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Business sustainability:
The key challenges and opportunities
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A Planet Crying for 
Help…

Climate Change
Biodiversity Loss
Land System Change
Biogeochemical Flows / Pollution

Source: Stockholm Resilience Centre, Stockholm University

The Nine Planetary Boundaries



A Society Bidding for Improvement…

Poverty

Corruption

Housing



Environment

Path to Sustainability

Society

Economy

Financial 
Services

Taking Good Care of the 
Planet
Evolving to a Better Society

All society stakeholders acting responsibly to ensure 
the well being of current and future generations

Role of Business
(incl. Financial Sector Leverage)

Efforts of Other Society Stakeholders
(Households, Communities, Science, Academia, NGOs)
Role of Policymakers

Government
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The four pillars of sustainability

ENVIRONMENTAL
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Sustainability References

The Paris Agreement is a legally binding international treaty on climate
change. (…)
Its goal is to limit global warming to well below 2, preferably to 1.5
degrees Celsius, compared to pre‐industrial levels.
To achieve this long‐term temperature goal, countries aim to reach
global peaking of greenhouse gas emissions as soon as possible to
achieve a climate neutral world by mid‐century. (…)

Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs)

Government Policies and Regulations

Science
and

Technology

Ethics
and

Values



5 Key Challenges … and Opportunities

# 1:   The Economic Growth Conundrum

# 2:   Resistance to Change

# 3:   Walking the Talk

# 4:   Navigating the Transition

# 5:   Transparency



Challenge 1: The Economic Growth Conundrum

Decrease footprint of 
economic activity

(e.g. carbon emissions from 
50 bln tons/year now to

net zero in 2050)

Improve well‐being of 
society amidst
a growing world 

population
(7.9 bln now and

forecast 10 bln in 2057)
and massive world 

inequality
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Decrease footprint of 
economic activity

(e.g. carbon emissions from 
50 bln tons/year now to
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Improve well‐being of 
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forecast 10 bln in 2057)
and massive world 
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Opportunity for

• Research & Technological
Development

• Efficient use of Resources
(e.g. circular economy) and
more Efficiency in Processes

• Change in Habits

• International Compromise
and Collaboration
(with the right share of responsibility
by more developed nations)

• Sustainable Development vs.
Economic Growth (GDP not main indicator)

• Rethinking Capitalism
(consider people and planet
alongside profit)



Challenge 2: Resistance to Change

Inertia

Short Termism

Narrow
Focus
(incl. 

shareholder 
primacy)

Ignoring
Externalities

Vested
Interests

&
Status Quo



Challenge 2: Resistance to Change

Inertia

Short Termism

Narrow
Focus
(incl. 

shareholder 
primacy)

Ignoring
Externalities

Vested
Interests

&
Status Quo

Risks of Inaction

• Regulatory requirements

• Technology evolution

• Consumer & Society expectations
(e.g. Millenials, Generation Z)

• Investor demands (shareholder activism)

• Reputation

• Litigation Risk

• Ultimately, Economic Obsolescence
and Survival

Opportunity

• Proactively Envisioning a better world
(society and planet) and Act accordingly
(refocusing business to contribute)



Challenge 3: Walking the Talk

Superficial Approach

• Purpose and/or strategy definition with
inconsistent or non‐effective action
(only a marketing spin)

• Long term targets with no short term follow on
(e.g. intention of being carbon neutral by 2050 but with
no defined short term actions)

• Sustainability as “bolt‐on” to current strategy

• Greenwashing (climate change)

• Excessive use of carbon netting (climate change)
(e.g. carbon trading, carbon taxing, carbon capture if
not accompanied by primary emissions reduction)
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• Purpose and/or strategy definition with
inconsistent or non‐effective action
(only a marketing spin)

• Long term targets with no short term follow on
(e.g. intention of being carbon neutral by 2050 but with
no defined short term actions)
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Genuine Approach

• Clear Vision, Beliefs and Values

• Looking at/transforming business at core

• Aligning (short/long term) targets, strategy,
organization/governance and practices

• Selecting metrics for targets and assessment

• Thorough and careful implementation

• Involving all relevant stakeholders

• Constantly assessing culture, progress and
impact while sharing with stakeholders

• Fostering collaboration

Vs.

Question
Are actions effectively producing a positive 

impact on planet and society?



Challenge 4: Navigating the Transition

• What to do, how to measure, how to set targets, how to assess progress & outcomes

• Lack of universally accepted standards

• Global References: UN SDGs; Paris Agreement

• Evolving standards increasingly gaining universal (or regional) acceptance and/or used as reference
• EU Taxonomy (environmentally sustainable activities)
• GHG protocol (measuring emissions) / PCAF (financed emissions)
• Science Based Targets (emissions reduction)
• CDP (disclosure of environmental impacts) / TCFD  (financial impacts of climate‐related risks and opportunities)
• UN Global Compact (human rights), etc.

• Materiality Analysis (focusing where outcome can be more meaningful)

• Importance of Science (environment)

• Collaboration
• industry, policymakers, NGOs, academia, communities



Challenge 5: Transparency

• Society increasingly connected and able / willing to scrutinize

• Remaining plugged‐in to all stakeholders and society at large

Staff Shareholders Customers Suppliers

Communities Industry Policymakers

Media Science & Academia Society at large

• Sharing vision, plans, efforts, outcomes, problems, solutions

• Disclosure
• e.g. TCFD (Task‐Force on Climate‐Related Financial Disclosures)

• Independent Accreditation

Sharing and Collaboration



Where to Start ?

Vision
& System of 

Beliefs and Values

Strategy

Outcomes

ORGANIZATION, 
GOVERNANCE & 

CULTURE



Is your business fit for the future?
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90% of companies feel they need to change 
their core business model at least somewhat 
in order to operate in the future. 38% of 
companies feel that their core business 
model needs to change radically.
Source: Bain & Company, August 2018
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Despite all the evidence 
most businesses will 
choose failure over 
change.
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Financial results
Projects completed
Business developed

Hard tangibles

Seen as critical
Objective
Easy to measure targets
Short-term
Mind led
Realities

Soft intangibles

Seen as secondary 
Subjective
Difficult to measure
Long-term
Heart led
Ideals

ESG/CSR
Brand
Values
Relationships
Sustainability

The bottom line

© 2020 Single Organizing Idea Ltd
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How does your business measure up?

https://singleorganizingidea.org/confidence‐scorecard/



Where is your business today?
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PURPOSE
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Single Organizing Idea
SOI ®
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Sustainable 
progress for all
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https://hbr.org/2016/10/the‐comprehensive‐business‐case‐for‐sustainability
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Examples
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How to transition your business 
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1: IDENTIFYING 2: DEFINING 3: ALIGNING

ONGOING STAKEHOLDER COMMUNICATION AND COLLABORATION 

Research & analysis SOI® Strategic framework  Organisational development

Positioning 
statementValues

Positioning 
statement

Desk research | interviews | workshops |
crowdsourcing |
comms/brand audit | touchpoint journeys 
| societal impact analysis
| trends analysis | benchmarking | 
stakeholder mapping | competitor analysis 
|

�&'( Business 
functions

People & culture
Innovation
Communication
Products & services
Processes & systems 
Sales & marketing

Assessment
Gaining feedback, measuring 
results and making refinements
through SOI® Learning Loops

Transitioning to a 21st century business 
model

An SOI® is a simple, memorable call to 
action. Relevant, compelling and 
authentic, an SOI® succinctly captures the 
core purpose of your enterprise. 

It’s your guiding star.

Identified during the research phase 
the values support and underpin the 
SOI®. Each value is a commitment 
against which actions and ideas can 
be assessed and monitored. 

They are carefully selected 
to help ensure holistic and consistent 
alignment of the your enterprise with 
the SOI®.

The positioning statement frames and 
explains what the value of 
the SOI® is to your enterprise and to 
society in two or three pithy sentences. 

It’s your elevator pitch. 

© 2021 Single Organizing Idea Ltd
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Identifying



Desk research Stakeholder mapping

Interviews Workshops

© 2020 Single Organizing Idea Ltd



Positioning Social contribution analysis

Touch-point analysis Crowdsourcing

Charity
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Core SOI® strategy 
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SustainabilityShared Value

TP2 TP3 TP4 TP5

Description

Societal 
impact

Touch‐point 

TP1

Positive

Neutral

Negative

Business
function area

Efficiencies
Alignment 
stage

Start

Stop

Keep

SOI® Touch‐point Dashboard

SOI®
Alignment

Positive

Neutral

Negative

Positive

Neutral

Negative

Positive

Neutral

Negative

Positive

Neutral

Negative

Start

Stop

Keep

Start

Stop

Keep

Start

Stop

Keep

Start

Stop

Keep

agr
ee

Synthetro
n

Conversation Summary Help

? How energised do you feel about this idea?

I feel very engaged, because I feel I have a role to play

Love the idea, but difficult to implement in our organization

Send a new message 
Elaborate on a new message 

Send

not usefuloppose agree

© 2020 Single Organizing Idea Ltd
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Defining
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Our success is borne out of belief, a history of partnering and an 

understanding of what matters and what doesn’t. 

By being bold enough to dare and willing to care we help make everyone 

feel like winners.

`

Cooperative

Accountable

Courageous

Attentive

FEEL ‐ GOOD
A human sense/emotion
Image: Quality, finish
Associated with aptitude, intuition, inclination
An outcome/reaction resulting from a 
connection, experience (a moment of truth)

Performance: A standard of success/achievement 
Behaviour: Positive morals and ethics, kindness, fairness  
Can be measured/assessed/factored

Your SOI® should be a call to action. The best SOI®s 
create new efficiencies, deliver value to all your 
stakeholders, drive performance, and generate a 
shared sense of achievement. 
This example meets these criteria. 

Positioning statement and values relationship

Single Organizing Idea 

CORE Playbook example

© 2020 Single Organizing Idea Ltd



8 POINT STRESS TEST

Criterion 1: 
Credible
Is the SOI® based on reality, hard facts 
and evidence?

Criterion 2: 
Resilient
Will the SOI® be sustainable over the long-
term regardless of management, 
technology and market changes?

Criterion 3: 
Relevant
Will the SOI® deliver value to our business 
and our stakeholders?

Criterion 4: 
Commercial
Will alignment with the SOI® help ensure 
that our business thrives and maintains 
commercial success? 

Criterion 5: 
Beneficial
Will the adoption of the SOI® impact 
positively on people and the planet?

Criterion 6: 
SINGLE
Will the SOI® provide the single-minded 
focus required to help separate what is 
important from what is not?

Criterion 7: 
ORGANIZING
Will each function of the business and the 
wider ecosystem be able to self-organize 
their alignment and contribution to the 
SOI®?

Criterion 8: 
IDEA
Is the SOI® a compelling concept that 
people internally and externally will admire 
and aspire to be a part of?

© 2020 Single Organizing Idea Ltd
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Aligning
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Total alignment
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Business functions
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People and culture 

“Culture eats strategy 
for breakfast”

Peter Drucker

© 2021 Single Organizing Idea Ltd



Spectators 
% of total workforce 

These individuals are self‐
centred. They understand 
the aims of the organisation
but have elected not to take 
part for personal reasons. 
They can often be 
quite senior.

Seekers 
% of total workforce

These individuals have 
plans outside of the organisation. 
They do not believe the company can 
help them realise their dreams or 
goals.

Settlers 
% of total workforce

The organisation meets the 
expectations of these individuals. But 
they don’t have the understanding or 
tools they need 
to contribute to it beyond their 
daily roles.

Stars 
% of total workforce

These individuals are highly involved 
on both levels. They understand the 
big picture 
and actively participate and 
encourage others to help 
deliver it.

U
N

D
ER

ST
AN

D
IN

G
 

High

Low

COMMITMENT

H
igh

Low

People and culture 
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Collaboration that leads to innovation
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“Very few companies have 
made 
innovation everyone’s role.”

Gary Hamel, What Matters Now, 2012

© 2021 Single Organizing Idea Ltd



START
What should we start doing?What could we create or deliver at this touch‐
point that would align it with our Single Organizing Idea (SOI®)?

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea

STOP
What should we stop doing?What could we stop doing at this touch‐point that 
would align it with our Single Organizing Idea (SOI®)?

KEEP
What should we keep doing?What are we doing at this touch‐point that 
already aligns with our Single Organizing Idea (SOI®)?

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea

ideaidea
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SOI® Alignment Canvas
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Measuring
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The 
SOI® Assessment 
System™

Month 1

Repeats 
annually

Month 3

Month 4

Month 5Month 6

Month 7

Month 8

Month 9

Month 10

Month 11

Month 12

Month 2

1_2������7�$��	���
2_'�����	
��
3_2�����	��7�����
���
4_$�� � ��
��	
���
5_������7�- ����	
��
6_2���������7��
�	�� �

Overall SOI® Score 
51

People & Culture
Competence, engagement and culture is optimised to 
deliver the SOI®

Score 44

Average 47

Products & Services
Commercial and societal products and services 
provide long‐term sustainablility 

Score 58

Average 61

Sales & Marketing
Articulates and promotes the business SOI®

Score 88

Average 80

Communications
Needs of stakeholders are known and SOI® 
communication is effective

Score 69

Average 54

Innovation
Innovation is SOI® orientated and effective

Score 61

Average 63

Systems & Processes
Systems and processes are managed to optimise 
performance aligned with the SOI®

Score 31

Average 49

Leadership
Leaders champion the SOI® and manage and develop 
the business culture around it

Score 44

Average 47

© 2021 Single Organizing Idea Ltd



© 2021 Single Organizing Idea Ltd

How does your business measure up?

https://singleorganizingidea.org/confidence‐scorecard/



Q and A



NEIL GAUGHT

E neil@singleorganizingidea.org
T +447545140333
W www.singleorganizingidea.org

Thank you


