on using oil/fossil fuels as power source, this is reflected in the 

investments in infrastructure i.e. roads, suburbs, freight systems and 

global trade.  

 Health System: Provide expanded facilities to deal with aging 

population required planning, resources and time.   
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Leverage Point 9. The length of delays and the rate of system changes  

 Lake: City council considering a waste-water treatment plant that 

will take 5 years to build and by that time the community will 

already need more facilities.  

 Global Warming: Impact of radiative forcing and thresholds such as 

Siberian melting and methane release - Difficult to use as a leverage 

point.   

 Health System: Obesity in children as a result of sedentary habits 

will result in increased cost to the Health System when they become 

adults.  

Leverage Point 8. Strengthen negative feedback loops relative to impact we 

try to correct.  

 Lake: Setting up an addition tax relative to the amount of water 

released  

 Global Warming: Emission taxes, subsidizing lower emission 

technologies  

 Health System: Preventative medicine bolstering the body to fight 

diseases  

Leverage Point 7. The gain around driving positive feedback loops.  

 Global Warming: Reduce eco growth and population growth. That 

gives space for adaption such as green jobs, new technology 

development, i.e. electric cars, reforestation  

 Lake: Seasonal ban on activity on the lake to allow the ecosystem to 

re-balance itself. 

 Health System: Universal public, health care  

Leverage Point 6. The structures of information flows.  Enables the creation 

of new loop based on the missing feedback which is causing the system 

malfunction    

 Lake: Monthly public report on water pollution levels to local 

residents whose children swim in the lake. Personal impact is likely  
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to change opinion regarding acceptable waste water levels and 

generate action. 

 Global Warming: 1. Hamburgers with GHG emission on each meal, 

2. Prius cars showing emissions produced during each journey.  

 Health System: 1. Smoking connected to health risk and cancer - a 

successful public education policy in 1970's. 2. Advertising showing 

the link between food and behaviours that prevent cancer.  

Leverage Point 5. The rules of the System: Power over the rules is real 

power  

 Lake: A new law banning all chemical release with high penalties 

attached.  

 Global WarmingW: 1. President Obama phases out all petrol cars by 

2012 automotive industry moves to escalate the development of 

electric and bio-fuel cars. 2. Ban on coal-fired power stations unless 

emissions sequestered by 2014.   

 Health System: Doctors reimbursed for prevention, health system 

creates prevention programmes for all children.  

Leverage Point 4. Power to add, change, evolve, self-organise (resilience 

and diversity)  

 Lake : Micro organisms change and evolve to survive in the 

polluted lake, otherwise they become extinct.  

 Global Warming: Paul Hawkins book Blessed Unrest identifies the 

environment movement as a self-organising protests against 

government and corporate inaction i.e. Powershift 2009.  

 Health System: Growth of alternative health movement i.e. 

homeopathy, regular osteopathy and spiritual healing.  

Leverage Point 3. The Goals of the System: ‗What is the point of the 

game?‘  

 Lake: A city council might change the goal of the lake for one of 

public/private (for human recreation and activity) to a conservation 

area.  
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 Global Warming: To expand, to grow control (quantitatively) 

change to we are stewards for future generation (qualitative). 

 Health System: Health system now focussed on curing disease 

change the goal to prevention.  

Leverage Point 2. The paradigm out of which the system arises. We are ‗in‘ 

the paradigm, this means that naming it is hard. Our thinking is formed by 

it.  

 Global Warming: Human generated global warming arises out of 

the paradigm of growth  

 Lake: Pollution of the lake arises out of a hierarchy where humans 

are the most important and nature is at our service.  

 Health System: Human illness and sickness  

Leverage Point 1: The power to transcend paradigms  

Developed from the concepts of Meadows (1999) by Archer, Houseman, 

Murray and Planchenault (2009). 
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Appendix B: Organizations Recommended from Survey 

Respondents 

Organization Name Organization Name Continued

1  Integral Institute & London Integral Circle 48 Sarhad Rural Support Program (SRSP)

2  Miessence 49 Smart Growth BC

3 Action Aid 50 Society for Organizational learning

4 Australian Marine Conservation Society 51 SOL

5 Australian Technology Assoc. 52 Steve Irwin Foundation - now Wildlife Warriors Worldwide (WWW)

6 avaaz 53 Student Conservation Assoc.

7 Bicycle Victoria 54 Sungi Development Foundation

8 Boell Foundation 55 Sustainability purchasing network

9 Business Alliance for Local Living Economies (BALLE) 56 Tallberg Foundation

10 Canadian Sustainability Indicators Network 57 Ted Talks

11 Centre for Affordable Water and Sanitation Technology 58 The Australian Conservation Foundation

12 Child Fund Australia 59 The Australian Conservation Foundation

13 Conservation International 60 The Australian Conservation Foundation

14 David Suzuki Foundation 61 The Balaton Group

15 David Suzuki Foundation 62 The Cloud Institute

16 DSF 63 The Earth Charter

17 Eco-Industrial Networks 64 The Friends of Nature

18 Ecological Footprint 65 The Gort Cloud

19 Edhi Foundation 66 The Hunger Project

20 Engineers Without Borders 67 The Islamic Research Foundation

21 FORUM FOR THE FUTURE (UK) 68 The Katoomba Group

22 Friends of the Earth 69 The Land Concervancy

23 Gawad Kalinga 70 The Nature Conservancy

24 Get Up! 71 The Pachamama Alliance  & the Awakening the dreamer initiative

25 Get Up! 72 The Schumacher Institute

26 Globe Foundation 73 The Sustainable Development Policy Foundation

27 GLS Treuhand 74 The Sustainable Food lab

28 google 75 The Tyee

29 Grameen Foundation 76 The Wentworth group of Scientists

30 Greenpeace 77 TPA  & ATD

31 Greenpeace 78 TPA & ATD

32 Greenpeace 79 TPA & the Awakening the dreamer (ATD)

33 Greenpeace 80 Transition Towns

34 Grist 81 Treehugger

35 IUCN 82 Vancity Change everything

36 Medecins San Frontiere 83 Wiser Earth

37 Mercy Corps 84 Wiser Earth

38 MSLS Alumni Network 85 World Business Council of Sustainable Development

39 Muslim Hands 86 World Youth Alliance

40 NATURE AND SOCIETY FORUM  (ACT) 87 WWF

41 New Economics Foundation 88 WWF

42 OXFAM Pakistan 89 WWF

43 Pioneers of Change 90 WWF

44 Read Foundation 91 WWF

45 Resilience Alliance

46 Rocky Mountain Institute

47 RSA  
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1. How is global sustainability integrated into your organizations 

definition of success?   

 

2. Describe the strategic decision making processes your 

organization uses? 

 

3. What evidence do you have that you are successfully making an 

impact and moving society further in the direction of a sustainable 

future? 

4. What are the main barriers you encounter? 

5. Does your organization prioritize the volume of individuals 

reached OR quality of engagement in its projects? 

 

6. What are the core concepts of your message to be disseminated to 

lead toward a sustainable society?  

 

7. What do you consider the most innovative and effective method of 

spreading your message? 

 

8. Can you give examples where you have identified and used 

leverage points?  

 

9. How has your organization generated new paths of influence using 

network partnerships? If possible, please provide an example. 

40:00 

 

10. What have been the most effective partnerships for communicating 

your message?  

 

11. Do you intentionally generate projects that can be replicated 

through society?    

 

12. How do you measure and monitor the progress of partnerships 

projects? 

 

Appendix C: Organizations Interview Questions 
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Appendix D: Replication Case Study 

Sustainable Agriculture Community Development Programme (SACDEP ) 

was founded in 1992 for the promotion of a low-cost sustainable agriculture 

through an organic approach. This approach is able to use locally available 

materials rather than the conventional high cost external input agriculture. 

Zukunftsstiftung Entwicklungshilfe (partner of GLS Treuhand) co-operated 

financially with SACDEP, supporting the sustainable agriculture work with 

more than 5.760 small and medium scale farmers.  

Rationale: The cost-intensive and mostly industrialized approach to 

agriculture, using high input of pesticides and chemicals has not led to 

poverty alleviation in Kenya nor in Africa. Even though more than 70% of 

the Kenyan agricultural population is living on the basis of small and 

medium scale farming, the Kenyan government and international donor 

institutions mostly insist on promoting high cost farming, concentrating on 

large scale farmers and export issues. 

In Kenya we also observe an ongoing deterioration of soil quality, 

deforestation and water problems, causing more problems to the Kenyan 

population in the future and leading to increasing migration to the main 

cities.  

To take action against this trend, new alternative and sustainable 

agricultural approaches are needed. Therefore, Mr. Mutura has elaborated a 

unique low-cost organic approach with high capacity- building implications 

and implementation of appropriate technologies, focusing on small and 

medium scale farmers (mostly women).  

In this approach the focus lies on group-building processes with strong 

organizational structures of mutual help and a co-operative way of tackling 

problems; parting from the recognition of own/available resources and 

capacity building, to create not only security of nutrition, but also reliable 

social relations for further activities. Those activities are for example table 

banking, self organized micro credit schemes, food processing/value 

addition to add value to products and marketing. This approach is 

formulated in a Sustainable Agriculture Manual for Eastern Africa. 
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SACDEP improves lives of people who are disadvantaged in society. They 

are people who are adversely affected by poverty, low educational 

standards, policies, practices, laws and regulations that reduce or remove 

their ability to create own household wealth. The people are empowered 

through training on how they can utilise their own resources and create 

food and income security. Using local materials, own labour and renewable 

energy, they are able to produce crops, livestock. The people are 

empowered to analyse and participate in policies that affect them locally, 

regionally and internationally. In order for them to be self-reliant, however, 

they learn how to save and access to credit from within their own means. In 

the end, therefore, marginalised societies are able to transform themselves 

from poverty to those that can determine their own future. All this is 

possible through using the Principles and Practices of Sustainable 

Agriculture relevant to Africa. 

Results in detail  

Results are more than 35,000 Kenyan households (consisting 245,000) 

people within 15 Kenyan districts have now achieved food security, those 

people have reached a modest income security on a sustainable basis, the 

soil fertility of the farmers‘ land has increased using environmentally 

friendly and viable natural systems. The farmers have become experts in 

water management and different irrigation systems and procured access to 

clean drinking water (mostly tanks), they conserve local seeds and varieties 

of seeds, developing their own seeds, a fact that also leads to more self 

sustainability of the farmers. 

They have partly become energy savers by using biogas, solar, animal 

power and windmill technologies and they have begun marketing their own 

products, building up local and regional market relations. 

In terms of savings and credit, over 10,000 village inhabitants set up and 

are now running 300 credit schemes. They use money from farm sales to 

develop own village Banks. Their children are going to school and they can 

provide them with school fees, school materials as well as meals and some 

of them are even sending their children to secondary school and higher 

education.  
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Through this initiative they were able to provide 25 tons of food for Kenyan 

refugees after the post- election troubles in March 2008, and there is an 

accumulation and spreading of knowledge about how to produce natural 

fertilizers, pesticides and manure. 

Counting all persons involved, the total number of persons benefiting from 

this work is around 245,000. 

-Dr. Antje Toennis, Communications Director, GLS Truehand (2009). 
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Appendix E: (Part 1) Strategic Prioritization Tool Trial 

Project name:  

Project Partners:  

Project Description:   

Project Purpose:  

Sustainability Principles:  

A) Strengths/contributions:  

B) Gaps/weaknesses:  

Prioritizing Questions 

1. Will this project bring us closer to our definition of organizational 

success? 

(Yes=1pt, No=0)    

           Score:  

2.    Will this project avoid blind allies i.e. will it serve as a platform for 

future steps toward success? (Yes=1pt, No=0)   

           Score:  

3.    Will this measure generate sufficient resources to get a return on 

investment? 

(Yes to one of the following=1pt, 

yes to two = 2pts, 

yes to three = 3pts, 

yes to four =4pts, 

yes to five = 5 pts, 

yes to none of the following=0pts) 

 

A) Financial return (ex. money, stocks, bonds) 

B) Social return (ex. friendship, referral, service)  

C) Ecological return (ex. reforestation, replenishment of natural 
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support systems) 

D) Cultural return (ex. restoring heritage, traditional practices or 

stories) 

E) Political return (ex. greater influence) 

Score:  

4.    Have the systemic issues at the heart of the problem this project 

addresses been revealed? (Do we know what the systemic problems are?)        

(Yes=1pt, No=0)    

                           Score:  

5.    What part of the system drives the behavior this project addresses 

(choose as many of the following as possible and please elaborate below)? 

(A)=1pt, B)= 2pts, C) =3pts, D)= 4pts, E)= 5pts, F)= 0pts) 
 

A) Physical flows       1pt 

B) Information flows  2pts 

C) Decision/rules       3pts 

D) Policies                 4pts 

E) Feedback loop       5pts 

F) None of the above 0pts   

       Score: 

6. Are we able to define where we are aiming to intervene in the system to 

create success? Choose one or more of the following that apply directly in 

this project or partnership: 

(A)=1pt, B)= 2pts, C)= 3pts, D) =4pts, E)= 5 pts, F)= 6pts, G)= 7pts, 

H)= 8pts, I)= 9pts, J)= 10pts, K)= 11pts, L)= 12pts, none of the 

following=0pts) 

A) Constants, parameters, numbers affecting system change such as 

subsidies, taxes, and standards. =1pt 

B) The size of physical buffers and other stabilizing stocks, relative to their 

flows impacting the health of the system. 2pts 

C) The structure of material stocks and flows, such as transport networks, 

population age structures. 3pts 
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D) The length of delays relative to the rate of system change. 4pts 

E) The strength of negative feedback loops, relative to the impacts they are 

trying to correct against. 5pts 

F) The gain around driving positive feedback loops. 6pts 

G) The structure of information flows: who does, and who does not, have 

access to what kinds of information. 7pts 

H) The rules of the system such as incentives, punishments, and constraints. 

8pts 

I) The power to add, change, evolve, or self organize system structure. 9pts 

J) The goals of the system. 10pts 

K) The mindset or paradigm out of which the system arises - it‘s goals, 

structure, rules, delays and parameters. 11pts 

L) The power to transcend paradigms 12pts  

          Score:  

7. Have we identified the important mindsets operating in this system that 

would a) impact upon the success of this project and b) need to change 

concurrently?      

(1pt for each mindset identified, that this project addresses) 

Score:  

Total Score: 

Scoring Note: Prioritization should be given to highest scoring projects.  

Created from concepts developed by Meadows 1999, 2001, Robèrt et al. 

2004. 
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Appendix E: (Part 2) Strategic Prioritization and Decision 

Making Tool (SPT) Trial 

Project Name: Buy Local First Market  

Project Partners:  Local artisans in Vancouver 

Project Description: All of greater Vancouver‘s local businesses, from all 

sectors, will be invited to profile their business and sell their merchandise 

or services to the general public. This will be a carbon neutral event, held in 

a central downtown location on a hot summer day and will operate on  solar 

power. Vendors and participants are encouraged to travel to the event using 

alternative sources of transportation. The event will also feature and 

celebrate local artists and musicians.  

Project Purpose: To feature local artisans and assist them in gaining 

recognition within the community. To further promote BALLE and attract 

additional members and supporters. 

TNS Sustainability Principles (SP):  

A) Strengths/contributions: This project aims to address  elements of 

Sustainability Principle two and three and four. As stated above the aim of 

the project is to highlight local artisans, with a hope that Vancouverites will 

purchase merchandise from them instead of from big box stores.  This 

anticipates a shift away from the consumption of imported products and 

resultantly a reduction in freight transportation and fewer carbon dioxide 

emissions. Furthermore, by putting a face to a product will create a more 

conscientious marketplace, considerate of the working conditions 

surrounding production.  

The event has a carbon neutral goal and will have recycling options. From 

the perspective of the SP's this equates to a reduction in the consumption of 

manmade substances and chemicals and  reduced use of non-renewable 

energy resulting from the  operation of this event.  

B)  Gaps/weaknesses:  
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The possible gaps within this project fall are around the local artisan's 

awareness of the full life cycle of the products they purchase and make and 

how that has an effect on the natural world we live in. There is currently no 

educational component built into this event relating to energy use, chemical 

use, degradation of natural resources, fair wages and workers rights 

therefore we cannot assume that local artisans are conducting sustainable 

enterprises. 

Prioritizing Questions 

Will this project bring us closer to our definition of organizational success? 

(Yes=1pt, No=0) 

YES, by providing Vancouverites with an opportunity to learn more about 

who their local vendors are and what products are locally available.  Also 

by demonstrating  to Vancouverites the importance of supporting the local 

community,  in the hope that they will be more likely to do so in the future.  

Despite the fact that this event will likely lead to an increase in 

Vancouverites purchasing local, there is no guarantee that the local artisans 

are conducting fully sustainable businesses.  

Score: 1 

2.    Will this project avoid blind allies i.e will it serve as a platform for 

future steps toward success? (Yes=1pt, No=0)  

Yes, we will be creating a template for hosting this event in the future. We 

will be documenting the process and holding a feedback seminar with our 

members to talk about how to make it better next year.  

Score: 1 

3.    Will this measure generate sufficient resources to get a return on 

investment? 

(Yes to one of the following=1pt, 

yes to two of the following= 2pts, 

yes to three of the following= 3pts, 
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yes to four of the following=4pts, 

yes to five of the following= 5 pts, 

yes to none of the following=0pts) 

A) Financial return (ex. money, stocks, bonds) 

B) Social return (ex. friendship, referral, service)  

C) Ecological return (ex. reforestation, replenishment of natural 

support systems) 

D) Cultural return (ex. restoring heritage, traditional practices or 

stories) 

E) Political return (ex. greater influence) 

A) Local vendors will pay a fee for their booths, which will cover the costs.  

B) & C) The social and ecological ROI is projected to be high in that the 

word of mouth advertising generated by this event will increase the return 

of customers, which will in turn, generate an ecological return on the local 

vendor's investments. 

D) A lot of the local artisans that are members of BALLE and will be 

attending this event have strong sense of cultural heritage and often their 

products and services reflect this.  

Score: 4 

4.    Have the systemic issues at the heart of the problem this project 

addresses been revealed? (Do we know what the systemic problems are?) 

Dependence on a global economy has been revealed as at the heart of the 

problem this project seeks to address. However, the deeper-rooted problem, 

which this project does not seek to address, is the larger connection 

between consumerism and the environment. 

Score: 1 

5.    What part of the system drives the behavior this project addresses 

(choose as many of the following as possible and please elaborate below)? 

(A)=1pt, B)= 2pts, C) =3pts, D)= 4pts, E)= 5pts, F)= 0pts) 

 

A) Physical flows     1pt 
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B) Information flows2pts 

C) Decision/rules      3pts 

D) Policies                 4pts 

E) Feedback loop       5pts 

F) None of the above 0pts 

A) Money physically flows out of Vancouver when people support 

multinational corporations (MNC) and money stays in the local community 

when people support their local businesses. NAFTA trading rules enable 

MNC‘s to import things from all over the world at a low cost, especially 

when they buy in bulk. This gives them a competitive advantage over local 

enterprises. When a community has a thriving local economy, they support 

a much smaller CO2 footprint in that things are being sourced locally and 

not imported in from all over the world. Therefore a community with a 

thriving local economy has a much smaller impact on global Climate 

Change. 

C) An increases in consumer demand of local products can lead to an 

increase in vendors. With larger numbers of artisans demanding local 

products, there will be greater influence on the rules of purchasing, i.e 

NAFTA and government incentives.  

Score: 4 

6. Are we able to define where we are aiming to intervene in the system to 

create success? Choose one or more of the following that apply directly in 

this project or partnership: 

(A)=1pt, B)= 2pts, C)= 3pts, D) =4pts, E)= 5 pts, F)= 6pts, G)= 7pts, 

H)= 8pts, I)= 9pts, J)= 10pts, K)= 11pts, L)= 12pts, none of the 

following=0pts) 

A) Constants, parameters, numbers affecting system change such as 

subsidies, taxes, and standards. =1pt 

B) The size of physical buffers and other stabilizing stocks, relative to their 

flows impacting the health of the system. =2pts 
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C) The structure of material stocks and flows, such as transport networks, 

population age structures. =3pts 

D) The length of delays relative to the rate of system change. =4pts 

E) The strength of negative feedback loops, relative to the impacts they are 

trying to correct against. =5pts 

F) The gain around driving positive feedback loops. =6pts 

G) The structure of information flows: who does, and who does not, have 

access to what kinds of information. =7pts 

H) The rules of the system such as incentives, punishments, and constraints. 

=8pts 

I) The power to add, change, evolve, or self organize system structure. 

=9pts 

J) The goals of the system. =10pts 

K) The mindset or paradigm out of which the system arises - it‘s goals, 

structure, rules, delays and parameters. =11pts 

L) The power to transcend paradigms =12pts 

C) By encouraging people to buy locally, BALLE is increasing local 

economy stocks and flows of equity while simultaneously reducing the Co2 

stocks and flows from materials being shipped in.  

E) The global consumer process has no controls and is therefore having 

large effects on the local economy and small to medium size enterprises. 

Score: 8 

7. Have we identified the important mindsets operating in this system that 

would a) impact upon the success of this project and b) need to change 

concurrently?      

(1pt for each mindset identified, that this project addresses) 
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Consumerism in general is the overarching mindset that needs to be 

changed and is not addressed by this project. However when consuming, 

this project does promote an understanding that purchasing from local 

vendors instead of big box stores has more benefits to the environment and 

the community at large. 

Score: 1 

Total Score: 20 

Scoring Note: Prioritization of a project or partnership should be given to 

that which received the highest score using this STP tool.  



93 

 

Appendix F: Case Study Network Partnerships 

Organization Partnership Focus 

International Union 
for the 
Conservation of 
Nature (IUCN) 

 

IUCN is the only environmental organization with a seat on the 

United Nations general Assembly. They have over 1000 

members: including environmental organizations from Friends of 

the Earth to WWF, governments and state agencies over the 

globe. Partners include corporations e.g. Nokia, Google & 

Phillips and global community stakeholders e.g. International 

trade unions. Communities where the IUCN projects are 

undertaken. 

 

World Wildlife 
Fund  for Nature 
(WWF) 

 

Other KBOs like the GFN, Corporations like Wal-Mart, Coca- 

cola, and Nike. WWF is a member of the Sustainable Food Lab 

and WWF. United Nations agencies, companies and local 

communities, foundations, private sector and individuals.11000 

volunteer scientists. Framework partners: Canada (CIDA), 

Denmark (Danida), France (Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 

Ministry of Ecology and Sustainable Development), Italy 

(DGCS), MAVA Foundation, the Netherlands (DGIS), Norway 

(Norad), Spain (AECID), Sweden (Sida) and Switzerland (SDC). 

 

Natural Capital 
Institute (NCI) & 
Wiser Earth 

 

NCI's major project and partner is with Wiser Earth, as they 

fiscally sponsor them. Wiser Earth has 110,000 partner 

organizations in 243 countries. In addition, 20,000 individual 

members.  

 

World Business 
Council for 
Sustainable 
Development 
(WBCSD) 

A CEO led global association of over 200 companies. 

Membership is by invitation withs a focus on influential 

businesses and corporations. Partners Include: 8 international 

organizations including the World Bank, IPCC the OECD, the 

United Nations Global Compact, UNDP and UNEP. 20 News 

and content organizations, 7 Institutes, 5 Foundations, 5 

Universities and training programs, 11 external non-member 
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(WBCSD)  

 

business organizations. Some of the WBCSD members are 

partners of SFL. 

 

Global Footprint 
Network (GFN) 

 

Diverse selection of sponsoring, endorsing, and participating 

partners. Some of the sponsoring partners include WWF, New 

economics Foundation, ICELI, Agenda 21, Government of 

Queensland, Planet 2025 network, Universities, research and 

environmental organizations. Participating partners include 

Agenda 2, Bank Sarasin, BCIT, The City of Calgary and 

Vancouver, Emirates Environmental Group, and WWF. 

Sponsoring partners include, The Sustainable Scale Project. The 

Web Network, Cardiff University and the Institute of Social 

Ecology. 

 

Grameen 
Foundation 

Partnerships with Microfinance Institutions, local NGOs who 

have a focus on poverty alleviation, technology focused 

organizations like Village Phone, and lending institutions. Major 

funders include The Andrea Soriano Fund.  

 

Sustainable Food 
Lab (SFL) 

 

SOL, Otto Scharmer's -An Exploration of Profound Change in 

People, Organizations, and Society,  Unilever,  US Foodservice, 

Laura's Lean Beef, and Green Mountain Coffee; from non-

government organizations such as Oxfam, the World Wildlife 

Fund, the International Centre for Tropical Agriculture, and the 

Rainforest Alliance; and from government and academic 

institutions. Our members also include private foundations such 

as the W.K. Kellogg Foundation Corporate and NGO strategists 

and leaders. 

Forum For the 
Future (FFF) 

 

Countless partners in the Business Sector. Here are a few of 

many: AOL Time Warner, Atkins, Aviva, BAA, BBC,  Beacon 

Press, Beverage Can Makers Europe, BP,  British Cement 

Association, BT,  Cadbury, Cafédirect, Calor,   CDC Group, 

Duchy Originals, Ecotricity, EDF Energy, Eurostar, Guardian 

News & Media, Halcrow, Highways Agency, Hydro, 

InterfaceFLOR, Jaguar Land Rover, John Laing, Kraft, Marks & 

Spencer, Merrill Lynch, Network Rail,  PepsiCo UK, Rail Safety 

& Standards Board, Royal Dutch Shell, SC Johnson, Tesco, 

Tetra Pak, Thames Water, The Tetley Group, Unilever, Virgin 
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Atlantic,  VisitBritain, Vodafone,  Wessex Water, City of 

London, Marine Stewardship Council (MSC), Royal Academy of 

Engineering, The Natural Step International,  WWF-UK.  

The Pachamama 
Alliance  (TPA) & 
Awakening the 
Dreamer (ATD) 
initiative 

 

Over 1300 volunteer symposium leaders from all over the world, 

the funders and the Achuar people constitute the main 

partnerships. Also partners with other KBOs such as Initiatives 

of change International, Be The Change, both in multiple 

countries, Circle of Life, Community Green, The Soul of Money 

Institute, Power Shift Alliance, and The institute for Neotic 

Sciences. 

 

The Hunger Project 
(THP) 

 

Partners with large aid organizations like CARE, Rotary 

International, Catholic Relief Services, Plan International, United 

Nations Development Program, Environmental Defence Fund, 

Oxfam, and USAIDS. NGO‘s in partner communities 

participating in programs (particularly women) and trained 

volunteer animators. Other KBOs and businesses like local TNSI 

and the Ford Foundation 

GLS Treuhand 
Foundation 

 

Main partners include other financial institutions like The 

Alternative Bank of Switzerland, Ecobanken, The Free 

Community Bank, and The Triodos Bank. Also partners with 

several foundations and trusts such as Rudolf Steiner Foundation, 

The Prometheus Foundation,  Charitable Trusts Hamberg eV.  

Business Alliance 
for Local Living 
Economies (BALLE) 

 

 

Main members include small to medium sized enterprises, and 

community NGOs such as The Economic Sustainability 

Institute for Local Self-Reliance, The Rocky Mountain Institute, 

E.F. Schumacher Society, Ecotrust's Conservation Economy 

Framework, Organic Consumers Association, American 

Farmland Trust, Land Stewardship Project, Robyn VanEn Center 

for Community Supported Agriculture, Institute for Community 

Economics, and The Land Trust Alliance. 

New Economics 
Foundation (NEF) 

Local communities, NGOs and financial institutions 
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Appendix G: Organizations Selected as Case Study 

Case study Organization Innovation or Strength Sector focus 

Natural Capital Institute & 

Wiser Earth 

Wiser Earth Platform Research &Grassroots 

Activism 

Global Footprint Network  Eco-footprint tool Research & Advocacy at 

Governmental level 

Forum For the Future  Business model ―critical friends‘ 

for sustainability 

Research & Sustainable 

Development, EU focus 

The Pachamama Alliance   ‗Awakening the Dreamer‘ 

symposium model 

Education & Community 

Development 

International Union for 

Conservation of Nature  

Largest/oldest conservation 

group. Member of UN. 

Global Advocacy & 

Conservation 

World Wildlife Fund for 

Nature  

Brand strength Global Advocacy & 

Conservation 

The Hunger Project  Empowering humanitarian 

workshops 

Community Development in 

developing countries 

GLS Treuhand Foundation Anthroposophical perspective on 

developing cultural fabric 

Community Development in 

OECD & developing countries 

World Business Council for 

Sustainable Development  

Power of member base Advocacy & Research 

Business Alliance for Local 

Living Economies  

Model for nurturing local 

communities 

Community Development N. 

America 

New Economics Foundation Paradigm challenging tools Research & Education 

Sustainable Food Lab  Application of Theory U through 

global food value chain. 

Global Research & Education 

Grameen Foundation Micro finance  tools Community Development in 

developing countries 

 


