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Pyramid is based on the VISIS Method 
A widely used approach to sustainable development

Source: The Sustainability Transformation, by Alan AtKisson, Routledge/Earthscan, 2010
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What happened? 
How can we deal with the immediate 
impacts of the event?

How do events create patterns over time? 
Can we prepare for the situation that 
these trends will lead to in the future?

What forces, connections and 
relationships create these patterns?

What in our thinking (assumptions, 
values and world-views) allows this 
situation to persist?
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Critical Competencies for Sustainability Professionals
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The Sustainability Professional:  
2010 Competency Survey Report 
A research study conducted by the International Society of Sustainability Professionals 

 

 
 
 

Authored by Marsha Willard, Carole Wiedmeyer, R. Warren Flint, John S. Weedon,  

Rick Woodward, Ira Feldman and Mark Edwards  
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Skills Needed 

When respondents were asked to describe in their own words the top skills needed for 
success as a sustainability professional, good communication skills came out on top. Other 
skills were mentioned less often by the group as a whole.  

When asked to rate the importance of pre-defined “hard” 
skills, the most important items cited were strategic 
planning, systems thinking and project management.  
Scientific expertise and sustainability 
accounting/reporting tended to be more important to 
larger organizations than to smaller ones. Financial 
analysis/ROI was somewhat more important to 
consultants and those in manufacturing/services than to 
those in government, education and non-profit 
organizations.  

Those outside North America were more concerned than 
North Americans with policy expertise and risk 
assessment. On the other hand, North Americans said 
financial analysis, vendor management and systems 
thinking were more important.  

Respondents said most “hard” skills will continue to be 
needed in the future because they are necessary for 
competing in a business climate, enable a strategic 
approach, are fundamental to change, and/or allow 
performance tracking.  

In general, more “soft” skills were deemed of extremely high importance than “hard” skills. 
Among the soft skills examined, those considered most critical were communication with 
internal and external stakeholders, problem solving, and inspiring and motivating others. 
Non-consultants felt more strongly than consultants about the importance of networking and 
influencing change. While important to all types of organizations, several skills were most 
important to those in government, education and non-profits: those included communication 
with internal stakeholders, flexibility or adaptability, inspiring and motivating others, and 
consensus building. In general, respondents said “soft” skills will continue to be needed in 
the future because they are necessary for bringing about transformational change.  

The findings of the study begin to paint a clearer picture of what sustainability professionals 
are called upon to know and do.  This information will make an important contribution to 
the creation of relevant curricula to prepare professionals for the field as well as help 
employers determine requirements for newly created sustainability coordinator positions. 

Key Findings 

 

Challenges 

• Establishing the value of sustainability 

• Climate change 

• Building support 

• Financing sustainability 
 

Hard skill needs 

• Strategic planning 

• Systems thinking 

• Project management 
 

Soft skill needs 

• Communication with stakeholders 

• Problem solving 

• Inspiring and motivating others 

 

 



If we don’t change our direction, we 
might end up where we’re heading.
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Nature: Environment, 
resources, ecosystems, 
materials, energy, climate, etc. 

Society: Government, culture, 
institutions, human rights, 
ethics, transparency, social 
concerns, etc.

Economy: Production, 
consumption, employment, 
investment, quality, 
innovation, business 
models, etc.

Wellbeing: Individual 
health, families, self-
development, quality 
of life
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i indicators
identify key issues and trends that affect the topic that 
we are exploring
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i indicators
identify indicators and trends
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s systems
search for cause-and-effect linkages among the 
trends, find new puzzle pieces, and search for places 
in the system where change is possible.
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innovation
search for ways (policies, projects, technologies) to 
make positive change in the system, in the places of 
where change is most efficient
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s strategies
create strategies to implement the best ideas 
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a Action & shared commitment
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i Pyramid Level 1: Indicators
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s Pyramid Level 2: Systems
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system
A collection of inter-related 
elements, connected by flows of 
energy, material, and information, 
created a unified whole.



system Mental 
model

understanding 
prediction 

action 
intervention 
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What we are going to do now

• Start from our indicators 

• See where they link together, in cause-and-effect 
relationships 

• Draw “maps” showing the linkages 

• See if we forgot any important elements that will 
help us understand how this system works
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Rapid Systems Mapping Technique:  
Part 1
• Start with one indicator (or issue) that you want to 

explore in more depth 
• Put it in the center of a piece of paper 
• Mark the Compass Points around the paper’s sides 
• Start asking “What causes that to happen?” and “What 

impacts does that cause?” 
• Look for linkages between that indicator and others 
• Draw arrows to show the direction of cause -> effect 
• Add indicators / issues / elements as needed!  
• The following slides demonstrate the process
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Example of a completed systems map

Note: The text for this map is in Latvian, but the general form of 
a systems map is the same in any language
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Level 2:  Systems

• Start with one key Indicator 

• Create a system map 

• Find cause/effect links to trends 

 in all 4 Compass Points 

• Identify Leverage Points 

• Describe each Leverage Point (place where you can 
effectively make change in the system) in a phrase 

• Put the Leverage Points on Level 2 of the Pyramid

Pyramid
ALTERNATE 

SLIDE

COMBINES THE 
INSTRUCTIONS 

ONTO ONE SLIDE



Pyramid Level 3: Innovationi
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Innovation?

Interventions in 
systems

Don't have to be 
"new" (but are new 

to the system)

Different levels: from 
technical solutions to 

transformations of social 
systems or world-views

Sustainability 
innovations: designed 

with the whole system in 
mind

Based on AtKisson, Accelerator 2.9



Practical

Political

Personal

Attitudes, behaviors 
and technical  

solutions

Technological and 
political systems & 

structures

Paradigms, beliefs, values 
and world-views

Interventions and 
outcomes



Innovation

Strategy
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Pyramid Level 3:  Innovation

• Review the system maps and the information on the 
Pyramid ... let your mind wander 

• Brainstorm ideas for innovations (changes) that could be 
made at a leverage point (or at several leverage points) 

• Share your best ideas with your group 

• Each group picks one idea, and prepares a very short 
presentation about that ideas (2 minutes per group!) 

• Put the titles of your ideas on the Pyramid

Pyramid



Mini Design Challenge

In 2 – 3 minutes, sketch a new solution for the following problem: 


 
Design something which cannot 
be used by anyone





Brainstorm innovationsa

b

Analyze innovations based on sustainability 
criteriac

Describe/develop selected innovations



Risks?
Costs? Efficiency?

Sufficient to get 
us there?

Time frame? Scale?

Who  
controls?

Who gains/
profits?Innovation



s Pyramid Level 4:  Strategy
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The Gilman Equation

perceived 
value of 
the new

perceived 
value of 
the old

perceived 
cost of 
change- >

Increase perceived value  
of the new (promotion,  

marketing, etc.)

Decrease perceived 
value of the old 

(protest, critique)

Decrease cost of change 
(facilitation, subventions, 

support, etc.)
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Worksheet: Promoting the Idea

VALUE OF THE NEW IDEA VALUE OF THE OLD WAY COST OF CHANGE

HOW TO INCREASE IT HOW TO DECREASE IT HOW TO DECREASE IT

– >1

2
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