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National Sustainability Conference, Utrecht, 20 November 2012

BREAKING THE SUSTAINABILITY BARRIER

Breaking the Sustainability Barrier

• Starting point ‘61: WWF

• Co-founder: ENDS (‘78), SustainAbility (‘87), Volans (‘08)

• Clients: e.g. Allianz, Bayer, HP, Nestle, Nike

• Boards, advisory boards: 20+

• Books: 18

• Professorships: Cranfield, Imperial College, UCL

Introduction

What would I have done differently?
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From TBL to Zero – and Beyond

WELCOME TO THE ANTHROPOCENE

No operating manual for Earth

Breakthrough Capitalism
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IT’S THE SYSTEM, STUPID

• Sustainability not same as ‘CSR’, or ‘CSV’

• 78% of 1600 experts: system must change for 
significant progress towards sustainability 
(‘Regeneration Roadmap’)

• Our task, intergenerational task of winding down 
obsolete economic and business models—and creating 
new ones fit for C21

Shared Value: Is Win-Win Enough?

REGENERATION ROADMAP: PUBLIC

17

Map of participating countries

Representative samples of approximately 1,000 adults per country in 23 countries (n=24,441). 
Some urban-only surveying in certain developing countries. 
Face-to-face and telephone interviewing between December 2011 and February 2012.
All figures in the charts are expressed in percentages, unless otherwise noted. 18

People in emerging economies are both more 
positive about recent progress and more optimistic about 
future progress than others are

3B. For each of the following challenges, please tell me whether you think it has got better, got worse, or stayed about the same over the last 
twenty years. Is that a lot or somewhat better/worse? 4B. And how optimistic or pessimistic are you that leaders will make progress in addressing 
each of these challenges over the next twenty years? How about…? 

When perceptions on progress made in the past twenty years 
are compared to optimism about leaders’ future ability to 
address challenges, we see how different the perceptions are 
in the emerging vs industrialized economies surveyed.

People in emerging economies tend to be both more positive 
about progress already made and more optimistic on future 
progress in addressing challenges.

In industrialized economies, by contrast, people see much less 
progress being made on improving economic wellbeing and 
creating healthier, more equitable societies. Optimism about 
the future in these areas is muted.

Industrialized-economy citizens are, however, more positive 
about progress made on environmental protection, although 
optimism on future progress is low compared to that in 
emerging economies. 
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19

People in emerging economies are more trusting of most 
institutions than are those in industrialized economies, 
except for scientists

1At Please tell me how much you trust each of the following institutions to operate in the best interest of our society. 
Would you say you have a lot of trust, some trust, not much trust, or no trust at all in [ ]? 

Compared with people in industrialized economies, those in emerging economies are especially trusting of the 
media and the private sector. 

REGENERATION ROADMAP: EXPERTS

21

Global Expert Opinion

Lack of political will is identified as the most significant 
barrier to progress on SD. Vested interests and related 
factors are also important

2. The Rio Earth Summit in 1992, and specifically its Agenda 21 document, provided an agenda for action toward sustainability. Please 
indicate which three of the following you think are the most significant barriers to progress on Agenda 21. 

Lack of political will is, by far, 
the biggest barrier to progress 
on Agenda 21.  Vested 
interests in the status quo and 
related  factors such as 
misdirected financial 
incentives and lack of private 
sector action are also seen as 
important. Experts 
acknowledge that complexity 
is an issue but not when it 
comes to having adequate 
knowledge or  technologies. 
The corporate sector is more 
inclined than others to blame 
the poor economy.

22

Global Expert Opinion

Short-term focus should be on resource efficiency and citizen 
engagement; adaptation could be the most pragmatic 
approach to climate change

6. In thinking about making progress globally on sustainable development, please choose the five issues that are most important to prioritize 
over the next five years.  

7.  How difficult do you believe it will be to make significant progress globally  on each issue over the next five years? 

Experts believe that only two actions, 
improving resource efficiency and citizen 
participation in SD governance, are both 
relatively easy and important to do, 
underscoring the magnitude of current 
challenges. Increasing corporate 
responsibility is thought to be an easy but 
slightly less important initiative.
Ensuring food security and access to water 
are considered very important, but experts 
contemplate some difficulty in making 
progress on both.
Addressing climate change is seen as  
difficult regardless of the approach. 
Adaptation  is considered slightly less 
important than mitigation but could be less 
difficult. 

23

Global Expert Opinion

The best ways for the private sector to advance the transition to SD 
are through technological development and innovation, and by 
collaborating with governments to develop effective regulations

11. What do you think is the best way that private sector companies can contribute to society’s transition toward sustainable development? 

Experts are more supportive of having companies focus on “harder edge” outputs (e.g., innovation and regulations) than on “softer” 
processes such as  engagement and mobilization. Experts in Asia and Europe are more inclined than others to prefer technology and 
innovation. 
That government experts think that the private sector should better enable governments is notable.

BREAKING SUSTAINABILITY BARRIER
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1: BREAKDOWN — early experiments and 
enthusiasm fade in face of resistance, inertia, 
vested interests

2: CHANGE-AS-USUAL — change proceeds 
at dangerously incremental pace, too 
fragmented for systemic problems

3: BREAKTHROUGH — usual ups and 
downs, but we do break through Sustainability 
Barrier, in some places

Breakthrough Scenarios Breakthrough Capitalism 2012

• David Blood, Generation Investment Management
o Risks from stranded assets
o Mandate integrated reporting
o End default setting of quarterly earnings guidance
o Align compensation with long-term sustainability performance
o Use loyalty-driven securities to drive long-term investment

Engaging Global C-Suite

• Globalization: By 2010, Global 1,000 employed 67 million 
people, accounting for 49% of world market cap

• Market/moral leadership: 1,000 boardrooms, C-suites

WEF: Everything’s Connected

Cut Through With Zero

THE POWER OF ZERO



11/21/2012

6

Zeronauts: Herman Miller, ‘Zero is Hero’

Laughter.

That’s what we heard from people, 
including government officials and 
investors, when we told them we’d like to 
get a zero operational footprint by 2020.

Not a snicker.  Not a chuckle.

Laughter.

But you know what? We’re doing it.

www.zeronauts.com

Zeronauts: Interface’s Mission Zero

www.zeronauts.com

Zeronauts: RØADMAP to Zero

• Driver: Greenpeace International 
‘Detox’ campaign

• Brands: adidas, G-Star, Levi Strauss, 
Li-Ning, Nike and PUMA, plus retailers 
C&A and H&M

• Moderation: Forum for the Future, 
SustainAbility, Volans

• Roadmap: Zero Discharges of 
Hazardous Chemicals by 2020

www.zeronauts.com

Zeronauts: Goals and Metrics

GOAL COMPANY METRICS

Zero water intake PepsiCo Developing technology to extract water embedded 
in potatoes

Zero footprint Interface GHGs (metric tonnes of CO2e)
Recycled materials (% of total materials)
Waste to landfill (kg)
Water use (liters)

Zero waste-to-landfill Manufacturing byproducts, unusable raw materials, 
product scrap, construction debris and cafeteria 
waste, all sites

See also London 2012

Zero deforestation Nestlé > Golden Agri-
Resources

No conversion or development of High Carbon 
Stock (HCS) land (exceeding 35tC/ha)

Zero discharge of toxic 
chemicals

Adidas Group, C&A, G-Star, 
H&M, Levi-Strauss, Li-Ning, 
Nike, Puma

Elimination of all releases, via all pathways of 
release, with zero meaning not above background 
concentrations, not undetectable

www.zeronauts.com

WBCSD’s Vision 2050

BRIDGING THE CHASM
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Sustainability Chasm



5 dimensions of FQ

Today > Tomorrow

Change Incremental > Systemic

Scope Narrower > Wider

Analysis Shallower > Deeper

Ambition Lower > Higher

Timescale Shorter > Longer

2012 Zeronauts Symposium Breaking the Sustainability Barrier

Business Revolutionaries? The B Team
Email: john@volans.com

Twitter: @volansjohn

www.volans.com

www.zeronauts.com
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