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Portland, Oregon,  
it is as clear as the Pacific Northwest air 
that the notion of sustainability pervades 
day-to-day life in this scenic city located 
beneath the shadow of Mount Hood.

Looking for a commuting partner? Free 
water conservation devices? A photo of 
Mayor Tom Potter riding his bike to 
work? Look no further than Portland’s 
official city website, which boasts a 
wealth of information on walking tours, 
bike routes, and a sustainability calendar 
ripe with offerings that include seminars 
on building LEED certified homes and 
the basic steps of going solar.

“If the rest of the country was like 
Portland,” says MIT Sloan Professor 
Henry Jacoby, an expert on global  
environmental issues, “We’d be in a  
very different place.”



“What Portland has realized,” says Senior 
Lecturer Sarah Slaughter, one of six 
instructors of MIT Sloan’s Sustainability 
Business Lab (S-Lab) course, “is that 
sustainability was an opportunity for 
them to differentiate themselves from 
other cities.”

Indeed they have. According to the 
SustainLane website—which ranked 
Portland the “greenest city in America” 
when compared to the 50 largest urban 
centers in the U.S.—“Portland’s  
commitment to creating a healthy, 
sustainable city runs so deep that the 
Portland Visitors Association makes  
fun of the issue in its marketing motto: 
It’s Not Easy Being Green.”

According to Richard M. Locke, a  
faculty member deeply involved with  
MIT Sloan’s Sustainability Initiative, 
being green, or taking the necessary 
actions toward that goal, doesn’t have  
to be rife with despair and constraint.  
In fact, steps toward sustainability—a 
widely used umbrella term that encom-
passes issues of environmental and 
humanitarian concerns—could be seen  
as a win-win situation, an opportunity 
for innovations in business practices 
and the empowerment of new business 
growth in this burgeoning field.

By the same token, it is also an opportu-
nity for MIT and MIT Sloan to make a 
significant mark in this area of concern 
and opportunity, banding together their 
leading experts on campus to work  
collectively for the common good.

“I think this is a space that MIT could 
easily own,” says Locke, the Alvin J. 
Siteman Professor of Entrepreneurship 
and Political Science. “One of the things 
we’re trying to do differently here is not 
to see sustainability in a siloed approach. 
What we’ve had is the energy people just 
talk about energy, and the environmental 
people just talk about climate change, 
and the social people only talk about the 
social side of things, and the building 
and infrastructure people only talk about 
that, and they don’t realize that all of 
those things are linked. We’ve been talk-
ing in silos and, as a result, we haven’t 
actually been able to see the big picture. 
Now, we’re talking about the social 
issues, we’re talking about the 
use of water, we’re talking 
about labor, we’re talking 
about all sorts of things, 
and we have that 
expertise on campus 
already.

“At MIT Sloan, we know something 
about markets and organizations,” con-
tinues Locke. “Other people on campus 
know a lot about energy, or a lot about 
water and infrastructure, or a lot about 
the environment. What we have 
the possibility of doing here is to 
bring together that community 
of experts to work on issues 
in a systemic way, number 
one; and number two, 
technology is going to 
be an important part of 
the story. It’s not going 
to solve it, of course, 
but technology is going 
to enable some of the 
changes we need.  
What we want to do is 
link together the 
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technology side with the organizational 
side in discussions on our choices and 
strategies. If we can do that—and I think 
MIT is probably one of the few places in 
the world that can—we could really show 
the possibilities, we could show what the 
limitations are, and we could show how 
to meet them in a systemic way. 

“That,” he says, “is a great opportunity 
here.”

Though some scientists and academ-
ics, like Jacoby, have been studying the 
effects of global climate change for more 
than 30 years, a number of observers 
pinpoint a notable shift in the public’s 
perception of such matters following the 
2006 release of An Inconvenient Truth. 
Millions flocked to see the Academy 
Award-winning documentary narrated 
by former Vice President Al Gore, which 
warned of the drastic consequences 
of greenhouse gas emissions and ris-
ing atmospheric temperatures and CO2 
levels. For many, it was a wake-up call 
heard round the world.

“Maybe it’s because you had the movie 
and then you had the scientific reports 

coming out,” says Locke. “Now, it’s not, 
‘Oh you care about this; you must be a 
tree hugger.’ Now you can really see that 
people are thinking hard about ‘How 
do I think about this?’ We see this, for 
example, at our Executive Education 
programs. Companies that we’ve been 
doing a lot of training with are coming 

to us to say, ‘Will you work with us on 
these kinds of issues if we want to under-
stand them better?’ I do see a wake-up 
call. Is it consistent? No. Not everyone 
in the organizations that we work with 
gets it, not all universities are jumping on 
to this, and, to the extent that they are, 
sometimes it’s more faddish than real, 
but I do see a real switch happening.”

Kara Penn, MBA ’07, sees the switch  
as well. 

“The talk of global warming really shift-
ed the perspective of this, and sustain-
ability entered into the public discourse 
in a way it hadn’t before,” says Penn, the 
climate solutions program manager for 
the Jonathan Rose Companies in New 
York, a firm focused on green urban 
development and planning. “When you 
shape the fabric of communities to be 
more sustainable overall … you show 
people, you illustrate to people, that 
when it’s done well, it actually improves 
your quality of life. Now we are looking 
at, ‘How do we carry that mindset  
to shift perceptions and realities city-
wide?’ I’m seeing there is a rapid push  
in that direction.”

Surprisingly to some 
observers, Wal-Mart 
is among the corpora-
tions helping to lead by 
example. As the largest 
retailer in the world—
with annual sales great-
er than $374 billion, 
more than two million 
employees and 200 mil-
lion customers—the 
business behemoth has 

turned its corporate eye to sustainability 
in recent years, including the consistent 
pursuit of energy- and emissions-saving 
measures in its 7,200 stores. 

“Much of what they are doing gener-
ates significant savings for them, con-
sistent with their culture and mandate 
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“ Without a long-term vision, 
some companies perceive the 
initial costs to be too high ... 
when there are substantial  
long-term gains for the 
environment, for society,  
and for the bottom line.”

But, as Wal-Mart learns from its own 
experiences, and forges a path for others 
to follow, Sterman acknowledges that 
these long-term investments come with 
short-run costs—such as the purchase  
and installation of the APUs for the  
truck fleet—which can serve as a  
stumbling block toward sustainable  
practice and progress.

“Wal-Mart is a huge, successful orga-
nization,” says Sterman, “and they see 
the wisdom of making that investment. 
Some firms don’t. Without a long-term 
vision, some companies perceive the ini-
tial costs to be too high, deterring them 
from initiating necessary changes, even 
when there are substantial long-term 
gains for the environment, for society, 
and for the bottom line.”

“It’s the old adage that a dollar in the 
hand today is better than a dollar in the 
hand tomorrow,” says Penn. “It’s very 
hard for people to conceptualize long-
term horizons. I’ve heard people say, 

‘Well, this problem isn’t going to happen 
for 30 years.’ People can’t conceptualize 
what 30 years or 50 years or 100 years  
in the future looks like, so it’s a short-
term benefit over long-term gain. That’s 
one component of it. In my opinion, 
people are starting to grasp on to the  
sustainability concept, but then in day-
to-day life, in day-to-day practices, it is  
a challenge for people to change their 
behavior. I see that as a place of innova-
tion right now.” 

As does Locke, who imparts his vision 
on sustainability to the 222 MIT Sloan 
students and fellows per year who 
take part in either an S-Lab or Global 
Entrepreneurship Lab (G-Lab) course. 

“One of the things we want to try to do 
is say, ‘Look, there’s all sorts of opportu-
nities here, not just in terms of savings, 
but also in launching new products,’ ” 
says Locke. “There are opportunities to 
start new businesses, redesign existing 
businesses and business practices. Given 

to constantly reduce costs and pass the 
savings on to consumers in the form of 
lower prices,” says John Sterman, MIT 
Sloan’s Jay W. Forrester Professor of 
Management and director of the MIT 
System Dynamics Group. “They’ve been 
successful in many of these areas. To 
take one example: When they decided to 
feature compact fluorescent light bulbs 
(CFLs) in their stores—and not just stock 
them but display them in a prominent 
position where people would see them—
sales of CFLs went up substantially. 
With the number of bulbs they sell this 
saves a lot of electricity. To cut fuel use 
in their truck fleet, they installed auxiliary 
power units (APUs) in all of the trucks so 
that the drivers wouldn’t have to run the 
engines when they were taking a break or 
sleeping. This dramatically cuts fuel use 
and reduces noise pollution and air pollu-
tion, all while saving them money.”



“One of the nice things about markets is 
not everyone has to agree on everything 
to keep things working effectively,” says 
Malone. “If I want Mexican food and you 
want Greek food, we can both find what 
we want and we don’t have to agree on 
what’s best. I think the same thing applies 
to how people talk about sustainability. 
If I think the rights of workers in the 
developing world are very important and 
you think reducing our carbon footprint is 
important, each of us can take our values 
into account in deciding what companies 

how MIT Sloan thinks about entrepre-
neurship, you could really get into start-
ing a business that could run around 
revamping buildings and retrofitting 
them, thinking about recycling models 
or alternative energy models.”

“Sustainability is not a destination,  
it’s a journey,” says Slaughter. “It’s a 
constant process of figuring out what 
needs to be done.” 

As British philosopher Bertrand Russell 
once wrote, “Change is one thing. 
Progress is another.”

But—in the wake of An Inconvenient 
Truth and the scientific reports that had 
preceded it and since followed—what 
has hindered the pace of progress 
toward worldwide sustainability and  
all it entails? And why have some  
corporations, governments, and organi-
zations made subtle to substantial  
differences in their policies and prac-
tices, while others have not? A number 
of theories exist, not the least of which 
is a lack of accord across all sectors on 
how to best move forward in a collec-
tive, comprehensive manner. 

“There is far from consensus on what 
should be done about sustainability 
issues,” says Thomas W. Malone, the 
Patrick J. McGovern Professor of 
Management and the founding direc-
tor of the MIT Center for Collective 
Intelligence. “In fact, there are many 
people who believe that business should 
only do things that increase their bot-
tom line or their shareholders’ wealth.”

In his 2004 book, The Future of 
Work: How the New Order of Business 
Will Shape Your Organization, Your 
Management Style, and Your Life, 
Malone delved into this very issue in his 
final chapter, where he discusses a  
marketplace for values and how compa-
nies must cater to the various stakehold-
ers—and their various interests—for the 
company to remain viable.

we want to buy from, work for, or invest 
in. For instance, many people assume, 
incorrectly I believe, that all investors only 
want to maximize their profits. But when 
I wrote my book I found statistics show-
ing that more than 10 percent of funds 
under professional management use some 
kind of socially responsible investment 
philosophy. That is up from about zero 
percent 10 or 20 years ago. All investors 
are human, most humans care about other 
things besides just profit, and this statistic 
shows that a substantial minority of people 

“ ... whatever the solution is, it 
involves people from all sectors 
who can act in innovative ways 
together.” 



are already willing to make their financial 
decisions based on something other than 
just profit.”

But along with fear of perceived profit 
loss, imposed regulations, and drastic 
changes in lifestyle, a lack of “conscious-
ness,” says Donald R. Lessard, the Epoch 
Foundation Professor of International 
Management, may be one of the biggest 
obstacles to overcome.

“We are used to living the way we live 
and are only beginning to become aware 
of how unsustainable our life is,” says 
Lessard, cochair of the MIT Energy 

Education Task Force, a part of the MIT 
Energy Initiative (MITEI). “In the United 
States, we consume five times as much 
energy as the rest of the world, and we 
make choices that, if the whole world 
made them, we would ‘burn out’ tomor-
row. Consciousness drives action, even 
if often primarily symbolic at the outset. 
Symbols matter in getting people engaged, 
but it is important to focus on impact in 
order to drive the needed change.”

It is also important to focus on leadership, 
which many agree is of colossal impor-
tance in moving the sustainability agenda 
forward. On this front, momentum is 
afoot at MIT and MIT Sloan, where a 
number of collective and individual initia-
tives are under way, including Jacoby’s 
ongoing work at MIT’s Center for Energy 
and Environmental Policy Research and 
its offshoot, the Joint Program on the 
Science and Policy of Global Change. 
Another initiative is focused on 800 cities 
that have signed on to become “greener;” 
yet another, through the MIT Center for 
Collective Intelligence, hopes to harness 
the intelligence of people and existing 
technologies to better address global cli-
mate change using an approach similar to 
that of Wikipedia.

“One part of the solution has to do with 
a new type of leadership to bring together 
folks from all sectors—technology, envi-
ronment, social mindsets, different socio-
economic interests—to optimize the larger 
whole,” says Senior Lecturer C. Otto 
Scharmer, an advocate for “presencing,”  
a social technology to lead profound 
change based on his Theory U which  
“illuminates a blind spot in leadership  
and social experience.”

“The key thing we are missing today is  
the social technology to bring people 
together for a leadership journey,” says 
Scharmer. “One thing we know for sure  
is this: Whatever the solution is, it involves 
people from all sectors who can act in 
innovative ways together.” ...


