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The Natural Step Framework: A Review

The Natural Step Framework is a comprehensive model
for strategic planning and decision making. It combines a
rigourous, science-based understanding of sustainability with
a tested planning approach to create real and transformative
change.

There are five core concepts in The Natural Step Framework,
which are explained in brief on the following pages. In a
subsequent section (Step A — Awareness), you will find
some resources to help you share the key concepts of the
Framework with others. Remember that this is only a review,
and that you should have a strong familiarity with The Natural
Step before you begin the process outlined in this guide.

The remainder of this guide will equip you with the tools to
move toward sustainability by applying Backcasting from Sus-
tainability Principles through a strategic planning process.

There are many different tools and resources to help you on
your sustainability journey. For example, additional research
into personal leadership, adult learning, organizational
change, facilitation, group dynamics, and systems thinking
will help you make this planning process all the more inspiring
and productive. A list of key resources can be found at the
end of the document on page 51.

To read the story of how The Natural Step was developed,
check out The Natural Step Story: Seeding a Quiet Revolution
by Dr. Karl-Henrik Robért. For more information on this,
please visit www.thenaturalstep.org/resources.
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Core Concepts

1. The Sustainability Challenge
Increasing pressures on organizations as a result

of society’s unsustainable path.
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2. Backcasting
A planning process in which a successful out-
come is imagined in the future.
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3. The Sustainability Principles
The four principles provide the constraints within
which society can operate sustainably. Organiza-
tions can adopt these principles to help guide their
planning and decision-making processes.
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4. Backcasting from Sustainability Principles
Backcasting means beginning with the end in
mind. The sustainability principles help planners
agree on where an organization needs to be in the
future and understand where it is today
so they can make decisions and plan strate-
gically toward sustainability.
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. ABCD Planning Process
A practical process to move efficiently, effectively
and economically from theory to action. This
method is based on backcasting from sustain-
ability principles and consists of four steps which
are repeated as the organization moves toward
sustainability: Awareness... Baseline Analysis...

Compelling Vision... Down to Action.
. )



www.thenaturalstep.org/resources

1. The Sustainability Ghallenge

While the past century has brought extraordinary improve-
ments in human health and medicine, public education, and
material well-being, the unintended side effect of our progress
has been the destruction of ecosystems, the undermining of
human needs, and a way of life that cannot continue for much
longer. The consequence of living beyond the planet's means
is that ecosystems are being run down, resources are disap-
pearing and waste is accumulating in the air, land and water.
The resulting impacts — such as clean water shortages and
climate change — are putting the well-being and development
of all nations at risk.

A simple way of visualizing these challenges is to picture a
funnel. The walls of the funnel represent the increasing pres-
sures on us — our growing demand for resources and ecosys-
tem services, the declining capacity of the earth to provide
those resources and services, stricter governmental laws and
consumer pressure, and the social tensions resulting from
abuses of power and inequality.

The most important element of this metaphor is the system-
atic nature of the pressures we face. There are many differ-
ent problems, but the overall trend is that these problems are
becoming increasingly common and increasingly severe be-
cause they are a direct result of the way our society grows
and develops.

METAPHOR OF THE FUNNEL

Increasing

pressure
over time

Time

Pressure on society increases over time due to our growing
demand for resources and ecosystem services, the declining
capacity of the earth to provide those, stricter governmental
laws and consumer pressure, and the social tensions result-
ing from abuses of power and inequality.
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The sustainability challenge is to avoid ‘hitting the walls’ while
reducing the pressures so the funnel can open up again.

2. Backcasting

Backcasting is a fancy term for something we are all familiar
with — beginning with the end in mind. It refers to the process
of deciding on something we want in the future and then figur-
ing out what we have to do today to get there. At the individual
level, most of us backcast automatically, but when we plan for
the future in larger groups, such as communities, municipali-
ties or businesses, we tend to use forecasting instead. This
involves using past information to establish trends and then
developing a plan based on projecting these trends out into
the future.

Forecasting is very effective if we are happy with how things
are going. But when we want - or need — a very different future
than the one we are headed toward, we need to backcast.

In the case of planning for sustainability, backcasting is a
useful method because of the complexity of the sustainability
challenge and the need to develop new ways of doing things
to address the challenge. This planning method also helps
ensure that we move toward our desired goal as efficiently as
possible. The focus on beginning with the end in mind means
that planners start by agreeing on the conditions that will make
their work a success.

BACKCASTING

Vision of
what | want

Present
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3. The Sustainability Principles

The four sustainability principles are derived from the system
conditions for a sustainable society and provide explicit guid-
ance for any individual or organization interested in moving
toward sustainability. The sustainability principles allow us to
identify the conditions for success in a sustainable society.
Since the principles are the result of broad scientific consen-
sus, they help frame a goal that people and organizations all
over the world can share. If we can agree on those principles
as the basic criteria for a sustainable society, they become
our starting point and help us evaluate our ideas and plan for
the future while making the most effective and efficient use of
our resources.

4. Backcasting from

Sustainability Principles

Backcasting from the sustainability principles suggests that to
move toward sustainability we must:

1. Reduce and eventually eliminate our contribution to
the systematic accumulation of materials from the
earth’s crust. This means substituting our use of certain
minerals that are scarce in nature with others that are more
abundant, using all mined materials efficiently, and sys-
tematically reducing our dependence on fossil fuels.

2. Reduce and eliminate our contribution to the sys-
tematic accumulation of substances produced by
society. This means systematically substituting certain per-
sistent and unnatural compounds with ones that are nor-

mally abundant or break down more easily in nature, and
using all substances produced by society efficiently.

3. Reduce and eliminate our contribution to the ongo-
ing physical degradation of nature. This means drawing
resources only from well-managed eco-systems, system-
atically pursuing the most productive and efficient use of
those resources and land, and exercising caution in all
kinds of modifications of nature, such as over-harvesting
and the introduction of invasive species.

4. Reduce and eliminate our contribution to conditions
that systematically undermine people’s ability to meet
their basic needs. This means offering products and ser-
vices and changing practices, suppliers, and business
models to those that ensure that human rights are respect-
ed, income-making barriers are removed, safe and healthy
work environments are provided, and living conditions al-
low local communities to meet the needs of citizens.

( SYSTEM CONDITIONS FOR SUSTAINABILITY \

Ina sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically
increasing...

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

..concentrations of substances produced by
society,

...degradation by physical means,
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and, in that society...

...people are not subject to conditions that
;sr%/s,temat(iically undermine their capacity to meet
eir needs.
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Picture this!

My own picture of
sustainability



9. The ABCD Planning Process

To create a sustainable society, we need both a vision of where
we want to be and a plan for getting there. There are many
ways to plan for sustainability, and The Natural Step process
this guide describes is only one of them. What makes this
approach unique is that it allows you to build a strategic plan
based on the four sustainability principles, using the backcast-
ing method to evaluate each possible action for its strategic
value. The process involves four basic steps: Awareness,
Baseline Analysis, Compelling Vision and Down to Action.

Although the steps are listed alphabetically as ABCD, they are
not necessarily meant to be followed in a linear way. Most
people find themselves revisiting each of these planning steps
many times, as they move up a spiral of change. Throughout
these planning steps, the sustainability principles will help you
to keep the end in mind as you tackle the multiple decisions
involved in long-term planning. What's considered realistic
and possible today shouldn't affect the direction of change,
only its pace.

( ABCD PLANNING PROCESS \

Awareness

‘ -
Present

Down to
Action

Analysis Does it move us in the right direction?
Is it a flexible platform?
\ Is it a good return on investment? /

Going Deeper
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The Spiral of Ghange: The
Gyclical Nature of the ABGD
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