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Bill Foley 

Sphere of Influence- A Passion for Sustainability 

Achieving Sustainability will only take place as a result of individuals making informed decisions and 

taking action which move their organization one step closer to the goal. This means making decisions 

like: 

1. Putting the scrap paper in the recycle bin 

2. Speaking up when you see the chance to reduce waste. 

3. Changing a material choice to a renewable material. 

4. Setting a vision for an organization to become 100% sustainable. 

Whatever decision making level a person is at there is the opportunity to make a choice that leads to an 

action that moves the company one step closer to the goal. Every individual has a sphere of influence 

with those that work around them or for them. Exercising within your individual sphere or perhaps 

stretching your reach is rewarding personally, professionally and will help the company become 

sustainable. 

While many companies have made progress towards the goal, no company has actually achieved it. 

Companies that think they are close are in all likelihood focusing on a very narrow definition of the 

word.  A true triple bottom line approach to sustainability requires a broad approach that takes a 

serious account of an organization’s environmental impact both material use and the effect of the 

processes used to make a product, positive social impact within the organization and the community 

and financial responsibility.  

My passion for sustainability was launched while I was researching the use of tropical woods as a 

Materials Research Manager at Herman Miller with a true desire to understand the truth about the 

implications of using materials like rosewood and mahogany. At the time in 1989 the term sustainability 

was being debated, only two years since the famous Bruntland Report (March 1987). My good fortune 

was to be working for a company that let me seek the truth to a hard question. Was Rosewood a 

sustainable material choice?  

The Rosewood question sent me down an incredible journey where I met with experts from Non-

Government Organizations like Friends of the Earth and Rain Forest Action Network, scientists like Dr. 

Nigel Hepper from KEW gardens in London, suppliers of the wood itself who did all they could to provide 

a solid chain of custody and renowned Sustainability leaders like Bill McDonough. When I listened to all 

they had to say and looked at the facts, it was clear to me we should not be using Rosewood or 

Mahogany for that matter. My role in the organization was as a middle manager. When I broke the news 

to my direct boss, Marsha Skidmore she told me straight up I should make my case with the President 

Dick Ruch. Dick indeed looked me straight in the eye and said “Are you sure?” I said, “Absolutely”. Well, 

he was the president and without another question, he simply said alright we’ll stop using it. I hope it 

doesn’t ruin the sales of the Eames Lounge Chair.” I was quite sure we could use Cherry as a substitute 

and the chair would continue to be the design icon that it is. 
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Fourteen years at Herman Miller and the work we did to launch sustainability programs was truly a 

graduate level lesson in the practical application of sustainable business practices.  My colleagues 

continue to this day to be trail blazers in pursuit of sustainability. As for me, I left Herman Miller and 

went to work for Interface Inc. Wow, what an experience. This was indeed good fortune. I was able to 

interact directly with Ray Anderson and the renowned dream team of Interface. The list included Janine 

Benyus, Paul Hawken, Amory Lovin, Bill McDonough and others. I mention these names because these 

great sustainability leaders were indeed visionaries and wanted to share their thoughts with all who 

would listen. Of course, working with Ray was most rewarding. Ray was a man of passion who always 

had the time to treat you like you were the only person in the room, eagerly willing to discuss an 

emerging idea to make the organization more sustainable. 

Well, it is now 2012 and we are twenty five years removed from the Bruntland Commission’s report that 

put a stake in the ground with this definition of sustainability: “meet the needs of the present 

generation without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” This 

definition when combined with the concepts of the Triple Bottom Line and Principles of the Natural Step 

continue to be the “GPS” for those striving to achieve sustainability. So, in a very brief way, here are the 

Natural Step Principles: Do no harm to the earth’s crust. Put nothing into the atmosphere that does not 

belong, use no materials that cannot be replenished by nature and do what is needed so that all people 

are able to happily live their life. 

I put these principles forward because I am convinced the pursuit of sustainability needs to stay focused 

on the whole picture. Every decision that an organization makes concerning materials, process and 

people can be simply evaluated with these principles. My fear is that there has been such an abundance 

of people who have donned the sustainability cloak who are more interested in image, reports and 

measurements than they are in actually achieving companywide sustainability. Simply promoting a 

company as sustainable and reporting in the many ways possible in most cases is not moving a company 

any closer to sustainability.  

At times companies choose to focus on the environment and in fact do a pretty good job of using 

sustainable materials, but do next to null when it comes to reducing their use of water or perhaps 

eliminating a smoke stack or becoming free of the well head using sustainable energy. It is not easy 

being green… we have heard the joke. I am beginning to see many companies who are indeed 

considered green and I think it was indeed a bit too easy. Publish a report, put together a solid piece of 

marketing material and what do you know, you are green too. 

When the term green took off in lieu of Sustainability, I resisted.  I was concerned people would lose 

track of what sustainability really is. Green and environmental responsibility go hand in hand. However, 

the term green does not seem to be inclusive of social responsibility which is an area where business can 

have a huge impact.  Business is integral in the community through job creation and is a driver for the 

skills that are needed through the education system. When business steps up and works with municipal, 

non-profit and religious organizations, great improvements can be accomplished. The social leg of the 

triple bottom line is the area that is primed for collaboration and innovation. 
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As for the economic leg, I look forward to the day when the hidden costs of exhaust from the cars we 

drive and the emissions from huge energy stacks are recorded on a balance sheet. This would give 

business owners and society in general a better decision making tool to make the hard choices needed 

to achieve sustainability.  

For the last three years I have had the pleasure of teaching a Masters of Management class in 

Sustainable Business Principles at Aquinas College. With each class experience I become more energized 

to emphasize how each person has a responsibility to take action within their sphere of influence. I point 

out how their understanding of sustainability principles equips them to make decisions and take actions 

that do make a difference. In my current position at Charter House Innovations, I now have the chance 

to help set some goals for our company’s sustainability efforts. Working with my colleagues we can 

continue to reduce the footprint of our company as we produce furniture and create jobs in West 

Michigan.  “There is a great mountain to climb” as Ray Anderson would say, and after twenty five years I 

feel as if I know my way around the foot hills. The challenge of 100% sustainability is indeed significant. 

But when I look at all the technologies that have come to life and all of the concerted effort that is 

taking place, I am both optimistic and excited about continuing to climb the mountain of sustainability.  


