Critical Reflection: International Marine Contractors Association – Sustainability 
This essay shall critically reflect upon the sustainability leadership contribution International Marine Contractors Association (IMCA) has made to the offshore marine contracting industry. The structure of this essay shall be guided by the '5R Framework for Reflection' and supported by explicit and implicit examples of how IMCA is progressing the sustainability agenda amongst key industry stakeholders. 
The 5R Framework used in this essay is based on the principle that there are five core stages of critical reflection (University of Edinburgh, 2018);
· Reporting;
· Responding;
· Relating;
· Reasoning; and
· Reconstructing.
Each 'R' represents a discrete step of a learning experience and shall be used within this document to frame and present my analytical academic reflections on the organisation. 
REPORTING
IMCA's membership organisations are an indispensable component of our global energy system, providing engineering, procurement, construction, and installation services across all stages of oil field development (IMCA, 2022). Via its collective representation of the downstream energy market, IMCA has persuasive power over the formation of technical, contractual, policy and statutory topics that make up the oil and gas industry. IMCA does this by leveraging industry knowledge through frequent seminars and conferences to create authoritative technical standards to ultimately improve 'performance in the marine contracting industry' (IMCA, 2022). As the primary trade organisation for the offshore marine contracting sector, IMCA is the industry's self-declared 'leading voice'. It offers its collaborative influence as a value proposition for prospective members. Since its inception in 1995, this model has served the organisation well within the conventional energy market. However, as the world strives for a low carbon future implicating changes to global energy systems, IMCA's has had to evolve as an organisation. IMCA has had to revise its Vision, Purpose, organisation structure and strategies to incorporate an increased focus on sustainability and assist its members in navigating uncertainty related to future fossil fuel markets. IMCA's recent changes in approach are because commercial activity across its member organisations is highly correlated to the price of oil. 
Like other commodities, the price of oil is driven mainly by global demand whilst also being subject to the influences of socio-political policies and programs (Wagner, 2022). As indicated in Figure 1, there are very contrasting outlooks for coal, oil and natural gas demands determined by two geopolitical approaches. The Paris Agreement 'Sustainable Development Scenario' (SDS) implies significant disruption to the marine contracting industry, whilst the trajectory of existing energy policy (STEPS) entails a continuation of global fossil-fuel demand and minimal impact on industry continuity  (World Energy Outlook, 2020). 
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[bookmark: _Ref102583198]Figure 1 Hydrocarbon Demand Scenario (World Energy Outlook, 2020)
While the composition of the world's future energy mix is being deliberated across these scenarios, oil field operators are diversifying their energy portfolios to encompass low-carbon opportunities and reduce their future risk exposure (Scottish Enterprise, 2017) (World Energy Outlook, 2020). Resultantly, changes are afoot in downstream operations and so too is the composition of activities that make up the offshore marine contracting industry. IMCA's sphere of influence and competency areas has diversified with these industry trends into new strategic areas that consider more stakeholders' needs and new markets such as the offshore renewables. A failure to keep pace with the industry or stakeholder material topics and IMCA will no longer be able to offer its members the 'value proposition' of industry influence. 
Herein lies a sustainability leadership challenge. How does IMCA ensure that they represent the best interests of the offshore marine contracting industry whilst also enabling the intergenerational need for cleaner energy systems? Moreover, as the industry, IMCA and its members embark on the energy transition, how does it retain, develop and utilise the requisite industry knowledge to navigate the uncertainties of decarbonising a fossil fuel-dependent market? These are among the critical reflections this essay shall explore concerning IMCA's sustainability leadership contribution.  











Responding and Relating
I see sustainability as a wicked problem for the marine contracting sector. It involves a great deal of uncertainty that translates to business continuity risks associated with future business objectives, value propositions, technologies, and financial forecasts (Diwekar, 2020). 
My involvement working in the sector has given me first-hand experience of this. There is a palpable sense that we must take action to address existing and future sustainability issues as an industry. However, this is thwarted by multiple quadrants of information availability (Figure 2) when deciding on the best course of action to take. 
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[bookmark: _Ref102745180][bookmark: _Ref102745174]Figure 2 Marine contracting industry uncertainties (Diwekar, 2020)
From personal experience, I can appreciate how problematic it is for IMCA members to make robust, dynamic and adaptive sustainability plans while dealing with such deep uncertainty (Diwekar, 2020). An example of this is the unclear regulatory and technological pathways that vessel operators must take to align with Paris Agreement decarbonisation targets (Van Duyn, 2021) (Jameson, et al., 2021). For instance, does an IMCA member make the capital investment in unproven, low-carbon technologies? Does it await new regulatory frameworks that better incentivise such actions? What is the true value proposition of being a low-carbon vessel operator within an industry that may be lagging? These dilemmas are hotly contested in IMCA members' boardrooms and characterise the complex ecological-economic uncertainties that the marine contracting sector faces. 
Through my employers' membership with IMCA, I have had the opportunity to work on sustainability projects and become involved in their newly formed Sustainable Environment committee. This experience has led me to believe IMCA's original value proposition is changing. My observation is that IMCA is relinquishing some of its previously held influence over 'technical, contractual, policy and regulatory matters' (Figure 3) that was once its unique selling point. 
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[bookmark: _Ref103010859]Figure 3 IMCA Value Proposition (IMCA, 2022)
Instead, many of the proposed 'technical, contractual, policy and regulatory' changes are being driven by macro trends outwith the control of a trade organisation like IMCA. For example, one of the primary drivers of the transition away from fossil fuels is the emergence of technologies that make renewable energy commercially feasible (Ortuzar, et al., 2020) and the socio-political changes that incentivise adoption (Figure 1). Tighter environmental guidelines and cost of compliance are also considered one of the most significant risks to the oil and gas industries' continuity (Energydigital, 2020). While IMCA will likely retain its influence within the offshore marine contracting industry, it will have limited control over the cadence, scale, or market impact of these sustainability orientated macro-industry movements. This scenario changes IMCA's risk mitigation offering to its members. Instead of using collective representation to influence policy instruments that affect the industry, a more valuable proposition is for IMCA to cultivate collective action, strategic alliances and develop common standards for its members to adapt, overcome and embrace sustainability uncertainty. I believe this represents an overall better contribution to sustainable leadership in the future.   
I have already seen the positive effects of IMCA's collaboration approach. IMCA's sustainability committee published a Recommended Code of Practice on Environmental Sustainability in May 2021 (IMCA, 2021). Despite being voluntary, the code of practice sets expectations for its members on central sustainability topics such as emission reduction, energy management, life below water, and the circular economy. Reflecting on this achievement, IMCA's code of practice is a step change towards standardising sustainability performance in the industry. For many IMCA members, it moves sustainability topics such as circular economy from 'unknown unknowns' to 'known unknowns' (Figure 1). The standardisation and benchmarking of sustainability topics play a pivotal role in capacity building, assisting IMCA member organisations with addressing long-term sustainability-orientated uncertainties (Lord, 2018). 
Continuing on the success of the Code of Practice on Environmental Sustainability, IMCA has created four working groups to understand more clearly its member's most prevalent sustainability challenges; Circular Economy, Life Below Water, Standardising Metrics and Supply Chain management. The working groups' output will likely replicate the same standardisation and benchmarking benefits that the Code of Practice has contributed, albeit more detailed for each sustainability challenge. However, IMCA's capability to pull together industry experts amongst its members is the most significant contribution to sustainability leadership in this instance. Despite the theoretical correlation between sustainability orientated innovations and competitive advantage (Kuncoro & Suriani, 2018), IMCA provides a platform for the marine contracting industry to work collaboratively on joint sustainability risks or opportunities. The concept that the success of sustainability is co-dependent on collaboration (Albani & Henderson, 2014) (Scheel, 2021) (Nidumolu, et al., 2014) is well-understood across sustainability literature. Yet still, for many companies and industries, competitive self-interest creates a barrier to achieving this (Nidumolu, et al., 2014). I believe the platform that the IMCA sustainability committee has inherited is ideally suited to encouraging inter-company collaboration on ESG issues and suppresses competitive self-interests through a common purpose and shared areas of uncertainty.  
Reasoning
This essay segment shall rationalise my reflections ('Responding' and 'Relating') by utilising theoretical literature to support my critical evaluation of how IMCA contributes to sustainability leadership. Within the 'Reasoning' section, I shall focus on the formation of strategic alliances through collaboration and the use of collective impact as I see these as IMCA's main contributions to sustainability leadership. 
A recent survey of business executives performed by MIT Sloan, Boston Consulting Group and United Nations Global Compact provides an insight into the role of collaboration within their organisation's sustainability journey. The survey found that 'collaboration' was being used as a vehicle to transform corporate sustainability from opportunistic models toward transformative strategies. 90% of survey respondents agree collaborations are 'needed' for sustainability to thrive in their business, with 61% attributing success to their collaboration initiatives (Kiron, et al., 20014). Nevertheless, from a trouble-shooting standpoint, 'lack of collaboration' and the omission of 'multi-sectoral partnerships' are still criticised by sustainability experts as barriers to delivering sustainable development goals (Globescan, 2021) (Globescan, CSR Europe, 2019). These theoretical annotations support my reflection that IMCA's capability to facilitate collaboration amongst its members is a positive and vital contribution to sustainability within the industry. 
The impetus to collaborate is also a significant factor when considering IMCA's sustainability contribution. Enterprise risk management and sustainability have a troublesome relationship (Irwin & Kennedy, 2017) within the oil and gas industry. Many of the sector's risks and opportunities have indefinite timelines and are surrounded by ambiguous or conflicting data. These characteristics negatively affect an enterprise's ability to quantify, interpret, and respond to sustainability risks or opportunities, causing indecision and inaction (Irwin & Kennedy, 2017) (Diwekar, 2020). 
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Figure 4 Factors causing sustainability and enterprise risk management breakdown (Irwin & Kennedy, 2017)
Peer networks, such as the one formed by IMCA's Sustainability committee, can assist with accelerating action when facing uncertainty through pooling together resources, sharing risk exposure and establishing a shared vision for the industry (Newton, 2021) (Volkman & O'Neill, 2021). One can assume that this arena for collaboration is an indispensable risk management tool that allows IMCA's members to treat mutually significant sustainability risks or opportunities that would otherwise be deferred. 
Collaboration could not only benefit proactive action, but may also assist in protecting the intangible assets of the industry. The literature shows that the outcomes of cooperation are often in the best interests of the parties involved (Diwekar, 2020) (Irwin & Kennedy, 2017). However, Volkman and O'Neill extend this concept, theorising that sustainability collaboration is necessary to reduce an industry's reputational risk exposure, often defined by the worst performer  (Volkman & O'Neill, 2021). The collective outcome of protecting industry reputational risk may be another noteworthy contribution of IMCA as the offshore marine contracting industry evolves into a critical constituent of the future energy mix. The expected fifteen-fold growth of the offshore wind sector by 2040 illustrates society's potential dependence on the offshore marine contracting industry as a component of sustainable energy systems (World Energy Outlook, 2019). 
Amongst business executives, the theoretical concepts supporting collaboration are reinforced (Kiron, et al., 20014). The motivation for cooperation is justified through its perceived positive effect on reputational risk, product/service innovation, diversification, stakeholder management, legal compliance and enterprise risk management (Figure 5). 
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[bookmark: _Ref103347844]Figure 5 Reasons to Collaborate amongst Executive respondents (Kiron, et al., 20014)







The theoretical and perceived benefits of 'collaboration' strongly correlate to the necessary actions IMCA members will need to take to address future industry risks, decarbonise their operations and retain a share of the future energy market (Figure 6) (McKinsey & Company, 2022). 
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[bookmark: _Ref103426841]Figure 6 Key Insights to a changing global energy system
Individually, it is beneficial for IMCA's members to collaborate to manage their self-interests currently under threat from inevitable changes within the industry (Figure 6). Perhaps just as critical to the sustainability debate is the mechanisms IMCA offers that enable collaboration to have a collective impact and ultimately progress the sustainability agenda in unison with other industry stakeholders. 
'Collective Impact' is a term coined by Kania and Kramer referring to;
"…the commitment of a group of important actors from various sectors to a common agenda for solving a specific social problem" (Chiodo, et al., 2018) (Kania & Kramer, 2011)
As an approach, collective impact is recommended for industries working with interrelated sustainability problems that are too large for a single organisation or sector to address. The concept is based on the notion that large-scale changes, such as the greening of energy systems, rely upon cross-sector coordination instead of the isolated efforts of corporations. Those industries that partake in collective impact initiatives benefit from standardised working methods, efficient stakeholder management, and agility in working with sustainability risks and opportunities (Vidal & Buren, 2020). These positive outcomes are beneficial both for the enterprises involved and for progressing wholesale industry change in areas such as sustainability (Chiodo, et al., 2018) (Park, et al., 2020). A prerequisite of successful collective impact initiatives is that five conditions are met (Kania & Kramer, 2011);
· A Common Agenda;
· Shared Measurement Systems;
· Mutually Reinforcing Activities;
· Continuous Communication;
· Backbone Support Organisations.



This essay makes the argument that IMCA and its members meet the terms of this model as represented in Figure 7;

[bookmark: _Ref103788347]Figure 7 Prerequisites for Collective Impact
For the reasons outlined in (Figure 7), I believe IMCA has made a positive contribution to sustainability leadership through its use of 'collective impact'. In particular, IMCA's function as the 'backbone support organisation' and ability to reconcile industry stakeholder groups to create change. Practically, it is unfeasible for a for-profit organisation to fulfil the 'backbone support' role as there would be inevitable conflicts of interests between the organisational goals and the common agenda of the group (Park, et al., 2020). This fact speaks to the uniqueness of IMCA's position as an impartial facilitator of sustainability change. IMCA's membership also covers a diverse group of stakeholders (regulators, NGOs, operators and suppliers) with nuanced interests and agendas surrounding each key sustainability topic. The presence of diverse interest groups within IMCA's membership emphasises the need for a strong 'backbone organisation' to cope with uncertainty and maintain engagement across conflicting issues (Park, et al., 2020). I believe IMCA achieves this through its neutrality, mutually reinforcing activities, and continuous communication (Figure 7).
In summary, I believe that IMCA manifests many of the beneficial aspects of 'collective impact' to lead sustainability change within the industry. The momentum IMCA has initiated positively influences sustainability collaboration and ultimately contributes toward effective ESG outcomes with cumulative impact. Through the conditions outlined in Figure 7 and effective organisational planning, IMCA has ensured it is in the self-interest of industry players to become involved in the sustainability agenda as a group instead of 'going alone'.  
Reconstructing
This section of my essay is forward-looking and evaluates, from my perspective, what IMCA could do to both continue and develop upon its sustainability leadership role held within the industry. 
As outlined in this essay, I believe a critical component of IMCA's future success as a sustainability changer leader is leveraging its role as a facilitator of collaboration and collective impact. The unprecedented mix of social, environmental, market and technological trends that impose themselves upon the offshore marine contracting industry is too vast for IMCA to have a meaningful influence. I believe IMCA has to reflect and perhaps reevaluate its main proposition as it may not be the 'leading voice' or such an influential player regarding how sustainability matters affect the industry. Organisationally, this could be a cultural change. IMCA has traditionally guarded its members against continuity risks in areas such as safety, competency assurance, digitalisation, contract administration and governance by defining the terms in which they are implemented in the industry. However, the tone, messaging, and required actions from events such as COP26 are clear. Businesses have to align with sustainability targets, not the other way around. This implies an alternative risk management approach from IMCA. To manage risk for its members effectively, IMCA needs to proactively confront sustainability challenges instead of protecting its members from change preemptively. Therefore, the Sustainability Committee has to adopt a very different philosophy and approach from other IMCA Committees to remain effective in the future.  
Another challenge IMCA may encounter in the future is the narrowing of 'compliance – competitive advantage gap' (Haanaes, 2022). Indicative of this challenge are the results of the 2020 McKinsey Global Survey analysing how C-Suit executives attribute ESG initiatives to financial performance. Overwhelmingly, most respondents endorsed ESG initiatives as a means to protect reputational risk and develop its brand (Figure 8). This viewpoint is also supported by Figure 5 and the rationale behind Business Executives collaborating on sustainability topics. 
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[bookmark: _Ref103945350]Figure 8 C-Suite Executive perceptions on ESG Initiatives and financial performance (Delevingne, 2020)
These executive perceptions show a compliance-based approach to ESG topics (Haanaes, 2022). However, on a growing basis, ESG initiatives are viewed as a means of strengthening an organisation's competitive position (Figure 8) (Delevingne, 2020) (Haanaes, 2022). I expect this to be the case within the offshore marine contracting industry. With the shrinking demand for fossil fuels, it will no longer be the volume of production or efficiency of extraction that creates a competitive advantage for the industry (Ashraf, 2021). Instead, it will be the digital technologies and transformational policies that enable decarbonisation that become a unique selling point for oil and gas companies (Delevingne, 2020) (Boston Consulting Group, 2022). I believe many of the topics that IMCA's Sustainability Committee deal with today will grow to become components of the industry that define competitive advantage and future growth opportunities. My conclusion is broadly supported by an 11% increase (between 2009 and 2019) in C-Suite executives correlating ESG initiatives to strengthening their 'competitive position'. Simultaneously, the increased strategic importance allocated to sustainability topics could negatively affect the industry's willingness to collaborate. I am convinced IMCA's responsibility to balance member self-interest, and the progression of the sustainability agenda will become an increasingly critical and challenging responsibility as the 'backbone organisation'. These future conflicts will have to be reflected in evolving mechanisms for encouraging collaboration amongst members and how IMCA's competition law policy is applied.
Conclusion  
This essay has provided an insight into why I believe IMCA has formulated a strong position in the industry as a leader in sustainability. My critical reflection has been guided by the '5R Framework', which has rationalised my thinking process and structured its write-up. Where possible, personal thoughts have been supported by academic literature to link theoretical concepts with what I have experienced or perceived as 'practice'. 
I have discovered common threads extracted from my experience and referenced literature in compiling this essay. In the relationship between the offshore marine contracting industry and sustainability, 'uncertainty' and future 'continuity risk' represent persistent challenges for stakeholders. These uncertainties are generally not from within the sector but a materialisation of geopolitical and social drivers that the industry has little to no control over. As such, the actions of industry players are thus far reactive and mitigative of external influences. 
There is perhaps less of a common thread across what is considered 'good leadership' in literature. Nevertheless, all the organisational leadership qualities I have noted seek the same outcome; to break down walls and build functional relationships with positive results. This is the product I believe IMCA is very capable of delivering within the realms of sustainability. What is more, IMCA is encouraging its members to do this proactively instead of waiting for sustainability uncertainties to unravel. 
IMCA is perhaps unique compared to what others would consider 'sustainability leader' as they do not contribute much in isolation. While I do not think IMCA has reached its true potential as a sustainability leader, it does have access to the requisite knowledge, experience, and creativity across its membership body to create the sustainability solutions the industry needs. It is what IMCA can extract, drive, and implement from its members that delivers the most value to sustainability and the industry. 
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Common Agenda


IMCA's Vision (IMCA, 2021);


Shared Measurement Systems


IMCA has, in coordination with its Sustainability Committtee, identified material issues it must address as a common agenda;


Improving its environmental performance; and


The transition to a low-carbon and climate-resilient economy.


IMCA aims to advance environmental sustainability in the offshore marine contracting industry by supporting the membership in:


IMCA's Sustainable Environment Code of Practice outlines performance criteria for its members. 


Mutually Reinforcing Activities


Collectively IMCA has 700 members, across 60 different countries spanning the whole supply chain of the offshore marine service sector. This presents a diverse stakeholder group working towards IMCA's Sustainability Committee's shared vision;


Within the Sustainability Committee, guest speakers and industry representatives are invited to where they share the same common agenda;


IMCA Chairpersons from other committees are involved in the estbalishment of Sustainability initiatives and outcomes;


IMCA's has cross-sector members including Non-Government, regulator and energy operator companies;


Continious Communication


IMCA has developed trust amongst its cross-industry members through periodical meetings, set agendas and continious flows of information;


Backbone Support Organisation


IMCA has developed terms of engagement for committee members to manage breaches of commercial confidentially in order to build trust;


A supporting 'Self-Assessment' against code of practice criteria has been estbalished to track member performance periodically;


IMCA seeks to address the material topics identified by its members.


IMCA's chairpersons provide the infrastructure and faciliation skills to propogate collective impact amongst members;


All IMCA Sustainability meetings are supported by an agenda;


There is a sense or urgency within the committee that expediate action must be taken. 


New or amended initiatives are supported by strong systems of consultation and member buy-in


IMCA's members share the same business continuity risks associated with a sustainability uncertainty and are therefore aligned on any common agenda that addresses this. 
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FIGURE 6: WHY ORGANIZATIONS PURSUE SUSTAIN-
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Key insights from McKinsey's Global Energy Perspective 2022
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Perceptions have shifted in the past decade around how ESG programs
contribute to financial performance.
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IMCA's value proposition is to influence our industry in key technical, contractual, policy and
regulatory matters that are in the best interest of the marine contracting industry.
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