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Abstract
Increasing levels of the unsustainable use of natural resources have been widely reported. In
this paper we argue that engaging private sector corporations to address environmental risks
is crucial to solving many of the key environmental challenges humans face. We investigate
the enabling conditions under which private sector corporates act to reshape their business.
To explore the nature of these enabling conditions we build on conceptual framing drawn
from organizational theory and apply this framing to a case study of the South African food
and beverage sector. This paper considers the role of awareness in bringing about the changes
required, the motivation of those engaged with the key issues, pathways for change and explores the role of rewards. It further investigates the relationship between these four variables
(awareness, motivation, pathway and reward) and describes a set of design principles to inform initiatives to bring about change in this context.
Keywords: business, sustainability, organisational transitions, behavioural change, case
study.
1. Introduction
Concerning reports of the state of the planet and natural resources have become increasingly
familiar along with a myriad of statistics relating to over-fishing, increasing carbon emissions, deforestation, land degradation and water stress and pollution (Abramovitz, 1996;
Butchart et al., 2010; Davidson et al., 2012; Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations (FAO), 2010; Kinnard et al., 2011; Larsen et al., 2011; Rogelj et al., 2011). In recent times, many authors have reported increasing levels of extraction of natural resources
and waste, while, concurrently, others have described increasing levels of environmental
awareness and empathy (Dunlap and Scarce, 1991; Dunlap and Mertig, 1995; Erskine, 1972;
McGilchrist, 2009; Rifkin, 2010). Cutting across these different accounts has been an opposition between two world views that adopt very different conceptions of humans and their relationship to earth systems -- one places humans outside of natural systems (Passmore, 1974),
while the other conceives of them as integral to, and embedded in, natural systems (Naess,
1973). The first view conceives of conservation as protectionist and concerned with the
maintenance of pristine ecosystems. It sees ecosystems as at odds with economic development, which is viewed as destructive of them (Loo, 2007). Conservation initiatives informed
by this view have consistently failed to effectively protect the planet’s natural resources and
ecological services (World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF), 2012; Lynas, 2011). As a consequence, this once self-evident view is today being rapidly replaced by the second world view
as the dominant understanding (Fischer et al., 2007; Lowe, 1994). In this second view the
maintenance of healthy ecosystems across the globe, and not simply in isolated pristine enclaves, is conceived of as essential for sustaining human well-being. It recognises limits to
the goods and services that can be provided by ecological systems. A variety of studies (e.g.
Barnosky et al., 2012; Butchart et al., 2010; Lynas, 2011; Rockström et al., 2009; WWF,
2012) have documented that these physical boundaries either have been breached, or will
soon be breached, unless humans drastically change their established practices for engaging
earth systems. Despite the increasing dominance of this second world view in the academic
literature, as yet, humans have done relatively little to effectively reshape the way they engage earth systems –	
  this engagement continues to arise out of, and reflect, the first view. As
a consequence, ecological boundaries not only continue to be threatened, but this threat is
escalating. This disjuncture raises questions as to how this second world view can become

	
  

	
  

	
  

more firmly embedded in society, business and governments in ways that will enable the
changes required to reshape human engagement with earth systems.
In considering this question the corporate sector has been identified by some as the ‘single
most influential group’	
  (Robinson, 2012) to catalyse the shifts required to secure the future of
the planet (Rose and Colchester, 2004; Azapagic and Perdan, 2000; Azapagic, 2003; Melville
and Ross, 2010). However, many have argued that a capitalist economy, given its very nature, is simply unable to respond effectively to this challenge and that it will require pressure
from the outside (Foster et al., 2010). Some authors have furthered questioned whether partnerships between environmental organisations and corporates simply act as a mechanism to
legitimise ‘business as usual’	
  or may even result in the speeding up of large- scale extraction
and degradation of natural resources and ecosystems (Dowling et al., 2004; Igoe et al., 2010;
Kelly, 2012; MacDonald, 2010; Robinson, 2012; Rose and Colchester, 2004). However, there
is now a growing body of evidence recognising the positive role business can play in bringing
about the changes required to live within the bounds of the planet (e.g. Orlitsky et al., 2003,
Porter and Kramer, 2011, Azapagic, 2003).
This study investigates the conditions under which business is likely to re-shape their practises to sustainably engage earth systems by interrogating a number of partnerships between an
environmental organisation and the South African food and beverage sector. It outlines key
factors critical to enabling the transition; it explores their inter-relationship and proposes a set
of design principles key to catalysing the shift. The growing literature on sustainability transitions in business has an overwhelming focus on developed economy contexts (for an overview, see Van den Bergh et al., 2011; Lawhon and Murphy, 2012). The conditions for change
may be different in a developing economy context due to the stronger need for development
and poverty alleviation (and frequently viewed in opposition to an environmental agenda).
Furthermore, this study specifically responds to a call in the literature for studies to consider
cases of both more and less successful partnerships as well as partnerships which are at varying stages of progress (Bertels et al., 2010). The variety of cases is likely to provide a more
comprehensive list of conditions and more likely to draw out implicit conditions that may
otherwise have been missed. Conditions that are not obvious in successful cases may become
obvious in less or even unsuccessful cases. The partnerships under consideration are situated
in South Africa, a developing world economy, some of which are only just emerging while
others are highly evolved and more or less successful. These partnerships fall across a number of sector-specific initiatives: one of these focus on the South African retail sector with a
specific interest in seafood sustainability, the second focused on the fishing industry and the
third explores the responses of a major beverage company as it recognises and responds to
water boundaries. These cases were selected because they provided a good cross section of
the above mentioned factors, as well as insights into private sectors with differing levels of
interaction with the environment. Both the fishing sector and the beverage company provided
excellent cases of two sectors that are directly reliant on functioning ecosystems for their
livelihood (e.g. fish or water). The retail sector provided insights into private sector corporates one step removed from the environment by the nature of their supply chains. This variety provided rigor and diversity in this study, which deepened the findings.
2. Materials and Methods
In the research, semi-structured interviews and focus groups were used to explore change
processes. Twenty-six interviews were conducted (three with academics, nine with private

	
  

	
  

	
  

sector corporates, seven with government officials, five with NGOs, one with a consumer)
between September and December 2012. Two focus groups were facilitated, one with 6 individuals, mostly academics with a research focus of reconnecting society with the environment, and the other with 11 individuals leading the initiatives from WWF and their corporate
partners. The transcribed interviews were used verbatim and coded using coding criteria,
which were progressively refined as coding took place, using a reflexive, systematic, iterative
process (Layder, 1998). This approach consisted of consistent consultation of theory, reflexively comparing data and iteratively seeking trends to guide the distillation of conditions for
change.
The partnerships which focus on seafood sustainability are designed to harness the power of
the market to incentivise responsible fishing. The guiding idea behind this initiative was that
by providing retailers, restaurants and consumers with information about the relative sustainability of their seafood choices will enable them to make choices that promote more sustainable harvesting practices. It particularly focuses on working with retailers to use their purchasing power to promote sustainable harvesting at the supply end of the chain. The intention is to
encourage retailers to only source products from harvesters that have demonstrated the sustainability of their harvesting practices through independent assessment by credible certification schemes, or that have committed to time-bound improvement projects. These arrangements are intended first, to reward fisheries that are harvesting responsibly by creating a market advantage and secondly, to incentivise other harvesters who are not yet enjoying these
market advantages to improve their practices by embarking on fishery improvement projects.
The fisheries case focuses on partnerships between WWF and three of biggest fishing companies in South Africa. The intention of these partnerships is to proactively address some of
the key challenges facing the sector.
The third case study focuses on a WWF initiative that recognizes that South Africa is a water
stressed country with huge economic development pressures and social challenges. Water
availability is a decisive factor that will affect the economic, social and environmental wellbeing of South Africa over the next decade and beyond as its supply is already precariously
limited. In recognition of this WWF has established a partnership with the largest brewery in
South Africa to explore how a concept of shared value can be created in order to incentivize
the necessary changes required to address water risk issues.
2. Theory
This study applies and further develops a conceptual framing developed by Honig et al. (in
press) which concluded that three elements are crucial to bringing about pro-environmental
behaviour, namely a) an awareness of key issues, b) a motivation to act, and c) a way to act
or a pathway.
The work of Honig et al. (in press) draws on concepts from a number of bodies of literature,
particularly organizational theory, psychology and pro-environmental behaviour change (Cohen et al., 1972; Cyert and March, 1963; March and Simon, 1958; March, 1991; Simon,
1947, Darnton, I., 2008., Tudor et al., 2008; Osbaldiston and Schott, 2012, Wejnert, 2002).
The first term we draw on is that of ‘awareness’. Awareness, or ‘attention’, has long been
recognized within organizational theory as a feature of organizations (Cohen et al., 1972;
March and Simon, 1958; Simon, 1947). For the purposes of this study the term ‘Awareness’	
  
refers to the understanding within companies of the state of the ecological systems, or infrastructures, with which their industry engages through their extraction of natural resources and

	
  

	
  

	
  

waste practices. It is important to note that our definition of the term ‘awareness’ is broader
than the acquisition of knowledge, but includes a sensibility or frame of reference out of
which action emerges (Shearing and Ericson, 1991).
The second key concept is that of ‘Motivation’. Motivation creates the momentum for action.
Both psychological (Greenhalgh 2004) and institutional factors affect motivation (e.g. Bernard 1938; Mahoney, 2005). However, in this context, crucially important is institutional culture, understood here as "the way we do things around here" (Deal and Kennedy, 2000). For
the purposes of this study, the term ‘Motivation’	
   refers to the drive of companies to change
ecologically harmful practices.
Third, is the concept that of ‘Pathways’ (Merton, 1949). All action requires pathways. Sometimes pathways are available but are not activated because there is not a sufficiently developed motive to drive action (Braithwaite and Drahos, 2001). Alternatively, a corporate may
be motivated, but implementation may not be a trivial task (Azapagic, 2003). Within the sustainability arena, many pathways that corporates have adopted have resulted in an “add-on”	
  
to business as usual (Porter and Kramer, 2011). There are few management frameworks that
outline a generic pathway to corporate sustainability, with a few notable exceptions (e.g.
Azapagic, 2003; Hitchock and Willard, 2009). For the purposes of this study the term ‘Pathway’	
  refers to a possible course of action that would enable companies to shift their practices
towards sustainability.
A fourth concept not considered by Honig et al. (in press) but considered in this study is that
of ‘Reward’	
  (a positive feedback). Reward refers to benefits and payoffs that either had been
realised or were expected to result from actions taken by the company –	
  while this can be
seen as an element of motivation (payoffs are often anticipated) we have, in our framing,
treated it as a separate element.
This study thus considers these four concepts –	
   awareness, motivation, pathways and rewards. It investigates their role in bringing about social change for sustainability within business and interrogates the interrelationship between these variables. While a number of these
terms have been relatively well studied individually or in pairs, (e.g. awareness and motivation (Fisher et al., 2002); motivation and pathways (Thaler and Sunstein, 2008) and payoffs
and motivation (Ballard and Ballard, 2005)), we found very little explicit attention across all
four variables. This study thus pays particular attention to how these four concepts relate to
one another to enable business to contribute to environmental sustainability.
4. Results
4.1 Awareness (A)

Our respondents, almost to a person, reported that, over the past decade or so, they had become increasingly aware, both very generally and specifically in relation to their industries,
of the presence and the importance of ecological infrastructures for the well-being of humans
and their industries (Table 1). They typically expressed this as growing background awareness, which had been constituted by many different information sources that ranged from
general media accounts to reports directly relevant to their industries. They did however,
suggest that this awareness increased exponentially as they personally experienced the effect
of environmental change (e.g. reduction in catch or reduced water supply) (Table 1). This
finding is supported in the literature (Holley et al, 2012; Kim and Mauborgne, 2003).
	
  

	
  

	
  

Table 1: Summary of key findings as they relate to awareness, motivation, pathway and payoff.
Awareness	
  

Motivation	
  

Pathway	
  

Reward/Payoff	
  

The importance of under- Marketing advantage	
  
standing or being aware	
  

Context specific	
  

Increased profit	
  

The value of first-hand Risk mitigation
experience	
  
*Regulatory risk
*Supply chain
*Brand risk	
  

Typically follows the fol- Decreased risk	
  
lowing stages:
* Internal (efficiency driven)
* External (short supply
chains)
* External (longer supply
chains)	
  

Understanding the con- Values and employee renectedness between busi- tention	
  
ness success and sustainability	
  

Award/recognition	
  

Moral/ethical
imperative/social licence to operate	
  

Customer loyalty	
  

Credibility	
  

Staff loyalty	
  

Investor	
  

Innovation	
  

First-mover advantage	
  
Increased profits	
  

Furthermore, while respondents were aware of the views of sceptics they all reported that
they recognized that ecological boundaries were threatened and that this had implications for
the viability of their industries. They also indicated that they were aware of the fact that their
industry’s engagement with these systems was impacting them. While our respondents reported that their growing awareness had been punctuated by significant events they did not
report a single epiphany, a ‘road to Damascus’	
  event that had radically shifted their views.
Rather they indicated that their awareness had shifted as a consequence of a host of much
smaller events. This shifting awareness had enabled an openness to considering new ways of
engaging ecological systems both as individuals and with respect to their businesses.
Awareness, as this study and other research suggests (Holley et al., 2012; Shearing and Ericson, 1991), can be viewed as having two features –	
  knowledge, a cognitive understanding,
and sensibility, a way of being in the world that emerges from a particular framing. Our respondents reported that, while a shifting awareness opened up new conceptual spaces and
with these new possibilities for action, this alone did not shift their actions. This finding is
consistent with a number of studies that conclude that increasing knowledge through educa	
  

	
  

	
  

tion alone does not lead to a change in behaviour (Kellert, 1990; Schultz, 2011). This is further supported by Heberlein (2012) who describes the knowledge-deficit model, or cognitive
fix, which demonstrates that attitudes have little to do with behaviour. In the cases under consideration, we conclude that, for action to take place, awareness had to be aligned with corporate incentives, for example, individual and division scorecards. What our findings suggest is
that awareness tends to begin with knowledge, but may then transition to include a sensibility
that was redefining ways of being, which facilitated action. As highlighted above, awareness
is most likely to transition into sensibility and contribute to motivation when the consequences of the issues are experienced first-hand by the business itself (e.g. reduction in supply) (see
Table 1).
4.2 Motivation (M)
A number of factors motivated actors in this study. Risk mitigation was cited most frequently by
interviewees including for example supply chain, political and regulatory risk. Related to this was
the motivation to partner with their peers or the need to partner with an independent organisation, like an environmental NGO, to gain credibility for their concerns or activities. Other
motivations include branding (including profiling or positioning their brand as ‘caring for the
environment’), increased staff retention, a moral or ethical imperative (some went as far as to
refer to the need to gain a ‘licence to operate’), while other interviewees were motivated by
investor requirements, or to gain a ‘first-mover’	
  advantage, but overall the majority of motivations were linked to increased profits or market access in some way or another (Table 1).
A key finding was that the source of motivation is likely to change over time. This may be
related to an increase in the understanding of the interconnectedness of environmental issues
and human well-being as time goes on. Corporates in the early stages of their ‘sustainability
journey’	
  typically were motivated by extrinsic motivations, while corporates further along the
journey had begun to incorporate intrinsic and extrinsic sources of motivation. Aligning intrinsic and extrinsic sources of motivation, our respondents suggested, was a condition for
corporate action.
While awareness alone might on occasion translate into a sufficient motive for action at the
individual level, this, our respondents reported, was not sufficient to provide grounds for action that was endorsed at the level of corporate strategy. At a corporate level, awareness
served to open spaces for action, but alone was not sufficient to drive action, except perhaps
within limited corporate enclaves controlled by ‘green champions’. Such action depended
upon the presence of a champion within these arenas and were typically not sustained or
scaled beyond these areas without top-down corporate buy in.
4.3 Pathway (P)
Pathways take on many different forms and are typically very context specific. An example,
of a NGO-facilitated and managed pathway is the SASSI colour rating of seafood on a traffic
light system, which provides a clear and simple pathway for seafood consumers and retailers
to make more informed and sustainable choices that enables collective action.
Our respondents reported that while pathways may be available, they are not always acted
upon due to insufficient motivation. It took a corporate crisis of some sort to mobilize support
for action through an already established pathway (Table 1). A good example of this comes

	
  

	
  

	
  

from the Southern African Sustainable Seafood Institute (SASSI) Retail Participation
Scheme: a particular retailer was not motivated to join the programme and only paid superficial attention to the issue of seafood sustainability until a consumer raised the alarm bells (retailer was selling unsustainable seafood) through social media. This quickly gained momentum and was picked up by mainstream media. Almost overnight the issue became a brand
risk crises for the company. The result was that the retailer became motivated (by brand risk)
and turned to SASSI to provide a pathway to address the issue. These crises catapulted the
issue of sustainability to become a top priority and saw the retailer leapfrog other SASSI retail participants who had been in the programme for a number of years, but had not experienced these sorts of crises.
A key finding of this study was that companies addressing issues of sustainability had relatively consistently moved through three phases (Figure 1, Table 1). In the first phase of such
a process an integration of sustainability concerns and established corporate objectives finds
expression through pathways that are expected to increase efficiencies that will have profitability payoffs (e.g. reducing energy usage, waste and recycling, and improved water use efficiencies). What enables action is a pathway that promises immediate and significant savings
–	
   when this is the case it tends to be easy to make a business case for action. Often this
alignment of motives is identified, and driven, by green champions within the company who
are on the lookout for ways of prompting corporate action. A word of caution here: in some
cases corporations ‘got stuck’	
  in this phase and found it difficult to transition into the next
phase. This is an area that requires further investigation.
A second phase resulted in a deeper transformation through a broader sphere of influence. In
this case, this was predominately expressed through an engagement with supply chains (but
the phenomenon was not constrained to supply chains) by enrolling their suppliers, our respondents reported, through the mobilisation of influence exerted through well established
relationships e.g. a retailer that has a history of procuring seafood directly from a fishing
company. This phase typically focused on short supply chains where the risk was most evident (e.g. through reduced supply). The third phase, which only very few corporates interviewed (n=2) had started to understand and initiate, was collective action where the corporate
engages across their sphere of influence, including longer supply chains, network of partners
(including government, regulators) and policy (Figure 1). In this phase, corporations drove a
more comprehensive change across the landscape/seascape over which they believe they have
influence. The corporations under review in this research only sought to move beyond close
connections within a supply chain when evidence had accumulated of the potential for building collaborative responses. This phase draws upon pathways that emerge as action is taken
in phases 1 and 2.

	
  

	
  

	
  

Figure 1: A typical pathway undertaken by a private sector corporate, moving from addressing 1) internal issues (driven by efficiency) to 2) external issues through their supply chain
and/or business partners to 3) taking collective action across their supply chain and network
of partners.
4.4 Reward (R)
Reward refers to the benefits that companies receive, which they attribute to the actions they
were motivated to take and that their pathways enabled. For example, a ‘reward’	
  or ‘pay off’	
  
may recognise particular behaviour through show-casing an outcome, awarding an individual
for a particular action, or demonstrates the value an intervention can offer the business, such
as increased profits, growth into a new area/new clients or reduced risk (see Table 1). Other
rewards described by interviewees included staff and customer loyalty, and innovation (Table
1).
These rewards may, or may not, have been anticipated by companies as part of their decisionmaking processes. They may, for example, have sought to achieve better cost-to-income ratios by developing greater efficiencies, which incidentally would have beneficial consequences
for the delivery of ecological services. Similarly, the company may, through their actions,
engage in less damaging extraction practices. In these and similar examples, perceived pay
off will tend to work to maintain the companies’	
  motivation to continue to act in environmentally friendly ways.
4.5 Change: linear, cyclic or stepped?
The elements of AMPR sometimes operate in a fashion as the acronym suggests. When this
happens, awareness through a change in sensibility reinforces a particular motivation and this
motivation in turn provides the impetus to act (pathway), which, if successful, will in their
turn translate into a payoff (A->M->P->R). This may well create a ‘virtuous cycle’	
  in which
a cascade of ‘virtuous’	
  actions ensue (See Figure 2 below). For example, an initially superficial awareness of an environmental concern, a motivation (for example, to reduce costs) that
in turn leads to a discovery of a pathway (that does indeed reduce costs). This, in our view, is
why many private sector corporates get trapped in phase 1 (described above), because this
frequently provides a very simple feedback mechanism on efficiency improvement. Howev-

	
  

	
  

	
  

er, through action, a deepening awareness may occur, which in turn may enhance motivation,
stimulate a more intense search for pathways, which increase reward/payoffs and so on.
While sequential AMPR processes do indeed occur, our findings indicate that change frequently did not take place in this fashion. The AMPR elements can, and do, combine in different sequences depending on the specific content. For example, the discovery of a pathway
that promotes efficiencies may stimulate the development of motivations that prompt the use
of this pathway and the experience of rewards from this may lead to an enhanced awareness
(P->M->R->A). Or in another context the motivation may be uncoupled with environmental
awareness, as in the case of the retailer who responded to a brand risk as a result of consumer
pressure, but had little understanding of the real issue. This motivation leads to engagement
in a collaborative mechanism, such as the SASSI retail participation scheme, which in turn
increases the awareness of the business or individual involved (M->P->A->R).
A key finding of this study was that change was frequently punctuated by periods of no
change or by periods of rapid cascading change. What our cases suggest is that what determine both periods of little or no change and periods of rapid change is reward/payoffs. Where
rewards are perceived this may well catalyse more change; where payoffs are not perceived
an initiative is likely to flounder. This suggests, as we have already noted, that initiatives that
are initially motivated by intrinsic values are likely to flounder at scale if they are not supported by extrinsic rewards. Similarly, initiatives that are often championed by people motivated by intrinsic values will be more likely to succeed and be taken to scale if they are catalysed by rewards such as increased profits, growth into new areas, a reduction of worrying
risks and so on (see Table 1). Rewards are important to invoke sustained and deepened responses over time. The challenge with complex sustainability issues is that the rewards are
dislocated from the cost in time and space, resulting in long lags between the cost incurred
and the reward, or the reward is felt in another part of the system to where the cost is incurred. Our finding thus highlights the need to innovate around rewards, making the links
between cost and benefit explicit wherever possible.

Figure 2: Change over time increases in a stepwise fashion punctuated by moments when the
payoff becomes clear (Awareness (A), Motivation (M), Pathway (P) and R (payoff/reward)).
4.6 Positioning or Transitioning
These findings suggest that companies undergo a shift from a stance we refer to as ‘positioning’	
  (early stages of sustainability journey) to one of ‘transitioning’, where they shift core

	
  

	
  

	
  

features of the way they do business so that their businesses becomes more sustainable, when
payoffs reinforce their initial motivations. ‘Positioning’, in this understanding is characterized by a superficial level of motivation that is not translated into a robust motivation. This
may occur, for example, where the motivation is simply a brand risk event, such as a consumer complaint that captures some media attention. In such a scenario the process may well
be led by the marketing department and draw upon corporate social investment budgets.
When this happens, environmental degradation is likely to be regarded as external to a company’s business interests –	
  namely, as an externality. A ‘positioning’	
  phase is characterized
by a lack of interest in working collaboratively with competitors and a choice of ‘pathways’	
  
that are used to create a market advantage for the company.
However, the deployment of an effective pathway that provides ecological payoffs that are
perceived to have industry-wide advantages may flip a company into a profoundly different
state, namely ‘transitioning’. This state is characterized by a deeper understanding of the
links between sustainability and business success. It is motivated by supply chain or core
business risk, is typically led by, or at least enjoys the active engagement of, procurement
and/or other core business employees. In this phase, collaboration with competitors tends to
shift as now there is an understanding that the risk is shared, that the job at hand cannot be
achieved alone, that the most efficient way to deal with perceived ecological risks is to pool
resources. A key feature of this stage is that the sustainability of a business is perceived to be
dependent on risks being dealt with in a systemic manner across an industry. At this stage,
there is recognition of the value of companies working together. Indeed, some respondents
argued that collaboration itself could constitute a new competitive edge for businesses that
recognize the shared value inherent in a shared resource.
1.1.1. Catalysing the shift
The study identified the following design principles as pivotal factors in moving the business
from a state of ‘positioning’	
  to that of ‘transitioning’:
1. First-hand experience of environmental disaster or impending disaster: This greatly
increased the level of awareness and provided motivation for action. An example are
the fishing companies participating in the (Responsible Fisheries Alliance (RFA)) who
were motivated to change their behaviour to ‘custodian harvesters’	
  because they started to experience first-hand that their actions were driving fish stocks to levels which
limited their commercial value. This finding is supported in the literature (Kim and
Mauborgne, 2003).
2. A business case: There is a need for a clear business case that coherently articulates
the case for the proposed intervention (motivation). The development of a business
case provides an opportunity to build and deepen the understanding of the key environmental issues and to create explicit links with established objectives of the business. A sound business case establishes a link between the interventions, which may
initially be motivated by champions who are driven by intrinsic values, and anticipated
payoffs associated with consequences, such as increase in income, growth into a new
area or risk reduction (e.g. operational, supply chain, regulatory, reputational and financial risks) and other extrinsic values. Furthermore, a sound business case that
draws attention to anticipated payoffs that relate to a company’s extrinsic values is also likely to resonate with company strategic decision makers.
3. Publically communicated sustainability objectives: This action enrols the public to
hold the entity, making sustainability objectives, accountable. It is also important to
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note that the process of determining the objectives is as important as the outcome. A
key finding of this study revealed that when commitments were made externally, a
company’s brand and hence integrity is put on the line if they do not meet the commitment and hence typically requires sign off by high level decision. This provides the
opportunity to a) increase the understanding and awareness of environmental issues to
high-level decision makers, b) move the conversation from one between sustainability
and marketing staff to sustainability and chief executive staff, c) grapple more deeply
with the implications of proposed actions for their business, including grappling with
the practicality of proposed actions, which frequently results in refinement and improved probability of success, and d) broader uptake of sustainability strategies within
the company (compared to being seen as an add-on and not core to their business).
Incentives: This includes personal and company-wide incentives that structure payoffs
in ways intended to motivate individuals to find and adopt pathways for change, for
example, the inclusion of sustainability objectives into company score cards and individual Key Performance Areas. This inclusion provides increased awareness of the issues, provides a mechanism for developing shared goals, links them to achieving business success and provides a motivation to contribute to delivering agreed upon objectives. Some interviewees noted that these benefits were compromised when incentives
were competing. An example of this is when one business unit is incentivised in a
manner that contradicts the incentives of another business unit.
Demonstration projects: There are three main reasons to undertake demonstration projects. First, they can be useful to demonstrate that it is in fact possible to tackle a particular issue, and secondly, such projects can demonstrate the value a particular project
or intervention may have to their business. Given this, our findings suggest that
demonstration projects are useful in prompting action when they focus on topics the
company can relate to and demonstrate that it is ‘do-able’. These linkages are most
likely to be recognised when the results are tangible and clearly linked to a company’s
business strategy. Third, demonstration projects provide company staff and environmental groups with an opportunity to ‘get to know each other’	
  and build trust.
Recognition/reward: There were a number of examples provided by interviewees that
illustrate the importance of being recognized or rewarded for taking action –	
  extrinsic
payoffs at an individual level. This was sometimes in the form of an award or by seeing results. An example of this is provided by a seafood consumer who approached a
seafood retailer to request that they remove a red-listed species from their shelves.
When he was successful he was motivated to take on other issues.
The importance of a champion: As with most things in life, action is unlikely unless
driven by someone. The findings of this study indicate the importance of champions to
initiate, co-ordinate and drive implementation.
Funding and sufficient capacity: Our findings confirm that sustainable change seldom
occurs, except over very short time frames when champions may redirect resources
temporarily, if company resources are not allocated to support these change over the
medium to longer term –	
  in established companies this typically means a 5 to 10 year
time horizon. Enacting pathways requires resource commitments from core budgets.
Full accounting/reporting: The results of this study suggest that although reporting is
useful to raise awareness of environmental issue and provide a motivation to act, it is
not sufficient on its own. In many cases, interviewees reported that the exercise was
undertaken by external consultants and frequently results in a ‘tick box’	
  exercise.

	
  

	
  

5. Discussion and Conclusion
These cases build our understanding of the behaviour change required, in particular the conditions under which the private corporate sector is likely to reshape their behaviour to sustainably engage earth systems. This study concludes that four factors are critical for meaningful corporate action towards sustainability, namely, awareness, motivation, pathway and reward. Although this finding is consistent with other related research, it provides a novel and
comprehensive over-arching framework to review and guide sustainability transitions in
business. In an extensive review of the literature on business-driven social change, Stephan et
al., 2013 (building on a framework proposed by Michie et al., 2011) propose that motivation,
capability and opportunity are the three key elements to drive social change by corporates.
Our study builds on this, most notably by identifying that awareness (including a framing that
sees business success linked to ecological well-being) was foundational to a full transition to
sustainability and thus not simply a contributor to motivation as suggested by Stephan et al.
(2013). Furthermore, we consider capability and opportunity as elements of ‘pathway’, but
the cases reviewed in the current study highlight that pathway is not limited to these two elements, but rather a number of factors key to facilitating action. We argue that while all four
factors are important, rewards/payoffs are critical to ensuring on-going action.
The AMPR model may be viewed as a behaviour change model. The role of information in
driving changed behaviour is well documented, however, it is widely accepted that information alone is insufficient to lead to action (e.g Heberlein, 2012; Kellert, 1990; Kolmuss
and Agyeman, 2002; Schultz, 2011). Kolmuss and Agyeman (2002) describe a linear model
whereby the presence of environmental knowledge will lead to an environmental attitude and
then result in the desired pro-environmental behaviour. Our model builds on this by suggesting that a clear motivation is required to translate knowledge or awareness into a desire to act,
but that action will only ultimately take place if there is a way to act or a pathway. This is
likely to only continue if there is a payoff e.g. a reward, increased profits, decreased risk etc.
Barriers between environmental concern and action include individuality (e.g. laziness, lack
of interest, etc.), responsibility (e.g. don’t own property) and practicality (e.g. lack of time,
funding, information, etc.) (Darnton, 2008). The Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) states
that one’s beliefs about behavioural outcomes and one’s evaluation of those outcomes determine one’s attitudes to the behaviour (Ajzen, 1991). This supports our finding that demonstration projects are important. These help to increase one’s belief and hence influence attitude towards further projects.
Following on, despite the consistent and highlighted recognition of the need for society (especially key audiences such a business) to reframe to a worldview that sees the connection
between human well-being and ecosystem health, there is surprisingly little understanding
and explicit theory to aid practitioners to bring this about. The role and importance of shifting
mind-sets or paradigms or the power to transcend them in systems transitions has been clearly highlighted by a number of leading authors, including Meadows (1999) and Dostal (2005).
Furthermore, this study reveals that, in most cases, sustainability initiatives between NGOs
and business mostly attempt to influence the decision-making nexus by demonstrating extrinsic rewards for acting in an ecologically sustainable manner. While this has demonstrated
some merit it is also argued that this alone is unlikely to sustain motivation over time. For
example de Groot and Steg (2009) argue that campaigns designed to persuade key players by
providing arguments based on egoistic considerations rather than altruistic or biospheric considerations, frequently fail to promote sustainable behaviour because they are designed to

	
  

	
  

	
  

motivate egoistic considerations only. By doing so, it is likely that egoistic values are being
prioritized, while altruistic and biospheric values are perceived as less important in that context. De Groot and Steg (2009) go on to highlight the importance of including information to
support the egoistic (including extrinsic payoffs) and moralisation in campaigns. This further
supports the need for business to ultimately reframe to a world view that sees the connection
between human well-being and ecosystem health. Currently, the decision-making nexus of
most corporations is very stable and focused on short-term benefits. This requires interventions to bring social and environmental externalities into their decision making. We argue
that only when taking these into account is seen as being essential for the viability of the
company will they act to take meaningful action. Action that will actually change the way we
engage earth systems. This paper argues that the pivot is the decision-making nexus and that
the payoff is key to reinforce, shift and deepen the motivation. There is a key role for NGOs
to play here in making payoffs, which would typically be implicit, explicit. In many cases
there are pathways for change, but these are not adopted by the business in a meaningful
manner because the business is not sufficiently motivated to do so, nor does it operate out of
an awareness or framing that sees the connections between business success and ecosystem
health.
A further important factor described in the literature is agency, which can be described simply as having the means to take ‘meaningful action’	
  or have the ‘power to act’	
  (Ballard and
Ballard, 2005; Giddens, 1984). Ballard and Ballard (2005) and Bandura (1991) argue that in
most cases agency is acquired through personal experience, which is consistent with the findings of this study that behavioural change was most likely to occur when the effects of environmental issues were experienced personally and when individuals felt they had the capacity
to act. Partnerships can provide a pathway for agency (Ballard and Ballard, 2005). If the behaviour is deemed impossible it will not be undertaken, despite motivation being present.
Agency requires appropriate skills and adequate incentives to be in place. In the context of
the model proposed here, we would call this ‘pathway’	
  and ‘payoff’. Fisher et al. (2002) describe an Information-Motivation-Behaviour (IMB) skills model, which is commonly applied
to preventive health behaviours. This models states that those with high levels of information,
motivation and behavioural skills will undertake preventive health behaviour. Therefore IMB
interventions target knowledge, attitudes, agency and behavioural skills to bring about change
in this context. The AMPR model builds on this by going beyond knowledge to the importance of awareness, grouping attitudes and agency as motivation and identifying that there
is a need for a pathway that requires the appropriate skills, but suggests that skills alone will
not be sufficient.
A limitation of this research is that it places a strong focus on behaviour change with limited
attention to the ‘non-human’	
  systems, such as IT systems, human resource management, etc.,
which have been well documented to play a key role in driving corporate behaviour (Powell
and Dent-Micallef, 1997; Melville and Ross, 2010). It has been argued that humans are frequently ‘slaves to these systems’	
  rather than the other way round and that an initiative aimed
at transforming business towards sustainability is better placed focusing on changing these
systems than focusing on human behaviour change. However, we argue that on deeper reflection, this is in fact consistent with the AMPR model. We argue that for a private sector corporate transition towards ecological sustainability, key or pivotal individuals in the business
need to shift their worldview and motives towards seeing the connection between long-term
business and healthy ecosystems and that changing the hard systems provides a key pathway
for widespread implementation within their business. This in turn is likely to influence the

	
  

	
  

	
  

ethos of others in the business, building on the notion that practise drives culture rather than
the other way round (Hofstede, 1994).
However, critical to success is the need to better understand potential ‘traps’. This study describes an efficiency trap where the private sector becomes trapped because the feedback
mechanism is simple and superficial. This finding is supported by the concept of the Jevons
paradox (Blake, 2008), which argues that efficiency alone will not ultimately protect ecological systems. This research argues that key to unlocking this are rewards and payoffs that
make the links clear and aid in the process of shifting the worldview to one which sees the
individual and their business embedded in the natural world.
Furthermore, our analysis has filled a key gap in the literature. Two conclusions that refine
current understanding are, first, that it appears to be more difficult for corporates, within developing economies than those within developed contexts, to reframe to a state that sees the
connection between human well-being and environmental well-being and, second, as a consequence, motivation becomes more difficult to shift. This may be because of the dominance
of the need for job creation and poverty alleviation in the developing world, which is frequently perceived as being in conflict with the environmental agenda even though we argue
that this is not the case. These differences are useful as they help to improve our collective
understanding of how to enable business to reshape their practises to bring about a sustainable future.
In conclusion, the AMPR model provides a useful framework for designing meaningful public-private partnerships and can aid practitioners to improve the likelihood of success by incorporating the critical success factors described in this paper into project implementation
plans.
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