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Creating places to stand and the levers to move the 
world
David Bent MSc4, 2000–2002

I was involved in the intellectual masturbation on climate change. Then I 
heard other chief executives saying they were making money. So, I decided 
we needed to get a piece of that (Chief Executive of one of the largest con-
sumer brands in the UK 2008).

Give me a place to stand and with a lever I will move the whole world 
(Archimedes of Syracuse).1

Since 2003 I have worked at Forum for the Future, a leading sustainable develop-
ment charity. Over that time, I have participated in a shift in business mind-sets, 
illustrated by the Chief Executive’s words above. Using Archimedes’ metaphor, the 
places that Forum might stand, where we actually chose to stand, and the levers I 
subsequently used all changed.
 In 2003 the debate was still about ‘responsibility’, meaning the impact of busi-
ness on society. Now the key word is ‘sustainability’, and is more about the impact 
of particular issues—especially climate change—on business. Forum was part of 
creating that shift. Our activities evolved from, primarily, raising business leaders’ 
awareness of sustainable development issues to working with many more compa-
nies on the commercial opportunities of sustainability. In turn, I played a role in 
shifting Forum, and my work shifted, from working on green accounting to putting 
sustainability into business strategy, engaging in a fast-evolving field. 
 So, what was possible, using responsibility as the place to stand? How was ‘cor-
porate sustainability’ created as a new positioning? What levers do I now use? What 
are the limits of this position? What might be next?

Limits of responsibility
March 2003 was an important month for me. I handed in my dissertation after two 
stimulating years studying for an MSc in Responsibility and Business Practice. I left 
PricewaterhouseCoopers after four and a half frustrating years auditing big compa-
nies. I started a job at Forum for the Future. 

 1 Quoted by Pappus of Alexandria in Synagoge, Book VIII, according to en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Archimedes, accessed 31 December 2010.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Archimedes
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 The job title was ‘Green Accountant’, a combination of the master’s and my old 
skills. My former bosses at PwC could not understand why I would throw away 
my career to work on corporate social responsibility (CSR). Most business people 
in 2003 had not heard of climate change. They associated CSR with stand-alone 
reports and community programmes—a regrettable cost of protecting the com-
pany’s reputation from people who didn’t understand that the business of business 
is business. 
 Joining Forum, I inherited an experimental technique called environmental 
shadow cost accounting, which calculates the extra annual cost of being environ-
mentally sustainable (Howes 2002; Bent and Richardson 2003). My job was to sell 
and deliver projects with corporate partners. 
 Forum was founded in 1996 on the notion of partnership: long-term, trust-based 
relationships with companies and public sector organisations to create positive 
solutions to difficult problems. At the time this was a radical step away from adver-
sarial campaigning, the favoured mode of environmentalists. Of course, partner-
ing with already-successful companies risks being co-opted by the status quo, but 
Forum believed the potential for change is worth that risk. 
 At first I thought companies should want to know the scale of their negative 
impact on the environment. But projects proved difficult to sell, and often relied on 
the charm of my boss to get started. And projects were even more difficult to pro-
gress. Time and again there would be long delays and limited enthusiasm. I became 
frustrated. Gradually I realised that the shadow costs method was a flawed lever 
for change. The technique emphasised the costs involved and did not give useful 
information about alternatives. It rubbed people’s noses in the damage business 
imposed. Not surprisingly, companies did not want to listen.
 Whatever their personal values, business leaders have to prioritise shareholder 
value because of the legal, investor and ideological context. Unfortunately the only 
substantive connection between responsibility and shareholder value is to protect 
reputation. This led to the business response of ‘CSR as PR’: trivial annual reports; 
the prominence of community and volunteering programmes; and lots of lobby-
ing, often through trade associations who could run counter to their members’ car-
ing image. 
 The responsibility mind-set failed to make companies more responsible. It was 
a limited place to stand. Fortunately, the terms of the debate and Forum were both 
changing.

Creating a new place to stand
Considering how political transformation happens, Michael Jacobs draws an his-
torical parallel with the adoption of the welfare state (Jacobs 2006). He proposes 
four factors to enable political action on climate change: huge disasters; an intel-
lectual economic case; a significant fraction of businesses believing they would 
benefit; and a great moral uprising. 
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 In 2006 some of these factors were coming into the mainstream context for cli-
mate change in particular and sustainability in general. The Stern Review of the 
Economics of Climate Change provided an intellectual case (Stern 2006). The popu-
lar success of An Inconvenient Truth hinted at possible moral uprising.2 There were 
signs that business people could see the benefits, for instance linking competitive 
advantage and CSR (Porter and Kramer 2006). 
 There was significant change in Forum, too. A new chief executive prompted 
a full strategic review resulting in a much simpler focus matching the changing 
mood of the times. Our work with companies was to ‘prove that sustainable busi-
nesses are more successful businesses’ by applying futures, innovation and leader-
ship approaches. 
 I was pleased that these approaches made stronger connections to shareholder 
value. Futures techniques, like scenario planning, show how the future success 
(and so current value) of a business will be affected by sustainability issues. Busi-
ness people are taught that innovation is the only way of renewing their edge in a 
fiercely competitive, globalised world. They also want to be leaders, as successful 
individuals in organisations that win. 
 The accounting work was cut. I was glad, and was asked to lead an internal devel-
opment project called Future Business with grand aims: ‘to catalyse a revolution in 
how business makes money, and to keep Forum at the leading edge of practice as 
the agenda evolves’. I ran with this, enjoying the researching and serious thinking 
involved.
 In retrospect, I see the project as having a delayed success. It stimulated the 
‘Expert’ in me (Torbert 2004), and I wanted to get to know everything myself. Not 
only is that impossible, but by researching intensively alone I made it difficult for 
Forum to run with the results, and Forum did not have mechanisms for embedding 
it into our futures, innovation and leadership techniques. So, the overlaps between 
‘my’ project and other areas became sources of internal conflict. I allowed the pres-
sure of time to make publication of the research, called ‘Leader Business Strategies’ 
(Bent and Draper 2008), the end of the project. 
 Nevertheless, after that faltering start the tools and thinking generated in the 
project are central to our work with companies on strategy. My job has evolved 
into the ‘Head of Business Strategies’. I return to the project’s insights for a lot of my 
work (including the structure of this contribution). 
 One successful output was a pair of contrasting statements which I used to cre-
ate a dividing line in our aspirations. I consistently gave a particular message: 
‘our partners used to ask Forum “What should our CSR function strategy be?” but 
they are now asking “What should our business strategy be, in the light of sustain-
ability?” ’ As a statement this was partly true and partly a hope. It has stuck, and 
helped people in Forum define our work on sustainability and business strategy. It 
now forms part of the messages Forum sends to the outside world. In this way the 

 2 en.wikipedia.org/wiki/An_Inconvenient_Truth, accessed 31 December 2010.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/An_Inconvenient_Truth
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Future Business project has had a tiny role in shaping the debate, and turned the 
hope into more of a truth. 
 I now spend most of my time challenging and supporting companies as they try 
to integrate sustainability into their business strategy. I experience these projects as 
stimulating both intellectually—lots of analysis of data—and creatively—designing 
and holding open spaces for others to make their own difference. 
 Throughout I also experience a tension: having my own strong point of view but 
holding that space open. The privilege and responsibility of Forum’s charitable 
status is that we must challenge our corporate partners, even if that closes down 
the participants’ space. For me, that tension is multiplied by needing to hold back 
the intellectual in me who believes I already have the ‘right’ answer—an issue I 
addressed in my MSc dissertation, but a lesson that can be nearly learned a thou-
sand times.

Living as well
My time at Forum is almost half of my adult life. There has been a lot of living, and 
one death. All this living affects and is affected by working. 
 On the living side, I got married and had two children—committing to a life with 
family, and all that comes with it. 
 Work-wise, I have committed to the particular career domain of specialising 
in ‘sustainability and business strategy’. Fortunately for my intellectual curiosity 
this is still a large terrain, and fortunately for my ambition it is relatively young. I 
have therefore started to deliberately create platforms (such as the outputs from 
the Future Business project) that I know I will test and improve (or junk) in future 
years. 
 My mother died in 2009, after a three-year battle with cancer. This brush with my 
mortality has had numerous effects. In a work context it gets tangled up with the 
need for urgent action on sustainability. The science tells us that if we continue as 
we are then the natural world will struggle to support a large, complicated human 
society. To put it another way, Mother Nature is going to die after a long battle with a 
mutation from within. We have no time for delay or error, but there is an enormous 
gap between the required and actual action. 
 Through 2009 I experienced despair, for instance seriously discussing with my 
wife which country we would move to in anticipation of runaway climate change. 
My despair is heightened by Forum’s necessary positioning that ‘we can do this’. I 
have to be professionally optimistic, even as I am personally pessimistic. 
 For me, getting beyond the despair starts with articulating the reason for the 
despair—the gap between required and actual action—and finding some new 
places to stand that will close that gap. 
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Limits of corporate sustainability
Over the last few years, I have worked with plenty of companies who accept the 
proposition that sustainability is a normal driver of business context—rarely 
accepted in 2003. They have tried to improve their own business strategy, with cas-
cading improvements in their innovation of products and services, capabilities, 
cultures, supply chains and more. Truth be told, however, these sustainability strat-
egies affect the business only a bit. A few partners are toying with committing the 
whole company to sustainability, but they are few. Why?
 In my view this is because companies are ‘resource dependent’ (Bower and Gil-
bert 2005) and have to fit a particular niche in the current economic ecosystem 
(Beinhocker 2006). Incremental innovation is possible but few companies are pre-
pared to risk initiating disruptive change.
 The corporate sustainability approach requires lots of individual large compa-
nies to initiate change, to replace their familiar context with something more sus-
tainable. The approach does not fit with the theory of how companies work or my 
experience of the last five years.
 Forum’s progress reflects this. Forum’s strategy-in-practice assumes that compa-
nies are the masters of their own fate, can change their behaviour and so change 
the system. Only our tourism work has systematically impacted the context that 
determines shareholder value creation.
 Five years into the ‘corporate sustainability’ framing we can see it is failing to 
make corporations more sustainable. It is a limited place to stand.

Creating the next places to stand
The transformational moment when the credit crunch raised questions about ‘the 
future of capitalism’ (to quote the Financial Times essay series in 2009) has passed. 
So, I assume a world that continues to prioritise shareholder value. This narrows 
the available levers and places to stand. 
 Forum undertook a strategic review in 2010. In my moments of despair, I see this 
as Forum’s last opportunity to create a strategy that catalyses a sustainability soci-
ety—because action from 2015 might well be too late. So, it is Forum’s last chance 
to question meaningfully our fundamental assumptions and practices (do some 
double-loop learning), and come up with new places to stand.
 At the personal level, we had our second child in February 2010. So, there will 
certainly be more living, much of it in the dead of night. Professionally I feel two 
developmental needs. First, to ground, systematise and broadcast all the propo-
sitions I am generating through my work with companies on the leading edge of 
sustainability and business strategy. Second, to develop the skills—from techni-
cal ones such as quantification of business strategy to non-technical ones such as 
charisma—for the next place to stand. 
 If business is going to play its part in creating a sustainable future, then change 
initiators like me need to find the levers that then enable companies to initiate 
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change themselves. A company will only act for a sustainable future where it can 
see how it will be more successful. We—change agents with business—will have to 
play with the things that determine shareholder value, including regulation and 
incentives, consumer behaviour, competitor pressure, new and deployed technol-
ogies, and investor expectations. Simply having a better strategy process is not, by 
itself, enough. But it can be the way a company responds to wider changes in the 
system.
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