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“Life’s challenges are not supposed to paralyze you. They 
are supposed to help you discover who you are.”

Bernice Johnson Reagon







Systems ThinkingSystems Thinking

• Our roadmap to a mental model for 
sustainability
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A Natural System - The Carbon 
Cycle



A Natural System - The 
Hydrologic Cycle



An Industrial System



Elements of a Systems 
Framework - Nature as a Model
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• Seeing the whole and its parts
• Networks of mutuality (relationships)
• Recognizing boundaries (limits)
• Constant creation and destruction
• Self-organizing and self-sustaining
• Time scales long and feedback loops hard 

to observe
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The Lessons of Working in 
Systems
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• Everything is connected to everything else
• You can never do just one thing
• There is no “away”
• Nothing grows forever
• There are no simple solutions
• Don’t fight positive feedback; support negative 

feedback instead
• Competition is often cooperation in disguise
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Is Scarcity an Inevitable 
Condition of Life?



Through the Lens of Scarcity
“Far from scarcity disappearing, it will be the most dominant aspect of the 

society.” Kenneth Boulding, Public Interest. 1966

“The habitual condition of civilized man is one of scarcity.” William Ophuls. 
Ecology and the Politics of Scarcity. 1977

“I believe in coming decades the world will probably see a steady increase in 
the incidence of violent conflict that is caused at least in part, by 
environmental scarcity.” Thomas Homer-Dixon, “Environment, Scarcity, 
and Violence” 1999



Through the Lens of Abundance

• Ecological systems of incredible diversity
• Uncountable and unnamed complexity of 

life and interrelationships of species
• Immeasurable value of natural services
• No limiting artificial models (i.e. a core 

business) to constrain possibilities



• "We are symbionts on a symbiotic planet, and if 
we care to, we can find symbiosis everywhere". 
Lynn Margulis.

Endosymbiosis reframes 
evolution and asks “is 
competition the best game 
in town?”

A Model of Collaboration

Through the Lens of Abundance



What Happens When We Don’t 
See Abundance

• We create economic 
frameworks to 
regulate scarcity

• We create social  and 
political institutions to 
prop up the economic 
framework

• We allocate scarcity



When We Allocate Scarcity….

• We treat nature 
as a closed 
system

• We invite the 2nd 
law to dominate

• We make our 
relationship with 
nature a zero sum 
game



When We Allocate Scarcity...

• We create winners 
and losers

• We institutionalize 
poverty

• We insure conflict
• We squander 

abundance
• We ensure non-

sustainability





Potpourri of Innovation 
and Hope
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Thermafleece Insulation



Biobased Insulation



Oloid Engines







Bioplastics









Greening the Desert







Optimizing for the System



Bringing Sustainability Home



The Idea of Community NexusThe Idea of Community Nexus

Develop a Fabric of Community Facilities 
(Libraries, Rec Center, Health Clinic, 
Performing Arts , Community Kitchen)
Serve Schools and the Surrounding 
Neighborhood
Avoid Duplication of Costs
Examples: Chicago, Providence, New Orleans
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On what target do we fix?

• Scarcity: scarcity of resources, 
scarcity of techniques and methods; 
scarcity of imagination

• Abundance: abundance of resources; 
abundance of ideas and opportunity; 
abundance of possibility



•The target we select becomes 
the lens through which we see 
our world - the lens of scarcity or 
the lens of abundance - it drives 
our world view, our mental 
models, our approach to problem 
solving, our research agenda, and 
our policy responses



The Way Out of the Scarcity Trap

• See and Expect Abundance
• Seek Solutions that are Local
• Work in Systems (acknowledge limits - NOT 

scarcity)
• Use Nature as a Model - Find Value in Everything 

(Follow Biomimicry Principles)
• Put Nature’s Capital on the Balance Sheet
• Design All Outputs to be Someone’s or 

Something’s Inputs 



Can we talk?



“Real change begins with the simple act of people 
talking about what they care about.”

Margaret Wheatley



Language and Consciousness:
Communicating to Different 

Worldviews

• Stages of Worldview
• Honoring the Worldview of Others
• Translate v. Transform
• Developmentally Appropriate Imagery
• Understanding Ourselves First and then our 

Audiences



Different Ecological Selves

• Guardian - romantic ethos
• Warrior - heroic ethos
• Manager - stewardship ethos
• Strategist - rational ethos
• Radical - equality ethos

Sean Esbjorn-Hargens, based upon 
research by Don Beck and Chris Cowan,
Spiral Dynamics



The Eco-Strategist:
Hot Buttons and Cold Buttons

• Appeal to competitive 
advantage

• Inspire to face the 
challenge

• Use scientific data
• Cite experts
• Draw upon motivation 

for success

• Put down profit or 
entrepreneurism

• Deny rewards for 
good performance

• Trap with rules and 
procedures

• Seem ordinary
• Treat as one of the 

herd



Resources for Localization

• Building Green Bulletin 
(http://www.buildinggreen.com)

• Small Wind Newsletter 
(http://www.irecusa.org/smallwindenergy)

• Better by Design 
(http://www.pca.state.mn.us)

• RMI Principles for Community Success 
(http://www.rmi.org)

http://www.buildinggreen.com/
http://www.irecusa.org/smallwindenergy
http://www.pca.state.mn.us/
http://www.rmi.org/


Resources for Localization

• Community Culture and the Environment : A 
Guide to Understanding a Sense of Place 
(ncepiwo@one.net)

• USDA Rural Development Program Guide 
(http://www.rurdev.usda.gov/co/index.html)

• EPA Small Business Ombudsman 
(http://www.epa.gov/sbo)

• US Government Grants Database 
(http://www.grants.gov)

mailto:ncepiwo@one.net
http://www.rurdev.usda.gov/co/index.html
http://www.epa.gov/sbo
http://www.grants.gov/


“If you are working on something you can finish in 
your lifetime,

you’re not thinking big enough.”

Wes Jackson
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