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Cultural Change towards Integrated Sustainability 
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Building a shared understanding  

The term sustainability has a variety of meanings in different contexts. Some use it to 

focus on longevity, and it often has a moral or ethical taste to it. As the “triple bottom 

line” it stands for “planet, people and profit”. The Brundtland Commission's report 

defined sustainable development as "development that meets the needs of current 

generations without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs." 

Bob Willard, an internationally renowned expert in quantifying the value of an 

organisation relating to its sustainability strategy, has defined five stages of 

organisational sustainability (see box, next page): 

1. Pre-Compliance 

2. Compliance 

3. Beyond Compliance 

4. Integrated Strategy 

5. Purpose/Passion 

Our Mandate: Cultural Change toward Integrated Sustainability 

Our client asked us at ISIS Academy to support them with cultural change, to move 

from “Beyond Compliance” toward “Integrated Sustainability”. They had come to the 

following conclusion:  

“In order to be perceived as a sustainable organisation by our customers we need to 

live sustainability. We only will succeed in this if we can help our leadership to 

transform from being driven by short-term goals to a long-term and sustainability focus. 

Our leaders need to shift from a more hard fact driven approach, to something, which 

they usually perceive as soft and not crucially important for the business success. Our 

internal culture needs to change to one which combines the hard business facts 

“Walk the Talk!” This was the big challenge that a worldwide 

consultancy was facing. For some time they had integrated 

sustainability services into their consultancy offerings; but an 

open question for this organisation was: “How seriously do we 

need to take our own sustainability if we want to offer 

convincing services to our clients?” 

To build a truly integrative 
sustainability culture into your 
organization, we apply well-tested 
tools, immerse people in a 
realistic simulation experience, 
and facilitate a lasting shift 

summary 

For complete information 
about ISIS Academy training 
and other professional 
development services, please 
visit this website: 
http://www.ISISAcademy.com 
 
This article was first published 
in the German Ernst & Young 
Magazine “CCaSS-News”, 
edition 18, Spring 2013 with 
the title “Spielend leicht”. 
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We will only succeed 
if we can help our 

leadership to 
transform from 
being driven by 

short-term goals to  
a long-term, 

sustainability focus. 

behind sustainability risks with the 

immense opportunities, which are 

embedded in it.” 

This realisation of market opportunities 

is not trivial. It demands from the 

organisation a lot of attention, flexibility 

and an openness for change – very 

often fast and radical change. At an 

important internal meeting, one of our 

client’s board members stated: “In order 

to remain successful in the future, we 

need to concentrate on what matters to 

our clients.” This statement is so general 

that usually every manager can easily 

agree to it. But what is “important to our 

client”? That is the big question. And the 

answer to this question depends on who 

is giving that answer.  

We had interviewed senior managers for 

our work with this global consultancy, 

and they in turn were in contact with 

board members of their own clients, so 

we asked them the following question: 

“Is sustainability important to your 

clients?” About 90% of those senior 

managers, who already have a strong 

focus on sustainability services, replied 

that the topic is important to their clients 

at the board level. But only 10% of the 

other senior executives (those who do 

not work actively with sustainability) 

agreed. Their perception was that 

sustainability is “a nice add-on, but not 

relevant.” 

We could easily imagine seeing people 

from both groups discussing endlessly 

who is right and who is wrong. 

Fortunately, brain science has given us 

an explanation for this diverse 

perception and judgement. Usually our 

brain perceives what it already knows 

and believes in. If I am interested in the 

topic of sustainability, and if I believe in 

its value for an organisation, then I see 

lots of possibilities to talk about it with 

my clients. But if I am not convinced 

about it, then I may not perceive the 

subtle signals in my counterpart relating 

to these topics. Opportunities and 

chances will pass by, and no cross-

pollination will happen. 

Creating an “Aha!” 

We were facing a fundamental challenge 

on behalf of our client regarding the 

question: “How can we overcome the 

mental barriers or resistance toward the 

issues of sustainability among our 

Bob Wil lard’s Five Developmental Stages of Sustainabil i ty 
Pre-Compliance Compliance Beyond 

Compliance 
Integrated 
Strategy 

Purpose / 
Passion 

In this first stage the 
main focus of the 
organisation is on 
it’s own advantage. 
In critical situations 
the organisation 
would be ready to 
stretch rules, 
regulations and even 
laws towards its own 
advantage. 

If compliance is the 
driving force for 
dealing with 
sustainability, the 
organisation will make 
sure not to violate any 
rules, regulations and 
laws in order to avoid 
penalty or bad press. 

“Beyond 
Compliance” starts 
when the 
organisation realizes 
the added value of 
any sustainability 
activity. For example, 
could the reduction 
of CO2 emissions 
reduce costs of 
production? The 
driver for 
sustainability is the 
organisational 
benefit. 

In this stage the 
organisation has 
somehow embedded 
sustainability into it’s 
own DNA. A 
sustainability 
strategy does not 
only look for its own 
advantages but also 
to those of other 
stakeholders. In this 
stage sustainability 
will be measured 
along the lines of 
economical, 
ecological, social and 
individual wellbeing. 

“Purpose and passion” 
for sustainability can 
be seen in those 
organisations that 
have a deep wish to 
benefit others through 
their entrepreneurial 
activities. They want to 
leave this world a 
better place through 
what they are doing. 

 Courtesy Bob Willard. See: 
http://www.sustainabilityadvantage.com/ 
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leaders? (‘Do I have to ride a bicycle to 

my clients visits; do we all need to 

become vegetarians?’)” Our own 

experience with change processes has 

shown that facts, figures and arguments 

will not lead to the necessary reframing 

of the issue. Together with our client we 

developed an approach that in addition 

to the cognitive information also touches 

the emotional side (Aha!) of 

sustainability through personal 

experience. 

Only holistic experience has the strength 

to leave an impact at the neuron level in 

our brains. And only if the brain is 

rewired will it have the foundation for 

perceiving reality differently and for 

seeing examples of the chances for 

sustainability for oneself and for a client. 

So if we know that an intended change 

needs to happen on the levels of 

perception, behaviour, thinking and 

attitude then we need to build a learning 

environment where the participants can 

experience new ways of reality. 

As a first step it was important for our 

client to come up with an appropriate 

definition and understanding 

sustainability. For this we used the 

Sustainability Compass, which shows 

four focus areas of sustainability: N – 

Nature, E – Economy, S – Society, and 

W – Wellbeing. 

Many companies tend to focus their 

short-term decision making on one 

dimension of this Compass: E – 

Economy. Integrating sustainability 

involves adding the other three 

dimensions to the strategic focus and to 

the decision making process. 

The management board of a world-

leading logistics company had decided 

at one point to integrate sustainability 

goals and use TQM as a steering 

mechanism. The bottleneck for them 

became obvious when the board stated 

that this integration should not lead to 

any broader complexity for their 

managers. This demand is absurd: it is 

as though I were to take my daughter to 

a swimming class on the condition 

demand that she should not get wet. 

Integrating sustainability per se means 

dealing with a broader complexity, 

because we add other dimensions, like 

social, ecological and wellbeing 

indicators. And we do this not in order to 

make life more complicated for 

managers, but because reality is more 

complex than we usually would like it to 

be. Reality is an interrelated net of many 

elements, which influence each other 

constantly in multiple ways. I might 

create a short-term advantage if I don’t 

take into account ecological standards 

(N), social agreements (S) or individual 

needs of my employees (W). But in the 

long run this will often backfire on me 

after some delay. 

For those reasons it makes no sense to 

protect managers from too much 

complexity. On the other hand, it is 

important to help them to deal with that 

complexity in an appropriate way – for 

example by teaching them systems 

thinking. An employee trained in that 

skill often perceives the limitations of a 

habitual way of working and might come 

up with innovative approaches. At such 

a moment, sustainability can become a 

real creativity booster for the 

organisation. 

Using our Sustainability Compass, we 

researched this client thoroughly to 

determine their strategic goals, and to 

relate their goals to each of the four 

Compass points and to the indicators, 

processes and activities valuable for 

reaching these goals. We conducted the 

same analysis for our clients’ direct 

The  
Sustainability 
Compass 
 
A tool for orienting your 
team and company to 
an integrated 
perspective 
 
 
© AtKisson, Inc. All rights reserved. 
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 Pursue a more concerted program 

to internally embed sustainability 

thinking and practice within the firm. 

A report with recommendations can 

trigger a thought process, but it will not 

induce a fundamental shift in levels of 

perception, behaviour, reasoning and 

action. 

In order to initiate that shift we 

developed the system-based simulation 

game “Grean&Great” to touch the 

leaders on personal and emotional 

levels. We wanted to create an 

experiential space where the 

participants could try out new things in a 

safe environment.  

As a computer-based game, 

“Grean&Great” immerses the players 

into the decision making process of a 

large consultancy that competes with 

other consultancies in a virtual market 

for client projects. One underlying 

competitors as well. Out of these 

findings we derived very concrete 

recommendations for how to sharpen 

the firm’s sustainability profile. 

Strategic Recommendation 

 Raise awareness about what is 

happening within the firm’s practice, 

and within the field of sustainability 

generally. 

 Create a mechanism for spreading 

best practices in sustainability 

around your organisation more 

quickly and effectively. 

 Re-examine your goal-setting 

mechanisms for sustainability and 

calibrate these public goals against 

the aspirations of your best clients. 

 Achieve clarity on global and 

regional sustainability reporting 

strategy. 

assumption we have put into the game 

is that the demands for sustainability 

(future trends) are increasing over the 

years. Consultancies that don’t lay the 

groundwork for sustainability now will 

face difficulties in the future. If your 

virtual company formulates a 

sustainability strategy today, and if you 

start building up resources for it, then 

you might accrue advantages in the 

future. If you don’t do that today, then 

you might face difficulties in the coming 

years. 

We have integrated our Sustainability 

Compass and systemic interconnections 

into the architecture of the game. 

Reflecting the day-to-day realities of our 

clientele, we have made it very 

competitive. This game is then 

integrated into a series of workshops 

that we called “Competitive 

Sustainability”. 

 

Green&Great 
brings a  
systems 

perspective 
into the  

heart 
of any 

business 
 

System structure that 
underlies the ISIS 

Academy training game 
“Green&Great,” and our 

Competitive Sustainability 
training workshops for 

business audiences 

Produced by the Center for System Solutions. Visit: https://greenandgreat.games4sustainability.com/ 
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Axel is the co-founder and managing 
director of the ISIS Academy GmbH. 
Together with Alan AtKisson he 
established the ISIS Academy as a 
leading training institute for 
“Sustainability Change Agentry”. 

Professional development,  training, coaching and consult ing 
for change and sustainabil i ty  

For us, the inner changes that took 

place in the participating managers and 

leaders of the company were very 

obvious. At the beginning of the 

workshop you could see how the 

participants were interacting with us and 

with each other, out of their learned 

roles and behaviours as successful 

senior consultants and/or leaders. As 

the game proceeded, triggered by real 

discussions with their colleagues and by 

making decisions on “virtually real 

issues” (they experience the game as 

very realistic), they opened up. Once 

they had opened up, the “real” 

ecological, social, economical and 

wellbeing questions became very 

present and lively. 

The impact of the simulation exercise 

For many years Axel has been 
working as a senior management 
consultant and coach, with high-level 
experience in Europe, Asia, and 
Africa, helping leaders, organisations 
and development programs manage 
complex change processes and 
improve performance. His clients 
have included the African Union 
Commission, Canon Europe, GIZ, 
Lufthansa, Unilever and T-Systems. 

The founder of Axel Klimek 3p, Axel 
now focuses his practice on helping 
clients achieve sustainability through 
cultural change processes, 
innovation, cooperation, strategic 
planning, and change management. 
One of his main focus areas is how 
sustainability can be integrated into 
the value chain of an organisation 

and can become a habitual part of 
the perception, decision making 
process, and actions of its leaders, 
managers and staff. 

In addition, Axel trains leaders and 
change agents to become coaches 
for the people they are working with, 
in order to achieve the targeted 
results and impacts. 

With a professional background in 
psychotherapy, Axel also has 
exceptional professional coaching 
and group process skills. He is 
certified in the use of the ISIS 
Method and ISIS Accelerator tools 
for strategic sustainable 
development. He lives with his wife 
and daughter in Hofheim near 
Frankfurt am Main, Germany. 

About  
Axel  
Klime

www.ISISAcademy.com 

Isis Academy GmbH 
Managing Director Axel Klimek 

Quellenweg 31 
65719 Hofheim GERMANY 

 
T: +49 (0)6192 – 9 55 80 94 
F: +49 (0)6192 – 9 55 80 93 

also became apparent. In the last of the 

five rounds in the game, every 

participant knows that she or he can 

increase profit by firing “unnecessary” 

employees. During earlier rounds this 

could have had a bad effect on staff 

motivation and on the reputation of the 

company. But in this last round, this 

behaviour would not create negative 

ripple effects for the future.  

Even among senior executives who 

might normally feel driven to maximize 

profit at the expense of employee jobs, 

they usually choose not to do that.  One 

participant described the playful change 

of attitudes: ”Although we knew that we 

could increase out revenue by laying off 

people, we could not do that. This action 

would have violated all the values which 

we have established as a company.” 

The next step 

In the simulation, the intended “Aha!” on 

the level of managers and leaders is 

definitely initiated. One foundation stone 

for a cultural change from “Beyond 

Compliance” to “Integrated Strategy” is 

laid. What is needed now is to continue 

that path towards an “Integrated 

Strategy” by encouraging a critical mass 

of people to go through the experience 

of “Competitive Sustainability.”  

Then the company will be in a good 

position to implement, step-by-step, 

strategic recommendations for 

sustainability in relevant processes.  


