
Protocol #3: Baseline Sustainability Best Practices 
 
Having successfully completed the last protocol about your company’s innovativeness and the 
innovativeness of its leader(s), the next protocol you will tackle is to establish a baseline of the best 
practices followed by your company with regard to sustainability. You’ll be observing current practice 
both for general office procedures as well as for your company’s projects, and you will also be asking 
questions of the people in charge of these practices. 
 
Probably the most well-known definition of sustainability was put forth by the Brundtland Commission, 
a task force of the United Nations, in 1987 as they struggled to create a broadly acceptable approach 
toward sustainable development: 
 

“meeting the needs and aspirations of the present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs and aspirations.1” 

 
The original Commission didn’t include aspirations as part of the definition – they focused instead on 
just basic needs being met for all humans. The Commission later realized that going beyond basic 
survival needs to also meet aspirations is a critical and important element in order to get people, 
especially those of us in the developed world, to buy in to the concept, and it’s better reflective of how 
we actually operate.  
 
This basic definition means that whatever actions we as humans take now toward improving our quality 
of life, being successful, or meeting our needs and aspirations, we must do in such a way as to preserve 
the capacity for people in the future to do the same thing – to do otherwise would not be fair. In a 
practical sense, this means not depleting our resource bases (at least not until we develop renewable 
substitutes); not damaging natural ecosystems, which are the primary mechanism by which our resource 
bases renew themselves, and striving to ensure that the needs and aspirations of other humans on the 
planet are met so that those humans don’t destroy our fundamental resource bases or ecosystems either. 
 
At the level of a company, sustainability is often discussed in terms of the concept of the “triple bottom 
line2”, where, in addition to the economic bottom line by which companies have historically measured 
their success, they now must consider the social bottom line (how their business affects people, including 
employees, people in the market, and others such as neighboring communities who are affected by their 
business practices), and the environmental bottom line (how their business affects the environment in 
terms of resource consumption and negative impact to natural ecosystems). Many companies are taking 
this concept quite seriously, and the Dow Jones even has a special Sustainability Index3 to track the 
financial performance of leading sustainability-driven companies worldwide. 
 
At a project level, companies trying to conduct sustainable construction undertake a variety of practices 
to increase the sustainability of their projects. These range from environment-focused actions (like 
special measures to avoid site disturbance, use of building materials that are sustainably harvested, and 
use of natural landscaping practices) to resource-focused actions (like use of recycled content materials, 
salvage or recycling of construction waste, and use of energy-efficient products and technologies) to 
people-focused actions (like using interior finishes that do not offgas harmful chemicals, avoiding the use 
                                                
1 United Nations World Commission on Environment & Development. (1987). Our Common Future. Oxford University Press, 
Oxford, UK. See also Brundtland, G.H. (1989). “Protecting the Global Commons,” Earth Ethics, Fall, 12. for a discussion of 
the necessity of including aspirations as part of the definition. 
2 This concept was originally introduced in Elkington, J. (1997). Cannibals with Forks: The Triple Bottom Line of 21st Century 
Business. Capstone Publishers, Oxford, UK. It’s part of a larger concept called Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), and 
many large companies have special programs devoted to managing this aspect of their business. See Wikipedia for a brief 
overview. There are also many critiques of this concept on the web that you can find using a Google search. 
3 See http://www.sustainability-index.com/ 



of toxic cleaning chemicals, protecting the HVAC system from dust and contaminants, and using fair 
labor practices).  
 
Your job in this assignment will be to determine what practices your company currently uses at the 
corporate and project levels that represent sustainability best practices. For each of the practices in the 
following checklist, you will need to either observe directly whether or not it is being used in the 
company, or ask someone in the company whether it is being used. The project-specific practices in 
particular will require you to work with someone in the company to find out whether or not the practices 
are used on other projects besides the one on which you may be working. 
 
As before, please read through the entire protocol and do what you can to answer questions for yourself 
before you formally begin to ask other people. You may wish to start with your company’s annual 
environmental or sustainability report if it has one, or by talking to someone from the corporate green 
team, sustainability office, or environmental management office if your company has one. If you have 
questions about what these practices are, we especially encourage you to consult the following references 
available free online, or to contact us for more information: 
 
Field Guide for Sustainable Construction. Department of Defense – Pentagon Renovation and 
Construction Office. (2004). PDF, 2.6 MB, 312 pgs. Available for download at 
http://renovation.pentagon.mil/sustainfieldguide.htm.  
 
Sustainable Buildings Technical Manual. Public Technologies, Inc./US Department of Energy. (2006). 
PDF, 3.1 MB, 292 pgs. Available for download at http://smartcommunities.ncat.org/pdf/sbt.pdf. 
 
Greening Federal Facilities, 2nd ed. US Department of Energy Federal Energy Management Program. 
(2001). PDF, 2.1 MB, 211 pgs. Available for download at http://www.ofee.gov/sb/facilities.html.  
 
As you complete this assignment, you will find evidence of sustainability documented in multiple ways. 
A number of the items in the checklists may be documented for your company as formal policy or in 
other formally documented ways. Any information or examples you can collect on these items should be 
kept in a folder and/or electronic archive, since it will help you with the next assignment and can also be 
turned in when you return to campus in the fall for extra credit. Any digital photos you take of the items 
in the checklist will also count for extra credit and can be turned in on a CD when you return in the fall. 



Protocol #3a - Corporate-Level Sustainability Best Practices 
 
Please determine which of the following your company presently has in place or is actively considering.  
 
Practice YES NO 
A formal policy on sustainability   
Green team(s) or sustainability working groups   
An orientation program that includes sustainability or social/environmental issues   
A training program that includes sustainability or social/environmental issues   
A formal process for capturing lessons learned   
Access to external sustainability specialists/partners   
Employees with sustainability expertise   
An employee handbook/guide on sustainability   
A web site or newsletter on sustainability programs   
Marketing information on our green practices   
Technical information on our green practices   
Listings in major green guides/directories for our products/services   
A program for customer/client education on sustainability   
A program for supply chain education on sustainability   
Formal sustainability metrics/evaluation program    
Regular sustainability audits of our products/processes    
An environmental accounting system (e.g., triple bottom line)   
A strategic plan for sustainability implementation    
A recycling program for office waste   
A green housekeeping program   
A program for greening its own capital facilities   
A policy of sustainable/green purchasing/procurement   
A program for reusing resources (e.g., coffee mugs)   
A telecommuting/flex time policy   
Alternative fuel fleet vehicles   
Bicycle facilities/carpool incentives   
A teleconference-instead-of-travel policy   
A policy of “paperless” operations   
A community/social service program   
Transit passes for employees   
A green investment program for retirement/pension plans   
Lunch n’ learn programs on sustainability   
A policy of letting employees participate in external committees   
An annual environmental report to shareholders/stakeholders   
A green travel policy (e.g., environmentally friendly hotels)   
An environmental code of conduct for employees   
Energy-efficient office equipment   
 
With whom did you talk to get information on these practices? Please also list other sources of 
information such as annual environmental reports or web sites if you consulted them. 
 



Project-Level Sustainability Best Practices 
 
For the following construction-related best practices, you will be asked to find out how prevalent each 
practice is across all projects undertaken by your company. To do this, it’s recommended that you find a 
project manager within your company to help you complete the checklist in the file Protocol3b – 
SustBaseline.doc, possibly the one who manages the project to which you are assigned. One idea for 
getting the information is to give the person the checklist and ask them to rate each practice based on 
their knowledge of all company projects according to the following scale:  
 

1 – Never tried the practice/Not applicable 
2 – Tried the practice on one or more projects in the past, but discontinued or abandoned it 
3 – Presently use the practice on some of our projects 
4 – Presently use the practice on all of our projects 
5 – Don’t know 

 
For some practices, we’ve also provided comments in the table about definitions or sources of 
information you can check to learn more. Please read these carefully and use them when you talk with 
your interviewee for this part of the protocol. As with corporate-level practices, we ask that you keep any 
documentation, electronic or paper, that you obtain to support your answers to help you with the next 
assignment. You can also submit it as an archive when you return in the fall for extra credit, along with 
digital photos of any of these practices you observe on the job site. 
 
Note that not all practices are applicable to all the jobs on which you may be employed this summer. 
Please be sure to indicate “not applicable” for practices not appropriate for the type of contractor who 
employs you. For instance, if you’re working for an MEP contractor, you will probably not be heavily 
involved in many practices involving site management, although you may have a role in erosion control 
related to trenching for utilities. Be sure to carefully read through all the practices before ruling them out 
for your company. 
 
Last but not least, it’s quite possible that your company employs sustainable best practices that are not on 
either of these lists. If you find that the people you talk with are suggesting items that are not on the list, 
please keep track of these items and include them in your comments on Blackboard for this assignment. 
Also mention any items that you or your point of contact did not understand. 
 
With whom did you talk to get information on these practices? Please also list other sources of 
information such as annual environmental reports, training materials, or project web sites if you 
consulted them. 
 


