
business.hautelumiere.life/library/the-second-brief · business.hautelumiere.life

T H E  S E C O N D  B R I E F  ·  C H A P T E R  S I X

The Carpet Maker's Promise
Chapter Six of The Second Brief

Ammanuel Santa Anna

Santa  Anna,  A.  (2026).  The  Carpet  Maker's  Promise.  In  The  Second  Brief  (ch.  6).  Luminous  Prosperity  Inc.  https://doi.org/10.5281/zen‐

odo.23989156
Luminous Library Licence 1.0 · business.hautelumiere.life/library/the-second-brief

https://business.hautelumiere.life/library/the-second-brief
https://business.hautelumiere.life/
https://business.hautelumiere.life/library/the-second-brief


T H E  L I C E N C E

The Carpet Maker's Promise
Chapter Six of The Second Brief

The Second Brief · Chapter Six. The Haute Lumière edition, 2026. © 2026 Ammanuel Santa Anna.

Released under the Luminous Library Licence 1.0 (hautelumiere.life/library-licence): free to read, share, quote, translate
and teach, non-commercially, for ever. The Author keeps every other right, including every commercial right.

Published by Luminous Prosperity Inc. for Haute Lumière. Author ORCID 0009-0008-3244-0306.

DOI  10.5281/zenodo.23989156 ·  this  record’s  page:  business.hautelumiere.life/library/the-second-brief/06-the-carpet-
makers-promise/

Please cite as: Santa Anna, A. (2026). The Carpet Maker's Promise. In The Second Brief (ch. 6). Luminous Prosperity
Inc. https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.23989156

Chapter Six of  The Second Brief.  The whole book,  with every chapter,  is  at  business.hautelumiere.life/library/the-
second-brief (DOI https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.23989141).

A  N O T E  B E F O R E  Y O U  R E A D

This work is offered for education and leadership development. It is not legal, financial, accounting, investment, medic‐
al or psychological advice; take the advice of a qualified professional who knows your circumstances. Companies and
events are described from the public record as the author understands it; characterisations are the author’s analysis. Ex‐
amples are illustrative, and no particular outcome is promised to any reader.

A B S T R A C T

In 1994, Ray Anderson, the founder of Interface, a manufacturer of carpet tiles based in Atlanta, was
asked to speak to an internal task force about the company's environmental position. He did not have
much to say. In looking for something, he read Paul Hawken's The Ecology of Commerce , published
the year before, and the book changed his view of his own company. He later described the experience,
in a phrase that has followed the company ever since, as a "spear in the chest". Santa Anna's Ecstatic
Economics tells the story in a few lines and adds Anderson's own verdict on what he had been running:
"a plunderer of the earth." What followed is the most frequently cited case in the literature on regener‐
ative business.  Anderson committed Interface to a goal the company later named Mission Zero: to
eliminate its negative impact on the environment by 2020. He went further in words than in any plan,
saying that the company should become restorative, giving back more than it took.
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C H A P T E R  S I X

The Carpet Maker's Promise

A book on a desk in Georgia

In 1994, Ray Anderson, the founder of Interface, a manufacturer of carpet tiles based in Atlanta, was asked
to speak to an internal task force about the company's environmental position. He did not have much to
say. In looking for something, he read Paul Hawken's  The Ecology of Commerce, published the year before,
and the book changed his view of his own company. He later described the experience, in a phrase that has
followed the company ever since, as a "spear in the chest". Santa Anna's Ecstatic Economics tells the story in a
few lines and adds Anderson's own verdict on what he had been running: "a plunderer of the earth."40

What followed is the most frequently cited case in the literature on regenerative business. Anderson com‐
mitted Interface to a goal the company later named Mission Zero: to eliminate its negative impact on the
environment by 2020. He went further in words than in any plan, saying that the company should become
restorative, giving back more than it took. Then he spent the remaining seventeen years of his life, and the
company spent the twenty-five years of its programme, trying to find out what that would require of a
firm that turned petroleum into floor coverings.

This chapter reads the case carefully, for two reasons. The first is that it is the best-documented attempt by
a large, publicly listed manufacturer to work to the second brief, and a leader can learn more from its
mechanism than from almost any other story in the field. The second is that it is also a case study in how
evidence travels. The figures attached to Interface are repeated in books, lectures and articles, including in
Santa Anna's own, and they have drifted on the way. Chapter 3 warned that a celebrated case should be
read for its mechanism rather than its headline. Here is that reading done in full.

What the company said it achieved

In November 2019, Interface announced that it had met the goals of Mission Zero, a year before its own
deadline, and published a twenty-five-year report titled Lessons for the Future. The trade press carried the
figures the company released with it. They were stated as applying to the production of Interface carpet
tiles only, and as running through 2018.41 As reported, they were:

a 69 per cent reduction in the carbon footprint of Interface carpet tile products;
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a 96 per cent reduction in greenhouse gas emissions globally;

89 per cent renewable energy use across its factories globally, with 100 per cent renewable electricity;

a 46 per cent reduction in energy use per unit of production;

an 89 per cent reduction in water use per unit of production in its factories;

a 92 per cent reduction in waste to landfill across the global business.

The announcement also described a "handprint" of one million metric tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent,
from projects in the supply chain and a landfill gas project, quantified with a method developed outside
the company. And it named the company's next goal, Climate Take Back, which aims at a business that is
carbon negative rather than merely neutral.

Santa Anna's book gives a similar list: emissions down by 96 per cent, waste to landfill by 91 per cent, wa‐
ter by 89 per cent, renewable energy at 89 per cent, "all while  increasing revenue and  doubling profits."40

Three of its four environmental figures match the company's announcement; the landfill figure differs by a
point, 91 against 92, which is the kind of drift that happens when a number passes through several hands
and different reporting years. The claim about profits is a different matter. It does not appear in the com‐
pany's announcement as reported, and it has not been traced, for this book, to Interface's own financial
statements. A reader should treat it as unverified until it is. The book's broader point, that the programme
did not ruin the company, is consistent with its continued existence as a listed firm through those decades;
the specific claim that profits doubled because of the programme is not established here.

That distinction is worth slowing down for, because it is the commonest failure in the way regenerative
cases are told. An environmental result and a financial result are reported together, and the reader infers
that one caused the other. Perhaps it did, in part. But a firm's profits over twenty-five years are moved by
its markets, its acquisitions, its pricing, its interest costs and its competitors, and separating the effect of
an environmental programme from all of those would need an analysis nobody has published in a form this
book could check. The honest statement is the narrower one: Interface reported very large reductions in
the intensity of its environmental impacts, on its own measures and baselines, while remaining in business
as a competitive manufacturer.

What the figures can and cannot show

Even the figures that match need reading with care, and the company's own framing supplies the tools for
it.

They are intensities as well as totals. Two of them, energy and water, are stated per unit of production. A
per-unit reduction is a real achievement, and it is also compatible with total use rising if production rises.
Chapter 3's discussion of rebound applies: a firm that becomes far more efficient per square metre of carpet
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and sells far more square metres may use more energy in total than before. The announcement as reported
does not give the totals.

They have a baseline the company chose. Every reduction is measured from a starting year. The trade re‐
ports do not state the baseline year for each figure, and a reader should find it in the company's own report
before comparing Interface with any other firm. A baseline set in a year of unusually high impact makes
every later year look better.

They cover carpet tile. By 2019 Interface also owned other flooring businesses, and the reports note that
combined figures  for  the whole group differ from the carpet-tile  figures.  A headline drawn from one
product line should not be read as describing a whole company.

They are self-reported. The figures come from the company. Some of its claims, such as product carbon
neutrality, were certified by outside schemes, but the twenty-five-year reductions as a set are the company's
account of itself. That is normal; it is how almost all such figures reach the public. It is also why a reader
should hold them as strong evidence of direction and magnitude rather than as audited precision.

None of this makes the case weak. A ninety-six per cent reduction in greenhouse gas emissions, even read
as the company's own figure on its own baseline for one product line, describes a change of a different or‐
der from the five or ten per cent most firms put in their plans. The point is to know which questions re‐
main open, so that a leader who carries the case into a boardroom does not carry it further than it will go.

The mechanism, in five moves

What, then, can a practitioner take from Interface? Not the percentages. The order of moves, as far as the
public record shows it, is the transferable part.

First, a felt shift at the top. Santa Anna's book reads Anderson's conversion as somatic before it was analyt‐
ical: "He didn't transform Interface through spreadsheet analysis."40 Whatever one makes of the physiolo‐
gical reading, the organisational fact is clear. The programme began with the founder and chief executive
changing his own view of what the company was for,  and saying so in public.  Most regenerative pro‐
grammes begin two or three levels below the top, and most of them are cut in the first bad year, as chapter
3 described. A programme that the person at the top regards as the company's purpose survives more
weather than one regarded as a department's project.

Second, a goal stated as a zero and a date. Mission Zero was not a percentage improvement. It was an end
state with a year attached. That framing has a cost, because a zero is rarely reached in full and the company
had to define what counted. It also has a benefit that a percentage target lacks: it rules out the comfortable
improvements that leave the business model untouched. A firm aiming for a ten per cent cut can find it in
lighting and logistics. A firm aiming for zero has to ask what its product is made of.
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Third, a long series of specific changes rather than one large one. The public account describes many fronts
at once: energy sources at the factories, the materials in the yarn and the backing, the amount of material
in each tile, the recovery of used carpet, the treatment of waste and water, the carbon in transport. No
single change produced the result. This is the pattern Chertow found at Kalundborg, described in chapter
5 and again in chapter 7: the regenerative result is an accumulation of small agreements and adjustments,
each of which made sense on its own, rather than a single designed transformation.

Fourth, measurement published over a long period. Interface reported against its goals for a quarter of a
century. Whatever the limits of self-reported figures, the discipline of publishing them each year, against
the same goals, is what made the case legible at all. A firm that changes its metrics every few years cannot
show a trend, and a firm that does not publish cannot be held to one.

Fifth, a next goal set before the first was declared complete. Climate Take Back was announced in the same
breath as the success of Mission Zero. That is a small detail with a large meaning. A regenerative commit‐
ment that ends when its first target is met becomes, the next year, a sustainability programme in mainten‐
ance. Setting the next goal at the moment of success is how the second brief, which has no ceiling, is kept
from collapsing back into the first, which has one.

What the case leaves out

A case this celebrated has a shadow, and it is worth naming so that a leader can look for it in their own or‐
ganisation.

The case is told as one man's conversion. That is true to the record, and it is also a risk. Chapter 7 discusses
Santa Anna's  exit problem, the danger that a commitment resting on one person ends when that person
leaves. Anderson died in 2011, and Interface continued the programme for nearly a decade after him, which
suggests it had been built into the company's structures as well as its founder's convictions. How it was car‐
ried across that transition, who held it, what was written into which documents, is the part of the case
most useful to a leader and least often told. Anyone studying Interface for their own organisation should
look for that story first.

The case is also told without its failures. Over twenty-five years, a programme on that many fronts must
have tried things that did not work: materials that could not be recovered, suppliers who could not change,
projects abandoned. The public narrative, as is usual with celebrated cases, selects the successes. Chapter 3's
warning about survivorship bias applies inside a single company as well as across many.

And the case is told as if the market simply rewarded it. Perhaps it did, in part; the company's own leaders
said the programme made Interface more attractive to customers and employees. But the counter-factual,
how Interface would have fared without it, is unknowable, and a board that is told the programme "paid
for itself" should ask how anyone knows. The more defensible claim, and the one this book makes, is that a
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manufacturer working in a commodity material reported very large reductions in its environmental in‐
tensity over twenty-five years without ceasing to be a viable business. That is enough to show the second
brief is not a fantasy for heavy industry. It is not enough to show it is a reliable path to profit.

Reading Interface beside the book's tools

It is a useful exercise to put the case through the tools of the earlier chapters, because it shows both what
they can do and where a large firm's story strains them.

The Three-Column Ledger of chapter 2 asks for one stock the firm depends on and does not own. Inter‐
face's public goals were mostly about its own impacts: its emissions, its energy, its water, its waste. Those
are flows. The stock behind them, the climate system, is real but too large for any one firm to watch, which
is why the company's later "handprint" accounting, crediting itself with carbon removed from the atmo‐
sphere through projects outside its own operations, is an attempt to describe an effect on a stock rather
than a reduction in a flow. A leader applying the ledger to a firm of Interface's size would do well to choose
a smaller and more local stock as well: the condition of the communities around a factory, or of a supply
region, where a change can be seen.

The Leak and Rebound Test of chapter 3 asks what each circular product displaces. For a carpet maker, the
question is whether recovered and recycled carpet replaces virgin material in new carpet or is downcycled
into something else, and whether a cheaper or greener tile leads buyers to replace floors more often. The
public figures do not answer it, and a leader studying the case should ask it.

The Metabolism Map of chapter 4 asks how many return arrows the organisation has.  Interface's  pro‐
gramme added several: used carpet coming back, suppliers changing their materials, customers choosing
the product for its record. Each return arrow is also a relationship, and the case suggests that the relation‐
ships, with suppliers willing to reformulate yarn and customers willing to pay for a record, were as import‐
ant as the engineering.

For a smaller firm

Most readers do not run a listed manufacturer. The case is still useful at small scale, if it is read for the five
moves rather than the size.

A small firm can state its own zero and its own date: no food waste to landfill by a given year, no single-use
packaging from a given supplier, every product repairable. It can make a series of specific changes rather
than wait for a single large one. It can publish its figures, even if publication means a page on its own site
updated once a year. And it can set the next goal before it declares the first one met.

What it cannot do is borrow Interface's percentages as a promise of its own results. The café in chapter 5
cut its general waste by roughly a third, on the writer's illustrative figures, and that was a good result for a
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café. A comparison with ninety-six per cent would be meaningless, and a board that hears such comparis‐
ons is being sold a story rather than a plan.

The spear and the spreadsheet

Santa Anna's book calls the combination of lower extraction and continued prosperity "the regenerative
paradox that the extractive mind cannot compute".40 The chapter has argued that the evidence for the
second half of that sentence, the prosperity, is weaker than the evidence for the first, the lower extraction,
and that a careful reader should say so. But the book's deeper point survives the correction. Anderson did
not begin with a calculation showing that the programme would pay. He began with a recognition, and the
calculations  came  afterwards,  as  the  company  found  which  changes  worked.  Most  regenerative  pro‐
grammes in most firms are designed the other way round: no change is made until its return is proven, and
so almost none is made at all.

The practical lesson is not to skip the calculation. It is to let the calculation serve the commitment rather
than gate it. Decide what the firm is for. Then use every tool in this book, the ledger, the test, the map, the
measurements of chapter 9, to find the changes that serve that purpose and keep the firm paying its way.
Interface's record suggests that, for a long time and across many fronts, enough such changes can be found.

A carpet tile is a small square of floor. It is laid, walked on for years, lifted and, in the best case, made into
another.

The Tool: The Case Reading Sheet

A one-page sheet for reading any celebrated regenerative case, from a book, a conference talk or a compet‐
itor's report, before it is used to justify a decision. It takes about an hour with the case's own sources open.

The case- Organisation and period: __- Where the account comes from (the firm's own report / trade press /
a book / an academic study): _- Date of the figures, and the date of the account that repeats them: ___

Part 1 · The figures

F I G U R E  A S
Q U O T E D

W H E R E  I T  F I R S T
A P P E A R S

T O T A L O R  P E R
U N I T ?

B A S E L I N E
Y E A R

S C O P E  ( P R O D U C T,  S I T E ,
W H O L E  F I R M )

S E L F - R E P O R T E D  O R
I N D E P E N D E N T LY C H E C K E D ?

Does any figure differ between the original and the account you were given? Which, and by how much:
______

Is any financial claim (profit, revenue, cost saving) attached to the environmental results? Where is it in
the firm's own financial statements: ______
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Part 2 · The mechanism- Who started it, and at what level of the organisation: __- The goal as stated (a per‐
centage, or an end state and a date): _- The specific changes made, in the order they were made, as far as the record
shows: - How results were published, and for how long: - What happened when the founder or sponsor left: - The next
goal, and when it was set: ___

Part 3 · What is missing- Failures or abandoned projects the account mentions: __ (if none, write none men‐
tioned)- What the case does not show (causation, totals, comparison with similar firms): ____

Part 4 · What transfers- The one move from Part 2 that would work in our organisation, at our scale: __-
The figure from Part 1 that we will not repeat to our board without its scope and baseline: ____

How to use it. Fill in Part 1 before anyone quotes the case in a meeting. Most celebrated figures survive the
sheet in a narrower form, and the narrower form is the one worth repeating. Part 4 is the reason for the ex‐
ercise: a case is useful when it changes what you do next, not when it decorates a slide.
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