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5Introduction

We provide high quality, safe 
outdoor experiences designed 

to change the world 
for the better 

one person at a time.

 This two part, straight forward mission 
statement guides all that we do. The first 
part – providing outdoor experiences – 
commits us to a certain set of  actions and 
principles. We heard enough stories from 
our participants over the years to believe 
that the second part – changing the world 
– happens when we do the first part really 
well. Still, we wanted to do more.
 We took more direct responsibility 
for changing the world. In a voluntary 
covenant with our staff  we assumed four 
basic responsibilities; to our staff, to our 
experience, to our community, and to the 
environment. We also recognized some 
large scale threats to these responsibilities 
– namely the rising rates of  inactivity and 
obesity in our region and a general neglect 
of  the importance of  the outdoors. 
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 Though we believe actions speak 
louder than words, we also know there 
is a place for loud words. So, we hired 
our first (Corporate)  Responsibility 
manager. Her job will be simple but 
hard. She will keep our actions aligned 
with our moral compass. And, she will 
author our first (Social) Responsibility 
Report. In the pages that follow she 
will outline in greater detail our actions 
to date. She will describe the threads 
that tie our responsibilities together 
(hint: think duty, obligation, and love).  
And she will detail our responsibilities 
going forward.

Let’s make some noise.

 We asked our staff  to lead by 
example. Specifically we asked 90% 
of  them to commit to personal fitness 
programs and personal environmental 
initiatives. In typical fashion, they 
laughed at us and said “Just 90%? Why 
not everyone?”  They called it being 
“All In” and from that day until now, 
every single one of  our staff  engaged 
in a fitness program and environmental 
actions. There was still more to be done.
 We discovered a group that 
measured and certified companies like 
ours with a mission to do a greater 
good. We received certification and 
re-certification as the region’s only B 
Corporation and one  of  only four 
in the state. And we assumed some 
leadership roles with Maryville College 
and our larger community. Still, it’s not 
enough.
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Responsibility to 
Our Environment

 That we have a responsibility to 
both respect and protect the natural 
environment is so intuitive to us 
that it hardly seems necessary to 
address it explicitly. And yet, it bears 
repeating because our commitment to 
environmental stewardship not only 
directly affects our bottom line as a 
business, but our mission and principles 
also indisputably require it. We love the 
places where we work and play; that’s 
the easy part. When you love a place 
(or a person), then certain duties exist 
to ensure its care and keeping. That’s 
the hard part, but it’s a simple concept: 
We work outside. So if  we want to 
continue to work, we need outside to 
be there. And in order for outside to 
be there, we have to take care of  it. 

Why We Care



What We’ve Done

 As a company very much eager to 
lessen our impact on the environment, 
we began to question our own practices 
and what kind of  impact those practices 
might be having on the environment.
We started with the 19th Century 
house, known as the Crawford House 
that serves as our headquarters. Thus, 
it begged the question: Is Crawford 
House a green building? The answer: 
we didn’t know.  So we set out to find 
out. 
 

LEED®: Our Headquarters, the   
Crawford House, is  LEED Gold™ 

Certified
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 Thus began a series of  questions, 
namely—What makes a building green?  
The Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) defines a “green” building as 
“a structure that is environmentally 
responsible and resource-efficient 
throughout its life-cycle. These 
objectives expand and complement 
the classical building design concerns 
of  economy, utility, durability, and 
comfort.” We were quite confident that 
Crawford House did not meet those 
criteria. The builders could certainly 
not have foreseen the future use of  
the house beyond serving simply as 
living quarters, and they could not have 
imagined beyond their wildest dreams 
it would play host to the offices of  
an outdoor company. Constructed in 
1876 as a homestead, there was little 
knowledge of, never mind regard for, 
energy efficiency, waste and pollution 
reduction or occupant health and safety 
when Crawford House was originally 
erected. 
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 From 2009 until 2013, Crawford 
House underwent the equivalent of  
reconstructive surgery. Following 
the guidelines laid out by the US 
Green Building Council (USGBC) 
and with help from the Knoxville-
based environmental consulting firm 
Strata-G, we set about transforming 
Crawford House into a Leadership in 
Energy and Environmental Design 
(LEED®) certified office building. 
Because Crawford House was an existing 
building, we faced unique challenges 
and tensions between preserving 
historical integrity and modernizing 
for environmental efficiency. It forced 
us to be thoughtful, resourceful, and 
intentional about changes to the 
building itself  as well as the behavior 
by which we operated it. The actions 
taken are outlined in the following 
pages:

 It was safe to say, then, that we 
had answered our first question: 
no, Crawford House was not a 
green building. We then turned our 
attention into action— can we make 
it a green building? We asserted that, 
yes, we could in fact make Crawford 
House green. But then came the big, 
full-throttled question: How? How 
could we transform a centuries’ old 
farmhouse into an energy efficient, 
low-maintenance, health-promoting, 
sustainable office building? Finding, 
and more importantly doing, the 
answers to these questions led to what 
would become a long, multifaceted 
project that, after nearly four years, 
resulted in a remarkable achievement 
of  environmental integrity.
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Exterior Changes

- 12-array solar panel

- Front porch and deck constructed 
from recycled plastic bottles

- Tin roof

- Rain-fed water barrels

- Bat house

- Native grass and wildflower 
landscaping

- Fruit and vegetable garden plot, 
home to:

    - Student research projects

    - Personal use by faculty and staff 

    - Apple and pear orchard

    - Blueberry bushes
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Operational Changes

- Installation of  Building 
Dashboard Lucid Screen® energy 
monitoring system 

- Unplugging of  unused appliances

- Alternative transportation (e.g. 
walking and biking)

- 90% waste stream diversion by:

    - Reducing consumption of     
    non-recyclable goods

    - Using and reusing goods as    
    long as possible

    - Recycling all paper, plastic,         
    aluminum, glass and cardboard  
     
    materials

    - 60% local and regional (<500    
    miles)   
    purchases 

Interior Changes

- New, efficient HVAC unit

- Soy-based foam insulation 

- Dual-flush toilets

- Low-VOC paint

- Programmable thermostats

- Low-emitting windows

- Linoleum flooring in kitchen and 
bathrooms

- Rugs made from retired climbing 
rope

- Coffee table made from 
dismantled climbing wall

- Use of  natural cleaning products
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 Upon making these renovations 
over the course of four years, Crawford 
House received sixty-six points in its 
LEED assessment, placing it squarely 
in LEED’s Gold™ certification 
category. The top two categories 
(Gold and Platinum) make up only 
seventeen percent of  the roughly 
40,000 LEED projects, putting 
Crawford House among the elite in 
energy efficient buildings. It became 
one of  only eighteen previously 
existing buildings in the state of  
Tennessee to receive the honor, and 
one of  only five of  those buildings to 
achieve Gold status. Crawford House 
is the oldest of  these five, making it the 
oldest most energy efficient building 
in the state. As of  this publication, it 
remains the third-oldest Gold-certified 
building in the country. 

 We also recently helped to 
start an Environmental Initiatives 
Office (EIO) for Maryville College. 
The grant-funded office uses student 
interns to catalog and promote the 
college’s efforts toward becoming 
more sustainable. It just completed its 
first full academic year and is in the 
midst of  publishing the college’s first 
environmental initiatives report, which 
will serve as a helpful and informative 
guide to interested perspective 
students and their families as well as 
potential benefactors. 

Environmental Initiatives Office: Established in 
2014 to Promote Maryville College’s Efforts 

to Become More Sustainable 
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 After recognizing the scope 
and importance of  our environmental 
initiatives, as well its increasing saliency 
among our clients and perspective 
Maryville College s tudents,  we 
realized it was our duty to become 
educators and purveyors. We then set 
out to create a comprehensive list of  
the actions taken by the college as a 
whole. This list turned into a string 
of  talking points that came to be 
dubbed the Sustainability Tour. As of  
this publication, we have taken a little 
more than 1,000 people on the tour, 
educating everyone from elementary 
schoolers to corporate managers about 
what we’re doing to do our part for the 
environment.

Sustainability Tour: Walking Tour Established 
in 2014 to Highlight Maryville College’s 

Environmental Initiatives 
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What We Can Do Better
 As robust and well-intentioned as 
our efforts toward sustainability have 
been, we are constantly striving to do 
even better. We have recently begun 
to explore the ideas of  carbon neutral 
and zero-waste.

Areas of  improvement are then 
targeted and, if  feasible for the 
company, addressed directly. However, 
most companies cannot achieve the 
ideal absolute zero net emissions, so 
they will often pay a carbon offset 
provider to counterbalance remaining 
emissions. This can be done in a variety 
of  ways, depending on the arrangement 
a company has with its provider. 
Some common offsets include selling 
electricity from renewable sources back 
to the grid and planting trees.
 According to two carbon footprint 
assessments, we emitted about about 
18 tons in 2014, which is less than 
the average American household. We 
intend to recalculate our emissions 
for 2015 early in 2016 and will make 
a decision about pursuing a certificate 
of  carbon neutrality for 2015.

Carbon Neutrality: Current Carbon Footprint 
is Less than an Average American Household

  The notion of  carbon neutrality 
(which involves achieving zero net 
emissions of  carbon dioxide through 
production, service, process, etc.) has 
become a buzzing trend for businesses 
and organizations wishing to minimize 
their environmental impact.  The process 
of  becoming carbon neutral typically 
begins with an overall assessment of  
company’s current impact, (known as 
a carbon footprint) which takes into 
account total energy expenditures.  
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 We have decided to first pursue 
becoming a zero-waste facility. After 
doing some research, we learned that 
the term “zero-waste” is not strictly 
defined, though for companies it 
usually entails diverting a certain 
percentage (typically 90%) of  the waste 
stream from the landfill. Because of  
many of  the efforts we put in place 
previously, including reducing energy 
use and reusing and recycling materials 
as much as possible, we’re actually 
closer than we thought to achieving 
this status. Prior waste stream audits 
have revealed that we already divert 
85-90% of  our waste. That last 5-10% 
that we throw away mostly consists of  
organic waste--primarily food. Next 
steps might include starting a compost 
pile that will not only take care of  the 
remainder of  our waste, but will also 
provide nutrient-r ich so i l  organic 
matter for our garden. 

Zero-Waste: 85-90% of Waste Stream is 
Currently Diverted from Landfills

Additionally, we intend to 
extend the concept of  going 
zero-waste to the greater 
community, starting with 
helping Maryville College 
host zero-waste events, such 
as sports games.

For more information 
on our environmental 
initiatives, please visit 
http://mtnchallenge.
com/leed-certification-3/
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Why We Care
 To be truthful, we never thought 
fitness or physical activity (or lack 
thereof) would become a vital 
component of  our business. It’s just 
always been an undisputed part of  our 
culture, not only because it keeps us 
in shape to do our job well, but also 
because we genuinely enjoy it. And 
up until the last decade or so, most of  
our participants were healthy enough 
to enjoy and fully benefit from our 
business. However, like most of  the 
rest of  the country (and especially the 
south), the health of  our clientele has 
dramatically declined. Rates of  obesity, 
tobacco use, and their related chronic 
ailments have altered the landscape in 
which we operate, effectively forcing 
us to rethink the way we operate. No 
longer can we assume a group is capable 
of  making a trek through the woods or 
withstand the summer heat for hours 
at a time. 

Responsibility to 
Our Well-Being
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 Browsing health forms riddled with 
diabetes, high blood pressure, and other 
lifestyle related diseases led us to the 
realization that, being consistent with 
our mission and principles, we needed 
to make fitness a priority, not just for 
us, but for everyone we serve. Just as 
our environmental ethic evokes a sense 
of  responsibility for the places we love, 
our emphasis on the importance of  
physical fitness reflects a similar attitude 
toward ourselves.  It’s about having 
due regard and respect for yourself. It’s 
simple: We’re in the business of  doing 
stuff. In order to do stuff, you have to 
be physically fit. 
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What We’ve Done
 We knew that if  we wanted our 
participants to be more fit, we needed 
to be fit ourselves. So we enacted a 
protocol that 90% of  our staff  should 
be committed to maintaining a high 
level of  personal fitness, as defined 
by participation in some kind of  on-
going physical activity at least 3 times 
per week. A few years later, we decided 
90% wasn’t good enough, so we upped 
it to 100%.  We decided we needed to be 
100% accountable for our own health 
if  we were going to truly influence the 
health of  our participants, so we went 
all in. 

All In: Staff Commitment to Fitness



Twice a week we began hosing climbing 
sessions to encourage students to be 
active more often.  Most recently, we 
acquired kettle bells and exercise bands, 
as well constructed a supplementary 
yoga deck to expand our repertoire of  
offerings to include guided strength 
workouts and group fitness classes.  

 Outside of  NCAA athletics, we 
are essentially the premier provider 
of  physical activity opportunities at 
Maryville College. Most weekends, we 
offer students the chance to be active via 
hiking, paddling, climbing, and caving. 
In a concerted effort to reach more 
people, particularly those intimidated 
by the notion of  outdoor exercise, we 
began experimenting with less rigorous 
trips, such as yoga and walking. 
 But we knew true fitness couldn’t 
be obtained solely though weekend 
excursions. We needed a way to reach 
people during the week. So after 
reclaiming a dismantled climbing 
wall, we renovated the back of  our 
storage barn into a bouldering cave. 
We installed a pull-up board and 
added mats to facilitate full workouts. 

Open Trips : Fitness Opportunities 
for Students
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What We Can Do Better

 While we as a staff  serve as staunch 
advocates of  the importance of  physical 
activity, we have struggled to adequately 
and fully convey it to our participants. 
We recognize the extraordinary 
satisfaction and sense of  pure joy that 
comes with physical exertion, and we 
want others to experience it, too. In 
order to do so, we need to engage in 
community-based efforts and promote 
ourselves as purveyors for such efforts 
to take place. We ran a kind of  trial in 
the spring of  2015 by launching Project 
90, a campaign to increase the rate of  
physical activity among students, faculty 
and staff  at Maryville College to 90%, 
which would make us one of  the fittest 
college campuses in the country.

 For 90 days, participants were 
encouraged to get 90 minutes of  
physical activity per week. Our intent 
was to spark a social media-fueled, 
campus-wide movement to get people 
moving. We encouraged people to sign a 
poster to indicate their commitment to 
the project and started a Facebook page 
and Instagram account for participants 
to share their goals and progress and 
to offer encouragement and advice. 
We also proposed a schedule of  on-
campus fitness events, including yoga 
and kettle bell classes, as well as urged 
participants to take advantage of  local 
assets, such as our greenway system 
and numerous lakes and rivers, to be 
active. 

Striving for 90: Support for Fitness via 
Community-Based Campaigns
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 The success of  this campaign was 
marginal. Due somewhat to unusually 
harsh weather and other unforeseen 
events, Project 90 dwindled in 
administrative support and lost steam. 
However, we believe in the concept 
of  community-based, supportive 
campaigns to enact real and meaningful 
change. In subsequent endeavors, we 
will seek to further infiltrate the campus 
and community at large by being more 
organized and accountable. We will 
also work to more fully involve the 
community, such as partnering with 
local fitness facilities and health minded 
stores and restaurants to provide 
incentives for completing the project.



41Responsibility to Our Community  40

Responsibility to 
Our Community

Why We Care
 Our responsibilities to the 
environment and wellness are not 
mutually exclusive, nor are they 
independent from our business. 
Far from purely individual, selfish 
actions, environmental and fitness 
pursuits make our communities 
better and stronger. How we treat the 
environment and ourselves extends to 
how we treat our staff, our clients, and 
our community. Because how we do 
anything is how we do everything. 



What We’ve Done  For us, this seemed like a no-
brainer because our business inevitably 
incorporated responsibility for all of  
the above. After becoming certified 
in 2013, Mountain Challenge became 
the third B Corp in Tennessee, joining 
the more than 1,200 certified B Corps 
worldwide. We were also presented with 
a proclamation from Maryville College 
Board of  Directors acknowledging 
its outstanding positive influences 
on Maryville College and the East 
Tennessee Region as a purveyor of  
high quality, outdoor experiences that 
promulgate environmental and health 
education, leadership training, and, 
perhaps most importantly, fun. 

B Corp: Mountain Challenge is a Certified 
Benefit Corporation™

 In order to solidify and showcase our 
commitments to these responsibilities, 
we teamed up with B-Labs to become 
a Benefit Corporation (or B Corp), a 
certification that endorses businesses 
based on standards of  “social and 
environmental performance, accountability, 
and transparency.”  Comparable to 
stamps like Fair Trade or USDA 
Organic, the B Corp is a symbol of  
corporate responsibility that designates 
a business as one that cares about 
its employees, the environment, its 
customers, products, and communities 
as well as its bottom line. 
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 We have evolved into a primarily  
student-run business. For a long time, 
it didn’t really dawn on us how big 
of  a deal it was that undergraduate 
college students carry out the majority 
of  our operations. But as it turns 
out, there aren’t many places where 
students are given the opportunity 
to be such a vital part of  a company. 
We were constantly told that we 
simply couldn’t let students do 
much of  the behind the scenes 
work. Per conventional protocol, 
students weren’t seen as experienced 
or knowledgeable enough to handle 
professional affairs. But over the years, 
we’ve given more responsibilities to 
our student staff  members because we 
recognize their talents and abilities. We 
trust them because they are ambitious, 
competent, and creative.

Investing in our Future: A Student-Run Business  In addition to our corporate staff, 
students not only conduct fieldwork on 
certain courses, but they are now tasked 
with developing and maintaining 
creative services, including our 
company website, as well as hold 
managerial positions in operations and 
corporate responsibility. What does 
this have to do with our commitment 
to our community? It’s a direct 
investment in our future. By allowing 
students to gain real-world experience, 
we are preparing them for success in 
their personal and professional lives, 
which, in turn, will further strengthen 
our community by training its future 

movers and shakers.  



47Responsibility to Our Community  46

What We Can Do Better  We must work to be ever more 
active and present in our community, 
both noticeably and subtly. We will 
seek out not only formal opportunities 
to provide leadership, education and 
service, but also informal occasions 
to impart the same skills. Because 
while a sustainability tour for a 
group of  underprivileged youth is 
worthwhile and effective for showing 
our community what we’ve got, so is 
a lunch-time bike ride or evening run 
on our local greenway system. Because 
you never know when someone may 
stop and ask you about that mountain 
silhouette on your sweaty t-shirt, and 
when they do, you have the chance to 
engage in a meaningful interaction that 
just may start something. Because that’s 
how we can and will change the world, 
one person at a time. 

Becoming More Active and Present in Our 
Local Community 

 The B Corp certification is 
poignant because it represents tangible, 
measurable actions towards becoming 
a more responsible business. The ability 
to effectively articulate and express 
commitments and responsibilities 
to taking care of  the environment, 
employees, the community, and 
ultimately the world are paramount 
in ensuring our legacy in corporate 
responsibility. It is one thing to ask good 
questions and talk about big ideas. It is 
an entirely different thing, and arguably 
much a harder thing, to act upon those 
ideas. It is not enough to simply talk, 
discuss, and ask questions. We have to 
do it, especially if  we want others to 
follow suit. 




