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The Green Dining Alliance: An Overview 

 The GDA certifies restaurants in sustainability, with 
standards based on LEED certification.

 The GDA has doubled nearly every year since 2012, with 
over 50 restaurants added in the last year.

 The GDA created two Green Dining Districts, where 25% 
of independent restaurants in commercial districts are GDA 
certified members – within a two year time span.



Over 100 Member Restaurants



Challenges to Growth
 The GDA has upfront costs to joining, and our benefits aren’t always 

tangible. 
 The GDA enters communities and restaurants as strangers, asking for 

attention, time, and money. 
 Restaurant profit margins are thin, hovering around 5%. 



Considering these challenges, how 
does the GDA grow? 

 With help! Keystone Species in businesses and 
communities are a valuable, underutilized asset to 
your organization. 



Keystone Species Defined
 In nature: animals or plants that uniquely 

contribute to their environment in such a way that 
the ecosystem would be unrecognizable without 
them. For example, adorable prairie dogs work the soil, helping 
nutrient-rich grass to grow, feeding the other animals in the ecosystem.



Keystone species in business and 
communities defined
 Keystone species are the people who hold everything 

together and make things happen. They have outsized 
influence within their communities and workplace.

 Positions of power/authority are not necessarily indications 
of keystone species. 

 They are not always environmentalists, but they are 
devoted to the improvement and growth of their community.



Keystone Species and Social Network Analysis

 According to The Journal of the NPS Center for Homeland 
Defense and Security: “…disperse, non-redundant, open 
networks have greater access to information and power 
than smaller, denser, and more interconnected networks 
because they supply more diversity of knowledge and 
information.”

 The NSA uses this theory in Social Network Analysis to find persons of 
interest. The government understands that those with the most 
influence are not necessarily those directly connected with terrorist 
leaders. 



Social Network Analysis 
 The same is true for influencing neighborhoods and 

businesses – it’s not immediately evident who is most likely 
to advance your cause… So how do you find them?



Attracting Keystone Species 

 By building a diverse, diffuse network of connections in 
your area of interest. Let your keystone species come to 
you! 



Attracting Keystone Species: Be Available 
 “Go to their stuff” – Van Jones 
 Attend events.
 Attend community/business district meetings. Listen, and pay 

attention. 
 Tailor your pitch to reflect the needs of the community or 

business; avoid “in-speak” that can alienate future allies. 
 Be helpful. Follow up/follow through – schedule 30 minutes after 

meetings to address action items. 



Keystone Species: Likely Candidates 

 Marketing and social media specialists – they 
understand the consumer appeal of sustainable practices. 

 SPD managers – they’ve already done the hard work 
wrangling businesses to cooperate.

 “True Believers” / environmental enthusiasts.

 Employees, residents, customers, and others without 
direct power, especially young people.  Collect their 
testimonials – their words matter.



Utilizing Keystone Species: Learn, Empower 

 How were other successful projects implemented? Let 
your keystone species guide you through the process.

 Ask your advocate about potential challenges and 
strategies – they are the experts. 

 Teach them as much as you can about your product or 
organization and let them spread the word.

 Trust them to represent you. They have more influence 
than you do, let them use it. 

 Be useful and generous with your expertise, even when 
discussing unrelated projects. Lasting bonds are crucial to 
continued advocacy.



Case Study: The Loop’s Green Dining District



Case Studies: Green Dining Districts 
• The GDA was transformed the U city Loop from an area 

where most restaurants weren’t even recycling, into our 
second Green Dining District, acquiring 12 restaurants in 
under 9 months. 



Green Dining District: U. City Loop Timeline
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Keystone Species are Key
 When insiders back you, credibility skyrockets. You are 

no longer a stranger – you’re a friend, a link in their social 
network, an asset to their future growth.  

 Find your Keystone Species, and let them help you to 
succeed! 
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