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Acterra 2017 Business Environmental Awards  
 Application for the Acterra Award for Sustainability 

Submitted by stok 

  

Project Summary and Leadership  

 

It says it in our company purpose: “To boldly catalyze an environmentally restorative and socially 

equitable world.” At stok, we are committed to using our expertise in high-performance 

buildings and our innovative organizational structure to improve the well-being of our people 

and planet while inspiring others to do the same.  

 

stok is a vertically-integrated real estate services firm based in San Francisco, CA. By balancing 

financial and performance goals with environmental and social needs, we are revolutionizing the 

real estate industry through restorative, healthy, high-performance buildings that are better for 

individuals, communities, and our whole Earth. With over 107 million square feet of impact 

globally, including dozens of net zero energy and hundreds LEED certified projects, and six of 

the Top 16 of Forbes’ Most Valuable Brands as partners, our work has been proven to enhance 

profitability by capturing wasted resources and maximizing environmental and human health 

impacts. On average, we help our clients save over 37% of annual energy usage, 34% of annual 

water usage, and divert 74% of their waste from landfills. stok pushes the boundaries of what is 

possible when it comes to finding, designing, building, and supporting our partners’ spaces.  

 

Over eight years, we have accomplished quite a bit and have become bold leaders in our 

industry. We went from consulting on LED retrofits in tenant improvement projects to advising 

Apple, Google, PG&E, Amazon, SunPower, and Facebook on their global Commercial Real Estate 

(CRE) and sustainability strategy. Our unrelenting commitment and rather bold approaches to 

professional services have emboldened our relationships with the world’s most impactful 

brands. At stok, social justice is an important piece of our vision, and it was important for us to 

build it into our business practices as well. As a part of our commitment to an equitable 

workplace, we published a JUST label from the International Living Future Institute (ILFI) to 

disclose our progress as a socially responsible organization, and our Benefit Corporation (B 

Corp) certification allows us to not only maximize profits, but also maximize activities that 

benefit the greater social and environmental good. 

 

Environmental Benefits 

 

As a real estate services firm with sustainability at the core of our business, our greatest impact 

on the natural environment is through our work in the built environment. Our projects target net 

zero energy, the highest levels of LEED certification, the rigorous Living Building Challenge 

certification, and certification from local programs such as GreenPoint Rated, to name a few. Our 

work spans the full gamut of sustainable design strategies that go beyond conserving resources 

to creating restorative spaces. We’ve found the key to activating great spaces is to combine 
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innovative building science techniques to reduce energy, water, and waste with measures that 

maximize the productivity and happiness of occupants. This combination maximizes the value of 

spaces and helps our clients operate some of the most sustainable and regenerative real estate 

in the Bay Area, California, and worldwide.  

 

This is not our first application for an Acterra Business Environmental Award. Before we 

rebranded to stok, we accepted Acterra’s BEA in the Sustainable Built Environment category in 

2015 for the Zero Net Energy Center (ZNEC) as Environmental Building Strategies. In keeping 

with that high standard of excellence for our projects and further pushing the envelope in 

producing significant positive environmental benefits, we recently completed the Net Zero Plus 

Electrical Training Institute (NZP ETI) in Los Angeles, which is the largest commercial building 

Net Zero Energy retrofit in the U.S. and has been billed “a national demonstration center for 

how net zero energy buildings should be designed, constructed, and operated.” Similar but even 

more high-performing than a Net Zero Energy building, a Net Zero Plus building produces more 

energy than it uses on an annual basis through a combination of onsite renewable energy 

production and energy efficient design. The NZP ETI boasts unparalleled energy efficient design 

and produces 1.25 times more energy than the building demands annually, reducing annual 

CO2 emissions by 520 metric tons. It also paves the way for improved emergency response 

solutions through its ability to operate off-grid for 72 hours during natural disasters and grid 

disruptions as well as its ability to feed energy back into the grid at peak demand. Beyond 

achieving Net Zero Plus performance, the project also achieved LEED Gold certification from the 

U.S. Green Building Council (USGBC) and the Net Zero Energy Build Award from the ILFI, the 

body behind the most rigorous green building standard in the world – the Living Building 

Challenge.  

 

Wanting to practice what we preach, we decided to bring this level of excellence in sustainable 

design to our own office. We served as Sustainability Consultant on DPR Construction’s San 

Francisco office, of which we are sub-tenants. The project is the first certified commercial Net 

Zero Energy Building in San Francisco, LEED v4 Platinum certified, and has the first LEED 

Dynamic Plaque to assist with tracking building performance data. The 24,000 square-foot 

building was awarded “Project of the Year, Northern California and Best Green Project Award” by 

ENR California, the “Merritt Award for Sustainability” and “People’s Choice Award” by the 

International Interior Design Association (IIDA), “#4 Cutting-Edge Green Building” by Bisnow, 

and received the “Technology Award” from ASHRAE. Regardless of the public recognition the 

project has received, the numbers speak for themselves: 130 metric tons of CO2 emissions 

prevented annually, 130 tons of waste diverted from landfill during construction, 54,000 gallons 

of water saved annually, 157,000 kWh of on-site renewable energy produced annually, and 

$45,700 in annual cost savings. We’re proud to work in a space that is so aligned with our own 

values and demonstrates the high-performance goals that we aim to achieve with all of our 

projects.  
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On top of the environmental impact our office has achieved through the design, construction, 

and operation of our energy- and resource-conserving projects, we’ve worked sustainability and 

environmental responsibility into our workplace through stok-specific programs, especially in 

our efforts to achieve zero waste. We have a comprehensive company-wide recycling program 

that includes paper, carboard, plastic, glass, metal, E-waste, and composting. To further reduce 

our waste, we work with Terracycle to recycle materials that aren’t collected by the city, including 

bar and chip bag wrappers and soft plastics, which are then upcycled into new products. We 

source our fruit in the office from Emeryville-based Imperfect Produce, which diverts from the 

landfill produce that has been rejected from grocery stores due to imperfections. Beyond our 

zero waste efforts, we source 59% of our supplies locally and always use environmentally 

responsible options, such as non-toxic cleaning and kitchen supplies and products with soy-

based inks. As far as transportation to the office, which is included in LEED certification 

considerations, we are located around numerous public transportation lines including Bart and 

Muni, we provide bike and skateboard parking inside our office, and fewer than two people a 

day drive a car to the office.  

 

Our environmentally conscious efforts extend beyond our physical office to all of our actions as 

a company. We’re forging a path to revolutionizing conference travel, as we realized the irony of 

taking countless carbon intensive flights each year to conferences about saving the planet. 

Accordingly, we planned a carbon offset and zero waste road trip to Greenbuild, the largest 

green building conference in the nation, and documented the journey to inspire others to adopt 

sustainable conference travel, a huge source of carbon emissions tied to our industry. We also 

hosted a zero waste brunch at the conference, and plan to make both a common practice to in-

state and largely attended conferences.  

 

All of these efforts landed us in the top 10% of B Corps for environmental impact. As we move 

forward, we continue to innovate and push the envelope both in the environmental benefits of 

our services and our internal practices as a company. 

 

Social Benefits 

 

We took our commitment to social equity to a new level by undergoing the rigorous 

certification process to become a B Corp. While most companies have a fiduciary responsibility 

to maximize profits, our B Corp certification allows us to use our business to maximize our 

positive impact on social and environmental progress. In addition to our B Corp certification, we 

published a JUST label to increase our commitment to a socially equitable workplace. JUST 

functions as a “nutrition label” that shows our performance in key social justice categories, 

including diversity, equity, and community stewardship. Through this transparency, we hope to 

show that as proud as we are of our ratings, there is always room for growth—and we 

encourage other firms to disclose and grow with us. Thanks to JUST, we now offer the following: 

four days of paid time off for volunteering each year, gender pay equity, three months of paid 

maternity leave and two months of paid paternity leave, 100% covered dependent healthcare 



Acterra Business Environmental Awards - 2017 Applications 
  4 
 

and dental options, $750 annual continuing education stipend, and 59% locally-sourced goods 

and services. See the attached file containing our B Corp Impact Report and the image of our 

JUST label in Supporting Materials.  

 

stok has a policy to purchase from local suppliers and vendors to support our local community 

and economy. We screen for environmental and social impact far beyond what is required by 

regulations to ensure that the back end of our supply chain champions the social impacts that 

we as a company support via environmentally-friendly manufacturing processes and excellent 

labor practices. These suppliers include San Francisco Bay Area-based Buyer’s Best Friend and 

Imperfect Produce for our office food and waste programs, as well as Bi-Rite, a local B Corp, for 

catering.  

 

We are also proud to offer our team members the first ever impact rated fossil-free, gun-free 

401(k) retirement savings plan. This socially-responsible investing plan is designed to ensure 

stok team members don’t spend our days creating an environmentally restorative and socially 

just world, only to turn around and blindly invest our hard-earned money into the products and 

services that we are working so hard to improve. In conjunction with our own move to a fossil-

free 401(k) offering, we joined Divest Invest’s campaign calling for fossil-free 401(k) options to 

be offered by all employers. Partnering with our sub-tenant HIP Investor to create a socially-

responsible investing plan resulted in 100% plan participation throughout the company—a big 

jump from the previous 14% engagement rate. We hope to serve as a model and reminder for 

others in the business community: it’s not an investment if it’s destroying the planet.  

 

Finally, stok is deeply invested in giving back to our community. Our Give Back Committee 

dedicates its time to providing a platform for team members to transform their philanthropic 

passions into measurable changes and contributions within the local and global community. We 

donate 2% of our annual profits to non-profit organizations, and employees are able to select 

charities they’d prefer to receive our donations. We aim to make local community impact 

through our volunteer work, focusing it on activities that align with our purpose and values. For 

example, on past Earth Days we’ve partnered with the San Francisco Unified School District 

(SFUSD) to provide pro-bono work and organize service events to give back to our community 

and the planet. One Earth Day, the entire stok team spent the day performing free energy, 

water, and waste audits for Mission High School, a disadvantaged public school in San Francisco. 

We determined low-cost measures the school could easily implement to save large quantities of 

energy, waste, and water, and therefore money, over time, and helped them implement the 

recommendations. The following Earth Day, the stok team split into groups to visit over 20 

SFUSD schools throughout the city to document which lights are on in the buildings after hours. 

The data was used by SFUSD to compare each school zone and implement sustainability 

education programs for their custodians on saving electricity by turning off the lights. This past 

Earth Day we collaborated with local non-profits to take a classroom of first graders to a 

national park in San Francisco to transform a multi-acre piece of land into the city’s second 

official campsite. Not only did it impact the kids and our community, but it left all of us 
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volunteers refreshed, inspired, and reminded of why we come into the office every day. More 

recently, we held our first annual ping pong tournament, benefitting the Oakland-based non-

profit Playworks, which aims to make recess happier and healthier for kids. Due to positive 

feedback, we’re turning the tournament into an annual event and look forward to continuing to 

give back to our community in fun, collaborative, and inclusive ways. 

 

Potential Model for Business Community 

 

We are extremely proud of what we have accomplished as a company, from our bold and 

innovative organizational structure to the impact we have on the built environment locally and 

globally. As such, we have worked diligently to share our practices with others in our industry 

and beyond so that together we can create even more positive impact around the globe.  

 

We have shared our success as a B Corp and JUST company with many others in articles, at 

conferences, and simply personally to inspire them to achieve these certifications too. We’re 

currently partnering with the ILFI to plan a JUST educational module to raise awareness about 

the program so that more companies adopt transparency as a core value. As we’ve used already 

established third-party certification systems to quantify and legitimize our environmental and 

social efforts, it sets us up to share our experience with other companies, no matter what role 

they play in the business community.  

 

As transparency is a major part of our company, we are more than willing to share program 

information with all other companies and organizations, partners and competitors alike. We’ve 

spoken at many conferences, including Greenbuild, Sustainable Brands New Metrics, Living 

Future unConference, and far more, sharing information about our high-performance building 

work as well as our innovative organizational structure, which isn’t exclusive to our industry.  

 

Our 401(k) is a great example of our program as a model for the business community. The 

problem of low 401(k) participation has a real financial impact on employers across all industries. 

Aside from attracting talent, a main driver for company-sponsored 401(k) plans, and matching 

contributions, is the safe harbor tax savings they can provide. However, when employees don’t 

participate, employers can lose the tax benefits of the plan. stok is helping employers make the 

most of their 401(k)s by sharing our fossil-free, gun-free 401(k) to increase employee 

engagement and create financial value potential for employers. By writing articles, hosting 

webinars, presenting at conferences, and speaking one-on-one with companies, stok is working 

closely with HIP Investor to help our partners adopt a fossil-free 401(k). 

 

Demonstrated Commitment 

 

stok has amended our governing documents to require the consideration of employees, 

community, and the environment to ensure our commitment to these issues is permanent and 

sustained throughout the entire organization as we continue to grow. While it is officially written 
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into law within our company, we believe to our core that social and environmental impact are 

key to the success of our business and thus will always be a crucial component of our decision-

making process. To stok, the only bottom line is the triple bottom line.  

 

Our commitment is reinforced by the very process through which our organization came to be. 

Addressing the systemic issue of hierarchical organizational models that so often stifle creativity 

and innovation and fail to leverage the intrinsic motivators of the workforce, stok created a 

radically better organizational model. As of January 1, 2016, stok team members do not have 

managers or bosses. Instead, each team member belongs to a self-managed team and has 

responsibilities that are built upon personal strengths, interests, and needs of the company. The 

creation of our new organizational structure was made by the entire organization, with each 

team member having an equal voice in the process. We can’t specify the level of upper 

management support for the program or the internal groups that have worked on the program, 

because our company doesn’t have that type of hierarchy; every member of our team played a 

role in creating this environmentally responsible and socially equitable organization. And we’ve 

integrated training on this organizational structure into our employee handbook and 

onboarding to ensure that all new team members are educated about it and understand the 

unique way in which our organization functions.  

 

Further, to ensure the continued success, development, and growth of stok, we hold Quarterly 

Business Reviews (QBRs) that involve the entire company coming together to report each team’s 

performance toward their strategic goals. They provide a space for transparency and feedback 

from the entire company with actionable solutions carried out by our Operations Team. 

Additionally, our B Corp certification and JUST label renew every two years to ensure the 

continued progression of our impact. Like building standards, we expect these environmental 

and social impact and transparency standards to continue to evolve and increase in rigor as our 

standards for these impacts rise.  

 

What do we see for the future? We’re focusing our efforts on net zero energy and healthy 

buildings. That means more impact for the environment and people. On the social justice front, 

we’re participating in B Corp’s Inclusion Challenge, which was launched at the B Champions 

Retreat this October. The Inclusion Challenge focuses on increasing and championing diversity 

within a company, so we’re looking into ways to diversify our team and partners. We also 

recently opened an office in Boulder, CO, and are regularly in communication to ensure that the 

office is held to the same standard of environmental and social responsibility as our San 

Francisco Headquarters. We look forward to continuing to forge ahead for positive 

environmental and social impact through our innovative and revolutionary organizational 

structure and approach to delivering exceptional high-performance spaces. 


