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Among all the talk of sustainability – new initiatives, 
new policies, new laws and taxes, - it is easy to 
overlook what is required of the individual who 
takes this on.  
 
Change is never easy - a shift to a truly sustainable 
business takes energy, guts, vision and endurance.  
 
We gathered an international group of business people 
and environmentalists to reflect on the topic and draw 
some shared conclusions. 
 
All items in italics are verbatim comments that  
achieved at least 40% support. Those in bold Italic 
were supported by at least 50% of the people in the 
discussion. 
 
Participants 
The pie chart shows the split of participants according 
to the degree to which sustainability is part of their 
work. The group split about 50/50 between 
sustainability professionals and others.  

Dynamics of the group  
Consensus was around average in this debate at 30% 

(vs Thinking Tank benchmark of 29%) and a more 
reflective dynamic (average 5 messages per person) 
than we have seen in other debates. This is not an easy 
topic and requires some proper thinking to avoid knee 
jerk responses. 
 
There was more engagement and consensus building 
than average with a third of statements building on prior 
comments by another participant (compared to 
benchmark of 20%). 
 
 
Key conclusions 
Overall the group engaged thoughtfully with the 
subject, avoiding the usual off the cuff responses to the 
topic and thinking through how change could be 
brought about in this complex issue which affects 
everything that happens within the organization. 
 
1. We’re all responsible 
We saw strong emphasis on the fact that sustainability 
cannot be delegated to the “sustainability department”. 
It is part of everybody’s job and every leader’s 
responsibility. 
 
I don't have a job title that includes the word 
sustainable but I consider it key to my decision 
making and responsibility. 
 
It [sustainability] should be everyone's concern. 
 
 
2. Profound change to future proof the organisation 
It is recognised that this is not a superficial exercise. 
The downside of that is that there is a lot of work to be 
done and changes to be made, the upside is increased 
opportunity for employee engagement, more efficient 
processes and a strongly led business that has more 
chance of surviving the future. 
 
It's a matter of looking forward, to act in the light of 
future consequences. 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Do you have what it takes to be a sustainable leader?

Not at all Slight Normal Considerable
Total



3. Beyond the environment 
Most of the participants agreed that sustainability 
wasn’t only about environmental issues. 
 
Sustainability is not only about environmentally 
friendly production, but also about empowering 
people, e.g. certain HR processes that address older 
employees to retain knowledge in the company. 
 
 

 
 
4. Strong leadership  
Leadership is widely recognised as fundamental to any 
type of change management and sustainability is no 
exception. The group discussed this and identified 
desirable qualities of effective sustainable leaders. 
 
Changing the mindset and the company culture 
through leadership style is the first step to 
implement change.  
 
Nothing changes as long as it is not undertaken from 
the top. 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Leadership qualities 
According to this group, the most important  
leadership qualities necessary to be successful 
at this endeavour are as follows:  !!
• Patient and resilient, with long term 

perspective 
 
Sustainability is a long term game so it 
requires patience and resilience !

• Taking responsibility !
• Empowering and engaging 

 
Sustainability is not only about 
environmentally friendly production, but 
also about empowering people, e.g. 
certain HR processes that address older 
employees to retain knowledge in the 
company 
 
At the RSA Annual Lecture they 
emphasised the importance of the 
employee value proposition. Sustainability 
can help build life back into that so people 
come back to work for reasons beyond 
their pay packet !

• Encouraging experimentation and failure 
 
The more sustainable alternative might not 
be the first thing you think of. So the 
leader has to allow experimentation and 
see failure as part of the journey !

• Transparent communicator 
 
More sustainable thinking means richer 
communications and better landing of 
today’s topics to drive tomorrow’s 
success.




5. Benefits of sustainable approach 
Increased resilience in a competitive environment is 
seen as a key benefit of a proactive sustainable 
approach. 
 
When things go wrong - and sometimes they will - 
our customers / employees / partners / suppliers 
are more likely to give us the benefit of the doubt if 
we have a good track record in responsible, 
sustainable, transparent business decisions.  
 
Participants also talk about benefits like empowered 
employees, richer communications, a shared 
responsibility (by developing a partnership with 
consumers) and long term business security thanks to a 
longer term perspective on decision making. 
 
Benefit: what makes us sustainable usually makes us a 
stronger business too.  
 
 
6. What the world needs now…  
Lastly in terms of actions all of us could take in support 
of this shift, the following ideas achieved support from 
the group: 
 
a. Create a long term financial benefit for 
shareholders to align their motivations. Build the case 
for change: 
 
Document little by little the cost to society and 
businesses of a non-sustainable behaviours. 
 
b. Develop clear definition and metrics as a part of 
everybody’s targets and personal development plans.  
 
The measurement can improve over time. Right now 
ANY measurement would be a help. 
 
Is there a way to get shareholders to care? Maybe 
create a long term financial benefit for them which 

makes it worth some short term cost? 
 
c. Include sustainability in personal development 
goals of leadership so things actually start to happen. 
 
Sounds great, but needs to be lived, to be put into 
action. 
 
d. Develop a shared Code of Ethics and political 
framework. 
 
Amend the annual reporting rules so these issues get 
more prominence and transparency.  
 
e. Some would like to see a more representative 
leadership class. 
 
It's sustainable to get clever women into top jobs. 
 
Though others caution how to achieve that: 
 
I do not believe that quota introduction leads to 
anything - experience in the USA show this. 
 
 
Top 10 statements scoring over 50% support 
(ranked strongest first): 
 
I am "in charge" of sustainability in my business but 
really I think it is everybody's job.  
 
[Sustainability] should be everyone's concern, not 
just the sustainability manager. 
 
If I don't develop people well, I don’t have a 
sustainable business. 
 
Action: Document little by little the cost to society 
and businesses of a non-sustainable behaviours. 
 
Sustainability is not only about environmentally 
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friendly production, but also about empowering 
people, e.g. certain HR processes that address older 
employees to retain knowledge in the company. 
 
I don't have a job title that includes the word 
"sustainable" but I consider it key to my decision 
making and responsibility. 
 
Benefit: our sustainability program has had the side 
effect of empowering employees - to generate 
ideas, question processes etc. So they are more 
engaged and motivated. 
 
Sounds great, but needs to be lived, to be put into 
action (Ref comment  -  Benefit: Responsibilities get 
shared - we all have to learn to take responsibility, 
that we are responsible anyway). 
 
Sustainability is a long term game so it also requires 
patience and resilience. 
 
The more sustainable alternative might not be  
the first thing you think of. So the leader has to 
allow experimentation and see failure as part of  
the journey.
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The Thinking Tank is an independent not for profit place to encourage meaningful conversation that 
might contribute to social and human progress. 

The Thinking Tank has a dream. That one day its transparent aggregation of views will be a quotable 
source. A counterbalance to the spin and hype and extrapolation of the sample of one. 

The Thinking Tank uses Synthetron’s crowdsourcing technology (which also powers Neil Gaught & 
Associates LikeMIND™), to combine dispersed wisdom and find the strongest opinions and ideas on 
any topic. 

To register for updates or take part in Thinking Tank debates go to thethinkingtank.co.uk/home 
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