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Foreword
“You can’t use an old map to explore a new 
world.” So the saying goes – and coming from a 
background in geography, I know the value of an 
up-to-date map. As global industries aim to put 
business-as-usual behind them and head into new 
and challenging territory, the need for accurate 
guidance towards a clear destination has never 
been more pressing.

We therefore need to throw out the traditional 
corporate roadmap, and forge a new path ahead. 
Our reckless consumption of resources has for 
too long exceeded the capacity of our planet, 
even as we continue to under-deliver on meeting 
people’s needs, in many ways and many places. 
Most	critically,	science	confirms	that	humankind’s	
activities have fundamentally changed our climate. 
Unless we take drastic steps to urgently reshape 
how we live and work, those changes will become 
irreversible, causing catastrophic harm to the 
planet and its ability to provide for a rapidly growing 
population.

The challenge of net zero is enormous and relevant 
for all industries. The science tells us we need to 
achieve net-zero emissions by 2050 at the latest. 
This is our destination: but it is impossible to 
overstate either the importance of reaching it or 
the	difficulty	of	the	journey	to	get	there.	It	is	also	
increasingly apparent that we cannot achieve net 
zero without a holistic perspective that considers 
nature and society. 

As Co-CEO and CFO of DSM, I know the 
challenges	and	benefits	of	pursuing	a	net-zero	
strategy. For well over a decade, since before I 
joined,	the	company	has	been	working	to	drive	
down its own emissions as well as lowering 
the emissions of products and solutions for its 
customers. 

If setting targets is challenging, delivering on them 
is even more so and the pathway becomes ever 
more complex. The good news is that we can apply 
the lessons learned from net zero to other areas – 
from nature, biodiversity and land use to equality 
and many more – but to do so, embedding the 
right organisational mindset, culture and values is 
fundamental. As with any corporate change, visible 
and authentic leadership and a shared sense of 
purpose form the bedrock of success. Progress can 
only	be	achieved	through	effective	collaboration	not	
only within businesses but also beyond. 

That is why I welcome the CISL inquiry into the 
net-zero transformation, and why DSM is pleased 
and proud to have been able to contribute to 
the development of the framework presented 
in this report. A growing number of companies 
understand their role in a sustainable society and 
recognise their responsibilities to a broad spectrum 
of stakeholders; nevertheless, while the net-zero 
destination is clear, the route to reaching it is 
murkier. The new CISL framework acts as a map 
through this rocky terrain. The research, ideas and 
guidance provided here will help accelerate the 
drive towards net zero, no matter what stage a 
business	is	at	in	its	journey.	

Despite (or, rather, because of) DSM’s long history 
of purpose-led, performance-driven transformation 
– from our origins as a state-owned mining 
company to a world leader in health, nutrition and 
bioscience – we know that large-scale change 
is never easy. Nevertheless, we are determined 
that we will continue to adapt and transform, 
enabling us to advance our progress to net zero 
and contribute to tangible, positive, global system 
change. The insights in this report will help us and 
other likeminded businesses get there, overcoming 
any bumps in the road along the way.

Geraldine Matchett
Co-CEO, Royal DSM
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Executive summary 

To address this urgent business need, we undertook 
a year-long inquiry that reviewed existing net zero 
guidance for businesses, key literature on systems 
thinking and organisational change, and engaged 
around 30 organisations to explore barriers and 
enablers of net zero transformation. Building on 
CISL’s Targeting Net Zero Framework, the resulting 
work is designed to help businesses that have 
set net zero goals to stress test and adapt 
transformation programmes in the face of 
systemic turbulence.	Rather	than	compete	with	the	
existing body of literature and resources on this topic, 
we focus on the key leverage points that will most 
help to advance net zero transformation, promote 
organisational resilience and drive system 
change.

This	inquiry	identified	several	foundational	success	
factors	for	transformation	that	the	majority	of	
companies in the marketplace today are lacking. 
Firstly, while a leading contingent of companies 
have evolved their purpose to focus on sustainable 
outcomes for society, including making aligned 
climate commitments, most of these ambitious 
companies have not embedded their purpose 
effectively	through	their	governance,	strategy,	
culture and innovation. As a result, most are 
continuing with Business-as-Usual ways of working 
and are still fuelling the climate crisis—both directly 
through their emissions but also through their 
negative impact on critical environmental and social 
issues	which	affect	our	collective	ability	to	achieve	
net zero. To achieve sustainability, organisations 

must focus on properly embedding their purpose and 
aligned goals.  

We also found that the scale of transformation 
required, together with increasing systemic 
challenges, will necessitate a new mindset 
and associated suite of skills from corporate 
executives. At the heart of this is a mindset shift 
from ‘ego’ to ‘eco’. This requires recognising that 
neither individuals nor organisations have the power 
to deliver the transformation necessary to fully align 
with	net	zero.	Rather,	changes	are	required	to	sectors	
and markets as a whole to make transformation 
economically viable. Companies must therefore equip 
their leaders with a new suite of competencies to 
understand and engage their broader ecosystem—
including suppliers, governments and competitors—
to collaborate for system change. 

Finally, the research highlighted substantial 
shortcomings in the way companies approach 
sustainability data, with organisations having 
a poor understanding of both how the world 
impacts their organisation and how the 
organisation impacts the world. To maximise 
chances of achieving their climate goals, 
organisations should become attuned to their full 
relationship with the natural and social systems 
upon which they depend and monitor this on 
an ongoing basis. Moreover, monitoring and 
management activities should be framed explicitly in 
relation to evidence-based thresholds in social and 
environmental systems.  

The world is becoming increasingly volatile and unpredictable. Deeply interrelated social 
and environmental challenges are further exacerbating the already Herculean challenge of 
transforming economies to achieve net zero. 

https://www.cisl.cam.ac.uk/resources/low-carbon-transformation-publications/targeting-net-zero
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We propose that companies need to expand their frame of reference in order to take a whole-system 
approach to transformation. First, by recognising the deep interdependency between net zero goals and 
the wider natural and social systems; second, by identifying and acting on multiple leverage points across 
four levels of business reach: individual leadership, the company, its value chain, and the wider system. 
With this systemic perspective in mind, we have outlined a framework that companies can use to guide 
transformation:

In	light	of	the	report	findings,	we	also	propose	a	set	
of development areas to advance transformation. 
These include advancing understanding of 
the organisational levers for sustainability 
transformation, developing pre-competitive 
collaborations for systems change, advancing 
approaches for sustainability data management, 
and	the	refinement	of	a	new	systems	change	
orientated approach to innovation. 

Action by leading businesses alone to align their 
organisations with net zero will not deliver the  

full	global	transformation	needed.	Rather,	 
there is an urgent need for businesses to  
address	not	just	their	own	emissions,	but	also	 
to set exemplars, demonstrate what is possible, 
and actively advance transformation of the  
wider business community, policy makers and  
investors. In this context, we hope that the  
report will enable sustainability practitioners 
to engage their C-Suite on systems change, 
providing a new perspective for many that is  
well suited to today’s challenging commercial 
context.

1. Set a transformative agenda that establishes the vision and gives 
leaders the mandate to disrupt the status quo;

2. Understand the complexities—including systemic impacts, 
dependencies, risks and opportunities—in a way that considers and 
engages the organisation’s extended ecosystem of stakeholders;

3. Create the enabling conditions by building the foundations of 
transformation	(good	governance,	effective	business	integration, 
enabling	culture,	future-fit	capacity	and	skills,	systemic	innovation, 
transformative	finance,	 transformative partnerships, and advocacy 
including for policy change);"

4. Take a portfolio approach to innovation that clusters multiple 
interventions	around	strategy	objectives	spanning	the	full	four	levels	of 
transformation;

5. Mainstream and secure innovations, developing pathways for scaling 
that prevent roll-back by aligning the organisation around the new 
innovations.

7 Executive summary



The case  
for change

The case for transformation has never been clearer. The 
most recent IPCC report (AR6)1 highlighted that global 
emissions must peak by 2025 in order to limit global 
warming to 1.5oC2 above the pre-industrial baseline. 
Yet according to COP26 pledges, even if every country 
in the world achieved its current Nationally Determined 
Contributions (NDCs) targets, the planet would still  
warm by 2.4oC3. Urgent action is required if we are to  
avoid catastrophe. 

Chapter 1 

However, the overwhelming majority of companies 
still lack detailed delivery plans for how to 
achieve net zero in a sustainable way. This is 
corroborated by reporting data. From 41,000 publicly 
listed companies, only 3,500 are working with the 
Science Based Targets Initiative (SBTI) to set science-
based targets (or are committed to doing so within 
the	next	two	years).	Similarly,	just	one	third	of	the	
13,000+ companies who disclosed in the latest round 
of	CDP	(formerly	the	Carbon	Disclosure	Project)	
submissions were developing a low-carbon transition 
plan. Perhaps more strikingly, only one per cent 
of participating companies reported on the full 24 
indicators associated with a credible climate action 
transition plan4. 

In addition to the lack of planning, decarbonisation 
and adaptation plans are increasingly hampered 
by unforeseen events and external shocks. In the 
last two years alone, the COVID-19 pandemic has 
generated USD $11 trillion in additional corporate 
debt5, and supply chain interruptions are already 
costing large companies an average of $184 million 
per year6.	The	Ukraine-Russia	war	has	fuelled	
dramatic cost increases and product shortages7 over 
the last year, including increases in the price of food 
(58.5 per cent)8, steel (74 per cent)9 and vegetable oils 
(137.5 per cent)10. As a result, many supply chains 
have ground to a standstill11, grain shortages are 
triggering famines12	and	rapid	inflation	is	destabilising	
the	political	future	of	major	democracies13.    

1.1 
The need

8 Net Zero Business Transformation: A framework for accelerating change in an era of turbulence and complexity 
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The risks and costs of inaction are huge and 
mounting. According to the World Meteorological 
Organisation (WMO), natural weather, climate or 
water related disasters have increased by 500 per 
cent since 197014, and this trend is set to continue. 
Companies	face	significant	and	escalating	financial	
impacts from these events, which can impede even 
the most willing of organisations when driving deep 
decarbonisation and sector-level change. According 
to 2019 CDP reports from 215 of the world’s largest 
companies, approximately $1 trillion is at risk in the 
next	five	years15. Indeed, insurance group Munich 
Re	recorded	$280	billion	of	losses	in	2021	as	a	
result of natural disasters exacerbated by climate 
change—60 per cent of which were not insured or 
insurable16. By the end of the century, more than half 
of the world’s GDP—with an economic value of $44 
trillion—will be at moderate or severe risk due to the 
degradation of nature17.  

For	companies	willing	to	take	the	difficult	steps,	
commercial opportunities abound.	In	a	major	
study of more than 10,000 people in 17 countries 
ahead of COP26, 85 per cent of consumers 
indicated that they have shifted their purchasing 
behaviour	to	be	more	sustainable	in	the	last	five	
years and 34 per cent were willing to pay more for 
sustainable products and services18.	While	different	
industries (most notably those that are ‘hard to 
abate’) are necessarily working in the context of 
longer timelines, evidence of the transition is already 
clear within the global markets. According to the 
FTSE	Russell’s	Green	Revenues	index,	in	2021—
prior	to	the	Russian	invasion	of	Ukraine—the	global	
green economy represented USD $4.3 trillion or 
5.4 per cent of the value of global listed equities 
(1.4 per cent more than the total value of oil and 
gas equities). It is also growing at an annualised 
rate of 8 per cent—roughly twice the rate of the 
broader economy19.	While	the	2022	figures	have	yet	

to be released, it is clear that—though the short-
term impact of this latest external shock is one of 
economic	disruption—the	long-term	trajectory	of	
travel is a consistent and ever steeper climb20.

However, net zero transformation poses huge 
challenges for corporations. The challenge is 
compounded by a wide range of variables, which 
include	the	strict	scientific	imperative	for	urgent	
delivery, uncertainty around solutions, challenging 
economic headwinds, and the lack of control 
that any one corporation has on its value chain 
and broader ecosystem (both of which are key to 
transformation). These profound levels of complexity 
and uncertainty call for transformation on multiple 
levels within an organisation and its ecosystem. If 
companies are to achieve their net zero goals and 
associated short-term milestones, everything from 
corporate planning and culture to value chains and 
client relationships may require wholesale change. 
This unique and complex challenge urgently calls for 
a new suite of core competencies, organisational 
innovations, and management approaches 
that are currently lacking in the corporate 
environment. 

To support businesses facing the challenge of net 
zero transformation, this report sheds light on the 
mission-critical gap in organisational capability. 
Through the lens of systems and organisational 
theory, the analysis builds upon existing literature 
and practice regarding embedding sustainability, 
business innovation, and leading transformational 
change to focus on where the work is most needed 
to accelerate change. It provides a transformation 
framework to guide organisational action for 
system change, along with practical guidelines, 
considerations, and examples of transformation—
available on the CISL website alongside this report—
already	happening	in	the	field.

of consumers indicated that they have 
shifted their purchasing behaviour to be more 
sustainable	in	the	last	five	years85%
were willing to pay more for 
sustainable products and services34%

Chapter 1: The case for change    9 



Chapter 2 
The	findings	shared	in	this	report	are	the	result	of	a	year-long	analysis	of	
corporate approaches to net zero transformation. The research began with an 
in-depth review and gap analysis of published net zero frameworks and other 
resources21, together with the latest thinking on systems and transformational 
change. Over 20 industry leaders were interviewed regarding their key barriers 
and enablers of change. The resulting outputs were tested and validated by  
CISL experts and industry leaders. 

10 Net Zero Business Transformation: A framework for accelerating change in an era of turbulence and complexity  
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During this research, numerous examples of leading 
companies successfully undergoing transformation 
were	identified.	As	such,	we	also	provide	seven	case	
studies of leading practice—which helped shape and 
validate	the	report	findings—to	inspire	and	support	
others	in	their	transformation	efforts.	These	are	
available on the CISL website.

Through our engagement with business leaders, the 
research	team	identified	a	number	of	key	themes	
among corporations attempting to achieve their net 
zero goals. Three topics were discussed time and 
time again, either as a force driving transformation 
forward or as a barrier to its progress. These themes 
were corroborated amongst the interviewed leaders 
and	steering	committees	to	confirm	the	foundational	
success factors that corporations need to deliver a 
net zero transformation. These were:

While these factors provide strong foundational 
underpinnings to transformation programmes, the 
transformation	journey	is	complex	and	requires	
a more detailed understanding to guide action. 
Accordingly,	we	present	a	five-step	transformation	
framework, preceded by a conceptual framing of the 
organisation in its systemic context and founded in 
theory from the organisational change and systems 
change literature.     

1.  Embedding a corporate purpose aligned with sustainability;
2.  Developing the necessary capabilities to deliver transformation;
3.  Creating a dynamic and responsive relationship to impact data,    
 performance thresholds and risk.

The inquiry 
findings

Chapter 2: The inquiry findings    11 
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2.1

Purpose driven organisations are the future. A recent 
global survey of consumer preferences found that 
42 per cent of Millennial and 39 per cent of Gen Z 
consumers are willing to pay more for sustainable 
products and services (compared with 31 per cent 
of	Gen	X	and	26	per	cent	of	Baby	Boomers),	while	
85 per cent of all consumers have become ‘greener’ 
in their purchasing22. With investors including 
Larry Fink—head of the world’s largest investor, 
Blackrock—advocating for companies to have a 
social purpose23, many organisations have been keen 
to develop and publicly state a purpose aligned with 
societal ends.

However, the market is now full of organisations who 
claim to be driven by a social purpose, despite clear 
evidence to the contrary. This has contributed to valid 
criticisms of the purpose-led business movement 
and voluntarism (ie the belief that businesses 
can be trusted to transform themselves without 
regulation to compel them to do so)24, which rightly 
point out the unsustainability of many businesses 
operating under the banner of a sustainable 
purpose25. For example, one commentator recently 
highlighted26 poverty wages in a global consumer 
goods company’s supply chain, against a backdrop 
of consistently increasing shareholder returns, 
as a clear example that shareholder primacy—
not social purpose—is driving the organisation. 
Interestingly, this particular company is a recognised 
sustainability	leader	and	was	recently	certified	as	
a B Corp. This neatly highlights two key aspects 
of the contemporary business community. Firstly, 
that even leading organisations within the corporate 
sustainability community are still deeply bound 
up in the shareholder value paradigm. Secondly, 
that dual purpose companies—those that seek to 
balance	social	and	environmental	objectives	with	
profit—will	struggle	to	align	with	sustainability	due	
to	the	difficulty	of	balancing	the	strongly	contrasting	

paradigms of shareholder- and purpose-driven 
logic27.  

Of course, this does not mean that purpose is 
irrelevant. On the contrary, it is essential that 
businesses are clear on what their purpose is 
and whether this purpose is consistent with a 
sustainable future. Instead of moving away from 
this emphasis, businesses need to double down. A 
purpose statement is not the end goal in and of itself; 
rather, businesses must focus on embedding this 
purpose across the organisation. If an organisation 
does not properly embed a sustainable corporate 
purpose into its strategy, governance, and culture, 
its ability to make the required changes for net 
zero transformation—and, ultimately, to deliver 
sustainability as a whole—will be severely inhibited. 
This failure will also mean that the business’  
actions are unlikely to be fully congruent with its 
stated intentions, leaving the organisation vulnerable 
to allegations of purpose wash and diminishing  
its brand.  

Embedding a corporate purpose  
aligned with sustainability

The challenge



13 

Companies should develop and activate a 
sustainable business purpose that channels 
corporate strategy and innovation towards 
achieving long-term wellbeing for all people and 
planet—which	includes	effectively	embedding	
it within the organisation’s governance and 
culture. To deliver on this, the company must 
understand the deep interdependence between 
fulfilment	of	its	purpose	and	the	wider	natural,	
human and social systems upon which long-
term value creation depends.

Companies undergoing net zero transformation 
need a clear, meaningful and authentic business 
purpose that aligns its reason to exist with the 
delivery	of	flourishing,	inclusive	societies	within	
planetary boundaries28.

While some companies have chosen to explicitly 
identify net zero transformation as their business 
purpose, this does not need to be their only focus. 
Businesses can select any facet of natural, human 
and social systems for their purpose, as long as this 
purpose	is	authentically	identified	as	significantly	
material	to	both	firm	and	society	and	the	company	
is in a good position to address it. In this way, 
companies can optimise their strategy to contribute 
to long-term wellbeing. 

That said, a company exclusively focusing on 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions will be unlikely to 

achieve net zero transformation. Indeed, a myopic 
focus on any singular facet of sustainability will 
inevitably put the company at risk of making short-
term decisions based on only one component 
of long-term sustainability, ignoring the deep 
interdependence between natural, human and 
social systems upon which long-term value creation 
depends. 

Truly committed companies will need to accurately 
diagnose where they are now in relation to where 
they need to be, and credibly track and report 
progress against their goals. If this assessment is 
done well, a fundamental recognition of the scale of 
the challenge should emerge—most organisations 
should realise that they are not yet purpose driven; 
rather, they remain ultimately driven by the pursuit 
of shareholder value and in the thralls of the 
Business-as-Usual paradigm. This should compel 
the organisation to set and deliver a genuinely 
transformative agenda.

A company committed to its purpose must 
embed this purpose into its culture and decision-
making processes (including those surrounding 
achieving net zero sustainably), underpinned by an 
appropriate governance structure and supported 
by adequate resource allocations. When embedded 
well, the purpose will steer a business away from 
focusing	solely	on	profits	and	towards	building	an	
economy based on sustainable outcomes. 

“At Neste, we have deeply embedded our purpose and our leadership are committed to it. As a 
result, we have been able to gear our strong engineering capabilities and technological knowledge 
towards sustainability-oriented problem-solving and innovation. Our journey from a local oil refiner 
to a global leader in renewable and circular solutions has been a fascinating transformation, and it 
continues. One result is that we are converting waste and residues into, for example, high quality 
Sustainable Aviation Fuel, which offers 80 per cent less GHG emissions than traditional fuels.”

The solution

Minna Aila, SVP,	Sustainability	&	Corporate	Affairs,	Neste.

Chapter 2: The inquiry findings    13 
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2.2

While	much	of	the	journey	to	global	deep	
decarbonisation remains uncertain, one certainty for 
all corporations is that requirements for climate 
action will increase, whilst external systemic 
shocks will become more frequent and severe. 

As the world breaches dangerous tipping points in 
the earth system and moves ever closer to runaway 
climate change and ecological collapse29, there is 
an urgent need for corporations to undergo seismic 
shifts in GHG emission mitigation and adaptation 
to remain on a 1.5oC	trajectory.	Due	to	the	growing	
frequency and severity of nature-related and 
other systemic shocks, the early 2020s have been 
unpredictable and tumultuous—including the life-
changing COVID-19 pandemic, the geopolitical 
and	supply	chain	upheaval	caused	by	the	Russian	
invasion of Ukraine, and severe droughts across 
multiple regions30.

These highly unpredictable and complex phenomena 
often engender a sense that targets are perpetually 
moving, and that organisations lack the right 
level of insight and stable foundations to build 
sustainable solutions upon. Plotting pathways 
towards sustainability within this uncertain context 
mandates a whole new suite of individual and 
organisational skills. Unfortunately, such 21st-
century competencies are not yet taught in leading 
business schools and STEM university programmes, 
corporate graduate programmes, or learning and 
development	plans	at	major	corporations.	Instead,	
they are more commonly cultivated and embodied 
by	those	working	within	the	field	of	systems	change,	
who rarely enter corporate employment (nor are they 
typically encouraged to do so). 

Individuals and companies must develop the 
capacity to sense, learn and adapt, so they can 
continually transform themselves—and their 
ecosystem—against the backdrop of constant 
change. 

This requires a new suite of 21st-century 
competencies that span from individual leadership 
(which relates to individual traits and skills like 
empathy and deep listening) to organisational 
leadership	(which	relates	to	a	firm’s	abilities	in	certain	
dimensions such as analysing change dynamics in 
social and environmental systems).

Developing the neccessary capabilities to 
deliver transformation 

The solution

“We need to work with other sectors and providers, people who understand the added value of a 
multistakeholder approach, and who can engage the unusual suspects. We don’t need more engineers 
to rebuild a similar plant, we need creative engineers who can also rethink the way things are done and 
engage with others to accelerate outcomes. And for that we need empathy, for our colleagues, for our 
stakeholders and for our customers to understand what they need to get things done.”

Gonzalo Saenz de Miera, Director of Climate Change and Alliances at Iberdrola. 

The challenge
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At the heart of this challenge is a necessary shift 
in organisational mindset: from ego to eco31. In 
other words, companies need to move from being 
egocentric in their approach to embracing the 
ecosystem. Egocentric organisations believe that 
they	have	all	the	answers	and	are	capable	of	fixing	
the problems on their own. Organisations which 
embrace the ecosystem, however, recognise their 
entanglement with wider industry and the economy, 
and that they have little to no control over certain 
outcomes. These organisations seek to learn from 
external sources, and continually test, learn, and 
adapt	to	find	a	way	forward.	Consequently,	there	is	
a dire need for those with an understanding of the 
system who can lead such changes—as opposed 
to those who sustain and improve current ways of 
working. Even in organisations that appear deeply 

aligned with the ‘old’ fossil fuel economy, skills can 
be	effectively	re-purposed	when	there	is	strong	
leadership and motivation around the purpose. This 
underscores the need for a greater focus on change 
leadership capabilities.  

It is important to note that such a shift does not mean 
letting go of basic competitive market dynamics 
altogether; rather, it means prioritising long-term value 
creation and market positioning over short-term wins 
and being willing to seek collective wins through pre-
competitive	collaboration	around	shared	objectives.	

Below is a list of the example individual and 
organisational traits and capacities32 that we  
suggest will enable leaders of net zero 
transformations (Table 1).

Indvidual 
•	 Empathy and deep listening to engage stakeholders 

within and beyond the organisation and increase 
connectedness

•	 Reflective	thinking	and	self-awareness	to	continually	
learn (and unlearn) through processes of testing, 
adaptation and change that engage diverse stakeholders

•	 Humility to accept the limitations of acting alone and 
instead look to collaborate, particularly with external 
actors, for solutions to problems   

•	 System/ecosystem thinking to understand the 
organisation’s context to deliver the system-level change 
required

•	 Courage and resilience to take ambitious action in 
pursuit of long-term goals in the face of short-termism, 
complexity and uncertainty

•	 Curiosity and capabilities in learning and sensemaking 
to explore and understand new perspectives, concepts, 
systems, etc 

•	 Emotional	intelligence	to	manage	anxiety	and	conflict	as	
radical changes are implement (often in times of social 
and economic turbulence) 

•	 Ability to build trust in uncertain and ambiguous 
contexts to win support for change and ambitious new 
partnership and initiatives for net zero and systems 
change  

Organisational
•	 Diagnose the culture of the organisation and lead 

transformation to net zero 

•	 Analyse change dynamics at a whole-system level and 
understand where to intervene in a system for greatest 
impact

•	 Understand, monitor and report on systemic impacts, 
dependencies, risks and opportunities emanating from 
complex social and environmental systems 

•	 Lead multistakeholder partnerships and change 
management programmes, including pre-competitive 
collaborations and innovations

•	 Take a systemic perspective in innovation and portfolio 
strategy,	including	new	business,	finance	and	regulatory	
models

•	 Enable	effective	stakeholder	management,	including	
influencing	and	negotiating	for	system-wide	outcomes

•	 Identify	and	deploy	the	most	effective	tools	for	guiding	
thought and leading transformational change eg three 
horizons, s-curve models, systems maps, pathways 
(not roadmaps), sustainability transitions strategies, and 
participatory design and decision making 

•	 Understand key systems change mechanisms like 
causal, feedback and ambition loops, tipping points, and 
cascades 

•	 Organisational learning, sensemaking and adaptive 
management for the organisation to understand and act 
upon its systemic challenges as they unfold

•	 Embrace diversity and inclusion as an organisation, 
including diversity of thought, to build connectedness 
with stakeholders 

Table: Example traits and competencies

It is important to note that not all individual employees will need a suite of attributes as full as that presented above, but it is critical for organisations 
to assess their transformation capacity in line with such personal and professional qualities and align their resourcing, recruitment, and development 
strategies accordingly.

15 
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2.3

In recent decades, the proliferation of disclosure 
initiatives has been one of the foundational 
forces spurring and shaping corporate action on 
sustainability. As a result, sustainability data has 
proliferated and—while supply chain data are often 
lacking	in	quality	and	extent—firms	generally	have	
an abundance of sustainability data. However, these 
data are often not used in the most appropriate way. 

From a commercial perspective, companies 
struggle to understand how social and 
environmental systems impact their organisation. 
For example, the Financial Stability Board33 recently 
found that only one in three companies reviewed 
disclosed climate-related information aligned with 
the recommendations of the Taskforce on Climate-
related Financial Disclosures (TCFD). To compound 
this, such disclosures lacked consistency across the 
four recommended disclosure pillars. Companies 
are even less aware of how the broader natural and 
social	systems	upon	which	they	depend	affect	their	
organisations (although the emerging Taskforce on 
Nature-related Financial Disclosures is an important 
development in this regard).
 
From the perspective of society and the environment, 
many of the leading initiatives—including the TCFD, 
the International Sustainability Standards Board 
(ISSB)	and	the	Global	Reporting	Initiative	(GRI)—
encourage the use of data that often lacks explicit 
contextualisation relative to thresholds in earth 
and societal systems. Similarly, now ubiquitous 
Environmental, Social and Governance (‘ESG’) data 
are often more orientated towards assessing risk 
exposure than sustainability. For data to address 
sustainability, they must be contextualised in 

relation to environmental and/or social limits, 
allowing determination of the extent to which an 
activity can be sustained by the system within 
which it is situated. Moreover, these data must 
be	leveraged	effectively	to	create	change	within	
and beyond organisations through appropriate 
management interventions.   

As companies progress towards net zero in what is 
likely to be an increasingly volatile and unpredictable 
world34, they should pay close attention to the 
additional risks emerging in natural and social 
systems. Companies must learn to monitor these 
through a ‘double materiality’35 lens (ie the impacts 
of the company on its ecosystem and vice versa), 
dynamically managing and reporting risks to the 
company and society on an ongoing basis. The 
requisite skills and technical capabilities to do so are 
not typically available to leaders and organisations 
in today’s marketplace, however, which leaves 
organisations vulnerable to systemic risk.

Given the dynamic system context, rigid roadmaps 
can be inhibitive of net zero transformation and—
by extension—wider system-level change. While 
detailed roadmaps for mobilising action against 
corporate net zero goals are critical, these roadmaps 
cannot	be	used	in	isolation.	Rather,	they	must	
also be coupled with a deep commitment from 
the organisation to listen and agilely respond to 
changes within its social, economic, political, and 
environmental context. In this dynamic context, a 
net zero “roadmap” may be better viewed through 
the lens of multiple scenarios or “pathways” 
within which multiple sub-strategies are being 
delivered, learned from, and adapted to.   

Creating a dynamic and responsive 
relationship to impact data, performance 
thresholds and risk

The challenge
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Companies must become agile in identifying, 
acknowledging, and managing systemic risks 
to their long- and short-term value creation. 
They should develop basic minimum standards 
relating to the natural, human and social systems 
within which the company operates, dynamically 
managing these in response to changing 
contexts.

Companies undergoing net zero transformation 
are developing an understanding of their intrinsic 
relationship with the natural, human and social 
systems upon which their business models depend. 
They	are	prepared	to	adapt	as	new	scientific	insights	
into these systems emerge and understand that 
in order for society to make an orderly, economy-
wide transition to net zero, certain basic minimum 
standards relating to impacts on these systems  
must not be compromised. 

Data and reporting have been central to the 
development of corporate sustainability and will 
continue to be crucial. However, companies must 
learn	to	manage	effectively	with	imperfect	data	in	
the face of increasingly urgent climate action. To 
tackle this challenge, companies can draw from their 
existing climate risk registers (or create new ones) 
to (i) consider how these risk factors interact with 
nature and society, and (ii) understand and manage 
the wider levers for and indicators of change. Wider 
natural and social system risk factors to consider 
alongside mainstream climate-related risks include 
but are not limited to basic needs, resource scarcity, 
decent work, healthy ecosystems and climate 
resilience36. Transformational change levers and 
indicators include policy change37,	financial	flows38, 
citizen/ consumer engagement39, legal action40, and 
technological advancement41. For organisations 
that have not explored their broader social and 
environmental impacts and dependencies, this 
process can provide the basis for a more systemic 
approach to risk management.

From these risks, a dynamic set of thresholds, 
such as those relating to water use, deforestation, 
or supplier living wages, should be created in 
collaboration with all representative material 
stakeholders for the organisation. Thresholds must 
be reviewed annually and collaboratively. Where 
data exist, they should be monitored and managed 
regularly. Where they do not, the organisation 
must lean on transformational change and futures 
methods42, identifying a set of indicators for change 
which can be qualitatively assessed. Both quantitative 
and qualitative assessments should be continuously 
fed into strategy and decision making across the 
organisation. Such assessments could be aided by 
a sustainability balanced scorecard approach and 
should inform regularly reviewed and agile net zero 
pathways or strategy. For an example of best practice 
in the development of agile and robust sustainable 
development indicators, please see a summary of 
r3.0’s work in Appendix 2.

“There is a tension between roadmaps and 
scenarios. In our industry, we plan. But then 
how do you deal with uncertainty? Scenario 
work forms the basis of that. The backbone 
of which is making sense of how we see 
markets changing, then we layer scenarios 
on top of that. When we put the scenarios 
together, we can make sense of insights 
driven from testing our technical roadmap 
against them both, and that helps us inform 
our decisions.”

The solution

Chapter 2: The inquiry findings    

Andreas Follér, 
Head of Sustainability, Scania. 
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Chapter 3

•	 The Individual: worldviews, mindsets, personal purpose, and capabilities 
•	 The Company: company purpose, strategy, governance, cultural hardware and 

software, and innovation 
•	 The Value Chain: markets, products, operations, processes, suppliers, 

customers, etc
•	 The Wider System: relationships with the company’s foundational  

means—social, human and natural capital—and its ability to engage with wider 
systemic levers for change eg political, social, technological

Companies undergoing net zero transformation are acting at least at the pace 
that science demands. They set a transformative agenda for both company and 
broader	societal	decarbonisation	that	aligns	with—and	benefits	from—their	
business purpose, knowing that a fundamental rethink of their business models, 
product and service mix, and culture may be required. While this transition may 
differ	widely	between	sectors	in	terms	of	actions—from	building	new	product	lines	
to entirely new value chains and business models—all share an understanding 
that simultaneous transformation across the following four levels of the 
organisation will be necessary: 

3.1 
What is a net zero business 
transformation? 

18 Net Zero Business Transformation: A framework for accelerating change in an era of turbulence and complexity  
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Companies know that individual and collective 
leadership is critical to delivery, acting as a precursor 
to much of their transformational activities. As such, 
companies undergoing net zero transformation hire 
and develop individuals who are willing to work on 
their own personal and professional transformational 
skill sets.

In approaching their transformation goals, these 
companies are developing a deep understanding of 
their intrinsic relationship with the natural and social 
systems upon which their business models depend. 
As this understanding matures, companies must 
be prepared to set and respond to a set of dynamic 
minimum standards and thresholds43 relating to both 
carbon	and	the	wider-aligned	systemic	objectives	
of nature and society. This approach recognises 

the dependency of successful climate action on 
systemic resilience and the evolving nature of 
our understanding of how businesses relate to 
thresholds in human, social and natural systems. 

Such companies should not only be transitioning 
effectively	to	net	zero,	but	also	emerging	with	
a	fundamentally	different	skill	set	and	means	of	
operating. A company which successfully achieves 
net zero transformation is one that is ready and 
prepared to transform itself and its objectives 
and strategies on multiple fronts and occasions, 
continuing to navigate both simultaneous 
transitions—from net zero to nature positive— 
and future shocks (eg climate impact, price volatility, 
and political and social unrest) during  
its evolution.

Net zero
transformation

Chapter 3: Net zero transformation    19 



CISL’s Net Zero Business Transformation Framework 
has been designed to support companies no matter 
where	they	are	in	their	transformation	journey.	We	
recommend	using	this	report	in	conjunction	with	
CISL’s Targeting Net Zero Framework (2020)44. For 
those companies who are earlier in their net zero 
transformation	journey,	we	recommend	first	referring	
to that framework to identify and implement the 
basics of a net zero climate strategy. For companies 
who already have a plan and roadmap, we suggest 

focusing on the key concepts and considerations 
presented in Sections 3.2.1 and 3.2.2, using these 
to identify potential gaps in the delivery of the 
current strategy. To further aid companies in this gap 
analysis, we present a hypothetical overview of a 
transforming business in Section 3.2.3. and a useful 
checklist in 3.2.4. Ultimately, this process will allow 
companies to stress test and adapt their approaches 
to	optimise	their	fitness	for	transformative	change	in	
a complex, turbulent system.  

3.2 
The CISL transformation tools

20 Net Zero Business Transformation: A framework for accelerating change in an era of turbulence and complexity  



21 

In pursuit of net zero transformation, it is important that organisational leaders 
do not underestimate the scale or complexity of the challenge at hand. To drive 
transformation in an organisation, concerted action is required simultaneously 
across four levels of an organisation (and these need to be explicitly borne in 
mind	when	approaching	the	five-step	framework	that	we	present	in	Section	
3.2.2).	The	flywheel	(Figure	5)	is	a	tool	to	frame	strategic	decisions	in	the	
context of these four levels and is discussed in more detail below.

3.2.1 
The Flywheel of corporate 
transformation

Figure 1: CISL Flywheel of Corporate Transformation
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development of personal skills such as empathy, 
complexity thinking, anxiety management, and 
personal resilience, as well as adeptness with a 
suite of multistakeholder collaboration and systemic 
innovation	tools.	Effective	leadership	is	therefore	
critically dependent upon personal and professional 
development.

While	the	engagement	of	the	Human	Resources	(HR)	
function will be essential to deliver these changes, 
disseminating the business’ values, designing 
capacity building interventions and implementing 
changes in reward structures etc, the	most	effective	
levers of change are what leaders say, do and 
reward.  For example, how are people really 
incentivised and what are they incentivised to do? 
What are the symbols of success that pervade in 
the organisation? Those with the power to make 
such changes must carefully consider how both their 
personal	actions	and	company	processes	affect	 
net zero and aligned social and environmental 
objectives.	

This element includes ‘cultural software’ (eg 
behaviours, assumptions, emotions, stories, heroes) 
and ‘cultural hardware’ (eg systems, mission, vision, 
business model, strategy, processes, rewards). These 
aspects, which constitute the internal workings of  
the company, can be considered as the foundation  
of transformational change. Without adequate levels 
of transformation inside the organisation, action in 
the value chain and wider system is likely to be of 
limited	effect.	

Referring	again	to	Meadow’s	“Places	to	Intervene	in	
a System”, to transform a system requires changes 
to the goals and distribution of power within. For the 
goals of the organisation to shift, it must properly 
embed its sustainable purpose as the foundation 
for transformation. To reallocate the distribution of 
power46, the organisation must achieve fair, just and 
effective governance of the purpose—a fundamental 

mechanism which enables strategy and empowers 
the right enabling policies, processes and procedures 
to deliver change.

From these strong foundations, change can 
begin to ripple through the cultural hardware of 
the organisation with greater ease, from enabling 
policies and procedures to implementing new 
systems and protocols which might otherwise get 
stuck in the system. Throughout this process, the 
embodiment of the cultural software can start with a 
select few individuals possessing suitable levels of 
authority (such as members of the C-Suite). As these 
individuals lead by example—creating authentic 
connections within their organisation and acting 
on its corporate purpose—they must give others 
the mandate and incentivisation to act, allowing 
shifts in the critical mass of worldviews within the 
organisation. 

Individual Leadership:
Net zero transformation is not possible without 
individual leadership. In considering this, we 
should	reflect	on	systems	thinking	pioneer	Donella	
Meadows' seminal text “Places to Intervene in a 
System” (1999). According to Meadows, the most 
impactful intervention points in a system lie deep 
within its core—in the mindset, goals and distribution 
of power within the system45. For corporate 
organisations to best understand the leadership 
elements	of	these	concepts,	we	have	simplified	them	
as purpose, worldviews and mindsets.  

In this context, good leadership involves enabling 
individuals	to	find	their	personal	purpose,	and	to	
align that passion with the (sustainable) corporate 
purpose. Leadership is a two-way process, so 
leaders must in turn exercise their own authority 
as well as give the mandate to key team members 
to pursue more transformational goals. As a result, 
many individuals will be called upon—or must call 
upon themselves—to lead in challenging situations. 
As outlined in Section 2.2, this will require the 

The Company:
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Owing to the low degree of control that companies 
exert over the wider system, this level of 
intervention is the most challenging for them to 
grasp. To approach decarbonisation of its broader 
ecosystem,	a	company	must	first	understand	
its intrinsic and interdependent relationship with 
the human, social and natural systems upon 
which it depends, while also recognising its 
fundamental lack of control over these systems. 
Such understanding can only come from authentic 
and sustained stakeholder engagement. Secondly, 
it must also recognise its equally intrinsic and 
interdependent relationship with wider societal 
levers	of	change	and	find	innovative	ways	to	
engage with them to achieve its goals. This is why 
companies undergoing net zero transformations are 

increasingly investing, co-creating and participating 
in multistakeholder initiatives and advocacy. 

This level of the framework calls for deep personal 
and organisational humility. It is where the personal 
and professional organisational capacities 
mentioned in Section 2.2 need to step up a gear. 
The ability to manage complexity, make decisions 
during times of uncertainty, analyse change 
dynamics at a system level, and understand where 
to intervene to create the biggest impact, is r 
equired in abundance. Leaders and teams 
addressing system-level transformation must 
also be able to identify and deploy tools for 
transformational	change	and	influence	and	
negotiate with stakeholders.

The Value Chain:
The value chain element of this framework is divided 
into domains of lower and higher control. This is 
because decarbonisation of scope 1 and 2 is within 
the reach of most companies by 2030—including 
those in hard-to-abate sectors—as technology 
continues to develop. For scope 3 emissions, 
however, the degree of control is considerably 
less. As this portion of the value chain is where 
the highest impact mitigation potential lies for 
many industries, this is particularly problematic 
and emphasises the need for a whole new set of 

personal and organisational capacities (as described 
in	Section	2.2).	Openness	to	different	perspectives,	
multistakeholder change management, anxiety 
and	conflict	management,	and	trust	building	in	
times of uncertainty are all critical attributes for 
transformation teams to develop. Moreover, the 
ability to work with systems maps, pathways 
(or	flexible	roadmaps),	participatory	design	and	
decision-making processes, multistakeholder 
partnerships, and pre-competitive collaborations  
has become a vital tool for change.

The Wider System: 
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This	five-step	Net	Zero	Transformation	Framework	
lays out the essentials on how to develop and 
implement adaptive strategies more suited to 
transformational change in complex systems. 
It	summarises	the	findings	of	the	Net	Zero	
Transformation Inquiry in terms of best practice 
on transformation—with particular reference 
to systems change and organisational change 
literature—and can be used by leaders and 

sustainability teams to deepen their understanding 
of the change required. Beneath this sits a 
more granular set of considerations, included 
in draft form in Appendix 1 (these are being 
further developed in the context of organisational 
archetypes and road-tested by CISL’s Business 
Transformation Group.) Users should seek to 
apply the framework across all four levels of 
transformation discussed in the previous section. 

3.2.2 
The net zero business 
transformation framework  
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Figure 2: CISL Net Zero Transformation Framework

Deliver, Observe, Learn, Adapt: Repeat

1. SET A
TRANSFORMATIVE 

AGENDA (1)

2.  UNDERSTAND 
THE COMPLEXITIES (2)

Reporting	standard	material	impacts,	
dependencies,  risks and opportunities 
should be the baseline. Next, assess 
the transfromation required using the 
individual leadership, company, value 
chain and wider system framing. 
Add insights through participatory 
systems, stakeholder mapping, 
transformative opportunities, and a bold 
heritage product/ service  phase out 
assessment. 

3.  CREATE THE
ENABLING
CONDITIONS (3)

Preparation for and development of 
a transformational change strategy, 
focusing on foundational factors in 
corporate transformation: 
• Good Governance
• Effective	Business	Integration
• Enabling Culture 

(incl. Leadership)
• Future Fit Capacity & skills
• Systemic Innovation
• Transformative Finance
•	 Partnerships & Advocacy

4.  TAKE A PORTFOLIO
APPROACH TO
INNOVATION (3)

Construct portfolios of interventions 
around	strategy	objectives.	Deliver	
combinatory interventions, tackling four 
levels of change required:
1. Individual leadership
2. Company
3. Value Chain
4. Wider system in which it operates
Deliver,	Observe,	Learn,	Adapt:	Repeat.

5.  MAINSTREAM &
SECURE
INNOVATIONS (3,4)

Transition successful innovations 
into mainstream company or value 
chain operations. Leverage lock-
in mechanisms to mainstream and 
secure successful combinations of 
innovations. Adapt strategy in response 
to learnings from as-yet unsuccessful 
experiments	with	different	combinations	
of innovations.

Create a transformative 
vision for the organisation 

that aligns with the 
purpose and provide a 
mandate to disrupt the 

status quo

Nb. For ease of reference, alignment with the Targeting Net Zero Framework is illustrated 
using the numerical references 1-4 in the diagram, as follows:
(1) Align organisational purpose, strategy and business models
(2) Set business goals and evidence-based targets, measure and report progress
(3) Take action within own operations and value chains
(4) Engage, collaborate and advocate change across regions, sectors and markets

Chapter 3: Net zero transformation    

Depending on the culture of your organisation, it is possible to switch the order of Action 1 and Action 
2	around.	Leading	with	Action	2	may	suit	for	firms	with	a	strong	focus	on	data	and	processes,	whereas	
leading with Action 1 may suit those that tend to set direction intuitively and adapt iteratively.
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The	five	steps	of	the	framework	 
can be summarised as follows:
Set a transformative agenda

As mentioned in Section 3.2.1, the highest impact 
interventions target the heart of the system that 
they aim to transform. In a corporation, this consists 
of the organisation’s worldviews, and manifests in 
mindsets, purpose, governance, and culture. To 
achieve the necessary changes, the Board and 
Executive Committee must work together to set and 
embed their corporate purpose within all strategy, 
governance, culture, and decision making as a 
minimum (see also Section 2.1). Next, they should 
set a bold transformative agenda for the company in 
alignment with its corporate purpose and commit to 

transparent, regular reporting against this. Ideally, this 
agenda captures the urgent intergenerational need 
to repurpose business for ambitious sustainability 
outcomes, while clearly and compellingly articulating 
the seismic potential reward available to those able 
to service new markets for sustainable products 
and services. Leaders must subsequently empower 
key	individuals	and	teams	to	fulfil	these	goals,	and	
lead by example to inspire the entire workforce to 
support them. By implication, responsibility for the 
transformation should be lead and overseen by the 
Executive Committee and the Board, respectively.

This should, of course, involve standard data 
gathering and analysis for scope 1-3 emissions 
to establish a baseline for transformation. But the 
company	must	also	define	its	net	zero	goal	as	a	
minimum of 90 per cent of emissions reductions 
across the value chain and build intermediate short-
term targets to reach this (aligning with the latest Net 
Zero Standard from SBTi).  

As discussed in Section 2.3, however, those who 
want to transform will need to reach even further. To 
chart a resilient, commercially sound path forward, 
all material stakeholders should be consulted to 
define	the	organisation’s	wider	systemic	climate	
impacts and dependencies, associated risks and 
opportunities, and appropriate minimum standards 
and dynamic thresholds. In particular, the company 
must establish a clear picture of its current 
challenges and shortcomings in terms of resources 
and enabling conditions (eg adequate levels of long-
term	finance	or	core	capacity	for	transformation),	

which can be addressed through the next stage of 
this framework.

Next, the organisation must assess the nature of 
change	required	on	all	four	levels	defined	in	Sections	
3.1 and 3.2.1—individual leadership, the company, its 
value chain, and its relationship to the wider system. 
In doing so, the company should take care to identify 
and quantify the key drivers, barriers and enablers of 
change to recognise priority intervention points and 
innovation focus areas for targeted action. 

Understand the complexities

1

2
A company must consider all impacts, dependencies, risks and opportunities 
that underpin its transformational agenda.
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• Good governance:	Ensure	effective	C-Suite
and Board accountability and oversight of the
strategy, and that these groups take visible
steps to demonstrate how serious they are
about transformation; assign adequate levels of
accountability and authority to those responsible
for transformation; establish direct reporting lines
to enable agile strategy management; engage
and	educate	shareholders;	and	promote	effective
decision	making	from	financial	and	dynamic
non-financial	data	sources	for	long-term	value
creation.

• Effective	business	Integration: Be sure that
the transformative agenda is properly embedded
within all relevant business decisions and
operations,	such	as	financial	planning	and
accounting, investments and resource and capital
allocation, risk policies, metrics, key performance
indicators (KPIs), reporting, remuneration,
procurement standards and guidelines, sales and
marketing strategies, and brand guidelines.

• Enabling culture: Develop, communicate and
win support for shared worldviews aligned with
the sustainable corporate purpose; work with the
workforce	to	find	and	align	personal	purpose	with
organisational purpose; role model behaviours;
cultivate openness among leadership over
challenges and unknowns; give the workforce
and wider stakeholders a voice; and commit
to ‘working out loud’ through transparent and
authentic reporting.

• Future-fit	capacity	and	skills:	Focus on capacity
building from a more holistic perspective—
including	professional	and	personal	skills	fit	for
the net zero transformation challenge—to allow
individuals and the organisation to understand
and adeptly navigate system dynamics while
maintaining empathy, curiosity, and resilience in
times of great uncertainty.

• Systemic innovation: Prepare for the redirection 
of corporate innovation towards transformative 
goals aligned with the corporate purpose. Through 
adequate resourcing and capacity building,
this requires organisations to put the mandates 
and processes in place to enable innovation
to address all four levels of transformation, moving 
to new systemic innovation and portfolio 
management practices. This will require clear lines 
of communication between decision makers and 
innovation portfolios to maintain strategic 
integration.

• Transformative	finance:	 Integrate an ambitious 
price	into	internal	accounting	and	financial 
planning and advocate for more meaningful 
carbon markets with higher prices; align capital 
allocation and risk management with the 
transformation pathways; explore innovative ways 
to	finance	both	company	transformation	and	that 
of companies in its supply chain; and looking 
beyond	conventional	financing	mechanisms	to 
achieve wider societal outcomes—including 
making the development of (and access to) 
innovative	finance	as	a	focus	for	corporate 
innovation in its own right.

• Transformative partnerships and advocacy: 
Prepare the organisation for a dynamic and 
responsive relationship with the wider system by 
scaling up the capacity and capability for 
sustainability and systems transformation in all 
externally facing teams. The ability to analyse 
change dynamics at a whole-system level, 
multistakeholder change management, and the 
capacity to effect policy change are critical team 
competencies for success.”

Create the enabling conditions

3
The central tenets of this step are summarised by the following dimensions which 
prepare an organisation for the delivery of a transformational change strategy: 
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Take a portfolio approach to innovation4
A portfolio approach to innovation enables organisations to dynamically manage 
multiple strategic options, capable of wider system level change, simultaneously. 
It provides a framework for innovation departments to move away from the 
practice of developing single-point solutions in response to complex challenges, 
and instead develop multiple combinatory solutions which broaden the currently 
narrow	definition	of	corporate	innovation.	For	example,	a	portfolio	approach	
should consider innovations in technology, services, behaviour change, policy, 
company processes, and partnerships.

There are three key reasons why this is necessary. Firstly, that the urgency of 
sustainability renders inappropriate more time-consuming, linear processes which 
test individual innovations in turn. Secondly, that the degree of risk exposure 
associated with committing resources to ‘silver bullet’ solutions is unacceptable. 
Finally,	that	combinations	of	interventions	at	different	levels	within	a	complex	
system (for example, in the organisation, its value chain and the regulatory 
environment)	can	yield	powerful	combinatory	effects.

The goal of net zero should be hardwired into all 
innovation processes. To achieve this, companies 
must reach beyond the conventional understanding 
of innovation in products and services. 

Transformation on the scale required to deliver 
net zero relies heavily upon innovation across the 
organisation and deep into the value chain—not only 
in products and services but also in business models 
and process. Individuals and teams need to be 
adequately prepared with the right skills, attributes, 
and supporting organisational systems to deliver on 
this challenge.

Most existing innovation approaches—such as 
new product development, open innovation, 

corporate accelerators, and continuous product 
development—focus on the development of one 
or several singular innovations or options to solve 
an	identified	challenge	or	strategic	objective.	In	
contrast, a portfolio approach to innovation is 
fundamentally	different,	responding	to	the	full	
spectrum of needs of the net zero transformation 
strategy. Starting by assessing the change required 
on all four levels of transformation (as detailed in 
step 2), a portfolio approach to innovation develops 
multiple,	interconnected	innovations	with	different	
characteristics. Once these innovations have been 
delivered, such an approach then observes these 
innovations in action, dynamically responding 
to progress with further innovation support or 
alternative or additional innovations. 
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As such, the nature of each innovation must not 
be limited to a new technology, product or service 
in isolation. Innovations are often highly (inter-)
dependent upon other innovations and enabling 
conditions and delivering multiple interventions 
together	can	yield	powerful	combinatory	effects.	

For example, the rollout of electric heavy goods 
vehicles (HGV) will be impossible without the 
supporting charging infrastructure, so innovative 
partnerships across government and the private 
sector are required to scale up such technology 
more rapidly. Implicit in this approach is the need 
for transformational strategies to avoid overreliance 
on one potential solution or intervention (eg carbon 
removal technologies, grid decarbonisation or battery 
storage capacity), recognising that a high proportion 
may ultimately prove inadequate or unsuccessful. 
Indeed,	firms	may	need	to	innovate—or	monitor	
innovations in competing technologies—rather than 
backing a single winner, working with universities 
or industry consortiums to enable a wider range of 
experiments by pooling research and development 
spend.

These endeavours should be approached with an 
experimental mindset which seeks to trial multiple 
combinations of variables and gather actionable 
insights. For example, an unsuccessful combination 
of innovations in one experiment might lead to a 

better combination of innovations in future, or a 
significant	strategy	change	which	drives	greater	
societal transformation. Insights become the goal, 
with success as a by-product. In this context, a 
direct reporting line should connect the portfolio’s 
activity to the organisation’s core strategy process, 
enabling a dynamic and responsive relationship 
between innovation, insight creation and strategy.

Excellent examples of how to deliver portfolios of 
innovations for deep sectoral-level change can be 
found in both EIT Climate KIC’s Deep Demonstration 
Programme and its underlying methodology47 
and in the European Commission’s NetZeroCities 
programme48.

A new type of systems leadership is needed to 
deliver such an approach, which is well summarised 
in	Stanford	Social	Innovation	Review’s	2015	article	
on the “Dawn of System’s Leadership”49. This 
requires the ability to see the system as a whole, 
reflect	inwards	and	outwards	on	the	need	for	
change, and cultivate collective leadership to deliver 
on that need. It also requires an organisation to 
adopt appropriate management approaches which 
recognise the need for adaptive management in the 
face of uncertainty, complexity and change. This will 
involve	the	development	of	different	organisational	
skillsets, as outlined in both Section 2.2 and in the 
set of enabling transformative dimensions above. 
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A wide range of scenarios can result from the portfolio approach to innovation, which 
will	require	concerted	action	to	realise	the	full	benefits.	
Here,	we	highlight	approaches	relevant	to	either	end	of	the	spectrum.	The	first	relates	to	the	need	to	secure	
successful combinations of innovations to realise their appropriate lifecycle and associated impact by leveraging 
lock-in mechanisms. The second relates to the need to make rapid and sustained adaptations to the strategy in 
response to new insights where optimal combinations of innovations have not yet been found. 

Leverage lock-in mechanisms:
Within a complex adaptive system, change can be 
fleeting.	A	change	in	leadership,	a	drop	in	carbon	
price, or a rise in supply chain costs (to name but a 
few) can send a promising pathway into a tailspin.  
As such, careful attention should be paid to ensuring 
“lock-in mechanisms”50 are developed for new 
innovations which have been successfully delivered. 
Examples of such mechanisms include: 

•	 Evidencing successes and disseminating 
knowledge from successful sustainable 
business models. Where sustainable 
innovations	deliver	superior	financial	returns	to	
unsustainable solutions, disseminating stories 
and learnings can validate the new business 
model and stimulate further development. For 
example, an electrical company may switch to 
an as-a-service model and see substantial cost 
savings. Ensuring this information and insight is 
properly disseminated can inspire other teams 
to consider how similar innovations might work 
for them.

•	 Deploying guardrails, requirements and 
internal reporting to help embed the 
necessary changes. One example of this would 
be setting and disclosing the internal carbon 
price and policy (making it harder to roll back) 
to give new sustainable innovations the edge 
over incumbent solutions. Another would be 
embedding stakeholder-based decision-making 
into the Articles of Association or securing 
Board-level commitment and investor buy-in to 
ensure that all future investments are obligated 
to meet net zero commitments. 
 
 

•	 Evidencing business action to drive policy that 
supports sustainable innovation. Policy and 
regulation often fall behind the leading business 
position in an industry transition, partly as a result 
of internal processes and procedures but also 
due to industry lobbying. Publicly evidencing that 
science-led business action is both possible and 
preferable—and advocating for this among and 
alongside members of industry groups—lowers 
barriers for regulators to make necessary policy 
amendments which favour new sustainable 
innovations51.

•	 Harness collaborations with powerful 
stakeholders. Involving important stakeholders 
within the company’s ecosystem in the innovation 
process can mitigate the risk that an innovation 
will be rolled back and help make the case for 
acceleration. For example, partnering with a 
cornerstone client on the development of a new 
sustainable product can ensure that its success 
is in the company’s broader interest, potentially 
allowing such innovations to gain an outsized 
influence	(relative	to	associated	revenue)	on	
decision making within the product portfolio.

Special attention should also be paid to unpicking 
old “pathways dependencies”52. This will ensure that 
activities are not held back by deeply entrenched 
aspects associated with the ‘old’ way of doing things, 
such as beliefs and behaviours, policies, processes 
and procedures, technological (inter)dependencies, 
and business models. Example pathway dependencies 
could include the prevalence of thinking and values 
aligned	with	shareholder	primacy,	sunk	costs	in	major	
infrastructure or low tolerances regarding investment 
time horizons and return periods. 
 

Mainstream and secure innovations5
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A successful portfolio of innovation does not always 
have to produce game-changing products or 
services. During the delivery, insight garnered from 
the implementation of interdependent innovations in 
a live market environment may surface critical new 
insights which can inform the wider transformation 
strategy. It is important that these insights can be 
either (a) quickly acted upon through appropriate 
levels of devolved decision making; or (b) rapidly 
and	efficiently	escalated,	enabling	the	observation	
of patterns and the administration of necessary 
adaptations to strategy. In this context, a net zero 
“roadmap” may be better termed as a “pathway” 
within which multiple sub-strategies are being 
delivered, learned from, and adapted to.   

Enabling net zero transformation requires a 
commitment to wider societal outcomes. As such, an 

appropriate level of transparency is required  
in delivery. There should be commitment to working 
out loud through internal knowledge management 
and	dissemination	for	more	effective	learning	and	
capacity building (eg sharing progress and learnings 
against	strategic	objectives	more	qualitatively	and	
regularly than annual reporting)53. For more ambitious 
organisations, this commitment to working out 
loud should also be expressed externally, resulting 
in an organisation that chooses collaboration over 
competition wherever possible. Tesla’s open patent 
policy54 is a prominent example of this type of 
behaviour. 

For further reading on this practical application of the 
framework, please see Appendix 1 where we provide 
a more detailed set of actions.

Adapting strategy:
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While every company’s approach to delivering 
net zero transformation will be unique to its 
circumstances, some common themes have 
emerged through this research that can help 
guide companies in how they might begin 
to think about realising their transformation. 
Figure 15 provides an illustrative, sector-
agnostic example of a multi-national 
corporation that is several years into its 
transformation process. 

3.2.3 
Transformative companies, 
an illustrative example

STRATEGY
Sustainable business 
transformation is central of the 
strategy, driven by the purpose, 
and informs strategy reviews.

Net zero and aligned minimum 
standards and thresholds remain 
in focus for all strategic decisions.

Strategy responds to dynamic  
fair-share pathways for the sector, 
with interventions scaled-up where 
required.

A balanced scorecard allows the 
Board to track climate climate 
action across the four levels of 
change–individual leadership, 
company, value chain, wider 
system.

GOVERNANCE
Transformation programme driven by purpose | Board and all Executives are well informed about the sustainability transformation and the science-
led, evolving climate agenda | Dynamic, fair-share pathways to impact mitigation are implemented | Multi-capitals reporting – climate, nature, 
society - is now commonplace and shaping long-term strategy | The Board/ ExCo are dynamically managing organisational risks and opportunities 
associated	with	the	capitals	|	Shareholders,	analysts	and	other	stakeholders	are	regularly	educated	and	informed	on	material	non-financial	matters	as	
they evolve. 

EXTERNAL RELATIONS
Strategy is in place to support the wider industry/economy transition | Accountability is ensured by fully transparent, integrated reporting | 
Responsibility	is	practiced	by	sharing	successes	and	learnings	with	relevant	stakeholder	groups	and	continuing	to	strategically	compensate	beyond	
the value chain for residual impacts (in line with the most relevant standards eg SBTi’s Net Zero Standard | Industry coalitions for key industry 
challenges are actively engaged and aligned with the purpose | All lobbying activity is in support of the purpose | Stakeholders are regularly consulted 
and their inputs help co-create solutions.

SALES &  
MARKETING
Company marketing is building 
progressively stronger, genuine 
links between its products 
and aspirational sustainable 
lifestyles.

Sales function is feeding back 
higher ambition requests from 
customers and many product 
sales are now service-based 
and circular propositions. It often 
engages in collaborations with 
multiple partners to develop 
and sell sustainable products to 
customers, generating shared 
value.

FINANCE
Finance & strategy team work 
dynamically–harnessing existing 
financial	products	eg	green	
bonds	alongside	new	financial	
innovations to deliver new 
solutions for the business and 
beyond.

A dynamic, ambitious carbon price 
is implemented and biodiversity 
prices are now being considered 
to maintain strategic investment 
capacity when the carbon price 
drops. 

Investment time horizons have 
been extended and measures 
of success now consider wider 
capitals  

HR
HR	support	just	transition	
planning and builds this into 
strategy and operations.

Retraining/	upskilling	
programmes are being delivered 
and	are	responsive	to	major	
new sustainable innovations/
initiatives.

Sustainable business 
transformation programme 
training is provided for 
onboarding and on an ongoing 
basis.

Staff	wellness	investment	
increased–supporting climate 

IT & SYSTEMS
Internal company systems and 
processes have been upgraded 
for sustainability transformation 
eg sustainability software 
implemented; business case 
creation and risk management 
processes updated. 

Data availability has transformed 
oversight of operations and up- 
and downstream value chains. 
Analysis is informing strategy/ 
transformation priorities.

INNOVATION 
Innovation and risk management 
deeply connected to strategy 
function.

Innovation function is delivering 
net zero strategy by managing a 
portfolio of actions. Interventions 
are observed, learned from, and 
regularly adapted and iterated. 

Successful innovations are 
rapidly transitioned back to 
core business operations for 
mainstreaming. 

New opportunities are surfaced 
and integrated from system 
scans.

OPERATIONS
More than 60 per cent of the 
product/ service mix is targeted 
to	be	altered	significantly	to	
reach net zero goals.

Linear business models are 
transformed to circular ones 
which transforms how the 
fussiness functions including the 
operations of manufacturing, 
sales	&	marketing,	legal,	finance	
etc.

Operations adapted to include 
end-of-life	offers,	new	raw	
materials for manufacturing, and 
innovative industrial processes.

VALUE CHAIN
Supply chains restructured 
towards more local sources.

Flood of up and downstream 
data on impacts and 
dependencies is dynamically 
shaping value chain over time.

Efforts	are	being	made	to	
support transition of stranded 
assets in supply chains.

Investment into value chain 
resilience is an ongoing risk and 
concern.

Figure 3: Illustrative example of a company several years into its transformation
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Tackling transformation can feel daunting. To help companies get started, we have 
created	a	short,	simplified	checklist	that	links	the	above	insights	to	corporate	
activity. This checklist can be used as a simple self-assessment framework to 
indicate maturity of practice for those already on the transformation journey or as a 
tool for those starting out to begin identifying priority areas for action. 

3.2.4 
Taking action - a check list  
for getting started

•	 Align	the	company’s	sustainable	net	zero	transformation	journey	and	the	
corporate purpose.

•	 Give a formal mandate and adequate authority to the company’s appointed 
executives to constructively disrupt the status quo to achieve these goals.

•	 Equip the company’s employees with an adequate level of systems and 
transformational change expertise so that they can adeptly manage the 
challenge at hand.

•	 Inspire the company’s entire work force and empower strategically important 
roles to actively engage and contribute to the change.

•	 Be clear on and actively manage the company’s impacts on climate and wider 
sustainability impacts in relation to minimum standards and thresholds that 
ensure the health of natural, human and social capital.

•	 Clearly	define	the	extent	of	transformation	that	is	required	in	the	company	and	
its value chain and map the company in relation to its broader ecosystem. 

•	 Understand and allocate resources to multistakeholder initiatives in support of 
the wider sectoral transformation that will help the company achieve its own 
transformation goals. 

•	 Publicly share the company’s ambition and intermediate targets and ensure that 
outcomes are both measurable and regularly communicated to its customers 
and stakeholders. 

•	 Proactively	source	or	allocate	funds	that	reflect	the	company’s	value	at	risk	in	the	
longer term, enabling the right level of change in the short and long term.

•	 Avoid overreliance of the company’s strategy on a high-risk or unproven 
outcome or solution (eg carbon removal technologies).

•	 Move	away	from	inflexible	roadmaps	and	isolated	solutions,	instead	developing	
deep capacity in organisational sensemaking and adaptive management (or 
using “pathways”). 

•	 Adopt a learning approach to delivery, managing a portfolio of potential inter-
dependent	solutions	and	associated	data	on	performance	to	develop	projects	
iteratively.

•	 Secure any successful innovation strategies with lock-in mechanisms. 
•	 Ensure clear lines of communication between decision makers and innovation 

portfolios to maintain strategic integration
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The increasing prevalence and severity of systemic 
risks linked to social and environmental crises, 
coupled with an understanding of how natural and 
social systems are intricately interrelated, make clear 
that a new way of doing business is required. This 
will	require	significant,	sweeping	changes	that	affect	
corporate worldviews, mindsets and behaviours, and 
their practical manifestations in purpose, strategy, 
governance, cultural handwear and software, and 
innovation.

Net zero transformation is an opportunity for the 
leading organisations of tomorrow to build the 
core capacities of the future, today. The stakes 
are high and the timelines are tight, but business 
urgently needs to upskill its leaders and teams to 
chart this path together. This will not be an easy 
task, but the mandate to disrupt the status quo has 
effectively	been	granted	by	stakeholders	such	as	
investors, employees and clients, as consciousness 
of the urgency of climate change grows and 
sentiments shift accordingly. 

This report highlights the importance of 
integrating systems thinking into corporate 
strategy, governance, culture and innovation, 

before it is too late. While a detailed framework 
for change has been provided that serves to stress 
test and adapt existing transformation programmes, 
the	handful	of	key	shortcomings	identified	by	
the research provide key focus points for action, 
namely: set a transformational agenda aligned 
with a sustainable purpose and engage the whole 
organisation and its ecosystem in the endeavour; 
become adept at using imperfect data to manage 
its interactions with social and environmental 
systems using evidence-based thresholds and 
risk management frameworks; and to develop 
transformational skill sets that are better adapted to 
providing resilience and creating system change in 
the face of turbulence and complexity.

Chapter 4

Call to
action
A deep shift in corporate planning and practice is required to meet the  
challenge of decarbonising corporations and building resilience in line with  
the science of climate change. 
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To further advance capability for net zero and broader sustainability transformation 
across the economy, we would like to highlight a handful of pre-competitive 
development areas and invite companies to engage in these:

A holistic, action-orientated transformation framework: 
Although the framework presented here and the more detailed set of actions which underpin it (see 
Appendix	1)	provide	a	useful	starting	point,	further	clarification	of	how	to	transform	to	sustainability	
in the context of organisational change is required. CISL’s Business Transformation Group is 
currently working to develop and test a holistic, action-orientated framework which diagnoses 
where	organisations	are	on	their	journey	to	becoming	purpose	driven,	identifies	key	levers	to	
accelerate their transformation, and shows how to act on them.

Pre-competitive collaboration and systems innovation: 
Through interviews with sustainability leaders across industries, two systemic barriers to progress 
were	consistently	identified—the	financial	system	and	the	policy/regulatory	environment.	To	address	
these challenges, companies must work collaboratively with their ecosystem, including suppliers, 
customers,	NGOs,	financial	services	providers,	the	policy	community,	and	even	competitors.	This	
requires a whole new suite of skills, tools and fora to deliver. This might involve for example joining 
progressive advocacy associations and, where necessary, disassociating from organisations that 
support the status quo.”

Dynamic context-based approaches to sustainability data 
While this report outlines the theory underpinning best practice in target setting and impact 
measurement, there are substantial gaps in knowledge and guidance regarding how to practically 
measure and manage climate-related issues in the social and natural world that need to be 
addressed.	There	also	remain	significant	challenges	around	ensuring	carbon	targets	and	data	are	
designed and implemented in line with best practice (see Appendix 2). 

New approaches to managing portfolios of innovations: 
Approaches to innovation must move away from the development of single point solutions towards 
deeply interconnected and interdependent portfolios that enable and amplify each other. More 
detailed guidance relating to managing net zero innovation pipelines is required, together with real-life 
demonstrations	of	how	these	portfolios	can	be	effectively	delivered.	
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Appendix

Appendix 1: CISL Net Zero Business Transformation Framework – Table 
of Considerations 
The	below	table	provides	a	set	of	work-in-progress	considerations	to	be	used	in	conjunction	with	the	CISL	
Net Zero Business Transformation Framework detailed in Section 3.2.2. These are currently being developed 
into	an	action-orientated	framework	that	will	be	road-tested	with	ambitious	corporations	and	refined	before	
being published as part of a broader transformation framework, the process for which is being led by CISL’s 
Business Transformation Group

1 Set A Transformative Agenda
 1.1 Create a transformative agenda
 1.2 Inspire/enlist the entire workforce to work towards the agenda
	 1.3	Give	a	mandate	to	staff	to	disrupt	the	status	quo	in	support	of	the	agenda

2 Understand the Complexities
 2.1 Understand impacts: Use approaches like Life Cycle Assessment (LC), Full Value Chain Impact Analysis,  
 science-based Targets, and r3.0
 2.2 Assess and report risks and opportunities, both physical and transition
 2.3 Understand systemic risks: Use impacts and dependence and forward-looking scenario analyses
 2.4 Undertake product/service and value chain transformation assessments
	 2.5	Assess	stakeholders	and	influence	on	four	levels:	Individual,	value	chain,	system.
 2.6 Understand skills challenges: Consider change management, systems innovation, systems change
 2.7 Financial risk: Consider value-at-risk, costs of transformation, gaps and needs
 2.8 Identify transformation barriers and enablers to identify organisational levers for change
	 2.9	Regular	assessment/revision	of	systemic	risks	and	transformation	enablers

3 Create the Enabling Conditions
 3.1. Good governance:
	 			3.1.1:	Ensure	effective	C-Suite	and	Board	oversight	accountability	(eg	through	use	of	ISO	37000	and	PAS	808)
    3.1.2: Form a transformation committee to oversee the transformation programme 
	 			3.1.3:	Enable	effective	decision	delegation	to	support	organisational	agility	in	pursuit	of	the	transformative	agenda
    3.1.4: Ensure regular shareholder reporting against the purpose and transformative agenda
 3.2. Enabling culture
    3.2.1: Publicise the transformation agenda and report regularly on progress
	 			3.2.2.	Motivate	beyond	compensation	ie	help	employees	find	personal	purpose
    3.2.3: Set up a monitoring & evaluation (M&E) framework to enable transformative behaviour
	 			3.2.4:	Role	model	behaviours	and	transparency	from	leadership	that	supports	the	agenda
    3.2.5: Enable the entire workforce to have a voice and role in the transformation
	 3.3.	Future-fit	capacity	and	skills
    3.3.1: Develop transformational skill sets for resilience and system change in the face of turbulence and complexity
 3.4 Systemic Innovation:
	 			3.4.1:	Repurpose	the	organisation’s	innovation	function	to	focus	on	the	transformation	goals
    3.4.2: Enable innovation across all four levels: the individual, company, value chain, systems
 3.5 Transformative Finance
	 			3.5.1:	Set	a	dynamic	carbon	price	and	design	effective	‘insetting’	mechanisms	and	approaches
	 			3.5.2:	Advocate	for	effective	carbon	markets	and	a	higher	carbon	price
	 			3.5.3:	Make	the	identified	financial	needs	of	Section	2.7.	a	focus	of	innovation	in	financial	solutions	

4 Take a Portfolio Approach
 4.1 Embed current decarbonisation strategy into a portfolio of interventions
 4.2 Institute minimum standards and dynamic thresholds requirements for impact across the portfolio
 4.3 Assess impact potential and likelihood of current interventions
 4.4. Assess levers for change across four levels of change (individual company, value chain, system) in context of current strategy
	 4.5	Revise	strategy,	adapt,	and	amend	with	new	actions	and	interventions	where	required	to	optimise	for	the	transformation
 4.6 Implement and manage partnerships as part of the portfolio
 4.7 Enable the rapid collation and assessment of data and intelligence from actions on the ground
 4.8 Create a dynamic risk and opportunity reporting mechanism linked to the Executive Committee and Board
 4.9 Ensure engagement of the entire workforce and consider rotation of participation in innovative actions
 4.10 Institute a learning agenda: Ensure actions are regularly observed, learnings harvested and converted into action
	 4.11	Regularly	revise	innovation	plans	in	response	to	emerging	systemic	knowledge	and	practical	learnings

5 Institute the Change
 5.1 Ensure smooth transition from ‘start-up’ status to mainstream corporate behaviour/operations
	 5.2	Quantify	and	communicate	the	value	add	–	for	the	organisation	and	wider	system	-	of	every	action	and	intervention
 5.3 Institute sustainability and systems thinking capacity building into onboarding throughout the workforce and board
	 5.4	Where	possible,	ensure	development	of	innovation	lock-in	mechanisms	to	prevent	the	roll	back	of	new	projects,	interventions,	 
 business models, products etc 
	 5.5	Ensure	effective	knowledge	management	and	dissemination	of	success	stories	across	the	broader	industry
 5.6 Translate core capacity transformation skills into company policies and ratify these at board level
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Appendix 2: Summary of r3.0 sustainable development indicators 
According to r3.055, quality sustainable development indicators should seek to measure the dynamic balance 
between the economy’s ability to produce positive social outcomes and the need to ensure the integrity of 
the systems that underpin this activity. The ultimate end or goal is—as outlined above—to achieve long-term 
wellbeing for all (ie sustainability). Hence, sustainability indicators should provide information about progress 
towards sustainability ends and whether this is being achieved within system thresholds. 

However, impact reporting on actual sustainability outcomes is still nascent and—as Bill Baue (Director 
at r3.0) points out56—many of the leading frameworks and organisations relating to climate measurement, 
management	and	reporting	have	either	weak	or	no	explicit	contextually	adjusting	links	to	absolute	thresholds	
in the global commons. As such, he proposes three elements that must be reported together to make up 
effective	indicators	of	sustainable	development,	which	should	provide	guidance	for	companies	developing	
climate and aligned broader sustainability goals:

1. Incrementalist Numeration: This means focusing on indicators of actual impact including absolute data 
but also “intensity” indicators that express performance relative to a counterpart (e.g. unit of production). As 
these approaches lack contextualisation relative to system thresholds, carrying capacities and other goals 
they	are	incrementalist	by	definition.	

2. Contextualised Denomination: These indicators contextualise impact data against sustainability 
thresholds in ecological, social, and economic systems, and downscale these thresholds to organisations 
and other sub-system entities such as nations, industries, and portfolios.

3. Activating Transformation: Finally, there is a need to contextualise the above indicators in relation to 
information regarding how companies are transforming (as opposed to transitioning incrementally) in line 
with the pace and scale demanded by system-level thresholds. Indicators relating to this element are 
challenging to identify, but the framework proposed in Chapter 3 should provide a basis for understanding 
what transformational action looks like.
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The University of Cambridge Institute for Sustainability Leadership (CISL) 
brings together business, government and academia to find solutions to critical 
sustainability challenges.Capitalising on the world-class, multidisciplinary strengths 
of the University of Cambridge, CISL deepens leaders’ insight and understanding 
through its executive programmes; builds deep, strategic engagement with 
leadership companies; and creates opportunities for collaborative enquiry and action 
through its leadership groups. Over the past 30 years we have built up a leadership 
network of over 20,000 senior leaders and practitioners from business, government 
and civil society, who have an impact in every sector and on every continent. 
Their experience and insights shape our work, which is further underpinned by 
multidisciplinary academic research.  
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