
Leadership for Sustainability

Page 1 of 14

PRINTED FROM BRITISH ACADEMY SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.britishacademy.universitypressscholarship.com). (c) Copyright 
British Academy, 2022. All Rights Reserved. An individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a monograph in BASO for 
personal use. Subscriber: Raja Narendra Lal Khan Women's College; date: 23 June 2022

Addressing Tipping Points for a Precarious 
Future
Timothy O'Riordan and Timothy Lenton

Print publication date: 2013
Print ISBN-13: 9780197265536
Published to British Academy Scholarship Online: January 2014
DOI: 10.5871/bacad/9780197265536.001.0001

Leadership for Sustainability

The Search for Tipping Points

Sara Parkin

DOI:10.5871/bacad/9780197265536.003.0012

Abstract and Keywords
Social patterns do not lend themselves to metaphors of abrupt change and persistent shift. 
Sustainability is difficult to put into practice because humans segment and abuse the deeper 
meaning of words such as wealth, prosperity, and capital. The transition to sustainable 
leadership will require leadership throughout society, a recognition that geopolitical instability 
will trigger insecurity and will damage economic reliability and trade, and hence the very 
essence of growth and development. The new capitalism needs to be based on ecological and 
social capital and human well-being. Leadership is a commodity which is desperately in short 
supply. The transformation to a sustainable and well-being society requires new relationships 
built on individuals and communities working through moral leadership in behaviour, in 
compassionate consideration, and in the new normal of localism and community cooperation.
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‘The crisis is in implementation’

(Kofi Annan, 2002)

‘The key challenge is implementation’

(Ban Ki-moon, 2012)

Despite the human preference for the ‘quiet life’, our lives are nevertheless action-packed, full of 
events (big and small) that may tip trends one way or another: in love affairs, business dealings, 
in government. It is the same in any system, be it environmental, human, or a complex mixture, 
as in how we get food, use energy, or manage finance. Those who see the world from an 
ecological systems perspective see negative global trends of such magnitude they portend 
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catastrophe; those who don’t (or don’t want to) stay absorbed in the hiccoughs and bumps of 
everyday life.

I don’t think it helps to muddle the metaphors of tipping points in the natural systems that 
sustain life on Earth with those in social or even psychological systems. Because if we hope to 
find benign ways to mitigate environmental tipping points, as discussed in the introductory and 
final chapters of this volume, then we have to find them in our human systems. The logic here is 
that as the creators of the institutions and processes (including economic ones) which enable 
people to live together happily and to thrive, we have the power to change them when they go 
wrong as well as benefit when we get them right. As evidence demonstrates things are going 
seriously awry, the question becomes how to intervene in order to steer, if not tip, human 
behaviour in a direction that has sustainability as an objective? That is the central question I 
address in this chapter.

First we need to understand why the concept of sustainability is proving so hard to put into 
practice. Although a larger discussion is merited here,  (p.195) an important reason is that too 
many articulations of sustainability ‘permit’ interpreters (either innocently or wilfully) to 
maintain clinical levels of separation between its environmental, social and economic 
components. Yet sustainability, like resilience in social and natural systems, is about 
relationships, so the task, surely, is to achieve our environmental, social and economic goals at 
the same time. It is the ‘at-the-same-timeness’ that persistently eludes us. Establishing why 
economic outcomes consistently trump progress on the other goals will be key to understanding 
what needs to change.

We also need to reclaim the original meaning of some important words that have been 
kidnapped by economists to refer solely to money. For example, Tim Jackson (2009) points out 
that ‘to prosper’ means to succeed, to do well, to thrive or flourish.1 The Anglo-Saxon root of the 
word ‘wealth’ has a meaning beyond abundance of resources (not just cash): wela also means 
bliss, welfare and well-being. And, although ubiquitously used as a synonym for finance, ‘capital’ 
means head (from the Latin caput), originally of livestock, but meaning a stock of any resource – 
as in natural, human or social capital.

This is not just pedantry. Tipping human behaviour, policy, and economic systems based 
remorselessly on the logic that has locked us into the worst-case scenario advertised by the 
1972 MIT report Limits to Growth (Meadows et al. 1972)2 will not disappear if sustainability is 
unable to propose a future that is prosperous and wealthy in the fullest meaning of those words. 
Nor will any effort to correct for limits emerge unless we stop behaving as if capitalism is a force 
akin to gravity and so beyond our control.

Can benign tipping points in human behaviour happen in the context of 
conventional economics?
The answer to this particular question – a necessary element to resolving the central question 
about how to manufacture multiple sustainability-oriented  (p.196) interventions – lies in the 
intellectual chaos amongst economic theories and their policy implications. This chaos was 
exemplified in speeches on capitalism given by the three main UK political party leaders in 
January 2012. They more than fulfilled the old canard that you always get more definitions of 
capitalism than there are definers when, between them, Messrs Cameron, Clegg, and Miliband 
came up with nine sorts of capitalism: three they didn’t like – crony, turbo, and irresponsible; 
and six they did – moral, responsible, popular, productive, balanced, and liberal. No leader 
considered that the capital behind the ‘isms’ might be anything but financial. All put growth and 



Leadership for Sustainability

Page 3 of 14

PRINTED FROM BRITISH ACADEMY SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.britishacademy.universitypressscholarship.com). (c) Copyright 
British Academy, 2022. All Rights Reserved. An individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a monograph in BASO for 
personal use. Subscriber: Raja Narendra Lal Khan Women's College; date: 23 June 2022

employment as an immediate priority, apparently unaware they were advocating more of the 
same as a route to something they wished to be different. Only Miliband mentioned a future with 
a new relationship between finance and the ‘real’ economy; but he did not elaborate much 
beyond saying it was a longer-term ‘agenda that must be led’.3

It is paradoxical that ideas about how our economy might be different from its under-delivering 
present have ended up in an intellectual quicksand. It is not as if the observation that our 
dominant economic model has limits is a new one: an argument minted by modern subversive 
tree-huggers. As Robert Heilbronner (1986: 143–44) points out, all the great economists saw 
that whatever ‘regime of capital’ they promoted, every single one had limits:

Adam Smith describes the system as reaching a plateau, where the accumulation of riches 
will be “complete”, bringing about a deep and lengthy decline. John Stuart Mill expects 
the momentary arrival of a “stationary state” when accumulation will cease and capitalism 
will become the staging ground for a kind of associationalist socialism. Marx anticipates a 
sequence of worsening crises produced by the internal contradictions of accumulation … 
Keynes thought the future would require a “somewhat comprehensive socialization of 
investment”; Schumpeter thought it would evolve into a managerial socialism.4

 (p.197) So why, regardless of our political stripe or theoretical bias, is it still so difficult to 
contemplate the probability that our economic system – that which mediates the relationship 
between capital and people – might not have the capacity to continue, in its own terms, never 
mind from a sustainability perspective? That it may have reached the limits of its logic? Indeed, 
so grave have become the negative consequences of political inaction in the face of economic 
gazumping of the environment and people, that in 2008 the US National Intelligence Council 
(NIC) elevated the resources and services of the natural world into the heart of international 
geopolitics and diplomacy when it warned the incoming Obama administration to expect 
‘scarcity’ to dominate US international relations over the coming 25 years – scarcity of land, oil, 
food, water, and air-space for GHG emissions. From the history of the twentieth century the NIC 
brought forward three lessons:

• Leaders and ideas matter.

• Economic volatility introduces major risks.

• Geopolitical rivalries trigger discontinuities more than does technological change.

‘[T]he greatest of these is leadership’ concluded the report: ‘no trend is immutable, and … timely 
and well-informed intervention can decrease the likelihood and severity of negative 
developments and increase the likelihood of positive ones.’5

Without being naive about how power works – internationally and nationally – the positive news 
is that the way out of the mess we are in is not through thrashing around in rapidly sinking 
intellectual sands of different shades of conventional economics, but through the creation of a 
new logic for capitalism, one capable of providing firm ground for making sense of what to do 
next, and how to do it in a way that does have the capacity to continue.6 As anyone who tries to 
implement sustainabilityoriented solutions – intellectually, practically, or politically – knows, 
there are legions of ready-to-go ideas, policies, and projects capable of being  (p.198) brought 
to scale, but which are stuck in the slough of an economy that simultaneously asks for less 
resource use and more consumption.
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Figure 6.2  Conventional capitalism: model 
showing how the conventional economics 
sees the relationships between physical 
(natural) capital, people, and finance. 
Success is measured by a continual increase 
in (a) goods and services produced and 
consumed by people, and (b) the volume of 
financial capital.

A new logic within which to make sense of what to do next
So, starting with Ed Miliband’s evocation of a future new relationship between finance and the 
‘real’ economy as a leadership proposition, I would like to elaborate a new logic for capitalism. 
This is a logic that helps us all make sense of how to decide and act in the here and now as well 
as for the long term. And then I shall end by illustrating some ways leadership could work within 
the new logic to trigger multiple ‘tipping points’ via policy and other interventions.

Figure 6.2 offers an illustration of the relationships involved in conventional definitions of 
capitalism. The pale shaded ‘CAPITAL’ box shows

 (p.199) the economically orthodox 
interpretation of physical capital. The lines 
and the dark shaded boxes show the 
circulatory and facilitating roles of finance. 
The white boxes and thick lines the various 
relationships people have with physical 
capital, showing the central relationships 
(as far as conventional notions of capitalism 
are concerned)7 to be with people as labour 
and as consumers. The state is in close 
support of that central relationship, doing 
everything necessary to keep the productive 
and consuming activities increasing (i.e. 
growing). Illogically, the purpose of human 
economic activity – human quality of life, 
welfare, bliss even – is sidelined, with the 
state organized to compensate the worst 
consequences of this marginalization. So 
when Messrs Cameron, Clegg, and Miliband 
promise to secure growth and jobs, to 
restore markets and boost business, 
production, and consumption, they are trying to repair a capitalistic logic that stops short of 
serving human benefit (in its fullest sense). Instead they are concentrating on the shallower 
relationships capital has with people as only workers and consumers. Human well-being has 
been relegated to a sort of ‘spin off’ – nice to have but not essential to the success of the 
economy. Nature is nowhere.
It is only when considering a different ‘regime for capital’ that a new logic capable of tipping 
capitalism in a more sustainable direction emerges. In his revealing book, The Mystery of 
Capital, Hernando de Soto (2000: 61) points out that ‘capital’ originally meant the store of 
wealth represented by a herd of livestock. The endeavour of the stockman/woman is to keep the 
stock in good enough condition to maintain a flow of benefits (milk, blood, offspring, meat, hide), 
even in hard times.8 The goal is resilience. By broadening the idea of capital to mean all natural 
capital, plus human and social capital, plus that represented in existing infrastructure and 
buildings, as Seregeldin and Steer, Ekins, and others have done, it is only a short step to seeing 
the flow of different types of benefits possible if all human activity were concentrated on 
repairing, maintaining and enhancing those capital stocks – at the same time9 (Figure 6.3). (p. 
200)
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Figure 6.3  Sustainable capitalism: model for 
a sustainable regime for capital, showing 
how the relationship between physical 
(natural) capital, people, and finance would 
work. Success is measured by a continual 
increase in the quality of human and social 
capital and of physical capital (natural and 
manufactured). Finance facilitates rather 
than drives this model.
References: Manfred Max-Neef (1991) 
Human Scale Development (London and New 
York: Apex Press) pdf http://www.max- 
neef.cl/download/Max- 
neef_Human_Scale_development.pdf; Tim 
Jackson (2006) ‘Consuming Paradise? 
Towards a Socio-Cultural Psychology of 
Sustainable Consumption’, in Jackson, T. 
(ed.) Earthscan Reader in Sustainable 
Consumption (London: Earthscan).

Crucially, this new regime for capital 
restores the intimacy between capital and 
human well-being. As Figure 6.3 illustrates, 
the economy is no long conceptualized as 
some elemental force that intrudes between 
capital and human well-being, but as a 
feature of social capital which, like 
democracy, can add directly to the flow of 
benefit to people and be subject to 
continually improving processes. In the 
diagram, people as beneficiaries of a happy 
relationship with capital are seen as a ‘pull 
out’ of human and social capital (as is 
finance). The circle is thus virtuous and a 
new internally  (p.201) coherent logic is 
created in which the economic process is 
treated as social capital. Removed are the 
intellectual and practical barriers to seeing 
the purpose of life to be human well-being, 
flourishing, bliss, prosperity, wealth, health, 
and happiness. Also banished are the 
impediments to comprehending that 
achieving those outcomes requires effort to 
be directed at building all the stocks of 
capitals to a good enough condition so they 
provide resilience in hard times and for the 
longest of times. The process may involve 
ownership, commerce, and markets, and 
making and exchanging stuff and services in 
different ways in different places, but not 
always and never as a moral or a quasi- 
scientific principle or theory, nor as the motor of the whole system, nor for ideological reasons. 
Finance flourishes in a facilitating role, instead of floundering in a ‘real’ capital-usurping role.

Change is in the system: leadership for sustainability
Nicholas Stern (2006) has said that climate change is the greatest market failure the world has 
seen.10 He is wrong. As the US NIC (2008) report points out, the greatest failure is a leadership 
failure. Here I consider what leadership – intellectual and practical – could be doing to steer, 
hustle, tip human behaviour in a different direction, so that we mitigate the anticipated worst 
and set course for a sustainable future. Some ideas that ‘make sense’ from the perspective of the 
proposed new logic for capitalism are discussed here.

Leadership for sustainability means being able to work against the perverse logic of 
conventional capitalism and work within a new – internally coherent and timeless – logic for 
achieving sustainability
Gandhi urged people to be part of the change they wished to see in the world. Others have made 
the same point differently. For example, the late Vaclav Havel promoted ‘living in truth’ as the 
only way to live even under a communist regime, and American philosopher Susan Neiman 
(2009) argues that if the world is not what it should be, it is up to us to open our  (p.202) eyes 

http://www.max-neef.cl/download/Max-neef_Human_Scale_development.pdf
http://www.max-neef.cl/download/Max-neef_Human_Scale_development.pdf
http://www.max-neef.cl/download/Max-neef_Human_Scale_development.pdf
https://britishacademy.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.5871/bacad/9780197265536.001.0001/upso-9780197265536-chapter-12#upso-9780197265536-chapter-12-figureGroup-2
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Figure 6.4  Capital stocks and benefit flows

and close the gap between what is, and what ought to be. If we want moral clarity, we have to 
put it there.11 Waiting for a new regime for capital to be installed is not an option; it will only 
happen if we act as if it were.

Thinking about how the future should be, in the shape of a flow of benefits from healthy stocks 
of all the capitals (see Figure 6.4) translates into the taking of decisions and subsequently acting 
in ways that contribute simultaneously to restoring or building healthy stocks of all capitals. 
Figure 6.4 forms a suitable framework for designing policies and projects, as well as analysing 
problems. This figure shows the headline stocks and related flow of benefits, and reveals 
interrelationships that have benefit-doubling potential. For example, squeezing waste out of the 
system makes the economic process more efficient, reduces the need for resource mobilization 
and concomitant pollution, improves human health, and builds local economies. More and better 
social organization and human interactions will lead to better governance, more resilient 
communities and local environments, improved mental health.12

There are implications of working for and within this new logic for scientific research and 
university teaching. While we need to track the potential ecological consequences of human 
impact on the environment, we run the risk of becoming the only species to have minutely 
monitored its own extinction. Far more resources need to be shifted into building ‘sustainability 
literate’ human capital. As Eugen Rosenstock-Heussy (1888–1973) said: ‘the goal of education is 
to inform the citizen. And the citizen is a person who, if need be, can re-found his [sic] 
civilization.’ The scale of change implied by sustainability is evidence that a re-founding moment 
for the human enterprise is overdue.

There are very many theories and models for organizational and other social change. Strip them 
back to their basics and they all involve three key steps:

(a) Understanding the need for certain (new) behaviours;
(b) Having the knowledge and skills to behave differently; (p.203)
(c) Having confidence that right 
behaviour is positively recognized 
and (sometimes at least) 
rewarded.13

As regards to sustainability there is 
arguably progress on (a), but few would 
contest that we are next to nowhere on 
achieving (b), never mind (c).

In the light of the government inaction 
noted by the US National Intelligence 
Council, the leadership role of 
universities gains consequence on a 
geopolitical level. This is an academic 
publication about tipping points, so 
readers are invited to imagine the almighty shove to social change that could come from a 
concerted effort by higher education. Given the magnitude of the challenge – and one that lies 
not in the environment, but with people – where else is the intellectual leadership to come from 
that will give others confidence to join in?

https://britishacademy.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.5871/bacad/9780197265536.001.0001/upso-9780197265536-chapter-12#upso-9780197265536-chapter-12-figureGroup-3
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 (p.204) It should be borne in mind that there is nothing more difficult to handle, more 
doubtful of success, and more dangerous to carry through, than initiating change.

(Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince, ch. 6)

Leadership for sustainability understands this is a social project – about how people behave – so 
is well versed in the psychological and sociological insights about how change happens – or not
The argument for putting the benefit of people as the purpose of sustainability is not to 
downgrade the primordial fact that if we do not have a life-supporting environment then we are 
dead. The point is that proclaiming this in various ways for decades has not encouraged any 
change in human behaviour sufficient to slow any major negative environmental trend, let alone 
tip it in the direction of sustainability. On the contrary, the arguments for protecting the 
environment are being recast as a case for putting people second, and increasingly used to 
support conventional economic theories and practices. Protagonists of this case range from 
climate naysayers to those who claim the environment movement is dead. Both are arguing 
within the logic of conventional economics, and neither gets practical about solutions that will 
benefit people and the environment together.14 A new strategy is called for. One that puts 
human welfare (in the fullest sense) and an explicit compassion for people at its heart but which 
also makes it illogical for the environment to do anything but benefit too.

Compassion can start with the terrible mess that everyone – from scientists to campaigners to 
government to business – makes of communications around sustainability. Psychologists 
recognize the cognitive dissonance (and loss of personal agency) that arises from conflicting 
messages, such as simultaneous exhortations to consume more stuff for economic reasons, but 
to consume less for environmental ones. Clumsy campaigns also mix up opposing motivating 
value sets. For example, to say energy efficiency saves money taps into self-interest but also 
selfishness,  (p.205) while to say it is good for everyone taps into desires to belong, to share, 
and to be seen as caring.

Psychiatrist Elisabeth Kübler-Ross (1969) championed a cycle of grieving that, if amended, 
offers a way to identify different emotional and consequent practical responses to the huge 
implications of the sort of change we need to make to our lifestyles and the systems with which 
we live. For example, she notes that the most common response to hearing one has a terminal 
disease is denial. The next emotion on the way to acceptance is usually fear. Consider these two 
in relation to the response of governments to the idea we should transfer the way we secure the 
services of energy (heat, power, and light) from one that is centralized around fossil fuels to a 
system that is localized, hyper-efficient, and based on renewable sources. Despite the evidence 
of a dangerously changing climate there are deniers still. But many governments accept the 
evidence and reside uncomfortably at the fear stage. For example, the tax take from the big 
energy companies is huge, so big that subsidies are considered worthwhile. Can similar sums 
flow from decentralized systems? If so, how could they be collected? If not, where will they come 
from? Power and money mobilize strong emotions and behaviours, but fear of loss of control 
affects governments no less than a person contemplating their own mortality or that of a loved 
one.15

For years, the UK department responsible for sustainability, the Department for Environment, 
Food and Rural Affairs (Defra), was bamboozled by the gap between people’s positive attitude to 
reducing their known environmental impacts and what they actually did (comparatively little). 
The belief–attitude–behaviour linear relationship was exemplified by Harry Triandis in 1977, 
with more recent writers exploring the intention/action gap and expanding on ideas about how 
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to close it. For example, Elizabeth Shove (2003) underlines the importance of habits. The greater 
the habitual frequency of past behaviour (in, say, using a car or living in uniformly warm houses) 
the more difficult it is to change. Others point out that without clear ‘facilitating conditions’, 
however great the intention to change, adopting different behavioural practices is logistically – 
and maybe psychologically – impossible.

The relevant facilitating conditions are:

• Material (infrastructure); (p.206)

• Meaning (symbolism);

• Competencies (knowledge and skills).

The classic illustration is the making of a cup of tea. Material inputs include kettles, teapots, 
teabags, water and means of heating it, with a certain amount of pre-knowledge and skill 
required to create a satisfactory beverage. But most important is the pleasurable connotations 
around making and drinking a cup of tea – refreshment, break from work, convivial company – 
the things that enter people’s minds when it is proposed. The Japanese have elevated the 
symbolism of tea drinking to ceremonial and artistic levels.16 Apply these three facilitating 
conditions to behaviours associated with eating local or organic food, using public transport 
instead of a car, extreme energy efficiency, and it can be seen that the material infrastructure is 
not there for many people, nor is a level of knowledge and skills that make it easy to operate, 
even if it were. Consider the debates between the environmental impacts of local compared with 
long-distance food, whether wind-farms are a good idea or not. Such debates are continually 
confused by wilfully spread misinformation, government equivocation, and even disagreements 
between protagonists. Is it any wonder that it is hard to find a meaning embodying pleasure, 
belonging, or agency behind pro-environmental behaviour?

A comforting antidote is to be found in the growth, despite recessive economic times, of the 
market for Fairtrade products, though whether they are in addition to, or substituting for, non- 
fair-traded products, is not entirely clear. Nevertheless, the fact that big retailers are stocking, 
sometimes exclusively, Fairtrade staples like sugar, coffee, chocolate, and bananas, is evidence 
of change in the ‘material infrastructure’ which makes pro-sustainability consumption possible 
for more people.17 Perhaps too it is evidence that the connections Fairtrade makes between 
consumers in countries like the UK and the benefits to people growing the products, as well as 
the environmental benefits, give a deeper meaning to the transaction. Organic cheerleaders, like 
the UK Soil Association, do make the link  (p.207) between the benefits to the environment and 
health of consumers. But the drop in the UK’s organic food market share over the same period 
suggests that, in a world of enforced cost cutting, the benefit to the environment and personal 
health may not inspire the same depth of meaning as is associated with fairness to poor people 
through the purchase of Fairtrade products.18

Two related observations on the manner in which leadership can act to multiply the chances of 
benign behavioural tipping points derive from what Samuel Scheffler (2001) calls the 
‘infrastructure of responsibility’, and the need for a more sophisticated approach to localism. 
Scheffler is neither alone nor recent in discussing how to be a moral agent when structures 
around you are amoral or immoral. At the most abstract level, he explores ‘the capacity of liberal 
thought, and of the moral traditions on which it draws, to accommodate a variety of challenges 
posed by the changing circumstances of the modern world’.19
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Figure 6.5  The infrastructure of 
responsibility: how individuals relate, one to 
another, to create a strong society.

For ease of understanding the applicability of his arguments, I propose the unlikely metaphor of 
a dry stone wall – that is, a wall constructed without mortar and held together through careful 
positioning of the stones in relationship, one to another. It is the relationships between the 
stones that create the integrity of the wall – just like the relationships which make up a social 
system. As an individual member of society, understanding who we are is tightly caught up in the 
relationships we have with other people, other organizations, and with the rules and processes 
that govern how we behave, one to another. All our encounters – in shops, schools, golf clubs, 
concert venues, nightclubs, courtrooms, banks; with government local and national, news 
outlets, advertising – are structured to reinforce the message that our responsibility is to 
conventional capitalism as the mainstream, the normal, somewhere to which we unquestioningly 
belong.

There are examples of different types of relationships we could have (ethical banking, green 
energy firms, rambling clubs, Fairtrade, green theatres, social enterprises, time banks, one-to- 
one loans, ethical investment, and so forth), but they are not brought together and promoted in a 
way that inspires confidence that a wall – a whole society – built of them would be strong enough 
to become the ‘new normal’, a place where we very much want to belong. (p.208)

My final point here is the need for a more 
sophisticated approach to localism. 
Environmentalists and social entrepreneurs 
alike laud the focus on local (usually small) 
initiatives as the bedrock for creating global 
change. They are right as far as they go, but 
a broader concept of the role of localism is 
needed, as is a deeper analysis of how 
relationships between the local and the 
global will have to work if resilience 
anywhere is to succeed. Emily Boyd takes 
this further in Chapter 7.2.

Take the example of the ‘local to local’ 
relationships that make Fairtrade popular 
with both the rich and the poor. The UK is promoting Local Enterprise Partnerships to promote 
local economic development. If local economic resilience is the goal, just what are the relevant 
proportions for locally traded goods and services, and those traded in the wider UK, or in 
Europe, or globally? Does 60:20:10:10 feel right, or would it be different for different products 
and different places? Who decides? For example, what are the ethics of Ghana becoming 
economically dependent on exports of pineapples to Europe, even if they are grown under 
Fairtrade rules? Should trade – at close and long distance – be governed by rules that support 
increased diversification as well as other social and environmental outcomes at both ends?20

 (p.209) Legally, local governments are considered potentially to be increasingly important 
actors in the emerging global order, not least because they are seen as ‘prime vehicles for the 
dissemination of global capital, goods, work force, and images’, and where policy and political 
ideas are put into practice.21 Former UN Ambassador Jeremy Greenstock considers 
disillusionment with the capacity of the nation state’s ability to deal with the major issues of our 
times (‘culture, identity and politics are going local’), and points out that it is in local 
communities that the global challenges of terrorism, crime, or climate change will be addressed 

https://britishacademy.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.5871/bacad/9780197265536.001.0001/upso-9780197265536-chapter-20#
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effectively.22 For most people their locality is the place with which they identify most easily. Boil 
down the now extensive literature of what it is that makes people happy and/or satisfied with 
their lives and three things stand out: feeling good about oneself; having a knot of enjoyable 
relationships with other people; and feeling good about the place we live.23

Leadership aimed at stimulating the sort of social changes that will avoid the negative 
geopolitical consequences feared by the US NIC will need to take a less laissez-faire approach to 
localism, and how people feel about where they live, if global security (in its broadest sense) is 
to be constructed on an aggregate of resilient localities – which is the only sustainable option.

Leadership for sustainability means being able to use a broad canvas to diagnose 
and tackle the ‘wicked’ problems of unsustainability, and use measures of progress 
that anticipate (and therefore encourage) scale change
Keith Grint is not alone in pointing out that the job for twenty-first-century leadership is to 
prevent ‘wicked problems’ turning into critical ones. ‘Tame’  (p.210) problems are solvable; 
leaders will probably have met them before. ‘Critical’ problems are so bad that only a command 
and adjust strategy will do. ‘Wicked’ problems are complex, involve a high degree of uncertainty 
and don’t appear to have clear solutions that avoid generating a new set of problems.24

Interventions to tip human behaviour towards sustainability fall largely into the ‘wicked’ 
category. There are ways, not of taming the wickedness (as many risk strategies try to do) but of 
increasing the chances that it does not degrade to a criticality. I offer some examples and further 
references elsewhere (Parkin 2010) though one pathway here is particularly relevant to thinking 
about tipping points in human behaviour.25 That is to consider every problem in the broadest 
possible context. The larger canvas does not necessarily increase the complexity of the problem. 
On the contrary it can suggest other, perhaps more tangential but nevertheless effective, 
solutions. For example, the Co-Directors of Princeton University’s Carbon Mitigation Institute 
offer a series of initiatives designed to stabilize emissions of CO2 by 2060.26 Only one is 
concerned with growing natural capital, the rest concern energy efficiency or technological 
shifts and innovations. None refers to the contribution of human or social capital building, 
despite the fact that without the participation of people any energy-focused solutions will be 
impossible to implement. To use one rarely mentioned contribution to mitigating any 
environmental impact as an example: providing contraceptives for women who say they want 
them but can’t get them. Rich and poor countries alike report 40 per cent of pregnancies to be 
unplanned. Just meeting that need, without coercion, would mean that global population by 2060 
could be 8 billion instead of the projected 10 billion. It would be a very inexpensive intervention 
to lower demand for the services of energy that also delivers significant  (p.211) benefits to the 
health and economic status of women and to the life chances of the children they do have.27

Last, but by no means least, the importance of being ready to take interventions to scale, either 
in size or through multiplication, is rarely seen in organizational or government planning. 
Preparations for disaster and recovery are there, but not preparations for quick and substantial 
success. And it is in this direction that social tipping points must go if environmental disaster is 
to be averted.

The tendency has been either to develop large complex methodologies for capturing data about 
how an organization is performing vis-à-vis its sustainability impacts, or to focus on just one 
element – such as CO2 emissions.28 Neither, however, is appropriate to systematic promotion of 
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or response to a rapid shift to pro-sustainability behaviour – that is, speedy building of all 
capitals, including a full exploitation of positive interconnections between them.

Bearing in mind Einstein’s mantra, ‘not everything that can be counted, counts, and not 
everything that counts can be counted’, three areas are identified where data (qualitative as well 
as quantitative) should be collected with an eye to stimulating improvement at scale while also 
tracking it:

1. Contribution to sustainability – What has been done to build stocks of capital (all of 
them)?
2. Ubiquity – How widespread is pro-sustainability practice (i.e. building stocks of 
capital) in the organization, government, etc.?
3. Influence – How significant has been the effort (of organization, individual) to 
influence change in others?

Using these three areas of organizational activity for evaluating progress also offers a good 
structure for telling a story from which others might learn. Unlike many existing evaluation 
models, they remain relevant in conditions where progress to sustainability is rapid and/or 
bumpy. Using the new interconnected logic for capitalism and measuring progress in an  (p.212) 
integrated manner sets reliable parameters within which leadership can allow thousands of 
initiatives and innovations to flourish – while being fairly confident that most of them will be 
headed in the right direction.

Inevitably, this section is only able to cover a few headline ideas about different models for and 
approaches to changing human behaviour. The intention is to demonstrate that seeking positive 
tipping points in human behaviour is a frontline strategy for avoiding negative environmental 
ones, and to signal areas where more research or trials can hasten change.

Conclusion
This chapter started as a short address to the Kavli seminar which opened by challenging the 
metaphor of tipping points, arguing (along with Joe Smith and Paul Brown in Part 7) that using 
fear of negative consequences from environmental degradation has clearly failed to change 
human behaviour so far. At the same time I promoted psychological and sociological insights into 
why people decide and act in certain ways, and proposed new strategies for putting human well- 
being as the lead motivation for pro-sustainability behaviour, along with a range of tools and 
techniques that leadership could deploy.

I have elaborated on the original talk here, but further argue that none of this will make a 
difference on the scale needed as long as environmentalist and sustainability scientists and 
activists argue and operate within the illogicalities of conventional notions of capitalism. Instead, 
by radically reinterpreting the relationship between capital and people, a new logic emerges 
that is not only internally coherent but also potentially timeless. One that means we all can use 
this new logic to decide and act straightaway, and so help create the way we want the world to 
be by acting as if it was so.

At our peril we underestimate the challenges inherent in galvanizing the magnitude and speed 
of change needed to avert environmental and human catastrophe(s). This places a huge onus on 
the current guardians of all the necessary intellectual and evidential elements – universities. 
How will they alter their own practice in order to tackle, as a priority, this ‘wickedest’ of 

https://britishacademy.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.5871/bacad/9780197265536.001.0001/upso-9780197265536-part-7#
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problems – how to re-found human civilization in a way that is sustainable into the longest of 
terms? This is a mission of sustainability science that is explored in Part 8.
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