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Reflections on the sustainability assessment and plan, and the MBA module.


Introduction
“Great thinkers, scientists, artists and leaders move the world forward by stepping back; the higher the quality of pause, the greater the creative possibility.” 
(Cashman, 2012)

Following the assessment of our organisation’s sustainability level and the presentation of actions to improve it, it is important to reflect on the assignment, critically assess the work and identify learning and improvement points.
Reflection means taking the time to assess recent work, actions or happenings in order to make sense of them and to learn for the future. It is human’s nature to scan our environment and then to interpret our perceptions for being able to decide how to act to survive. When we reflect on the outcome of our or others’ actions we can obtain crucial information for future decision making. Reflection enables us to understand the process and course of our decisions and actions and is, therefore, a critical part of the learning cycle (Daft and Weick, 1984, Raelin, 2001, Cano and Lidón, 2011). The learning effects apply to personal learning and growth as well as project, process and wider organisational learning. It is through reflection that we discover new ways of thinking for adapting strategic goals (Raelin, 2001, Cano and Lidón, 2011, Mawdesley et al., 2011). 

The reflection statement is based on my personal experiences and reflections. The first part of the reflection deals with the assignments and considers elements that worked well, could be improved or were omitted. The last part of the statement is a reflection on my learning process during the MBA module.
How did I start?
When SGS’ senior management set the task to establish a sustainability plan I included literature on strategic planning and change management in my research. I decided to apply Alexandre Magnin’s (Magnin, 2014). ABCD-model to create a strategic sustainability plan. Each letter of the model stands for a specific step of strategic planning. Beginning with Awareness which means that all stakeholders involved should have a common language and understanding of sustainability. Step two is assessing the Baseline which means the current internal status quo, the external environment, stakeholders and challenges. The next step is creating a Compelling vision which means developing future solutions to the identified challenges. The fourth step is to Decide on priorities which means choosing between the proposed solutions the strategically most appropriate one (Figure 1).


[bookmark: _Ref95050944]Figure 1 – Magnin’s ABCD Model
It is worth noting that the model is circular and represents a process rather than a one-off linear journey. Accordingly, while writing these reflections I kept reviewing and refining them as I went along.
Awareness
The sustainability plan was based on the results of the sustainability assessment report prepared in the first assignment. Before I could write the plan, I had to consider which initiatives I could suggest based on the report. I thought that whatever initiatives I was going to suggest it would be necessary to first tackle the lack of sustainability culture in the German market unit which was one of the report’s findings (Schumm, 2021). Sustainability leadership requires an awareness of sustainability issues. Additionally, the incorporation of sustainability-minded thinking into the organisation’s culture will build new moral norms that will be valid beyond the work life. Therefore, the employees’ commitment to supporting sustainability initiatives within and beyond the organisation will increase. Some literature suggests that the transformation into a sustainability culture requires the engagement of the CEO and the senior leadership. Further, highly sustainability committed CEOs can also encourage bottom-up initiations of sustainability initiatives (Solinger et al., 2020, Carnes et al., 2015, Naciti, 2019, Daft and Weick, 1984). However, there is an alternative point of view claiming change must happen bottom-up, arguing that it would be easier for many employees to convince one CEO and lasting change could not be successfully imposed top-down (Carmazzi, 2019).
As the senior management tasked me with these assignments, I assumed that the senior management is already “on board” with sustainability and thus, on reflection, I still believe my decision to propose a bottom-up engagement programme was the right one.
Baseline
I then looked at the list of SGS-identified risks and megatrends. Two of them drew my immediate attention: the megatrend urbanisation and the megatrend of nutrition and food scarcity which are both exacerbated by ongoing population growth. I contemplated what it would mean when in around fourteen years 62% (5.4bn) of all people will be living in urban areas (Zhongming et al., 2020, SGS, 2020, Roser et al., 2013, Lee, 2011). I read about the shortcomings of metropolitan cities and, as a result of the information, a dark end-time picture arose in my head (Figure 2).
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I understood that there are already cities lacking liveability, which are grey, loud, overcrowded, polluted, depressing places to live in where it is difficult to meet one’s basic needs such as fresh water and clean air and it is not possible to connect with nature (Maiti and Agrawal, 2005). On reflection, I must admit that the choice of initiatives was not driven purely by a cold-headed analysis of the issues identified in the report, but also by my personal preferences.
Compelling vision
I continued the research and found literature with amazing ideas to make cities liveable, enjoyable places where environmental, social and economic sustainability did not contradict urbanisation. I read about roof gardens, green facades, city forests, community gardens, local food markets, walkability, new building shapes and techniques which allow reduced need of construction material, recyclable materials, low energy buildings, sunlight reflecting roofs, passive cooling strategies and more. I then started to paint a picture in my mind of sustainable, regenerative urbanisation with liveable cities and happy, healthy citizens. Cities where you could see plenty of green, where biodiversity was enabled, people could breathe and get healthy food, find fulfilling jobs and care for their families. I pictured re-wilded cities with their inhabitants connected to and considerate of nature so that both society and nature could thrive - the way I wished cities to be (Coady, 2020, Figueres and Rivett-Carnac, 2020, Hawken, 2021, Moreno et al., 2021, Al-Obaidi et al., 2014).
Decide on priorities
Following the creation of that compelling vision, I decided which suggestions I should prioritise and include in the sustainability plan. At first, I wanted to link the two megatrends urbanisation and nutrition/food scarcity. I thought it would be a good idea to intertwine the suggestions for tackling food scarcity with the sustainable city concept. I wanted to present suggestions for sustainable local food production and distribution within cities such as freight farming, forest farming in city forests, vegetable patches next to pavements, connecting smallholders farmers to urban markets and food distribution systems for distributing “leftovers” of farmers markets and supermarkets to companies for being processed to healthy food products (Greensgrow, 2013, Freight Farms, 2021, Cai et al., 2021, Hawken, 2021). Finally, I chose between the various topics that I had found the ones which I wanted to present as opportunities for new business. 
I decided to suggest two short-term initiatives “Sustainability Education” and “Sustainability Competition” to change the organisation’s culture. Further, I decided on four mid-term initiatives in consulting a certification “Sustainable Urban Planning Consultancy” and “Sustainable City Certification” as well as “City Farmers and Food Consultancy” and “Sustainable Local Nutrition Certification” considering the focussed megatrends. Finally, I decided on one long-term initiative “Sustainable Office Transformation” (SOT) suggesting improvements such as turning car parks into green recreation parks, rainwater toilet flushes, green spaces, green energy, daylight illumination etc. for SGS-owned buildings (Pandharipande and Caicedo, 2011, IEA, 2019, Hutt, 2019). On reflection, as will be discussed further, it turned out to be too wide and too much.
ABCD… Elaboration of the plan
After I had defined the project goals I started with the elaboration of the sustainability plan and worked on the structure of the plan. I had to describe the proposed initiatives, define the initiatives’ scopes and explain their purposes. I needed to include the timelines and the required resources for the implementation of each initiative, and to indicate an estimation of the expected value to be generated for the stakeholders concerned (Seidl and Höll, 2020).
It soon became clear that I would not be able to cover these topics for all initiatives that I had originally decided on. Therefore, I had to discard the initiatives for tackling the megatrend nutrition/food scarcity and the long-term initiative SOT.  

Failures to avoid
When I completed the structure of the plan I continued my research to find information and academic evidence. At one point I recognised that I had gone down a rabbit hole. I read a report about the growing youth population (Zhongming et al., 2020) and wanted to include youth centres in my urbanisation initiatives. I invested time in further research of the trend and tried to tie it to other issues, e.g., migration due to climate change. However, we still have an ageing population and I understood that I was side-tracked by the report. Nonetheless, reflecting on the loss of time I recognise that it taught me the importance of sticking to the plan next time or elaborating a better plan in advance to avoid being led astray. On the other hand, too rigid a plan may hinder flexibility and adaption to unforeseen events (Mintzberg, 1993).

A good plan also means to roughly define in advance how long each section should get. For my “education initiative” I got tied up with the subject of “gamification”. Gamification is a new form of education which is used to engage people and enforce behaviour change. There are various definitions of gamification, e.g., motivating people to behaviour change through the inclusion of game functions into their day-to-day life (Chou, 2020, Ouariachi et al., 2020). I had written almost three paragraphs about gamification which was far too much. In the final version, I had to remain within the word limit and wound up removing all gamification paragraphs. Doing research about gamification and writing about it was time-consuming, without much contribution to the work in the end. Nevertheless, I think the subject gamification is interesting and, hence, I do admit that it slowed me down completing the sustainability plan, however, I would not say it had been a waste of time. 
Gaps in the sustainability plan
Reflecting on the submitted sustainability plan I have been asking myself what I could have done better. I think there are several aspects I should have considered to integrate into the sustainability plan. For example, I did not include possible risks or barriers to the successful implementation of the projects including lack of time, competing priorities, or the implementation complexity. Thus, I did not provide any solutions on dealing with these issues. Further, I did not elaborate on engagement and communication strategies with various stakeholders, although I recognise that these are important components of strategic planning and project management (Ewenstein et al., 2015, Simon, 2007, Blanco-Portela et al., 2017).
Finally, I omitted the implementation cost. However, this would be necessary information for the calculation of ROI and other financial indicators. 
Preconditions for the success of initiatives
Successful projects require a vision and a sense of urgency (Kotter, 1995). SGS incentivises its top management by linking their personal objectives to the ESGs. Thus, the organisation has created the need for the top management to support sustainability enhancing actions (SGS, 2021). This might have contributed to receiving the senior management’s approval of the suggested sustainability plan as it provides the prospect to personally benefit from it. However, for the project’s success, it is critical to get the middle and lower management on board too. I believe that ESGs should be included in mid-level managers’ objectives. Further, the vision must be clearly communicated to the employees. The success of the initiatives is greater if employees understand and support the vision which aligns with their personal beliefs. (Carmazzi, 2019, Stead, 1972, Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008). On reflection, I believe it is a good idea to start with sustainability education initiatives. 
Hierarchy of goals
The purpose of commercial organisations and, therefore, managers is to increase revenues and generate profits for their shareholders. Organisations, as well as managers, are measured by revenue and profit. Thus, the focus of organisations and managers is on income streams and market shares which constitute the objective of strategic management (ICAEW, 2021, Deloitte, 2020, Moran and Ghoshal, 1996, Raworth, 2017). 
Therefore, it can be assumed that profit and revenues growth are important factors in managers’ decision making. Thus, in the proposed sustainability plan I paid much attention to showcasing the potential profit generation through the new revenue streams to receive the senior management’s approval. Although there would be no direct revenues generated by the education initiatives, I still tried to “monetize” it by highlighting the prospect of innovation through education which would potentially unleash innovative business ideas and contribute to the organisation’s economic growth. Ironically, economic growth enhances increasing consumption which further intensifies exploitation of resources and will exacerbate the collapse of the global ecosystems (Peattie and Peattie, 2009, Gordon et al., 2011). I am truly concerned that our common thinking is very much profit-oriented. I wish we could change the focus on achieving true sustainability and the SDGs in favour of making money.

Personal motivation of education initiatives
Reflecting on the original idea, I wanted to develop the employees’ awareness of sustainability issues so that this would enable socially and environmentally considerate business ideas and influence the employees’ behaviour as members of society outside of work. The vision is to enable the employees to use the knowledge about sustainability issues gained at work for decision making within their roles of consumers, house owners, neighbours, parents, commuters. The goal is that they spread the knowledge in their personal lives and create awareness of sustainability issues in their social networks, leading to a growing number of people behaving considerately and responsibly towards the natural and social environments. These values will be transferred into organisations, closing the loop. However, these are unfortunately no arguments for convincing managers or shareholders. On reflection, I still struggle with finding arguments other than the prospect of profit or innovation to get the management’s and shareholders’ approval.
Personal motivation of urbanisation initiatives
The mid-term initiatives concerning the megatrend of urbanisation are intended to support governments in their endeavour to alleviate the current conditions in cities. However, that requires nudging the construction industry towards responsible sustainability behaviour. The suggested consulting and certification services are effective nudges. The goal of these initiatives is to build cities where people do not suffer from the disconnectedness from nature, noise and air pollution and the resulting mental and physical health issues. Further, to transform cities into places where people and nature can thrive, and biodiversity is enhanced. However, that vision would not have gained approval without the monetary benefits attached to them. 
The wheel of degradation 
On reflection, I wonder how our behaviour can change on a societal level. Trying to educate employees to evoke behavioural change will be insufficient when at the same time managers and shareholders are reaffirmed in their belief that profits and growth are the most important achievements. Shareholders, managers, and employees are all part of society, thus, by my arguments, I would not be able to create a real behavioural change on a societal level. It seems to be an ever-turning wheel of degradation which turns from growth to profits to consumption to exploitation and back to growth...
Sustainability: just a paint?
Although there is a rising number of organisations using attributes such as “sustainable” and “green” in their company adverts and news, arguing that sustainability is at the heart of their business, profits remain the higher goal which drives the decisions in the end (Galeitzke et al., 2019). SGS does offer services to support sustainability (SGS, 2022). However, these are additional revenue streams and not substitutes. It appears that the development of these “green services” is not a result of conviction but of external pressure and the intention to gain legitimisation for the business whilst still generating vast revenues from providing services for unsustainable business partners (Peattie and Peattie, 2009, Blanco-Portela et al., 2017). 
It is the same story with the politicians. They too have been talking about a green economy, e.g., Barack Obama (Goldenberg, 2009) or green recovery, e.g., Angela Merkel and Boris Johnson (Nienaber and Wacket, 2020, Johnson, 2020). However, governments subsidise the fossil fuel industry with more than $420bn each year despite these “green” intentions (Reality Check Team, 2021, Kurukulasuriya, 2021)
UNO: of course or off course?
The seventeen Sustainable Development Goals are, of course, noble goals to pursue. However, it is difficult to see how these can become the priority of individuals, organisations and governments when the UN themselves lose focus. It is alarming, that the UN, who seem to be noble and to put the well-being of all living being and the ecosystems above everything else, consider the decrease in air passengers to be “catastrophic” and raise concerns regarding “just slow return to GDP growth” (United Nations, 2021b, United Nations, 2021c). Should the UN not be expected to welcome the decreasing numbers of flights and, hence, the reduced carbon emissions (United Nations, 2021a)? The UN too must reflect on their goals, concerns and actions to avoid getting off course. 
How to break the wheel?
I wonder how this hierarchy of organisation’s goals could be shifted. I think it requires a way to make sustainable business operations and the production of sustainable goods and services more attractive, for example, by subsidies, and the allowance for public advertising and, on the contrary, to make it worth avoiding unsustainable business operations and selling unsustainable goods and services, for example, through high taxes and prohibition of public advertisements. 
However, this would require a shift in the hierarchy of political goals first. Unfortunately, very few politicians are sincere enough to confront organisations and voters with strict severe measures. Nonetheless, there are rare examples of best practice. For example, in 2016 Chilean president Michelle Bachelet enforced strict food regulations prohibiting the sale of high-calorie foods in schools and restricting marketing and enticing images on unhealthy foods despite the protests of big multinational food companies (Taillie et al., 2021, Figueres and Rivett-Carnac, 2020, Jacobs, 2020).
Shifting the hierarchy of goals by social marketing and doughnut economics 
Is there a way to support politicians in making such decisions? A way to motivate organisations to abandon unsustainable products and services not only by prohibitions but by nudging them towards offering sustainable ones instead? Social marketing might offer an answer to these questions. Social marketing uses the general concept of marketing without the intention to sell services or goods. Instead, it aims to change the moral behaviour of individuals, organisations and governments for the benefit of all. For example, Copenhagen declared cycling a common good and a means to a healthier city resulting in half of all commuting journeys are now done by bike (Peattie and Peattie, 2009, Larsen, 2017, Cycling Embassy of Denmark, 2020).
Could social marketing nudge individuals to change their consumer behaviour so that it will create enough pressure on organisations and governments? Forcing the politicians and businesses to take action and change their behaviour too. Then, explicit prohibitions might not be necessary due to behavioural change caused by social marketing. The demand for SGS’ sustainability services would increase as a result of increased awareness of consumers.
Further, I am eager to continue reading Kate Raworth’s Doughnut Economics (Raworth, 2017). I hope this concept will present another enabler for organisations’ and governments’ decision making in favour of regeneration and sustainability. I would like to research and learn more about these subjects as I believe these would be useful in the future.
Personal reflection
The structured reflection was a helpful experience to understand how I work and what I should improve. Furthermore, the exercise of reflection enhanced my moral consciousness because only through reflecting on my work I realised that I have ended up focussing on revenues and profits although having identified putting profits before sustainability as a negative characteristic of SGS and their competitors. Therefore, I believe, self-reflection is critical for moral consciousness and sustainability leadership (Branson, 2007).
What have I learned? 
For my personal development, the tasks had several positive outcomes. First, I had to learn how to assess an organisations sustainability level and how to compose a sustainability plan. Further, I learned about the topics of urbanisation and construction. Finally, I learned which services SGS is already providing, and which people are responsible. For example, I got in touch with SGS’ Dutch Business Development Manager Sustainability for Circular Construction and with the Global Head Real Estate Solutions – Building & infrastructure. Perhaps, this will result in new job opportunities for me within one of SGS’ sustainability operations. 
Conclusion
The tasks set by SGS’s senior management were exciting. I have learned a lot, first, that there is incredibly much more to learn. Second, that it is not easy to find incentives for organisations other than profits and revenues. This issue demanded a major part of my reflection to understand the consequences of my approach and to find better solutions. Further, I wonder if, on the one hand, I specifically looked for information to confirm my assumptions and, on the other hand, did ignore critical contradictive information. Did I miss something important because I was not clever enough to see it? Finally, creating the vision of regenerative cities and sustainability-mindful colleagues with innovative sustainable business solutions was an encouraging experience. I believe that sustainability education and a liveable environment can contribute to a collective morality which, according to Giddens, can only be achieved when we collaborate and nurture relationships and feel as a part of the ecosystem (Raelin, 2001).
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