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Abstract: This research explores how strategic sustainable development (SSD) using the
Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) might influence the resilience of
organizations, using the lens of adaptive capacity (AC). The topic was addressed by researching
how practices informed by the FSSD are experienced in relation to fostering organizations’ AC.
Data was gathered through interviews and a focus group with FSSD practitioners and interviews
with sustainability champions applying the FSSD inside organizations. The findings show that
the FSSD has the potential to foster AC in organizations, although it isn’t designed for it.
Especially the systems perspective and backcasting from principles, which are core to the
FSSD, proofed helpful. However, the data shows that there are conditions to foster AC through
SSD. Important is a long-term, iterative use of the FSSD, as well as the human-centered aspects
of facilitation and leadership. The existing culture of organizations showed to be critical as well.
There are further implications that render the FSSD’s potential as an organizational
development tool. An opportunity lies in understanding organizations from a social systems
perspective and in using the complexity science behind it to stress this viewpoint in practice,
both strengthening resilience and the sustainability practice.
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Statement of contribution

What a beautiful, learningful journey of three strong and curious women who came together to
ask difficult questions and let their process take shape in times of global turmoil and lockdowns!
A story that recites the universal truth that nothing comes as it is planned, leading to places
where one is supposed to be once giving in.

Throughout the research project, all team members have contributed to the research to the best
of their abilities, all being to some extent involved in all steps of the process and contributing
to all main decisions. The journey started with an elongated struggle to find our final research
topic, originating from our shared sense of the need for more meaningful, healthy workplaces.
The first months, we explored and got inspired by Frederic Laloux’ work, the topic of teal
organizations, living systems and the nature of organizational purpose. This led us to the
comparatively more pragmatic focus on SSD and adaptive capacity (AC) of organizations. The
design was created and revised by all of us following the iterative nature of our approach. The
data was gathered in a collective manner: next to sharing the workload of the literature review,
all of us interviewed, facilitated, transcribed and coded throughout the different research phases.
Everyone had the chance to learn, expand their comfort zones and explore their strengths. The
three of us have been writing and reviewing. Sophie played on her strength producing content
from scratch and Ellen on hers in reviewing and polishing the text, taking care of all referencing.
Patrizzia’s role in the writing was of high importance considering her critical comments on
clarity, content and flow and taking care of the formatting and graphs. Presentations were
prepared and held together. All three of us prepared and facilitated the diverse content and tribe
meetings of our team. Ellen was the head of organizing on the documentation and
communication side, yet all followed up on emails with interviewees when necessary.

Ellen is the light of our team and president of the world. Her questioning mind always brought
us good discussions about the topic and how we are developing the process. During the research
project, she played on her strengths in organizing the group and polishing texts, making sure
that we stay in the frame of the helpful. Ellen fiercely jumps into the struggle of living up her
own boundaries and was the one who was slowing down when needed, inspiring the team to
take rests. She is very considerate about her actions and reminded us of taking care of our own
health and aspirations. This strong woman dares to challenge the status quo of the automatic
mechanisms from the paradigm we are born in.

Sophie put a lot of thought into the topic and her role. Overfloating with passion and ideas, her
eagerness to share had to be channeled by the team and led to the final topic. She has a natural
ability to observe things systemically and is a master in the art of painting with words. Her
writing skills brought beauty, clearness and precision to our research and her leadership
supported us to create the space in and around our study. Throughout the process, Sophie
practiced being vulnerable and opening up about her fears and aspirations, inviting the team to
be fully present and holding herself accountable if she failed to do so. Over the process, Sophie
made progress in understanding the different paces in teams, and finding a sweet spot that
balances thinking and acting ahead while honoring and adapting to the boundaries of others.

Patrizzia, a deeply loving and caring human being, enriched the process with her quenchless
thirst for learning and powerful motivation to contribute. Sharing her stories and experiences,
as well as her struggles provided us fertile soil to step beyond our comfort zones and grow from
and with each other. Patrizzia was always bringing in a critical voice that asked for more
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clarification when the others expected too early that a shared mental model already had been
created. As a true wholehearted person, she helped us to see the capacities in ourselves, also by
taking on tasks she never did before. Her inquietude and curiosity about humans and nature
brought us to deep discussions on the topic, as she shared new angles during our exploration
journey. The dragon dreamer added to the beauty of the tangible outcomes as a master of format.

As a team, one of our biggest achievements was the establishment of a team culture which is
fostering trust, marble by marble, and enabled us to create a safe space to share honestly and
deeply. From the beginning, the three of us have been taking care of the team dynamics and
putting space and effort into it. Our group developed our own rituals, mechanisms and ground
rules and we found ourselves revisiting the elements of our research in our own little
organization. The most nourishing times were spent in nature, cruising to tribe trips into the
forest or to Sophie’s parents with ‘t Wijf aka The Beauty, Ellen’s beloved van. We dared greatly
to have difficult conversations, challenging the status quo of our educational and social system
and voicing our own, reinforcing triggers several times. We practiced being compassionate with
ourselves and with each other, especially in the time of the COVID-19 pandemic. A lot of
energy went into finding a way to align our different natural paces of work, which is still a bit
of a mystery for all of us. In retrospective, we have been learning a lot and see how we grew
and healed throughout the process, both as a team and as individuals, as we created the space
to do so. Over the course of this research project, we moved towards being able to adapt the
process so that it leaves space for everyone’s needs while still creating meaningful outcomes
and learnings.

The biggest challenge throughout the journey: an educational system that doesn’t even realize
how it creates structural obstacles to health, competence, meaning-making, influence and
impartiality by creating an artificial scarcity of time, which in the end did not allow us to live
up to the value of our topic. The state of world during our research, facing a global pandemic,
sharpened our awareness of this reality as we became witnesses of the different developments
and approaches of our home countries and went together through times of quarantine and spatial
distance.

For sure, this is not the end of our journeys as we will take deep inspiration from the past months
into our futures.
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Charrois, Sophie Decoodt, Ellen Rocha, Patrizzia
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Executive summary

Purpose and relevance of this research

This research was undertaken to develop an initial understanding of how strategic sustainable
development (SSD) guided by the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD)
might influence the adaptive capacity (AC) and thereby the resilience of organizations. Being
a pioneering study in the field that connect those topics, the purpose of this research was to
explore possible relationships between SSD and AC from a social-systemic perspective,
together with people who are directly involved in the sustainability journeys of organizations.

Introduction

Climate change, drastic biodiversity decline, poverty, inequality, and mass migration are only
some examples of the sustainability challenge: over the past decades, humanity is moving the
socio-ecological system closer to its boundaries. The sustenance of life on Earth is at stake.
(IPCC 2014; World Bank 2020) According to the World Bank, "the achievement of sustained
and equitable development remains the greatest challenge facing the human race" (World Bank
1992, 1). Taking a systemic stance at the sustainability challenge, the complexity and
interconnectedness of root causes and effects becomes clear, as the concerned systems interact
and behave in complex, non-linear ways (Andersson 2014). The social and environmental
issues humanity is facing are as intertwined as the ecological and social system, making the
sustainability challenge a wicked problem with many hidden determinants (Pryshlakivsky and
Searcy 2013).

The scientific discussion has arrived at the conclusion that the design and structure of social
systems are key drivers of humanity’s contributions to the sustainability challenge (Robert et
al. 2019). Current underlying social structures and mindsets result in an increasing number of
paradoxes and collective pathologies: our societal design aims at addressing our fundamental
human needs, but often fails or even worsens both societal and environmental system states
(Max-Neef 1991). To address this challenge, action needs to be undertaken by all players in
society. Literature states that “re-design towards sustainable practices happens in the creative
tension field between social and ecological sustainability, and cooperation to safeguard natural
systems relies on viable social systems” (Missimer, Robért, and Broman 2017a, 34). In other
words, it is relevant to better understand the ways in which humanity behaves and organizes.
Having a closer look at society, the nowadays prevalent subsystems are organizations (Jonker
2000). These are the places where individuals come together in many different ways under a
common purpose, joining forces to enable more than they could achieve on their own (Wheatley
and Kellner-Rogers 1998). Jonker (2000) describes them as the glue of society, acknowledging
their role in the larger system. Talking about the sustainability challenge, Jonker concludes that
“what really seems to be required is change in the way of thinking about organizations and their
role in society.” (2000, 744) Striving towards a more sustainable world will require to critically
examine how we are working together in organizations and which activities we follow.

A social systems approach has recently gained popularity, addressing the complexity of human
interactions (Tornberg 2011; Nowotny 2005 as cited in: Missimer, Robért, and Broman 2017a),
which has also been observed as a development in the management sciences regarding the
organizational context (Vancouver 1996; Ackoff 2006; Cezarino, Junior, and Correa 2012).
One stream of literature sees social systems as complex adaptive systems (CAS) (Clayton and



Radcliffe 1996). This approach renders dynamic networks of relationships with changing
collective and individual behavior (Miller and Page 2007; Castellani and Hafferty 2009).
Furthermore, this perspective acknowledges the non-linear interactions and connectivity
between social agents in order to understand the bigger whole (Andersson 2014) and the
increasing complexity as humanity develops (Scoones et al. 2007). Complex adaptive social
systems (CASS) are nested on multiple levels: from families to organizations to communities
and society as a whole (Missimer, Robert, and Broman 2017a). Considering organizations as
CASS showecases the interconnection between the people they consist of, society and the Earth
system (Miller and Page 2007). Acknowledging these dynamics can help to understand how
organizations can sustain in a complex environment of rapid transformations causing critical
challenges. Flexibility and adaptation are considered as necessary capacities to leap back or
leap forward in order to maintain the systems functions.

The concept of resilience describes how a system reacts in the face of shocks or change. The
concept thereby describes two abilities: the one to absorb and shape changes and the ability for
renewal and transformation (Berkes et al. 2003; Folke et al. 2005; Folke 2006; Nelson et al.
2007 as cited in: Missimer, Robert, and Broman 2017a; Wahl 2016). Brunckhorst (2002) and
Wahl (2016) highlight the scale-linking nature of resilience, which is related to the
interconnectedness of the observed systems. What stands out is that, in organizational contexts,
resilience is of utmost importance to be able to proactively embark on changes in order to
navigate in complexity and to move towards or even beyond sustainability. Being resilient as
an organization means to be able to adapt to the unpredictable effects of possible shocks like
the unraveling environmental and social crises (Linnenluecke and Griffiths 2010). Social
systems’ ability to foster resilience has been referred to as adaptive capacity (AC). Missimer et
al. define AC as “the key feature that allows complex systems to continue despite the constant
change and uncertainty within them and in their environment” (2017a, 36). The five elements
of AC that contribute to resilient system states are trust, learning, diversity, self-organization
and common meaning (Missimer, Robért, and Broman 2017a). Therefore, it is of interest for
organizations to understand how to foster these elements. If they are well developed, a social
system can more easily adhere to the conditions of the external environment, being able to adapt
as a learning organism (Missimer, Robert, and Broman 2017b).

Over the past century, organizations have increasingly furthered humanity’s development.
Looking at the increasing urgency to address the sustainability challenge, they hold an
important key for a reconciliation with the natural world (Shrivastava 2014). Practicing
sustainable development thereby can take different shapes. There are many concepts, tools and
methods with different perspectives on the topic, many being highly context specific and not
strategic in nature (Spaiser et al. 2017; Robért et al. 2002). Over the past decades, new
frameworks have been developed to approach organizations’ sustainability journey more
strategically and from a whole systems perspective. In practice, conducting strategic sustainable
development (SSD) also means to find a unique path for the organization towards sustainability
(Robert et al. 2019). This can be a journey full of change and transformation. Olsson et al.
(2014) describe this transformation as fundamental change, which in the context of
sustainability, involves value, belief and behavior shifts, as well as new forms of governance
and management. Robert et al. highlight that strategic sustainability journeys of organizations
require “management tools and practices that help shift an organization’s paradigms, mindsets,
goals, rules, structures, [...] that empowers organizations and their employees to create
change.” (2019, 138) The practice around the Framework for Strategic Sustainable
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Development (FSSD) proved successful in several cases and has been examined in the context
of this study (Broman and Robert 2017; Harel et al. 2013; Smith and Jarisch 2019).

The importance of resilience and AC of organizations is undeniable, considering their complex
environments and their role in the sustainability challenge. Yet, SSD in organizational contexts
often focuses on tangible outcomes rather than the processes or transformational journeys many
organizations embark on. There is a clear gap in exploring the contribution and potential of
SSD in fostering the AC of organizations, both as unintended and intended consequences. This
thesis aims to address this gap in an exploratory way. The main research question “How can
practicing Strategic Sustainable Development using the FSSD nurture the resilience of
organizations? ” thereby was researched by diving deeper into the current sustainability practice
of organizations using the FSSD (SRQ A), by gaining insights on how this practice has been
experienced in relation to fostering AC in organizations (SRQ B) and by looking for possible
levers for doing so (SRQ C). The scope of this research was organizations that practice SSD
using the FSSD within a working context. Consequently, the intended audience consists of
FSSD practitioners and organizations using the FSSD, as well as the academic field concerned
with resilience of organizations.

Research design and methods

This research has an exploratory nature. The design of it was inspired by Maxwell’s (2013)
concept of interactive research, where all phases of the research influence each other in a
continuous, developmental process. The conceptual framework at the core of this study is the
CAS perspective on organizations as introduced by the FSSD, focusing on the concepts of AC
and resilience.

A combination of qualitative research methods was chosen to address three sub-research
questions (SRQs) as explicitly as possible. The methods include 14 semi-structured interviews
and a digital focus group which proceeded in three research phases. In the first phase, the
researchers inquired an outside-in perspective, sampling a diverse group of FSSD practitioners
(P) and phase 2 explored the inside perspective of sustainability champions (S) within
organizations. Phase 3 rounded up the insights with a digital focus group on potential levers of
SSD to foster the AC of organizations. The discussion took place between six of the seven
practitioners that already joined phase 1.

All data was coded using the five elements of AC as categories. Additional categories were
added during the analysis to highlight reoccurring topics and their relation. The derived insights
then were tied together in a holistic discussion of the main research question.

Results

The results part of this thesis follows the three SRQs. The data addressing SRQ A and B
interweaves the insights from phase 1 (outside-in perspective) and phase 2 (inside perspective),
being rounded up by the results from phase 3. Practitioners contributed with fundamental
insights. In general, the contributions of the organizations practicing SSD on a longer term were
richer and deeper in nature than the ones from the organizations practicing between 0-5 years.

Diving into the current application of the FSSD in organizational contexts (SRQ A), a main
finding is that a successful sustainability practice seems to be related to an adaptation to
organizational context, a long-term, iterative approach, an empowering and encouraging culture
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and committed leadership. In several cases, the sustainability practice shaped a learning culture
in the organization. The participants reflected on their use of the different framework elements
and how some are mainly used to facilitate and design processes while others are used on the
surface, e.g. the systems perspective, the SPs and the ABCD procedure. The need of
complementation with other tools stood out clearly, especially on the human-centered side.

When inquiring the relationship between practicing SSD using the FSSD and the AC of an
organization (SRQ B), it became clear that building AC is not considered as a direct objective
of SSD. Nevertheless, many practitioners organically integrated the topic in their general
reflections on organizational resilience and sustainable development. The results showed that
some elements of AC have more potential to be fostered through SSD than others. Especially
the elements of trust, common meaning and learning were stressed to be supported by SSD, yet
a general number of preconditions like leadership and culture, participatory processes and long-
term practice were stated several times. Some participants reflected on the opportunity to design
more resilient systems when going through the SSD procedure.

The focus group contributed with potential levers to foster AC (SRQ C) through SSD.
Practitioners mainly reflected on the topics of leadership, organizational development and
governance, social systems, and sustainability competence building. Questions related to these
topics guided the conversation but participants in general freely built up on each other’s
comments. Several insights were derived to round up the data set and feed into a holistic
discussion of the MRQ.

Discussion and conclusion

Resilience currently appears as a buzzword, also in the sustainability debate (e.g. Laurent 2018)
and the scientific background of the FSSD allows addressing this topic from a systemic
perspective. It can help to powerfully distinct and show the interrelations between sustainability
and resilience. Zooming in on the application in practice, the FSSD is not explicitly designed
to foster the adaptive capacity and thereby the resilience of organizations but has been found to
have the potential to do so in multiple ways.

In general, the researchers observed that the elements of systems thinking and backcasting
support social agents in organizations to identify the complexity of the sustainability challenge
and integrate themselves as part of the wider systems. They learn to respond and even take
proactive measures, what reduces their vulnerability to unexpected risks. Especially the
strategic elements of the FSSD showed to foster AC: the FSSD can be seen as a decision-
making tool that points out a unique “right direction” for the organization, being framed by
universal, scientific boundary conditions while considering the flexibility of chosen platforms.

Reflected through the lens of AC, it stood out that the elements trust, common meaning and
learning had a higher, more visible potential to be fostered by SSD in comparison to diversity
and self-organization. This indicates the opportunity of a more explicit use of the social systems
perspective in a sustainability practice. Being added fairly recently, the lack of this perspective
is visible in the incoherent use of the FSSD’s social side in practice and the lacking
understanding of organizations as social systems. Looking at the experiences of practitioners
and sustainability champions, there were some reoccurring conditions like committed and
empowering leadership, an open culture and integration and adaptation of the sustainability
practice to the specific context over the longer term. When practiced in an iterative manner, the
participants were able to draw clear relationships between SSD and the AC elements.
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What stood out: a progressive organizational culture as fertile soil for change seems to be a
condition for both successfully practicing SSD and fostering the resilience of an organization.
But what if the soil is not ready yet? What if the seeds the FSSD sows are not planted deep
enough or cannot make it without fertilizer? The results confirmed that practicing SSD has the
potential to shape the culture and mindset as seen in well-known case studies (Harel et al. 2013;
Smith and Jarisch 2019) and it might also manifest in the governance of an organization. If the
FSSD is seen in the light of an organizational development tool, what would that mean? How
can this be reflected through the SSPs or the elements of AC? The researchers see a big potential
in using the CASS perspective to inspire a wider discussion on organizational development and
leadership backed up by the recent scientific developments. Increasing the accessibility and
applying a social systems perspective might be one key to regenerate the soil. The role of
practitioners thereby can be to comprehend the seeds well and bring in the right, human-
centered fertilizers for the process.

The human-centeredness of a sustainability practice adds complexity, fragility and uncertainty.
Yet, it also unfolds the intangible potential of transformation and development as organizations
go through change processes. The role of leadership commitment and the empowerment of
employees in a participatory culture was stated several times, both for successful sustainability
journeys, and to foster AC and resilience. The role of facilitators as catalyzers, and leaders as
role-models stand out clearly, yet even the experts lack courage and guidance to address the
topic of social system functions and change from a similar perspective as the environmental
ones. Being more explicit about the scientific background empowers leaders and could be
fruitful for both, fostering sustainability and resilience through SSD.

The current crisis state of the world, namely the COVID-19 pandemic, showcases the low
resilience of several organizations at this moment of history: the shock equaled an existential
crisis for many corporations and the economy as such (United Nations 2020; Farrer 2020; Goyal
2020). There are signs that organizations that are known or listed for their sustainability efforts
survive with ease or even thrive (Murray 2020), an observation that could proof the findings of
this project. Next to this shock, the increasing complexity and urgency of the sustainability
challenge indicate that our society and organizations have to become more adaptive while
moving towards protecting our system boundaries. This study shows a new potential of SSD as
we need AC and resilience to develop in a sustainable direction on the long term. The question
here: in this context, is it the role of the FSSD to address resilience and AC more directly?

This research holds a high significance as a pioneering study that aims at relating the SSD and
AC by taking a systemic stance at practicing organizations, and therefore showcases the
potential to open several discussions in theory and practice. It renders the potential to verbalize
the link between sustainability and resilience with an action-oriented and strategic lens.
Limitations of the research outcome are related to the scope of the study and the chosen
methods. One prominent limitation is the preliminary orientation in one framework, which both
informed the conceptual framework and the field of study. Efforts have been made to address
the ethical and normative considerations and to reflect on validity concerns.
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Glossary

ABCD procedure: A strategic tool for backcasting from Sustainability Principles, designed to
promote a four-step process in an organizational context.

Adaptive capacity (AC): The capacity of systems to re-configure and adjust to changes
without declining its functionalities over the long run.

Backcasting: A strategic planning concept that starts with the creation of future visions of
success and then analyzes what is needed to be done in the current reality to achieve this vision
of success in the future.

Common meaning: Human's shared understanding to work towards a purpose and express
themselves individually and as a group. Common meaning is considered as one of the five key
elements of adaptive capacity.

Complex adaptive system (CAS): A complex system that re-configures its construction and
behavior over time to respond to its environment.

Complex adaptive social system (CASS): A social system that behaves as a complex system
and that is re-configuring its construction and behavior over time to respond to its environment.

Complex system: A system that is constituted of parts whose behavior is sometimes
unpredictable. This is due to the variety of relationships and interactions between its parts
and/or its environment.

Conceptual framework: A mental model that allows people to simplify and categorize a
complex issue in a way that aids understanding.

Culture: The explicit or implicit behaviors and norms that appears in human relationships and
organizations expressed by habits, policies, beliefs, capabilities, of the individuals and their
social systems.

Diversity: A quality or state of variety of ideas and responses to a changing environment.
Diversity is considered as one of the five key elements of adaptive capacity.

Five-level-model (SLM): A conceptual framework which supports to facilitate processes of
analysis, decision-making, and planning in complex systems. It contains the five following
levels: system, success, strategic guidelines, actions, tools.

Framework for strategic sustainable development (FSSD): A transdisciplinary framework
that builds on a whole-systems perspective to guide the sustainability journeys of organizations.
The main elements of this framework are the Five-Level-Model, Sustainability Principles, the
funnel metaphor, backcasting and the ABCD procedure.

Funnel metaphor: A concept that explains the idea that the current sustainability challenge is
a consequence of misaligning actions with social and ecological boundary conditions. Those
misalignments are systematically weakening both the ecological and social systems, tightening
the funnel walls.



FSSD practitioner (P): Professional with a minimum of 3 years of experience in facilitating
processes in organizations informed by the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development
(FSSD).

Learning: State or act of continuously gaining knowledge and of sensing, and responding to
changing environments, individually and together. Learning is considered as one of the five key
elements of adaptive capacity.

Organizational culture: Organization’s core values and ways of managing and leading that
are materialized in its governance practices and its inter-personal and inter-organizational
relationships.

Organizations: Group of individuals working towards a common purpose.
Researchers: The authors of this paper: Sophie Charrois, Ellen Decoodt and Patrizzia Rocha.

Participatory process: Process that is based on active participation and involvement of all
individuals of a group.

Resilience: The capacity of systems to bounce back and maintain a system state and to leap
forward and transform when facing shock or change.

Self-organization: The coordination that arises from the local or internal interactions between
individuals without hierarchies, direction and/or control. Self-organization is considered as one
of the five key elements of adaptive capacity.

Social sustainability: A state where a system or an organization does not violate any of the
five social sustainability principles.

Social system: Social systems are formed by social agents (individuals or groups) that interact
and build different forms of relationships.

Socio-ecological system: System composed by the social system and the biosphere and that
interact in complex ways.

Strategic sustainable development (SSD): The active, strategic transition from the current
globally unsustainable society towards a sustainable society. In an organizational context this
also means to find a unique path for the organization to move towards sustainability: moving
into a strategic direction that will contribute to positive developments in society and the
organization itself while not systemically violating the earth system boundaries.

Structural obstacles: Social constructions (political, economic and cultural) which are firmly
established in social systems (organizations, governments, states, societies) and impose
difficulties or impossibilities to overcome or avoid by the people exposed to them.

Subsystem: A self-contained system within a larger system.

Sustainability: A state or the ability to eliminate and/or avoid systemic violations to the
boundary conditions of the social and ecological system in order to maintain their socio-
ecological balance.
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Sustainability challenge: The systematic errors of societal design and operation that are
driving humans’ unsustainable effects on the socio-ecological system, and the obstacles to
fixing those errors.

Sustainability champion (S): An individual who takes the lead in transforming an organization
towards sustainability.

Sustainability principles (SPs): A set of principles underpinned by scientific laws and
knowledge that describe the necessary conditions that must not be violated in order to promote
a sustainable society in the biosphere.

Sustainable development: The active transition from the current globally unsustainable
society towards a sustainable society.

Systems-thinking: Holistic and organized understanding and study of systems, their
constituent parts, their feedbacks, and their behavior as a whole and within the context of larger
systems.

Trust: The attitude enabling people to rely on each other and formulate a positive expectation
towards one another. Trust is considered as one of the five key elements of adaptive capacity.
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List of abbreviations

AC Adaptive Capacity

BTH Blekinge Institute of Technology

CAS Complex Adaptive System

CASS Complex Adaptive Social System

COVID-19 Coronavirus Pandemic of 2019

FSSD Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development
GDPR General Data Protection Regulation

MSLS Master’s in Strategic Leadership towards Sustainability
MRQ Main Research Question

NGO Non-Government Organization

O Organization

P FSSD Practitioner

S Sustainability Champion

SDG Sustainable Development Goals

SRQ Sub Research Question

SSD Strategic Sustainable Development

SP Sustainability Principle

SSP Social Sustainability Principle
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1. Introduction

1.1.  The sustainability challenge

Humanity has been facing and overcoming critical challenges over the course of history. The
challenge of our time is related to a number of ecological and social issues that result from our
species’ own action in the past century. From climate change, to collapse of biodiversity,
poverty, inequality, and mass migration of big parts of the global human population: it is proven
that our species is moving the ecological and social system closer to its boundaries every day.
The sustenance of life on Earth itself is at stake. (IPCC 2014; Solé, Alonso, and Saldafia 2004;
World Bank 2020; Schmidt, Stilz, and Zimmermann 1994) According to the World Bank, "the
achievement of sustained and equitable development remains the greatest challenge facing the
human race" (World Bank 1992, 1). Ever since acknowledging that humanity actively interferes
with the system functions of our planet, scientists have referred to this challenge as the
sustainability challenge (Broman and Robért 2017).

In order to understand and navigate the complexity of the sustainability challenge it is essential
to take a look at the bigger system: planet Earth consists of an ecological system, which nests
the social system (see Figure 1.1). Each of these systems have several subsystems which are
interconnected and related to one another. They interact and behave in complex ways: cause
and effect of actions in the different systems are not characterized by linearity, they differ in
time and space which makes the correlations hard to map (Andersson 2014).
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Figure 1.1. The ecological and social system as nested systems.

Since the ecological and social systems are directly linked and nested in each other, it is clear
that the ecological and social challenges mentioned before are intertwined and cannot be
decoupled from each other. In short: the sustainability challenge is a wicked problem with a
high level of complexity and many hidden determinants (Pryshlakivsky and Searcy 2013).

Humanity has exceeded the planet’s capacity to regenerate resources in many ways, causing a
systematic degradation of the ecological system (W. Steffen et al. 2015; McCartney, Finlayson,
and de Silva 2015; WWF 2010). Flows of energy and matter have been manipulated by human
interventions and have come to rival. Furthermore, land is excessively used for cities,
agriculture and grazing (Ellis and Ramankutty 2008). Climate change is one of the tangible
effects that is predicted to threaten the future of life on Earth (IPCC 2014). Scientists started



declaring the sixth great extinction on Earth, observing a drastically increasing loss of
biodiversity which challenges the life-sustaining capacity of the whole system (Stork 2010). In
society, systemic errors hinder humanity to thrive. Besides inequality, poverty (World Bank
2020) and mass-migration, the violation of human rights, corruption, worker abuse,
discrimination and lacking access to education are widespread patterns (Amnesty International
2009; United Nations 2009). What becomes clear: not only our environment but also our social
systems are currently under high pressure, being increasingly eroded through structural
obstacles (Robért et al. 2019; Missimer 2013). In this context, structural obstacles are
understood as “social constructions - political, economic and cultural - which are firmly
established in society, upheld by those with power (political, economic or other forms), and
which are, due to a variety of dependencies, difficult to overcome or avoid by the people
exposed to them” (Missimer, Robért, and Broman 2017b, 47).

The scientific discussion has arrived at the conclusion that the design and structure of social
systems are key drivers of humanity’s contribution to the sustainability challenge. Current
underlying social structures and mindsets result in an increasing number of paradoxes and
collective pathologies: our societal design aims at addressing our fundamental human needs,
but more often fails in doing so or even worsens both societal and environmental system states
(Max-Neef 1991). Over the past years a general increase of society’s awareness of the seriously
ill state of social and ecological systems is observable. More institutions grow the awareness
that society’s mode of operation is inherently unsustainable (Broman and Robert 2017) and that
this unsustainable course of society cannot be continued indefinitely (Will Steffen et al. 2005).
Action has to be undertaken by all players in society as there is a prominent need for sustainable
development.

In 1987 the concept of sustainable development was introduced on a global political level
through a report of the World Commission on Environment and Development, also known as
the Brundtland Report. The report defines sustainable development as “development that meets
the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their
needs” (World Commission on Environment and Development 1987). This definition outlines
the human dimension of the sustainability challenge. The focus on human needs as a starting
point led towards a shift in understanding the sustainability challenge as both social and
ecological. Literature states that “re-design towards sustainable practices happens in the
creative tension field between social and ecological sustainability, and cooperation to safeguard
natural systems relies on viable social systems.” (Missimer, Robért, and Broman 2017a, 34)
However, the social dimension of sustainability is considered as less developed which has led
to an increased focus in academia over the past decade (Missimer, Robért, and Broman 2017a).
This thesis is diving into the recent developments in the field of social sustainability and strives
to contribute by using some of the most acknowledged concepts.

1.2. A society of organizations

As evidenced in the previous section, the fact that humanity’s ways of acting and interacting
are at the root of the sustainability challenge is well-researched and documented. Therefore, it
is relevant to further examine the ways in which humanity behaves and organizes or, with other
words: how social systems function.



Having a closer look at the social system, one can observe several further layers of sub-systems
that are interconnected in several ways. The nowadays prevalent subsystems in our society are
organizations. In this research, they are understood as the place where individuals come
together in many different forms and ways under a common purpose (e.g. private-sector
businesses, NGOs, governments, etc.). In organizations we meet and co-create every day and
they are the spaces where individuals combine their forces in order to enable more than they
could achieve on their own (Wheatley and Kellner-Rogers 1998).

Considering the big amount of lifetime spent in organizations worldwide, they have become a
second home and the purpose of life itself to many (Thompson 2016; Naber 2020) and they
play a fundamental role in shaping society’s sense of purpose, common values and beliefs.
According to sustainability scientist Jonker (2000), organizations have become the most
powerful institutions in our society. This becomes clear in his description of society as a society
of organizations. He states that there is no longer a life outside the organization, they have
become the glue of society. Therefore, it is unavoidable to acknowledge the role they play in
shaping the larger social system (Jonker 2000). Jonker concludes that “what really seems to be
required is change in the way of thinking about organizations and their role in society.” (2000,
744) Striving towards a more sustainable world will require us to critically examine how we
are working together in organizations and which activities we undertake. How can we create
responsible organizations that understand and thrive in interconnectedness with the
environment they are part of? What is an organization’s role in the bigger picture?

The impact of the organizational environment and culture on individuals and the health of the
organization as a system itself shouldn’t be underrated (Aktas, Cicek, and Kiyak 2011). The
relationships developed in organizations directly impact people’s well-being. Intangible ‘social
contracts’ in organizations render what is expected by employees and employers and are often
unhealthy as they put high pressure on individuals (Eisenberg et al. 2016). Looking at this social
sustainability challenge inside organizations highlights the relevance to examine current
organizational environment and cultures from multiple perspectives.

A systemic approach is not the main stream of research in social sciences, but has recently
gained popularity, especially in combination with complexity theory (Térnberg 2011; Nowotny
2005 as cited in: Missimer, Robert, and Broman 2017a). In the management sciences, scientists
have started to apply a systems-oriented perspectives to the organizational context as an answer
to the increasing levels of complexity of our world (Vancouver 1996; Ackoff 2006; Cezarino,
Junior, and Correa 2012). This thesis takes a social systems perspective to dive into underlying
system functions and capacities and to further untangle how organizations as social systems
maneuver the complexity of the sustainability challenge. The perspective of organizations as
complex adaptive social systems (CASS) using the lens of adaptive capacity (AC) can be seen
as a valuable contribution to the current stream of research. This lens can contribute to a better
understanding of both, the functioning of organizations, as well as their contribution and
relationship to society as a whole. The concepts CASS and AC will be outlined in detail in the
following sections.



1.3. A social-systems perspective: organizations as complex adaptive
social systems

Literature is characterizing social systems as complex, or more specifically, from a living
systems perspective, as complex adaptive systems (CAS). Complex adaptive social systems
(CASS) are understood as dynamic networks of relationships between human beings (Miller
and Page 2007) with the possibility of mutation or transformation of individual and collective
behavior (Clayton and Radcliffe 1996). The so-called social agents, both individuals and groups
(Castellani and Hafferty 2009), interact in diverse ways and thereby form CASSs. This
perspective helps to perceive the different social systems as nested, and thereby to understand
the relationships between subsystems on different scales: from families to organizations,
communities and societies (Missimer, Robért, and Broman 2017a). From this perspective,
organizations appear as nested systems in society, and they interact with each other in complex
ways (see Figure 1.2). Organizations can be considered open, living systems, as they affect and
are affected by their environment through their permeable, adaptive boundaries (Wheatley and
Kellner-Rogers 1998). To understand social systems as CAS provides a perspective that
acknowledges the non-linear interactions and connectivity between individuals and enables to
derive insights and conclusions about the bigger whole (Andersson 2014). In complex systems,
cause and effect are not linear and dependent on context. Small changes and interventions can
have large, unpredictable impacts.

Figure 1.2. Organizations as nested, complex systems in the ecological and social system.

As systems mature, the amount of agents and the numbers and forms of interrelations increase
(Clark et al. 1995 as cited in: Missimer, Robért, and Broman 2017a; Wahl 2016). This leads to
the conclusion that the level of complexity in modern society and its sub-systems is constantly
growing, which is influenced by the rate of exchange enabled through technology and
globalization (Scoones et al. 2007). Humanity’s advances in fields like healthcare, technology,
transport, agriculture and arts showcase this development (Senge et al. 2008). This also
manifests in an increased complexity of coordinating the different social (sub)systems, what is
a common subject in main-stream sociology (Giddens 1990; 1991). Resilience theory and
complex and adaptive management are research fields that developed out of the need to better
understand and manage the dynamics of CAS with a focus on socio-ecological systems (Berkes
et al. 2003; Folke et al. 2005; Nelson et al. 2007 as cited in: Missimer, Robért, and Broman
2017a). Despite the differing focus, Wahl (2016) uses this perspective to derive and describe



design approach for thriving human systems and Missimer et al. (2017a) identifies these as the
main fields connecting social sustainability and complex adaptive systems, making use of them
for the social context.

CAS, and therefore also society and organizations, are understood as subject to uncertainty,
change and surprise. Considering organizations as CASS showcases the interconnectedness
between organizations, the people they consist of and the wider global society and the Earth
system as a whole (Miller and Page 2007). Acknowledging these dynamics can help to
understand how organizations can sustain in a complex world of rapid transformations and
critical challenges like sustainability. Scientists that have been researching social systems in
terms of CASS have identified attributes of flourishing systems states (Missimer 2013).
Flexibility and adaptation are necessary capacities to leap back or leap forward in order to
maintain system functions. The concepts of resilience and adaptive capacity (AC) are used to
describe these phenomena and will be at the core of this research. Both concepts are explored
more in detail in the next section.

1.4. Resilience and adaptive capacity of organizations as social systems

The concept of resilience describes equilibrium conditions and is closely linked to the vitality
and health of living systems (Wahl 2006). Walker et al. (2004) provide one of the first
definitions, describing resilience as “the capacity of a system to absorb disturbance and
reorganize while undergoing change, so as to still retain the same function, structure, identity
and feedbacks”, or in other words how a system reacts in the face of shocks or change. The
concept thereby describes two necessary abilities when faced with disruption and change: the
ability of maintaining a living system’s relative stability and the ability for renewal and
transformation (Berkes et al. 2003; Folke et al. 2005; Folke 2006; Nelson et al. 2007 as cited
in: Missimer, Robért, and Broman 2017a; Wahl 2016). Furthermore, Brunckhorst (2002) and
Wahl (2016) highlight the scale-linking nature of resilience, which is related to the
interconnectedness of the observed nested systems and which indicates the importance of
integration and attention when designing solutions on different levels of society.

Taking this perspective, what stands out is that resilience as described above is of utmost
importance in organizational contexts, since it enables to navigate in complexity. It helps to
consider the connection with workforces and society in general (Kayes 2015; Daft and Lewin
1993) and to move towards sustainability. “Resilience shifts attention from purely growth and
efficiency to needed recovery and flexibility.” (Wahl 2016, 107) The academic and systemic
understanding of the importance of resilience for organizations is echoed in a rising number of
practitioner discussions and frameworks, using concepts like ‘lean’ or ‘agile’ as synonyms
(Linnenluecke and Griffiths 2010). In the context of this thesis, organizational resilience is used
as a concept that describes the capacity of organizations as social systems to bounce back and
maintain a system state and to leap forward and transform when facing shock or change.

In the context of the rising complexity of the sustainability challenge, Folke et al. (2002) render
four critical factors of society to deal with periods of change and reorganization across temporal
and spatial scales; namely learning to live with change and uncertainty, nurturing diversity,
learning and creating opportunity for self-organization towards social-ecological sustainability.
By condensing this understanding and other existing literature in the field, adaptive capacity
(AC) has been derived as a concept that describes a social system’s ability to foster and manage



resilience (Missimer, Robért, and Broman 2017a). Furthermore, AC is used to describe a social
system’s functions. Missimer et al. define AC as “the key feature that allows complex systems
to continue despite the constant change and uncertainty within them and in their environment”
(2017a, 36). They have identified five key elements of AC which contribute to a resilient system
state (Missimer, Robért, and Broman 2017a): trust, learning, diversity, self-organization and
common meaning. The aspects diversity, self-organization and learning are related to the
resilience of ecological systems. Trust and common meaning are unique to social systems
(Missimer, Robért, and Broman 2017b).

The five elements of AC can provide guidance in analyzing the functioning and resilience of
an organization, and for moving it towards more resilient states. If the five elements are well
developed, a social system can more easily adhere to the conditions of the external environment
that frames it, being able to adapt as a learning organism (Missimer, Robert, and Broman
2017b). Daft and Lewin (1993) refer to the organizational design itself as a key variable to
achieve and manage resilience. Therefore, understanding how to foster the elements of AC
internally is of interest in an organizational context. In this thesis, the concept of AC was used
as a lens for the analysis of the relation between practicing strategic sustainable development
(SSD) and organizational resilience. More details can be found in section (2.2.1).

1.5.  Strategic sustainable development in organizations

Over the past century, organizations have increasingly furthered humanity’s development on a
global level. However, it has to be acknowledged that this development is not inherently good,
especially when considering the anthropocentric nature of the sustainability challenge.
Organizations’ activities and goals, directly and indirectly, impact their environments and the
health of the organization as a social system itself (Berns et al. 2009). Furthermore, they both
impact and depend on their environment in positive and negative ways. On one hand, many
organizations intensively deplete natural resources and ecosystem services, impacting society
and the environment as a whole (Senge et al. 2008). On the other hand, the ways in which
humans organize can also be seen as an existential key for reconciliation with the natural world
(Shrivastava 2014). In short: when we look at the ways we organize and work together from a
systemic perspective, we can see the role of organizations in contributing to both, the worsening
and the resolution of the sustainability challenge.

As one of the prominent actors in the sustainability challenge, organizations can practice
sustainable development in several different ways. There are many concepts, tools and methods
that aim to inform how organizations can achieve greater sustainability for themselves and
society as a whole. Many approaches show different focus points and diverse perspectives on
the topic. A well-known example that is recently applied on the organizational level is the
Sustainable Development Goals, developed by the United Nations (United Nations
Development Programme 2020). However, a lot of these methods, concepts and tools are highly
context specific and not strategic in nature (Spaiser et al. 2017). Over the past decades, new
frameworks and approaches have been developed to approach organizations’ sustainability
journeys from a more strategic and holistic point of view (Robert et al. 2002).

Being strategic about sustainable development has been rendered as including a long-term and
systemic perspective for the strategic planning of an organization’s future. Taking a whole
systems perspective which places the organization in the bigger picture of the socio-ecological



system and its boundaries, aims to inform well-reflected, holistic actions and to avoid rebound
effects and trade-offs (Broman and Robert 2017). This understanding highlights that sustainable
development is not the pursue of an organization's sustainability in isolation. One organization
alone cannot achieve sustainability for as long as the systems that it relies on are still inherently
unsustainable, yet it has the chance to transform its own contributions and inspire change in the
wider system. In practice, conducting strategic sustainable development (SSD) also means to
find a unique path for the organization towards sustainability, moving into a strategic direction
that will contribute to positive developments in society and the organization itself while not
systemically violating the earth system boundaries (Robert et al. 2019).

It becomes clear that moving ahead towards sustainability can be a journey full of change and
transformation. Olsson et al. (2014) describe this transformation as fundamental change, which
in the context of sustainability, involves value, belief and behavior shifts, as well as new forms
of governance and management. Robert et al. highlight that strategic sustainability journeys of
organizations require “management tools and practices that help shift an organization’s
paradigms, mindsets, goals, rules, structures, etcetera. [...] that empowers organizations and
their employees to create change.” (2019, 138) Wahl outlines, that in order to thrive within the
‘enabling constraints’ of the ever-changing, complex socio-ecological system, “the promotion
of health and sustainability requires constant learning in order to adapt appropriately to change.”
(2016, 98) Furthermore, research stressed the importance of support networks and leaders in
sustainability-related transformation processes (Westley et al. 2013).

The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) is one framework that supports
sustainable development in a strategic way. It has elements that enable a “more generic,
intuitive, and practical approach for supporting sustainable development”, providing a frame
for decision making and assessment based on science that bridges the gap between short and
long-term perspectives (Broman and Robert 2017, 20). This scientific framework has been
translated and used to guide organizations’ sustainable development for many years.

1.6. The framework for strategic sustainable development applied in
organizations

The FSSD is considered as a framework with a set of tools, processes and concepts, which in
application are adapted to the organizational context and target the development of the
organization as a whole. By raising awareness about the sustainability challenge, the FSSD
influenced many companies to integrate sustainability into their core business strategies and
showed the potential to foster strategic alignment towards sustainability in an economical way
(Conrad and Thompson 2013). Over the past thirty years, this transdisciplinary and peer-
reviewed framework has been scientifically developed and assessed through practice all around
the globe and academic review on a continuous basis:

The FSSD has proven to aid organizations in thoroughly understanding and putting
themselves in context of the global sustainability challenge, and to move themselves
strategically towards sustainability, i.e., to stepwise reduce their negative impacts on
ecological and social systems at large while strengthening the own organization
through capturing of innovation opportunities, including new business models,
exploration of new markets and winning of new market shares, and through reduced
risks and operation costs. (Broman and Robert 2017, 17).



The framework builds on complexity science and systems thinking, approaching the
sustainability challenge from a whole-systems-perspective. All major actions taken in relation
to SSD therefore should be related to a strategic sustainability perspective which is placing the
organization in the context of the socio-ecological system. In this way the FSSD is taking a
holistic view. Yet, when it comes to assessing the current reality of an organization, both the
external and internal level of sustainability should be assessed. This entails to perceive the
organization as a system itself and explore how it functions, looking at things like the
relationships between members, organizational culture, ways of working and how they
contribute to the capacity of the organization to thrive or violate some of the system conditions.
One of the proposed analytical tools, the House Model, is mapping not only the input and output
of the organization but also the internal operations and decision-making processes. The FSSD
weaves the perspective of CASS, as described above, into the sustainability journey and uses it
in tangible ways to open a discussion on governance. (Robert et al. 2019)

The element of leadership commitment and the right organizational culture for a successful
sustainability practice is addressed in literature (Broman et al. 2017). Sustainability journeys
“that are to be successful require a healthy organizational culture that supports on-going
dialogue and relationship development” (Robeért et al. 2019, 129). Robeért et al. stresses that it
often is “best to first explain the FSSD to senior management. When senior executives run the
sustainability agenda, the whole organization understands that it is an important strategic issue
and acts accordingly.” (2019, 62)

The FSSD has several different components which enable a strategic approach to sustainable
development. Guidance is provided by a Five-Level Model (5LM) which consists of the
following levels: systems, success, strategic guidelines, actions and tools. This model is used
to describe the composition of the framework’s elements but is also recommended as a tool for
structuring and analyzing specific problems, tools and projects (Broman and Robért 2017). In
practice, the SLM facilitates structuring, and clarification of relationships and makes the
intuitive more explicit. Nevertheless, it is stated that using the model “takes time and energy,
and it is not necessarily worth it to make that investment for simple, everyday activities.
However, [...] investment that is put into using the SLM allows a team to make sense of
complexity and develop a common purpose” (Robert et al. 2019, 36). The following overview
of the core elements of the FSSD will be guided by the levels of the SLM.

On the systems level, the FSSD is describing the sustainability challenge and the involved
systems. The FSSD hereby takes a whole-systems perspective as outlined above. By taking a
systems’ thinking approach, the FSSD allows the user to take a step back and look at the earth
system, its boundaries and the flows of its nested and intertwined subsystems. This enables the
identification of the own position and the systemic interrelations of actions with the direct and
indirect environment. A funnel is hereby used as metaphor. The narrowing of the funnel walls
is representing the decline of fundamental socio-ecological system functions, entailing the
decreasing space for action as the system is losing fundamental capacities. At the same time,
the metaphor also describes how acting sustainably can stabilize the funnel walls or even move
the system to restoration, visualized as the widening of the funnel on the other side. The funnel
helps to clearly picture the effects of unsustainable action and outlines the opportunities of
sustainable development. (Broman and Robert 2017)

On the success level, the FSSD is providing a principle-based definition of sustainability as the
definition of success. Eight sustainability principles (SPs, see appendix A) thereby describe the



boundary conditions of the socio-ecological system. The principles were scientifically derived
from major contributions in several academic fields. They were designed to provide a general
yet concrete, sufficient yet necessary and non-overlapping description of the boundary
conditions that frame a safe, sustainable space to operate and even thrive. Therefore, they help
to strategically plan for sustainable development without unintended consequences. Robeért et
al. (2019) highlight that the SPs are robust, enable structure and a bird’s eye perspective for
complexity. They avoid reductionism but should not be seen as an alternative to more detailed
levels of knowledge. Nevertheless, they are seen as the only principles that are designed to be
useful for backcasting planning and redesign for sustainability.

On the strategic level, the FSSD is introducing this concept of backcasting. According to this
understanding, the process of sustainable development should start with a general vision of
success that describes a desired future outcome. Looking back at the current state from this
future vision, the gap between vision and current reality will become clear and will give rise to
a creative tension. This tension can leverage the generation of more innovative actions and ways
towards the defined vision, helping to detach from the restrictions and problems of the present
or past (Broman and Robert 2017). The process that applies the backcasting approach in
practice is called ABCD. This procedure makes the FSSD applicable for strategic planning
towards sustainability in organizations of any kind, following four basic steps (see description
in the appendix B).

Robert et al. (2019) states that this action-oriented and intuitive procedure is most effective
when it is repeated regularly, involves people from many areas of an organization, and is
integrated into meetings and routines. Participatory approaches have been found to be most
helpful (Broman and Robert 2017). Literature describe the FSSD as “science- and logics-based
framework [that] aids the dynamics of co-creation processes.” (Broman and Robert 2017, 27—
28) Broman and Robért (2017) say it requires and helps to facilitate collaboration across
disciplines and sectors, departments and organizations. In organizations, an initial process
should be executed with the management of the organization. After setting the tone, it then
should be repeated in depth with different groups throughout the whole organization (Robeért et
al. 2019). The ABCD procedure is presented as a linear process on paper, but the FSSD clearly
mentions that this is an iterative process in practice. It is also likely that the procedure includes
an education program for employees to learn about the FSSD. In addition, supplementary tools,
methods, concepts, or other forms of support might be needed. (Broman and Robert 2017)

The integrative nature of the framework enables this: at the tools level, the FSSD invites to
consider case-specific contexts by complementing it with further tools and methods.
Furthermore, the FSSD aims at providing a structure that allows to understand the strengths of
this complementary tools and methods and that aids a coordinated use of them. This toolbox
approach enables to address what is needed to build the capacity for the transition towards
sustainability. Examples are management systems or reporting methods. (Broman and Robert
2017)

SSD is a continuous practice, as Broman and Robert state: “learning the sustainability principles
of the FSSD is quite easy, but the FSSD is much more, and becoming a skillful user takes
significant effort. Education and training is a key part of the solution.” (2017, 28) Furthermore,
a conceptual framework like the FSSD is not enough to ensure success: “Success also requires
considerable creativity, cooperation, and learning by a diverse group of people within or
between organizations.” (Robert et al. 2019, 34) According to Robeért et al. (2019), the practice



itself is most effective when it is repeated regularly and the repetition builds the organization’s
experience working together on sustainability issues. Robert et al. state the following:

As the organization becomes more experienced ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ processes
can begin to support each other in a positive feedback loop. Management transmits
clear principles and core values, while employees provide ideas for strategic actions
towards sustainability that are based on experience and on-the-ground knowledge.
Systematic step-by-step changes align the whole enterprise with the FSSD, including,
for example, internal and external communications, management routines, purchasing,
product development, energy, transportation, recycling, and packaging. (Robeért et al.
2019, 63)

A sustainability practice informed by the FSSD aims at transformations on the whole-systems
level and has proven to do so in several cases (Robért et al. 2019; Harel et al. 2013; Smith and
Jarisch 2019). By promoting processes focused on capacity building, the FSSD is fostering
systemic changes and aims at transforming an organization from the inside out. Over time,
external support from practitioners becomes obsolete as the organization itself gains the
knowledge and understanding to apply procedures on different levels of the organization. In
that sense, SSD is not only about the actual outcome or solutions, but also about the knowledge
on systems thinking, the sustainability challenge and defining sustainability, as well as the
participatory processes that are used (Broman and Robert 2017). Considering this role of
capacity building towards transformation, a relevant question that should be asked is which
capacities of organizations are built by SSD? Can it be related to the AC of organizations
understood as CASS? And is there a relation between the transformations and AC from a
systemic perspective? SSD in organizations that is informed by the FSSD provides the field of
study for this research. Furthermore, the FSSD serves as a conceptual framework for this thesis
(see section 2.2.1).

1.7.  Fostering organizations’ resilience and adaptive capacity through
strategic sustainable development

When looking at organizations in their complex and uncertain environments, the importance of
organizational resilience and AC is undeniable (see section 1.4). Yet, SSD in an organizational
context, as well as related research, often focuses on the creation of tangible outcomes and the
elimination of system-eroding elements. There is a gap in exploring the processes of SSD and
their potential to transform organizations’ mindsets and behavior. The contribution and
potential of SSD in fostering the AC of organizations, both as unintended and intended
consequence, are questions that haven’t been raised yet. Scientific literature that directly
connects SSD with fostering the AC or resilience of an organization has not been found by the
researchers. Therefore, it is claimed to not exist yet, even if these elements are at the core of the
social side of the FSSD. Nevertheless, when exploring existing literature on the use of the FSSD
in organizations, this literature does address the impact of SSD on resilience, transformations
and capacity building. Although this is done in a very indirect, tacit language, it can be related
to the five AC elements.

The sustainability journey of Interface (a global commercial flooring company) is framed by

the FSSD. The authors of a published reflection on that sustainability journey display the FSSD
as a frame that shapes mindset over time, a lens that has been deeply integrated (Harel et al.
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2013). The elements of the FSSD trickle into different layers of the company, fundamentally
transforming the ways Interface thinks and learns around natural science, systems and strategic
thinking, innovation, communication, design with purpose, “and perhaps more than anything —
shifting the entire world view of a person” (Harel et al. 2013, 30). The fact that the FSSD is an
open source method leads to the development of a sharing spirit: Interface spreads their best
practice and increases their level of transparency over the years what also leads to an increasing
count of collaborations and projects. Having a safe space and an empowering culture of
participatory leadership are clear contributions to the success of the sustainability journey
(Harel et al. 2013). The authors even mention resilience:

The focus on sustainability makes sense from the business perspective; it has brought
resiliency to the company and better survival chances. Sustainability has made the
company more proactive and equipped to endure turbulence in the market [...]
Interface’s circular economy business model is not only profitable, but also ensures a
‘license to exist’ in a sustainable world” (Harel et al. 2013, 30).

As depicted by the case of Interface, tangible manifestations of sustainability-related
transformations are innovations in products, markets, processes and even in business models
which make the organizations ‘future-proof” (Broman and Robeért 2017; Harel et al. 2013).

The contribution of SSD using the FSSD to the AC of organizations is largely missing in
existing literature. More specifically trust is considered core by the FSSD, yet no direct
contribution of SSD to trust has been stated in the examined literature on FSSD in practice. The
element of learning was touched upon by Broman and Robert: “experience from working with
companies, municipalities and other organizations is that they learn quickly to identify and
handle relevant arrays of subsystems.” (2017, 25) Looking at diversity, Broman and Robert
(2017) highlight the role of the science- and logics-based nature of the FSSD in unlocking
different perspectives, allowing true differences in values and preferences to become clear.
Another element that is stressed by Robért et al. is that there should be no limits on creativity
in the C step: “all actions that can in some way help close the gap should be listed” (2019, 56),
fostering a diversity of ideas. Furthermore, Missimer et al. state that “well thought-through
boundary conditions, applied in a participatory manner, allow and encourage groups,
organizations and communities to create visions together and cooperate in non-prescriptive
manners to work towards the principle-framed visions” (2017b, 44) and thereby render how
SSD contributes to self-organization. A similar argument is made by Robert et al. (2019).
Literature provides another interesting insight from a systemic perspective: if the five elements
of AC are well developed, a social system can more easily adhere to the social sustainability
principles (Broman and Robert 2017).

These limited insights show the potential that lies in addressing questions that relate SSD to
resilience and the AC of social systems. This thesis aims to explore some of them and serve as
an initial exploration, providing a context for further research. As outlined above, SSD is
complex and very case-specific, even if it follows a particular framework like the FSSD. The
mix of methods, processes and steps used as well as the timeframe of the application are
informed by the organizational context. Therefore, it might be difficult to derive generalizable
answers to the questions raised in the context of this research.
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1.8.  Research scope

At the core of this study is the topic of SSD using FSSD in organizational contexts. Following
the definition of organizations as given in the introduction, the scope has been narrowed down
on organizations that are considered as workplaces, employing individuals in diverse roles. Due
to its exploratory nature and the social-systemic perspective lens, it was not considered
necessary to scope down any further. The field of sustainable development is a broad and
intangible field. Due the context of the study and the proven impact of a strategic approach to
sustainability, the researchers narrowed the field of study down to SSD as proposed by the
FSSD. Other forms of sustainable development or SSD were not taken into consideration. The
FSSD is applied in many different ways, depending on the facilitation and the need and state of
the organization. The focus of this study was informed by the current practice applied in
organizations, as stated by interviewed practitioners and sustainability champions.

Although this research aims at studying organizations as whole systems, only interviews with
one or two individuals per organizations were conducted. A higher number of participants and
organizations could improve and validate the derived insights.

1.9. Research purpose

This research was undertaken to develop an understanding of how applying the FSSD in
organizations might influence the AC and thereby the resilience of organizations. The addressed
audiences include organizations that are using or plan to use the FSSD for their sustainable
development practice. They would gain added value by interpreting the FSSD’s potential
benefits and challenges through the lens of AC and resilience. Another addressed audience are
practitioners using the FSSD in an organizational context and they could gain an increased
understanding of the characteristics of the FSSD in the context of organizational development
and what could be possible levers. The academic field that is concerned with the topics of
resilience and AC of organizations in general is the third audience. This study might be of
particular interest for researchers familiar with the FSSD.

1.10. Research questions

To identify how applying the FSSD in organizations might contribute to fostering the AC of
those organizations, the following main research question (MRQ) was formulated: How can
practicing SSD using the FSSD nurture the resilience of organizations? In order to address this
question, the researchers derived three sub-questions (see Table 1.1). These guided the research
process and aimed at deriving of helpful insights that feed into answering the main research
question.
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Table 1.1. Sub-questions of this research.

SRQ A: How is the FSSD currently
applied in organizational contexts?

Aim: To gain a better understanding of and insight
in the current state of practice, allowing a recent
and relevant view on the contribution of SSD using
FSSD to organizational resilience.

SRQ B: Does practicing SSD using
the FSSD help to foster the adaptive
capacity of organizations? If so, how?

Aim: To analyze the potential contribution of SSD
using the FSSD to organizations’ AC.

SRQ C: What are levers to foster the
adaptive capacity and resilience of

organizations through SSD using the
FSSD?

Aim: To derive potential levers for the application
of the FSSD that can help to more powerfully foster
the AC of organizations. To inspire practitioners to
reconsider and adapt their procedures and
approaches.
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2. Research design and methodology

2.1.  Research design

The nature of this research is mainly exploratory, as it is mainly concerned with discovery of
open-ended questions that haven’t been addressed before (Stebbins 2008). The design of this
study was inspired by Maxwell’s (2013) concept of interactive research, where all phases of the
research influence each other in a continuous, developmental process, enabling adjustments and
deeper insights throughout the process. Therefore, the lines between the phases of research are
relatively blurry and some of the methods used addressed multiple phases of the design. For the
researchers, the value of this approach clearly lies in its flexibility, representing the reflexive
nature of research in social sciences and the nonlinear relationships among the components of
our design. Maxwell (2013) depicts goals, conceptual frameworks, research questions, methods
and validity as the critical elements of an interconnected whole, all simultaneously influencing
each other.

2.2. Research approach

2.2.1. Conceptual framework

The FSSD has been guiding this study and is represented on two different levels: both as field
of study (this research is focusing on SSD using the FSSD) as well as a framework that provides
the conceptual elements to analyze the inquired relationships. The reason for selecting elements
of the framework are diverse. It is a transdisciplinary and peer-reviewed framework that has
been used and constantly developed in multiple contexts all around the globe. The framework
builds on complexity science and systems thinking, approaching the sustainability challenge
from a whole-systems-perspective which is also how it has been framed for the purposes of this
study. As presented in section 1.6, the FSSD has several different components which enable a
strategic approach to sustainable development (Broman and Robert 2017).

By taking a systems’ thinking approach, the FSSD allows the user to take a step back and look
at the Earth system, its boundaries and the flows of its nested and intertwined subsystems, and
thereby the own position and interrelations. (Broman and Robért 2017) This thesis used the
presented systems’ perspective, focusing on the understanding of organizations as complex
adaptive social system (CASS) and the perspective of adaptive capacity (AC) and resilience
(see definition in section 1.4). The reason to use both as conceptual frameworks for this study
is related to the lenses they provide: AC as the ability to foster and manage resilience not only
gives a clear structure to explore the possible impact of SSD on resilience, it also links the two
as the social sustainability principles (SSPs), which are at the core of the FSSD, were derived
from AC. These SSPs outline structural obstacles that might erode the AC of a system
(Missimer, Robért, and Broman 2017a). Resilience as the ability to bounce back or leap forward
seems as a valuable frame for a wider discussion, addressing the potential response of
organizations to challenges like those in the sustainability context. Resilience thereby also
explicitly talks to systemic transformation, which is rendered as one aim of SSD. AC might be
helpful to understand how the human-centered elements of the practice help fostering it. The
concept of AC and its five key elements are used to describe and analyze resilience at the level
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of the whole organization. The five elements are outlined in detail in Table 2.1. Short versions
of the definitions that were used with the participants can be found in the appendix C.

Table 2.1. Description of adaptive capacity.

Element of AC | Description

Trust has been identified as the connecting element that keeps a system
together and it is seen as one of the main variables that creates value in
social systems. It is referred to as the fabric, which binds society together.
Trust can be seen as a quality of connection through which a system can
remain together even if there is a high level of internal complexity.
Missimer, Robért and Broman define trust as “an attitude that enables an
agent to cope with situations of uncertainty and lack of control.” (2017b,
Trust 46) Furthermore, it allows collective adaptation to the constant change
that occurs in the complex environment of the system. (Missimer, Robert,
and Broman 2017a)

Trust also enables the other elements of AC. Missimer states that “if trust
between various individuals does not exist, it is difficult or impossible to
achieve collective learning, diversity and self-organization in a system.”
(Missimer 2013, 43) Thus, creating trust in a system is considered as a
prerequisite for developing and maintaining other elements of AC.

Learning is an essential element when dealing with constant change. It
refers to the ability of learning as an individual and the ability of a system
to learn as a whole. It enables a system to sense change, respond and adapt
to its environment effectively. (Missimer, Robert, and Broman 2017b)

Learning

Diversity is key to finding successful solutions for adapting in changing
environments. Diversity increases the possible reactions and this variety
of different responses is necessary in complex contexts where one cannot
Diversity know or predict what will happen in the future. Input from diverse
perspectives contributes to a better understanding of a system and
increases the chance that one solution helpfully addresses the problem in
case of change or shock (Missimer, Robért, and Broman 2017a).

Self-organization describes the phenomenon that interaction between
social agents can happen without centralized control. The individuals in
Self- the system do show intent, but there is no guidance at the level of the
organization [ system as a whole (Missimer, Robeért, and Broman 2017a). In complex
environments, quick adaptation is essential. Through self-organization,
decisions are made more agile and faster than in top-down hierarchies.

Like trust, common meaning is a unique element in social systems.
Humans are a meaning-making and meaning-seeking species (Missimer,
Robert, and Broman 2017a). Facing a lack of meaning, our brain “signals
extreme discomfort and motivates the search for renewed purpose and
hence meaning” (Klinger 1998, 33). Therefore, social systems require
common meaning and a clear purpose in order to exist and thrive
(Missimer, Robert and Broman 2017a).

Common
meaning
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2.2.2. Research flow

The research process was broken down into three phases, each of them addressing the SRQs
from different perspectives. The phases were designed to guide the research process and
informed the selection of methods and participants, together with the SRQs. The three phases
helped to investigate the different links between SSD using the FSSD and the AC and resilience
of organizations from an action-oriented perspective. Having three SRQs aimed at enabling a
reflection of the MRQ from multiple angles, tying all insights together.

Phase 1 of this research focused on identifying the dynamics and practices of SSD when
applying the FSSD in organizations (SRQ A) from an outside-in perspective. Data was gathered
through a series of semi-structured interviews with FSSD practitioners, thereby taking the
perspective of external observers which to a certain extent interfere and inform the
developments in practicing organizations. The aim of this stage was to get clarity on how the
FSSD is currently applied in organizational contexts, linking it back to how this practice can
help to foster the different elements of AC (SRQ B). Talking to experts, the focus hereby was
more on the different elements of the FSSD rather than the practice as such.

In phase 2, the researchers then further zoomed in on SRQ B with a bigger focus on the practice
as such and the context in which it happens by interviewing representatives in organizations.
The aim was to integrate a perspective from inside the organization, where the developments
take place over different timescales. The data gathered complimented the results for SRQ A
with current cases of sustainability practice using the FSSD.

Phase 3 addressed a more evaluative question (SRQ C), seeking to gain practice-oriented
insights on levers to foster AC in organizations through SSD with the FSSD. Data was gathered
through a digital focus-group with the FSSD practitioners from phase 1, rounding the data set
for a holistic discussion of the MRQ.

2.3. Research methods

A combination of qualitative research methods was chosen to address the SRQs as explicit as
possible. The methods are outlined in Table 2.2. The following paragraphs are structured
according to the 3 phases of the study. After elaborating on the need of each phase in relation
to the MRQ and the other phases, the chosen research methods for data collection are presented
in detail. Another paragraph elaborates on the analysis and synthesis of the data.

2.3.1. Phase 1: outside-in perspective - interviews

The goal of the first phase was to update the understanding of SSD in organizations using the
FSSD (SRQ A) and the possible relation of the framework-guided practice on the AC of
organizations (SRQ B) from an outside-in perspective. A series of seven semi-structured
interviews with FSSD practitioners helped the researchers to derive a well-rounded insight into
how the framework is applied in different contexts and the diverse potential to build AC (see
results). These insights were feeding into the design of the next research phases and a more
holistic discussion of the MRQ. The method was found suitable as the limited time available
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Table 2.2. The different methods linked to the different phases of the research

Research method | Sample SRQA | SRQB | SRQC
Phase 1 | Semi-structured FSSD practitioners X X
interviews
Phase 2 | Semi-structured Sustainability X X
interviews champions in
organizations
Phase 3 | Digital focus group | FSSD practitioners X

could be used with intention, guided by open questions. According to Bryman (2012), semi-
structured interviews are an effective option if several interviewers are involved in the process
and interviewees are only available for one meeting. The weakness of the method in exploring
interviewee’s unique perspective was addressed by the interviewers’ proactive interaction and
request.

The interviewees, entitled as ‘FSSD practitioners’, ‘practitioners’ or ‘P’ were selected
following a purposive, mainly opportunistic form of sampling (Bryman 2012). Opportunistic
sampling thereby was found helpful to be considerate about the context of participants while
making use of opportunities to collect data from certain individuals, that were expected to
contribute insights with relevance to the research question. There was a set of criteria that
informed the choice, including the use of the FSSD in organizational contexts for over 2 years
at the point of contact and experience in working with a variety of organizations. The practice
had to be informed by several of the concepts presented by the FSSD. The practitioners were
reached and contacted through the alumni network of MSLS. The selected parties matched the
criteria and furthermore offered an interesting level of diversity regarding gender, culture,
background, age and experience. Descriptions of the interviewed FSSD practitioners can be
found in appendix D. The seven interviews, which all lasted between 60 and 90 minutes, were
conducted via the online tool Zoom. All interviews were recorded and transcribed, using the
tool Otter.ai. Recording and transcribing allows a more thorough and repeated examination of
the content (Bryman 2012). The use of an online tool has the benefit of adding another form of
real-time documentation, supporting the further processing of the data. This is linked to the
cloud-nature of the tool, which enabled the researchers to collaborate efficiently. A downside
is the upload of the data on another platform, whose security first had to be secured.

During the interviews, the focus was on the application of the FSSD in practice: the questions
asked about the key elements of the FSSD used for SSD in organizations, main insights from
applying the framework in organizational contexts and the potential contribution to
organizational resilience and the five elements of AC. These elements were introduced to the
interviewee by a simplified definition (see appendix C). Additionally, the researchers explored
recommendations regarding possible sustainability champions in organization that successfully
use the FSSD and might be willing to participate in this research. Examples of interview
questions can be found in appendix F.
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2.3.2. Phase 2: inside perspective - interviews

The second phase of the research focused on gathering and interpreting data from inside
organizations in order to understand how SSD using the FSSD is taking shape in the context
where it is practiced and how this can have an impact on organizations’ resilience and AC. The
methodological choice of semi-structured interviews was informed by the aim of the phase and
similar reasons as listed for phase 1. The data gathered complemented the insights of phase 1
and fed directly into the design of the next research phase and discussion of the MRQ.

The data was collected through seven interviews with individuals in leading roles in practicing
strategic sustainable development using the FSSD in their organizations. Insights were gathered
with small-, medium- and big-size organizations of local and global nature, all being based in
Europe (see appendix E) that have been using the FSSD for strategic planning and action for
over four months, choosing a typical case sampling approach (Bryman 2012). All the
organizations were still working with several elements of the FSSD when participating in the
research, ensuring the recency of the contribution. Based on these criteria, the cases represented
an interesting diversity in their experience with the FSSD: two of the selected organizations
worked with the framework for a short time period (0-2 years), one organization used the
framework on the medium term (2-5 years) and three organizations integrated the framework
for longer than five years. The researchers acknowledge and profited from the different cultural
and organizational contexts that exemplify the variety of uses and context of SSD. The diversity
of nature and industries of the selected organizations differ highly and are further described in
appendix E.

The connections to the organizations were established through a mixed form of opportunistic
and snowball sampling (Bryman 2012): the FSSD practitioners that collaborated in this research
and a Swedish network of organizations practicing SSD using the FSSD were actively
approached for recommended organizations and interview participants. The interviewees,
entitled as ‘sustainability champions’, or ‘S’ were contacted and invited to participate in case
they met a set of criteria: currently or recently being a leading role in the organization for its
sustainable development and a minimum of four months of experience in applying the FSSD.
The selection following these criteria offered an interesting level of diversity regarding gender,
culture, industry and experience. The researchers conducted a total of seven interviews of 60-
minutes via the online tool Zoom. All interviews were recorded and transcribed, using the tool
Otter.ai.

The sustainability champions were interviewed following a set of questions about their
experience with using the FSSD in their sustainability journey and how they would relate this
to the resilience and the AC of the organization. The five core elements were introduced to the
interviewees with a simplified definition (see appendix C). The interviews had a stronger focus
on the sustainability journey as such, rather than the elements of the FSSD. Examples of
interview questions can be found in appendix F.

2.3.3. Phase 3: focus group

Phase 3 addressed a more evaluative question (SRQ C), seeking to gather practice-oriented
insights on the levers in SSD to more coherently foster the AC of an organization and to inspire
practitioners to reconsider and adapt their procedures. Based on the insights and learnings from
the prior stages, the research team designed a semi-structured, digital focus group with six of
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the seven interviewed FSSD practitioners from phase 1. The benefits of the method which
include a vibrant exchange and free flow of conversation overweighed the weaknesses
described in literature, e.g. the higher probability of cultural biases, the time-intense preparation
and further processing of the data or the potential loss of control over the discussion (Bryman
2012). Guiding themes were retrieved from the first two phases to guide the conversation and
increase the level of control of the facilitators and a certain free development was considered
helpful for the purpose of this phase. The researchers aimed at complimenting the data and
enriching the discussion with cross-pollinated insights that might relate to the high level of
expertise of the participants.

The re-invitation of the practitioners from phase 1 was purposive sampling from a perspective
that the participants proofed this expertise in phase 1 and already were familiar with the research
and had time to reflect on the topic over the processing of phase 2, which enriched the
information shared. The guiding questions were derived from SRQ C in combination with these
themes and can be found in appendix F. The flow of the focus group was mainly driven by the
interactions of the participants themselves and only slightly guided by the facilitation of the
research team. The focus group was conducted via the online tool Zoom and lasted for 90
minutes. It was recorded and transcribed using the online tool Otter.ai. Choosing the digital
realm for the focus group was influenced both, by convenience for and availability of the
participants who lived in several different countries at the moment of conduction, as well as
due to the recommended physical distancing measures during the COVID-19 pandemic. The
researches acknowledge that this might have led to a loss of direct interaction and a less organic
flow of the discussion.

2.3.4. Analysis and synthesis

After every phase, the different data sources were analyzed using a participatorily designed
coding mechanism. The researchers sat together, agreed on the tools in use and derived the
process and coding approaches. In phase 1 and 2, this allowed the researchers to identify mainly
used elements of the FSSD in organizational contexts and key insights on SSD practices using
the FSSD, as well as other relevant topics for the discussion of the MRQ. For this a more
inductive way of coding was used. Further codes for the five elements of AC were introduced
and used in a more deductive way. All data from phase 1 and 2 was coded by two researchers
through the online tool Atlas.ti. The online cloud version of the well-renowned data analysis
program proofed of high value for the collaborative coding between the three researchers.

After coding the transcripts, the codes were analyzed for patterns by reviewing them in a joint
effort and noting main insights for the results, in clear distinction of the source of information.
Phase 1 and two thereby got interwoven for the presentation of results on SRQ A and B. The
findings are presented in the results section and informed the design of phase 3.

The transcript of phase 3 was analyzed using an inductive coding mechanism that facilitated a
concrete derivation of key insights. This way of coding gave the researchers the opportunity to
let the data speak without having a preset lens or mindset when analyzing it. The transcript was
coded by two researchers who used color coding, marking reoccurring themes and important
contributions with different colors. After coding the transcript, the results were analyzed for
connections and patterns and summarized.
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After concluding all phases, the researchers came together to derive main insights for the
discussion. All findings are presented in the results section and jointly informed the discussion
and the conclusion of this thesis.

2.4. Validity

In the context of this qualitative research project, the aspects discussed under the heading
validity refer to the trustworthiness, rigor and quality of the findings. All phases had a more
exploratory nature. It has to be mentioned that the concept of AC of a social system, which was
brought in all phases, is still relatively unexplored, and this is a pioneering study diving into the
influence of SSD using FSSD on the resilience and AC of an organization. The iterative,
multiple-phase approach guaranteed that the topic was explored from multiple viewpoints
which, in the analysis and discussion, were held against and complemented each other and
offered a more holistic insight.

The ability of the researchers to address the topic has been considered, particularly regarding
the scope of the research. The role of the researchers and their positionality had been reflected
upon throughout the process. As the selected methods built on human interaction, there was a
risk that answers were influenced and guided to a certain extent, even though this research was
conducted with attention and care.

Answers to interview questions related to SRQ A did not always address the same element.
This was not the intention as the understanding of SSD using the FSSD only had to be deepened
regarding its current application. The FSSD is not prescribed to be used in a certain way and is
rendered as highly adaptive to any given context, therefore generalizations about the use are
difficult to derive and the presented results do not claim to wholly represent all contexts the
FSSD is applied in. It was likely that there are several different user cases even in a small
sample, what became visible in the data set. The strategic selection of practitioners in phase 1
contributed to the validity of the research.

In phase 2, checking in with organizational representatives and selecting the organizations
following a set of predefined criteria ensured a diverse sample, representing a diverse set of
cases and contexts the framework is used in. The interviews helped to refine the previously
identified insights about SSD using the FSSD in practice. These insights were based on the
perception and experience of one or two persons per organization who found themselves in a
qualified role to provide this information, according to the defined criteria. The researchers
were dependent on the will of organizations to donate their time during the very complex
situation of the COVID-19 pandemic. The sample organizations each came from different
industries (see appendix E), indicating that there is room for exploring other scales and forms
of organizations or to focus on particular industries. The understanding of the FSSD might also
differ highly within the different sample organizations, as the employees might have been
trained differently and in different contexts. This research did not receive input from non-FSSD
trained employees on their views and did not inquire the experience from multiple members in
organizations due to the limited time frame of the research. There is room for more qualitative
and quantitative research to clarify the impact of organizational SSD using the FSSD on the
resilience and AC of organizations. It also has to be mentioned that even if the research
questions focus on ‘organizations’ as such, statistical generalizations cannot be made from
exploring a fairly restricted sample. According to Yin (2014), the sample nevertheless allowed
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the generation of analytical generalizations, as presented in the discussion. The same accounts
for the practice of FSSD in organizations. However, the outreach strategy as outlined in the
sections above aimed at including as many relevant voices as possible, addressing the validity
concern of producing generalizable findings from an analytical perspective.

For phase 3, the interviewees from phase 1 were re-invited to join a group discussion, providing
a platform for triangulation and deeper sense-making. Recalling the voices that helped to feed
the results for SRQ A and B adds to the general validity of the research, as the participants
organically started to fill in some open gaps from the interviews. Nevertheless, a validity gap
lies in the method of focus groups itself: it invites cross-pollination and statements that build
up on each other rather than unbiased, uninfluenced statements. Considering the aim of this
phase, this can be seen as a positive aspect as the participants exchanged on individual
experiences of a human-centered practice.

In all phases, participants were guided through a consent process that elaborated on the purpose,
the process, and publication of the research and they were assured anonymity. This,
nevertheless, does not guarantee unbiased and open responses, since the responses might have
been restricted by the future disclosure of the research results.

2.5. Triangulation

In order to leverage the reliability of the study, the research team aimed at combining and
applying different research methods and perspectives to gain insights into the questions at hand.
Validity concerns were addressed by the different formats and target groups, as well as by the
diversity of participants. Having a variety of sources, methods and different groups of
participants adding to the data base increased the diversity of perspectives — yet it also increased
the difficulty of analyzing the data in a coherent, clear way. A comparative stance was perceived
as enriching regarding the contributions from outside and inside the organizations. The clear
deductive nature of the analysis regarding AC proved helpful to generate structured results.

In all steps, and particularly during the analysis of data, a joint effort of the three researchers in
sampling, writing, coding, reviewing and adapting, supported the rigidity of the final report. By
having two or even three perspectives involved in every step, the team discussed and addressed
potential biases as the research evolved (see section 2.7).

2.6. General limitations

The 3.5 months-timeframe of the research can be seen as a major limitation, relating to external
deadlines of the master program that had to be met. Next to that, this research was conducted
in the midst of a global crisis, namely the COVID-19 pandemic. In general, the researchers had
to adapt to this changing context, both regarding their own coordination but also regarding the
collaboration with organizations, practitioners and supervisors from the university. Both the
limited time available and the general state of crisis impacted not only the general scope of the
research, but in particular

e the choice of methods, leaving out a quantitative approach in the nature of a survey,
e the number of FSSD practitioners participating in phase 1 and 3,
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e the number of sustainability champions participating in phase 2,
e the number of researchers performing the coding,
e the analysis of the results, which could have been of a deeper nature.

The importance of a very clear and pragmatic language stood out clearly. A clarification of how
the researchers used the conceptual elements in the context of this study was of highest
importance, in particular regarding AC. This might have limited the degree of academic literacy
and value of the research.

Involving external practitioners who in general have a limited insight into organizations’
internal developments on the long term in phase 1 limited the quality of generated insights. The
organizational perspective in phase 2 was only expressed by one or two representatives per
organization and therefore cannot be seen as valid for every employee.

2.7.  Assumptions and biases

In general, qualitative research is and remains subjective. Interpretation and analysis of the
results are likely informed by the backgrounds of the researchers and their scope of scientific
experience. The diversity of the three researchers, coming from three different countries (Brazil,
Belgium and Germany) and different sectors such as biology, performing arts and fashion retail,
led to a vibrant exchange and helped them to identify biases and assumptions along the process.
The researchers hereby acknowledge a mainly western perspective on the topic, influenced by
the latest professional activities of the researchers. As all researchers were introduced to the
FSSD and the concept of AC during the same program, they started with an aligned level of
basic knowledge and a shared idea about the needs of further exploration.

It was a shared effort throughout the process to align the researchers’ assumptions and
expectations regarding the process and the outcomes of this study. A focus on the team journey
and some pragmatism on the thematic side thereby helped them to move ahead in a decent
manner.

Next to the biases of the researchers themselves, biases and personal opinions of the participants
in the different phases needed to be considered. Working with human beings, several
uncertainties and ethical concerns were addressed.

2.8. Normative and ethical considerations

The ethical considerations for this research concerned the research design and the processing
of the results. They did not only inform the gap the researchers aimed to address, but also the
choice of methods.

Understanding the critical role of ethics in social sciences, people involved in the research
process were treated with dignity and in the most conscious and respectful manner possible.
This included to respect the individuals and their privacy, both in direct contact and considering
data management. Working with individuals, acting in alignment with their fundamental rights
was of highest importance. The researchers aimed at providing a protective, safe environment
that also considered the individual level of ethics. Some participants shared stories from their
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experiences in organizations, which clearly requires ethical treatment regarding data processing
and publications.

It has to be mentioned that all research was conducted in an online environment. Channels were
selected with a high degree of security, privacy and confidentiality, accordingly to the GDPR
standards. A clear explanation and onboarding of participants decreased the level of their
vulnerability. Another critical element taken into consideration is beneficence, doing no harm
to any participant and maximizing the possible benefit for everyone contributing. The
researchers aimed to move beyond the elimination of risk and further explored options of
providing a beneficiary outcome.

The transparency of the processes involving participants was one of the main ethical
considerations and action elements. All relationships with participants, the retrieved data and
the topic of self-disclosure were considered in the form of ethical approval and informed
consent. A shared statement elaborated on the process, the data management and the handling
of results and insights. The researchers clearly communicated about the risks and benefits of
contributing to this research and the voluntary nature of participation, as well as the
confidentiality of the contribution. The consent form containing these elements was distributed
to participants upfront and the signed versions were collected and properly documented.
Furthermore, the participants had the opportunity to withdraw their participation until two
weeks after the contribution took place, giving them the space to reconsider their contribution.

Next to the consent process, all relationships with participants, the retrieved data and the topic
of self-disclosure were considered in the form of measures to guarantee privacy and
confidentiality. The measures in this regard were informed by and aligned with the official
GDPR procedure and were disclosed in the communication. The researchers worked with
personal data and therefore the research project was officially registered at BTH and the data
was stored on the official online drive (Microsoft one drive) provided by the university, which
is aligned with the required GDPR standards. Records and transcripts of the interviews and
focus group were stored on this drive and only accessible to the three members of the research
team. The data was processed as described above in the methods section. All data will be deleted
after the research has been successfully finished and defended.

This research also holds a strong normative perspective. Striving towards sustainability is value
laden and seeing a sustainable society as a desirable goal is a normative stance (Broman and
Robert 2017). The discussed topics are of global concern and are often informed by worldviews,
culture and different values. People can be involved on an emotional level, and this also
accounts for the research team. Defining tangible working definitions of the used concepts
therefore was of critical importance for this research. Considering the points mentioned in the
limitations section, all outcomes should be interpreted with a critical stance.
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3. Results

The results part of this thesis follows the three SRQs that were introduced in the prior sections.
The data addressing SRQ A and B is presented interweaving the findings of both, phase 1
(outside-in perspective) and phase 2 (inside perspective). The insights are rounded off by the
data set concerning SRQ C from phase 3. The seven interviewed FSSD practitioners (also
referred to as practitioners) have the abbreviation P [1-7]. Interviewed sustainability champions
are abbreviated as S [1-7] and O [1-7] stands for the correlating organization. Two sustainability
champions that work at the same organization (O1) are referred to as Sla and S1b.

Practitioners contributed with fundamental and broad insights that were often directly tied to
the elements of the FSSD. The contributions of the organizations practicing SSD on a longer
term (O1, O2, O5) in general were richer in nature than the ones from the organizations
practicing between 0-5 years (O3, 06, O7). Nevertheless, the sustainability champions of these
organizations contributed with fresh and curious perspectives regarding the use and
understanding of the FSSD. A short introduction of the practitioners, organizations and
sustainability champions can be found in the appendices D and E.

3.1. SRQ A: the current application of the FSSD in organizational
contexts

The practitioner insights were intertwined with the practice presented by organizations in order
to holistically address SRQ A: “How is the FSSD currently applied in organizational contexts?”
The first section will link the theory to the practice and will zoom in on how the different
elements of the FSSD are used in practice. Indicators for a successful practice and the human-
centered aspects that come in when applying the FSSD are presented in section 3.1.2 and 3.1.3.

3.1.1. Theory in practice

The practitioners considered the FSSD as an overarching framework that unifies language,
creates shared mental models and enables the engagement of multiple stakeholders. P7 argued
that one should utilize the framework in a holistic way, benefiting from the storyline and
mindset it provides. Also P4 warned of the mistake to break the FSSD down into its constituent
parts: “It's the overall rhetoric or philosophy of a new paradigm in thinking and a way of
thinking about sustainability.” Whereas the framework was considered simple, robust and
credible by P2, P4, P6 and P7, some practitioners outlined that users of the framework can slip
into technical jargon (P1, P3). Furthermore, the FSSD’s nature as a strategic decision-making
tool has been highlighted by O3 and O5: “The FSSD helps to be more strategic and it makes
people think about something before they go down that path.” (S5)

Whole systems thinking

At the core of the application of the FSSD is a whole systems perspective and all interviewees
stressed the importance of taking this holistic stance. The FSSD was perceived as a framework
that is designed for enabling transformation and whole system change, which gets visible in
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shifting mindsets around this perspective (P1, P3, P7). P5, S2 and S5 talk about mindset shifts
of the whole organization and for S7 using the FSSD was “the beginning of thinking in a broader
perspective.” P3, P4 and P5 used the metaphor of a birds-eye perspective on the environmental
and social system and P5 and P7 even rendered a certain systemic understanding as a
precondition for working with the framework in the organizational realm. In alignment with
that statement, all sustainability champions showed this systemic understanding.

A critical tool for using a systems perspective is the SLM. Looking into the interviews, it is
apparent that no sustainability champion mentioned this model. Practitioners named it as a
structural support and described how it helps to create an overview of the bigger picture.
Nevertheless, they didn’t use it in their work with organizations (P3, P4, P5). P5 perceived it as
the backbone of his work, but he never voiced it towards clients.

Backcasting and the ABCD procedure

Backcasting was familiar and used by all interviewees. Furthermore, all practitioners applied
the ABCD as proposed by the FSSD, though in many different shapes and adaptations. P4
elaborated that the process fosters mindset change by using a storytelling approach: “The tool
is to enable action to eventually arrive at the definition of success. [Backcasting is the] mental
model of the sustainability journey.” P6 also described backcasting as a mindset, one that
encourages transformational conversations as “[...] it reframes things, [...] from ‘how do we
improve today? [to] what are the steps we need to take to get to what we truly want?” P3
highlighted backcasting as the heart of the FSSD: “[...] we are strategic and systemic because
we do backcasting from success.” The ABCD procedure was described by P6 as a
communication tool for the notion of backcasting, to make it tangible. This was also visible in
03: “The ABCD analysis will help us a lot to make it clear to everyone that we have to think
this long-term way.” (S3) P7 referred to the ABCD procedure with a metaphor of a roadmap
which supports the co-creation of strategic transitions towards sustainability, by serving to
design programs, tools and indicators as well as community building.

All steps of the ABCD procedure were mentioned by the interviewees. PS5 described the
elements of the vision (step A) as space that nourishes the creation of shared language. It was
experienced to build awareness and a common vision of success. In the same context, P7 and
PS5 brought up the importance of timeless purpose, navigation and orientation. According to P6,
the unseen is explored in step B: “That could be a conversation around what are some of the
key-ways that we're contributing to a violation of those principles [SPs].” P2 highlighted the
empowerment this step adds to the process, fostering a creative tension. Step C was seen to be
rich in outcome with a diversity of stakeholders (P1). S5 stressed the value of the prioritization
step (step D) from a business perspective. S6 argued that, in this step, adaptation is critical: the
big size of the organization requires prioritization on different levels. What is remarkable: when
asked about the ABCD procedure, the practitioners talked only about the process itself and not
about the outcome. The action plan as last step wasn’t mentioned by any practitioner.

The experience of O1 showed the iterative nature of the ABCD procedure. They did backcasting
exercises in smaller groups and sometimes with the whole organization. After several
procedures with an advisor, they had people inside the organization that were trained and could
facilitate the processes themselves. O1 used backcasting whenever they had a problem or if
they got stuck on something, going back and forth between the different steps if needed. In O3
several smaller and one whole-organization ABCD procedure were facilitated internally despite
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using the FSSD for less than one year. “I think that ABCD is very easy to do. [...] I think that
the difficult thing is to connect it to the sustainability principles, to the rules.” (S3)

The sustainability principles

The Sustainability Principles (SPs) were well known by the all the interviewees and they
outlined the sustainability challenge as meeting humanity’s needs within the given system
constraints. In O7, O5, O3 and O1, the SPs provided guidance to make decisions with a strong
scientific backdrop, what was also referred to as “rules of the game” (Sla, S3, S7). All
sustainability champions stressed the importance of having a shared definition of sustainability
with a scientific foundation. However, some practitioners outlined that the terminology is not
the most important thing, but it is the understanding that comes with it (P3, P4). P3, for instance,
didn’t consider the SPs as a core element of his work as for him the importance lied in success
defined by sustainability conditions in general. For him, these conditions might also be lent
from other concepts. At the core of this understanding was the shared idea that the SPs are
sometimes hardly digestible for different audiences. P1, P3, P4 and PS5, for instance, addressed
the SSPs by using the basic human needs (see Max-Neef 1991) and P3 used the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) in several cases to simplify the collaboration. The explanation
given by P3 was that nowadays the companies design their sustainability journey based on the
SDGs and therefore, it is strategic to use this common understanding as a fertile ground.

Some practitioners still used four SPs instead of eight SPs (P1, P3, P5, P6), covering the social
aspects under one principle. There was awareness of the five SSPs!. This is also reflected in the
data of the organizations: S5, Sla and S1b talked about four SPs. For O1, O2, and OS5, the focus
has been on working with the environmental SPs and in case of O5, the industrial context was
very receptive for the scientific language of the first three SPs. Only in O6 and by P2, the SSPs
were used actively to facilitate conversations and design initiatives.

3.1.2. Factors and considerations for a successful application
Contextualization, adaptation and complementation

A key element in the sustainability practice with the FSSD is contextualization. All practitioners
touched on the need of customization to the context and size of organizations. Several
practitioners also highlighted that the FSSD is meant to be adapted to different contexts (P1,
P2, P4, P6, P7). P1, P2 and P3 specifically talked about the need to tap into the existing culture
and worldview of the organization. More than one practitioner voiced that they tailor language
and processes to meet the organization where they are, creating relevancy (P1, P2, P4, P5, P6).

For O3, the open nature of the FSSD stood out as an added value in comparison to other
consultancy approaches. O6 adapted the framework to their governance model. Yet early in the
journey, O3 also already started adopting the language of the FSSD to their context. O2
combined the FSSD with the principles of biomimicry to make framework more tangible in
their specific context. The practitioners echoed this need for complementary concepts: “It [the
FSSD] is a necessary toolkit, it is a necessary tool to be able to drive transformational change,

! The FSSD was first developed with four SPs, three ecological principles and one social principle. The five
social principles were developed in 2015 (see Missimer 2013; Missimer, Robeért, and Broman 2017a; 2017a).
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but it needs to be complemented by a number of other ideas and concepts to actually make it
work” (P6). P1 and P2 specified that need regarding the human-centered side of the practice.
Tools used in the interviewed organizations are for example the planetary boundaries? (O1, O2),
Theory U? (O7), Art of Hosting* (06, O7) and biomimicry’ (O2).

Collaboration and participatory processes

Another critical factor when practicing SSD: collaboration. According to P5, the FSSD theory
only added value if it helped individuals and groups to start organizing themselves in a
collaborative way. For backcasting processes in Ol, people from different parts of the
organization come together because experience showed that this leads the best outcomes. 02
experienced collaboration both, inside and with partners on several sustainability projects. O1
and O3 are members of a network of organizations that practice SSD and support each other.

Practitioners described the power of participatory processes to foster collaboration and create
ownership. The approach is action-oriented and motivating for the people involved (P1, P4,
P5). Co-creation was perceived as beneficial by most practitioners. PS5 stated that “it's about the
people, if you don't acknowledge that then it doesn't matter what frameworks and tools and
whatever you start using, you're not going to get anywhere.” P6 followed this thinking:
“Ultimately you're dealing with people in organizations and [...] the relationships are dynamic
and complex. There's no sort of one on one approach.” P5 linked this to the strong scientific
reasoning for participatory processes in complexity theory and social systems change. The
unseen is an important element in sustainability journeys and participatory processes create
helpful spaces for conversation, bringing it to the surface (P2, P5, P6). Here, trust building was
described as a key factor (P2, P5). Nevertheless, the scope of facilitated sustainability projects
sometimes leads to missing out participatory potential (P4).

Iterative nature and learning culture

The iterative, spiral nature of a sustainability practice using the FSSD was stressed repeatedly.
P1, P3, P6 and P7 highlighted the iterative use of procedures on multiple levels and with
different audiences of an organization. O1, 02, O3, O5, and O6 used procedures in iterative
ways over different timeframes. “The process continues, you never get to the point of saying
right we're fully sustainable, it's always a challenge, it's a perpetual cycle.” (P5)

In several contexts, it has been observed that practicing SSD using the FSSD is related to a
learning culture. For O2, the learning culture was shaped by the FSSD as a frame that formed
their mindset over time, influencing the organization’s thinking and learning. A similar
observation has been made in O1, another long-term user. P1 and P7 rendered the potential for
experiential learning through a repeated, collaborative application. P4 said that over time,
organizations start to build up autonomy in applying the framework. To enable this, P4 saw the
need of training and ongoing external support. However, P1 argued that often, the framework

2 The planetary boundaries is a concept that “defines a safe operating space for humanity based on the intrinsic
biophysical processes that regulate the stability of the Earth System” (W. Steffen et al. 2015, 1259855/1).

3 Theory U is a change management method, following process stages in an U shape (see Scharmer 2009).

4 Art of Hosting is a participatory methodology focused on personal practice, dialogue, and facilitation to create
innovation towards resolving complex challenges. For more information see www.artothosting.org.

5 Biomimicry addresses complex problems by the imitation of natural systems and elements (see Benyus 2008).
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is presented too early and in too much detail, taking out motivation for further steps. P4 voiced
that the FSSD can be perceived as complex and too abstract and “sometimes it takes too long
to people to understand it.” Furthermore, P7 elaborated on the difficulty of teaching alongside
the facilitation itself, as time is needed to develop understanding and learning. This was also
reflected in the organizations: S5 and S7 perceived working with the FSSD as hard work. “You
have to put sweat and effort in it, you need to be committed.” (S5)

3.1.3. The human-centered core of a sustainability practice
Facilitation and process design

Facilitation was mentioned as a critical aspect for applying the FSSD: adapting and preparing
the processes appeared crucial. Practitioners stated that they sometimes use the FSSD only
behind the scenes (P2, P4, P5), “simply because it's about meeting people where they're at.”
(P5). Furthermore, P4 observed that there is no unified way to get the message over to customers
and little best practice. P4 and P7 highlighted the different user cases of the framework: from
strategy to education to product sustainability. P4, P5, and P6 touched on this manner by
highlighting the importance of tailoring their language. P4 specified that it is necessary to have
a facilitation approach at the level of the organization’s culture. P1 and P4 agreed that
facilitation needs to be tailored to the context of the organization, meeting the people where
they are. In this context, the importance of preparation and understanding the specific context
upfront was stated by P1, P2, P3, P4 and P5.

Adding to this, P3 outlined that “the way the process is designed is the way the organization
connects and forms insight of their journey and how change happens.” In this context, the
element of storytelling was mentioned by P2, P4 and P7. P2 reflected on the nature of
facilitation: “[Too disruptive elements can] trigger bounce-back reactions led by fear and
denial. In some cases, disruptive works.” According to P2, P5 and P7, the best approach to
facilitation is to be part of the process and to provide guidance instead of giving answers.

Holding the connection between the bigger system and the specific case was mentioned as a
challenge (P2). PS5 stressed that a fostering a systemic understanding is a needed effort to make
the rest useful and truly strategic. P1 and P4 brought up the restrictions of facilitators as human
beings: facilitation might be impacted by biases and depends on the facilitator’s capabilities.
Facilitation and even the participants can get stuck in methodology, what was described as a
lack of trust in a prototyping and experiential learning approach (P3).

Leadership and organizational culture

Another crucial element regarding the application of the FSSD is leadership. P1 and P2 shared
that the FSSD proofed to trigger changes in the worldview of leaders. This shift and an
according way of leading organizations through SSD can be a tipping point for transitions
towards sustainability. P2, P4 P5, P6 and P7 agreed that a deep commitment of the leadership
is needed to foster long-term changes. This in particular was related to trust building. P2
exemplified how communication fosters trust by creating direct channels to communicate with
leaders. This was also represented in the participating organizations: there was a strong
leadership commitment in O1, setting strategic goals and heading a sustainability network. The
case of O2 became popular for the thrive of their leadership.
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The empowerment of employees was perceived as another critical enabler. S2 shared the
experience that “with the empowerment of people everybody realizes that he or she can be a
leader on its own, because you are an expert in your field. A CEO doesn't know everything, he
is relying on everyone.” Empowerment of employees brought autonomy, dynamism and
diversity in responses to the challenges O2 has been facing. O3 endorsed leadership’s role in
engaging people. Fostering cultural openness and working together will give the employees the
feeling that they are heard and that they can take action.

Several practitioners referred to the element of a cultural fit as a lever to change (P5, P1, P2).
P1 affirmed that a certain openness and collaborative culture is needed to tap into the potential
of using the FSSD, in order to create a common language and engagement of the whole
organization. He made the link between the flexibility of management or leadership and the
ability of an organization to create their journey, allowing to be more creative about
sustainability. S3 reinforced how essential it is to have an open mindset combined with a
systems perspective. In O3, working with the FSSD gave another opportunity to embody the
existing culture and invite people to act on it. In this case, the FSSD added structure and a
scientific background to their sustainability journey.

P1 perceived a general lack of integration of leadership and governance into the sustainability
discussion, also linking it to the culture of an organization. He brought the idea that culture
change towards sustainability requires a certain type of leadership, but the FSSD can also help
to foster it when applied in spiral and participatory processes. A related reflection was that
practitioners lack the opportunity to observe culture shifts and transformation in the
organizations as they are external consultants (P5, P7).

3.2.  SRQ B: fostering AC of organizations through SSD

The next sections present the data considering SRQ B: Does practicing SSD using the FSSD
help to foster the adaptive capacity of organizations? If so, how? After presenting some
statements about resilience in general, this section explores the link to AC by outlining the
results regarding the five different key elements of AC. Sections on designing for resilience and
conditions to foster AC in organizations round the results for SRQ B.

When talking about resilience, many practitioners and sustainability champions outlined it as
an organization’s ability to adapt to possible future scenarios, both internally and in relationship
to their environments (P1, P3, P5, Sla, S2, S5). In this context, a sustainability practice was
granted the role of moving the organization from reaction to proactivity. In the case of OS5,
starting to work with sustainability in the face of a crisis situation turned the trajectory of the
organization: through years of sustainability experience and practice “we've gone from a
reactionary mode of addressing all the negative things to one of almost neutrality, to a move
[to] the proactive side.” (S5) S2 describes this as “transformative resilience’:

It's not only being resilient and surviving during hard times. [...] It actually creates a
kind of transformative resilience. Without knowing it, you're actually already acting
towards the future. [...] Through our sustainability journey, we are always ahead, even
ahead of legislation, ahead of customer demands, now wellbeing [...] and we wouldn't
have realized [this] if we wouldn't have worked for example with the FSSD. (S2)
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Several conversations organically arrived at the topic of helpful capacities to foster
organizations’ resilience and how the FSSD and its application can support building these.
Highlighted examples were the alignment around vision and purpose and a common, structured
definition of sustainability (P2, P3, P4, P5, P6) but also by the ability to sense and respond
enabled by the systems perspective (P3, PS5, P6); all facilitated by interdisciplinary,
participatory processes (P1, P4, P5). “Applying backcasting can be seen as a sign of resilience
in that sense that if they get stuck, they focus on the way forward.” (S1a) Fostering the capacity
to be resilient nevertheless was rendered as “not a direct objective of the process” (P6, P3). Yet,
for some practitioners (P2, P7) it was at the core of their practice. The frame of AC gives the
opportunity to make sense of these capacities and explore the relationships more deeply.

3.2.1. Trust

Trust in the context of this research is understood as the attitude enabling people to rely on each
other and formulate a positive expectation towards one another. When addressing the question
if practicing SSD using the FSSD helps to foster trust in an organization, three practitioners
directly answered with a strong, intuitive “yes” (P1, P3, P7), whereas Sla, S1b and S5 stated
that it can, but not necessarily.

One element that was often linked to trust was the process of backcasting (P6, S1, S2). Under
the condition of a creative, clear process design, P6 assigned the procedure the capacity to
increase transparency and generate ownership through agency and influence, two elements that
feed into trust building. S2, S5 and S7 stated similar arguments on transparency. In their cases,
the trustworthiness also expanded to different stakeholders: “We have other relationships
thanks to our strategic sustainable approach, because you are more trustworthy.” (S2)

Developing a common language and shared goals based on a whole systems perspective with
robust scientific underpinnings appeared as powerful contributions to trust: a sense of alignment
was perceived as a lever to increase trust in relationships and enabled collaborating towards a
shared, unique goal that is in line with “what science says” (P3, P4, P7, Sla, S2, S6, S7). S2
stated that “there is a more common base to work on and therefore it's easier to trust each other.
[...] It starts with this mission, and that also of course builds trust because it's clear for everyone
in the organization, where the company's heading.” In the case of 06, the fast growth of the
organization led to a decrease in trust and the shared sustainability vision helped to bring the
disconnected departments together. P7 highlighted the capacity to build trust through the
organizational goals because they relate to a higher meaning, connecting roles of employees to
a contribution to society and the world. Sla verbalizes this connection to common meaning,
stating that “it helps to create common meaning and that may also help [to] feed back into the
whole trust issue” (S1a). This connection was also made by a practitioner:

I would think it enables trust, because of the fact that it's more meaningful: you have
the vision, the fact that you are focused on the future where you have succeeded and
through that you have the rules to maneuver. (P7)

The role of the SPs as a means of enabling transparency came out clearly (P2, P7): “The further
you break down the FSSD into the principles, into questions and into finding the answers and
the conclusions, then you create trust. [Especially] when you point out issues through the social
principles and you take care of those issues” (P2). Sla and S6 showed similar understandings
and approaches, highlighting the power of the SSPs with regards to fostering trust.
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A related aspect regarding trust is the trustworthiness of the framework and the approach itself,
which is related to the scientific basis and the continuous improvement over a longer timeframe
(PS5, P7). In O1, the FSSD enabled the employees to have confidence in the leadership team,
because they would act responsible and create a good working environment. S3 reflected that,
both on the short- and long-term, communicating that their sustainability practice is science-
based helped to build trust inside and outside the organization:

I wanted them to know that there is a way to define sustainability and that we are
responsible for the company. We have a way to work with it. And then of course we
will break it down and everyone should work with it. Hopefully they feel more trust
that we work with sustainability in a scientifically correct way [and that we] care for
what is happening here and for the next generations. (S3)

P3 elaborated that “applying the FSSD in a spiral, an Art of Hosting way builds trust, because
you share a common image, a common language: are we putting the same things behind the
word sustainability?” The Art of Hosting practice is based on human-centered and participatory
approaches, which were also described as helpful by other practitioners (P4, P5). These
practitioners also aligned on the powerful impact of a shared understanding that derived out of
collaboration and participation.

Using the FSSD builds trust when you can create a process that brings people from
different domains in the company to the same space in a new topic that they're not all
experts in. Giving them a common language allows them to relate to the new domain.
[...] this helps them to feel confident in their collective ability to collaborate. (P4)

S1la also outlined how collaboration and participation in backcasting help to foster trust:

Backcasting processes can create trust because a group figures out how to deal with a
problem together and everybody is on the same page. [...] When the workshops and
the process function well they help to build trust, because they help exchange ideas
and understand where different people are coming from. [It] signals that you value
everybody's input, and that everybody's equal in the room. And that links to trust. (S1a)

For P6, not only the fact that everybody’s input is valued contributes to building trust, but also
the fact that ideas of employees are reflected in the direction the organization takes. “People
are constantly asked and get the feeling they're heard, and the things they came up with show
up in strategies or actions. Of course, that's very trust building.” (P6) If well applied, SSD using
the FSSD doesn’t only foster trust in the organization, but also on a personal level. P7 argued:

[It] is fostering trust in the people themselves: employees are empowered through
offering solutions [...] and then if some of the solutions that appeared in the process
are implemented, that shows the element of trust in the employees, that shows that the
employees are contributing, writing the future of the company. (P7)

As already mentioned, the use of complementary methods and tools like Theory U or Art of
Hosting seemed of critical importance in order to create the spaces where trust can flourish (P2,
P3, P4). Nevertheless, it has been acknowledged that participatory processes need a certain
level of prevailing trust to work and succeed (P5). What is not to deny: fostering trust takes
time and is a long process, as stated by P2, P5, and S6: “over time it might trickle down and
sort of affect the rest of the organization” (P5).
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3.2.2. Learning

Learning allows humans and systems to continuously sense, develop and prototype responses
to changing environments, both individually and together. There was a general agreement that
a sustainability practice as introduced by the FSSD enables organizations to better sense and
respond to shifting contexts, guided by a shared vision that considers the Earth system
boundaries and by a tailor-made strategic direction (P1-7, Sla, S1b, S2, S3, S5). According to
practitioners and sustainability champions, several elements of SSD contributed to this form of
learning. In application, “the funnel, backcasting, the system conditions, the whole jazz” (P7)
were perceived as powerful instruments. S1a summarized as follows:

Practicing strategic sustainable development does foster learning, in the sense that it
creates a challenge so you have to figure out how you need to adapt that organization
in order to meet the goals that we have that are defined by the FSSD, and so in that
sense, you're going to have a learning process. (S1a)

For P5 it stood out that “whenever something is thrown at you, you need less processing time
to know how to properly respond, you develop a gut feeling for that action. You're going to
choose for something that has bigger chances of moving towards the opening of the funnel
rather than running into the walls, it informs preferences and increases your awareness.” Several
practitioners described the increase of the capacity to learn in the reduction of risks (P5, P6,
P7), which was proven as organizations moved forward on their sustainability journeys. With
a better understanding of key challenges and trends, both threats and opportunities become
clearer and can be considered in decision-making processes (P5). Tangible manifestations of
sustainability-related learning are innovations in products, markets, process and even in
business models (P2, P3 P5, S2).

When applied in an iterative, participatory manner, backcasting is one of the elements that help
to sense and respond. It fosters learning as “you need to be aware and sense and respond. Doing
it brings learning and learning makes you do it better, and it's a positive cycle. [...] You can
respond more agile after sensing the situation. [...] It opens up agility in planning, making users
more open for changes along the way as it shows multiple routes towards a vision.” (P3)
Furthermore, through backcasting people are invited to explore and try out themselves as “the
process itself with the scientific support of the FSSD helps people to learn” (P4). P1 stressed
this capacity and named it core to resilience itself:

Having everybody tap into the organization, being creative, giving them space to
design, find solutions, get together to solve problems, to actually create what the
organization looks like in the future is a key component of the resilience, [...] allowing
for everyone to be the eyes and ears of the organization through a process for what
society needs from us now [...] and have that as an ongoing sort of alignment within
the organization. (P1)

Sla and S1b shared a similar perspective: “Applying backcasting can be seen as a sign of
resilience [...] in that sense that if we get stuck, we focus on the way forward [...] it encourages
us to learn together in our roles in the organization.” (S1a) S6 argued that “just by applying it,
the people involved have had to learn this way of looking at things.”
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Applying backcasting was also described as a strategic way to reduce risk. If it is leading in
the right direction and if it is a flexible platform, “you can go for it. [...] And maybe sometimes
you can jump a little bit further because of the situation and elements being there.” (S2) The
FSSD helps to be more strategic in making decisions and it helps to avoid “blind alleys.” (S5)
P7 described that people in organizations felt a sensation of relief when they had a shared
language and solution-focused approach when it comes to sustainability. This relief was
furthermore fostered by the awareness that there are multiple ways towards a common future.

Another element that was linked to learning is the systems perspective of the FSSD. By
fostering a whole systems view that frames the envisioned future, the FSSD contributes a strong
reason and stable orientation for learning (P1, P2, P6, P7, Sla, S1b, S2, S5). Individual,
organization and society can be put into relation once discussions about the own role in the
bigger picture take place. Sla describes that “not only learning about sustainability is fostered,
but also learning about strategic thinking and holistic thinking”. P7 stated that organizations
“have learned a way to look at the world and from there they can see options which are good
for them and good for the system.” P2 shared the same opinion: “Holistic thinking and a systems
perspective [...] enable you to step ahead and be not in the need to constantly react but respond
or already achieve things before.” P4 went further, saying that if there is no holistic
sustainability thinking considering the system boundaries, designs will have unpredictable
rebound effects that might be rather harmful to the wider organization as a system. In this
context, he also stressed the relevance of the FSSD as a frame for learning. The related
visioning element of the FSSD was also directly linked to learning:

A question I get a lot, especially with regards to resilience, is how did you map that
out, how did you know what to do? We didn't. But only based on this vision, every
time we had to take a decision, we took the decision which brought us closest to this
vision. The moment you map the route to the top of mount sustainability, then actually
this route map is already out of date. (S2)

P4 mentioned that the scientific backdrop and systems thinking help learning about
complexity and how to acknowledge it in own actions. P1 and P6 shared this opinion.
“Understanding the science or at least the concept of the principles can help people see that we
don't have all the answers today and need to look for potential unknowns.” (P4) Nevertheless,
Sla stated that the FSSD gives you clear information about what you need to stop doing in
order to transform and overcome challenges: “Understanding what the principles mean and
trying to understand how we can develop the organization so that we don't violate them, both
of those require learning.” S3 echoed this in other words: “The FSSD gives me the science
behind this intuition that it should feel good.”

Fostering learning in organizations was also clearly linked to the participatory processes
practitioners often use: “It’s an exploration of what's happening in your organization but just
with a different lens [...] and then also do it together in a process where you're harvesting those
thoughts and ideas from a broad range of people.” (P6) When practiced in participatory ways,
SSD “means people are actively taking on new skills” (P7). A question-based approach was
often applied by practitioners and this approach opens spaces for learning (P2, P5, P6, S2). In
relation to the question-based method, it has been stated that “it's only when these questions are
asked along the way that this learning will take place. It's like a muscle that you start training.
Now this happened, what does it mean?” (P5). Participatory process showed to support bigger
groups to learn. One observed outcome was that “people start to preach for sustainability” (P7).
They step into ambassadorship and they help to chase the paths of the journey on the long term.
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In this context, learning from examples has been brought up, both in relation to the
sustainability champions, and to the practitioners’ attitude and behavior (P2).

P3 highlighted the importance of an iterative approach to sustainability journeys when it
comes to learning. Experiential learning was observed to evolve only over time: “learning
together only happens when people are exposed to it time and time again, this doesn't happen
when you just do a project and then you go on or when you get the training.” (P5) The capacity
building for learning took form in different shapes, for example through teaching or training
(P3, P7), backcasting exercises (O1), or ambassador programs (02, O6). Although S6 shared
the opinion that the people involved by applying the FSSD “have to learn this way of looking
at things”, he clearly stated that “learning is still something that needs to be developed by a
company.” In relation to this, he rendered how using the social SPs seem to be not enough and
that there should be active learning capacity building beyond the SSD practice, as seen in O2.

The case of O2 shows a learning journey, framed by the FSSD. S2 described how the framework
and practice inspired an opening up and sharing mindset over the long-term. Increasing
transparency, exploring new markets and entering new partnerships were only some examples.
Through their sustainability journey, changes in roles and relationships were encouraged; and
people were more daring “to step up and to step out, to go beyond what is safe” (S2).

3.2.3. Diversity

This thesis understands diversity as a variety of ideas and responses to a changing environment.
Different elements of the FSSD were linked to fostering this capacity. One example is the
systemic perspective which invites actors to see what or who might be missing for success,
tapping into new potentials through the SSD processes (P4). The element of the ABCD
procedure that was highlighted in particular was the creative ideation in the C-Step (P1, P2,
P7): “When you talk about diversity, for me it seems like it comes at the c-step. That's where
diversity of thought, diversity of solutions [come in].” (P1) By helping to point out complex
problems, the FSSD invites to “think outside the box and [...] add more and more strange ideas
because you really don't have the answer. So you really have to stretch yourself.” (S1a)

SSD was described as a practice that creates spaces to co-create solutions (P2, P3, P4, P5).
Through the participatory nature, which is recommended by the FSSD, diversity can flourish.
“We did a workshop to create the vision. And when you actually let them speak, they hear each
other, they can build on each other's ideas.” (P2) P3 shared that “they are still passionate about
whatever, but they now can actually communicate with people in the other silos.” This was also
underlined by P5: “This is what it's designed for. You get people from a lot of different
departments with different ways of looking at the world in a room [...] and then just let them
talk.” According to S2 this is linked to the different ways you can reach the goal: “You also
have diversity, because there is no one way solution to the goal, everyone from his own position
and own role can play a part, and that diversity is very crucial as well.” Sla echoed this:

It fosters a diverse approach, or at least thinking about different ways how you might
get there, because the most important thing isn't exactly how you get there, the most
important thing is that you get there [...] it encourages diverse thinking, because if
there are seven ways to get to the goal, but four of them have real advantages, then
you know you can choose from those. (S1a)
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The aspect of human diversity in going through a SSD process was stated as key to generate
diversity of thought (P3, P5, P6, Sla, S2): “We oftentimes encourage organizations to do that
based on a diversity of people from across the organization, [...] to think about the organization
[from multiple perspectives] and making sure that people see themselves in the bigger picture.”
(P6) This was repeated by P1 who shared that, while going through the C Step, organizations
realized they need to look for voices outside the organization: “Just the realization that
sometimes the solutions you require need a totally new set of people that you need to bring in
because they don't already exist in your current organizational setting. It is a diversity question.”
This was also seen in O2 that often invites external stakeholders into the process to open up
discussions. “It helps looking for the unusual suspects, in approaches and also in roles” (S2).

In general, the role of facilitation and the chosen processes and methods seemed relevant: next
to a variety of data collection methods to catch ideas, creating a trustworthy safe space and
coming in with patience and tolerance were critical for P2. S2 mentioned a question-based
approach. Furthermore, a long-term application of SSD showed to further open the discussions
between involved parties (P2). In O3, diversity was already a part of the culture, but a
framework like the FSSD gave them a structure to amplify it and foster more creative solutions.

3.24. Self-Organization

In this context, self-organization was researched as the coordination that develops from the
local interactions between members of an organization. For both, practitioners and
sustainability champions, the relation to this element was difficult to describe. When asking if
SSD fosters self-organization in organizations, P1 answered: “The answer is no, I think it could,
but the answer for now is no.” Some practitioners stated that it is not a focus of the sustainability
journey (P1, P2, P5). Yet the “FSSD theory only adds value if it helps individuals and groups
to collaboratively start organizing themselves in service of transition towards sustainability.”
(P5) P2 stated “It’s a weak spot!” S6 also outlined that the self-organization only happens in
the sustainability working groups and not in the whole organization. However, in O1, where
SSD was practiced for nine years and O2 that uses the FSSD for over 20 years, the sustainability
work directly encouraged interaction between colleagues.

One way in which practicing SSD helps to foster self-organization is through the creation of
compelling, strategic goals that require cross-departmental collaboration. “It's an opportunity
for self-organization and we do see that because you observe that they set up working groups
or committees. People can come together, beyond the traditional hierarchy of an organization.”
(P6) It was experienced that by encouraging teamwork and collaboration, involved parties
explored new ways of working together. New spaces and ways of interacting could emerge: “It
can help set up goals and shared alignment in the company overall which breaks down or cuts
across different divisions” (P4). In other words, employees were encouraged to be more active:
“The FSSD enables decisions on a strategic level. It empowers the people so that they get active
themselves. And that brings resistance, resilience and adaptive capacity.” (P1) P5 agreed that
adjustment to sudden changes in the environment can happen more self-directed and from the
bottom up thanks to the strategic guidance. In the case of O1, Sla observed that “working with
the FSSD has enabled us to, through backcasting, develop clear goals that are communicated
to the organization, so we know what needs to be done. We can self-organize.” This is also
reflected in O2: a clear, framed sustainability vision enabled the employees to self-organize:
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Everybody can come up with ideas that are feasible for them in their role. You don't
have to tell people what to do. [...] A lot of people [...] have more possibilities to
actually [self-organize], because they already know what is needed, where the
company is heading. [...] So, it's far more guided, actually, and also directs your
actions, without stating what those actions should be. (S2)

The participatory way of implementing SSD was also experienced to invite self-organization
by multiple interviewees (P1, P3, P5, P6, S6). S6 described this connection as follows: “I think
it all depends on how you organize the process that's using the FSSD, it all depends on the
people that you involve in the process and how you design the process.” Participatory processes
can create ownership, but only if there is an encouraging leadership culture (P1, S2). S2 talked
about the strong efforts of O2 to empower employees to dare to step in, with effect: “People
feel that they are free to take responsibility. It's not literally or explicitly giving it, but it's really
people experience or have the courage to take it.” (S2) Sla mentioned a similar observation:

I think that self-organization is only possible in an organization where people have a
mandate. I think that it's not enough that you work with the FSSD. [...] You have to
have a company culture that encourages self-organization, because if people are
nervous about what they have the authority to do, or they're afraid that if they do
something wrong, then self-organization won't happen. (S1a)

P3 went deeper into the topic of governance, stating the following:

If you want to transform an organization towards sustainability [...] very soon you are
confronted with governance. And so you need to have this governance perspective,
which includes self-organization. There is a merging between the sustainability
movement and the governance-movement, which I think The Natural Step® and FSSD
have already done 20 years ago. (P3)

P3 furthermore highlighted that SSD would only foster self-organization if being practiced
iteratively. He stressed the need of guidance in organizational change. No organization reflected
this perspective. P2 took a critical stance, pointing out society’s structural obstacles to self-
organization, which in many cases overweigh the potential for capacity building: “Many
organizations are still very hierarchical, and also very short in time.” (P2)

3.2.5. Common meaning

Common meaning was introduced as humans’ desire to work towards a purpose and express
themselves individually and as a group. SSD using the FSSD was perceived to foster this
capacity, both by practitioners and sustainability champions (P1-7, S1a, S1b, S2, S6, S5, S7).

Visioning was the element of the FSSD that was clearly linked to common meaning. Whether
creating a shared vision or exploring organizational purpose and values: using the SPs to
frame a conversation around success showed to provide a shared intention to work towards (P1,
P2, P3, P5, P7). P5, S2, S5 and S7 highlighted the nature of the vision as a direction-giving
compass and P7 talked about unraveling the organizational identity through SSD. This is in

® The Natural Step is an international organization using the FSSD to promote sustainability in organizations. For
more information see www.thenaturalstep.org.
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alignment with S7’s experience of rebuilding an organization starting from the vision. O3 was
growing and getting more complex; as they were facing the challenge of keeping everything
together, they identified the power of the FSSD as a “unifying frame and destination to help us
so that everyone goes [in] the same direction.” (S3) This organization developed a set of goals
which are framed by the SPs on different levels, in alignment with the overarching vision.

For O1, a clear definition of sustainability created common meaning (Sla). Using the
framework over a longer term, Sla elaborated that the SPs as a definition of sustainability and
backcasting had become parts of their culture: “When we run into a problem in the organization
or somebody needs help in figuring out what we should do. People say let's do a backcasting,
[and then] sustainability is: we don't violate these principles.” The impacts of the FSSD and
sustainability on the whole organization also materialized in governance, such as policy
changes. This was echoed by P5: in a participatory ABCD process “you're with people in a
room for several days, you start working on creating a shared understanding, [a] shared
approach for sustainability” (P5). P4 considers the procedure to foster “a [...] team in
alignment, by helping to make a complex topic more structured”. Thereby he gave credit to
elements like the SPs and the SLM. “People are building a shared sense of alignment, shared
goals and working towards what science says is a shared goal.” (P4)

In other words: the FSSD helped to create a common language (P1, S2, S6). “It's the possibility
to actually have a shared language even if the mandate is different [different departments], they
can come together and create amazing change programs with a key set of common goals that
apply to everyone.” (P1) This was also seen in O6. Reconciling around the meaning of
sustainability gave O6 the opportunity to reconnect and S6 used the following metaphor:

The FSSD is like a bus and people are getting on the same bus now. Where before
maybe they headed in different buses towards different parts of sustainability land, and
now they're in the same bus and enjoying the party. [It’s] a vehicle for being together
and being able to communicate on sustainability in a way that is clear. [...] The FSSD
is learning us to gather around a common goal there, to have a common framework
that people can use. And then there's still room for each individual's differences, but
we do have one common language, common goal that we focus on. (S6)

At the core of this generation of common meaning is the relation to a higher purpose in the
bigger system (P1, P2, P3, P4, P6, P7, Sla, S1b, S2, S7). Sla mentioned the connection of the
vision to this higher purpose, which enabled them to move from “a sense of urgency [to] a sense
of excitement” (S1a). P2 linked this back to the purpose of the organization and to the question
of which human need the organization tries to satisfy:

What will make an organization more resilient is that they ask: What need are we
trying to satisfy? Are we really that important for a sustainable society? What is the
value that we bring? If we have real value, we will be resilient. (P2)

The origin of the higher purpose was related to systems thinking, and SSD using the FSSD
was described to help to tap into that shared mindset. When talking about the creativity-sparking
way of thinking, Sla shared that “[the FSSD] actually gives you a way to think about how to
change when you're faced with something.” P4 stated it clearly: “The FSSD makes it crystal
clear that you're part of a system.” P2 outlined that sustainability as such can become a higher
purpose: “How do we become a business that is sustainable and that is fair to people and planet?
[...] These values can become a shared meaning.” (P2) This was experienced in O1 and O2.

37



Suddenly there was a bigger meaning than just “getting the certification” (P7), what again
relates to the vision:

People can relate more to the purpose of the organization once it's returning as a vision
within the system conditions. [...] There is meaning in what you do, [how it]
contributes to the bigger vision of the organization and thereby contributing to the big
meanings of life. (P7)

P1 stated that “the FSSD shows people that the job you do is bigger than yourself” and P6 added
that “people feel engaged and feel like their work is more aligned to their values.” S2 elaborated
on the intrinsic motivation of tapping into each individual’s access point to the vision and to
a holistic set of higher goals. S2 phrased this as follows: “That's the cool thing I would say
about sustainability, there are so many routes to Rome. You know that everybody can find his
or her way to make that happen.” However, Sla stressed the importance of honest processes
and the right culture and application of the tools to create space for this ownership.

In Ol, the shared meaning was perceived as being spread throughout the organization and
people had started to take on tasks they really enjoy. S6 highlighted that it is a slow, stepwise
process that takes time and now, after two years of being more strategic about sustainability,
the people who were not directly involved also started becoming more curious. P5 outlined this
as “the shared desire to contribute to a more sustainable society.” The element that translates
this into the physical realm was the action plan: “How do we make it happen, how do we
actually create the change and not just talk about it?” (P2)

3.2.6. Practicing and designing for organizational resilience

The FSSD sometimes was presented as a tool that provided a scientific language to talk about
or even design the culture and governance of an organization through the SSPs and the elements
of AC (P1, P2). “What you would do in order to meet those conditions [SSPs] is flat leadership
structure within the organization.” (P1) One idea that is mainly held by P1, P2 and S6 is the use
of SSD to design how the organization functions:

When I come to consult it’s not about climate change, it's much more about the
organization's resilience. [...] I come back to the FSSD, because I think that it's so
concise and so deep. It only depends on how deep you take it and how much you really
make use of it. (P2)

P2 further elaborated how the SSPs helped her to design processes that made the organization
thinking about their internal sustainability:

When you use the social principles, you actually show how their business is doing
itself, how it can be sustainable. So it can be stronger with regards to resilience when
you use the principles. They are a very simple language, especially when you connect
it to the actual work to show resilience. (P2)

What P2 described is clearly seen in O6. From the beginning of their SSD journey, they are
focusing on the SSPs in order to create internal change as well:
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We’re designing it with the social SPs, with the groups we have implemented focusing
on social sustainability. They set the target first on our employees. And by applying
the principles there, we will see that a company will become more resilient. (S6)

S6 also added the perspective that in the long run, focusing on the SPs won’t be enough and
that active capacity building is necessary to move on in the sustainability journey. For instance,
S6, P6 and P4 highlighted the opportunity of understanding the importance of diversity from a
systemic perspective when designing teams, but “it’s really hard to get this out of the social
principles” (S6). Furthermore, if organizations choose a restrictive focus (e.g. only
environmental) or the context doesn’t allow to touch upon the social side, practitioners cannot
make use of the potential which lies in a social systems perspective (P2, P5).

Especially when talking about self-organization, the opportunity to shape governance stood out.
Several practitioners touched upon this, mentioning elements of the FSSD that gave the
opportunity to design more self-organizing structures: “If you take the social principles as
boundary conditions, what you would do in order to meet those conditions is a flat leadership
structure within the organization.” (P1) P2 and P6 joined in with the same argument. Next to
the SSPs, the power of questions throughout the ABCD procedure was also mentioned in this
context: “If this is the future we want, what kind of organization would we create? Then maybe
they would come forward and say we would create a self-organizing organization.” (P1)

3.2.7. Conditions to foster AC

Several preconditions to foster AC stood out and are presented in this section. It became clear
that “a framework like the FSSD won’t do it alone” (P6). P6 stated that “the FSSD helps to
articulate what change towards sustainability looks like but doesn't actually change culture by
itself.” Consequently, there might be a direct impact of the different elements of the FSSD on
the AC of organizations, but P3 clarified that this is not what the FSSD is designed for. Some
practitioners also raised the question whether this capacity building was due to the FSSD or
only due to the focus on sustainability as a concept (P4, P5). P4 and P6 stated that resilience
might be mainly about a strategic approach to sustainability.

The role of facilitation, the involved people and the context of the organization were
repeatedly highlighted as important success factors to build AC (P1, P3, P4). Another factor
that was stressed for several AC elements was a long-term, iterative practice. When
integrating the overall landscape and insights, the participants in general sensed the potential of
a strategic sustainability practice to foster AC on the long run (P4, PS5, P6). “It does have the
potential, but this takes time.” (P5) Furthermore, commitment and training were mentioned to
be helpful in building capacity:

The big caveat is how deeply they've used it. And that is also connected to both the
opportunity and the spaces that have been created for them to work with the FSSD,
whether [or not] they've had some people that deeply trained it and [are] committed to
using it. (P4)

PS5 confirmed the importance of a long-term usage: “A lot of the things that you're looking at

relate to an application over time. It relates to the practice of working with FSSD in an
organization.” (P5) All of the long-term use cases (O1, O2 and O5) were able to point out how
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their practice helped them to foster AC, and what else helped them to do so. The focus on
sustainability as a life-time journey led to a proactive approach and equipped them to endure
turbulence (S2). “[O2] is ahead of the game. They popped their head out of the funnel.” (P7)
The short-term users (O3, 06) already saw some effects that did not yet spread throughout the
organizations. Nevertheless, the sustainability champions clearly saw the potential.

Another point that was often repeated as a condition: leadership that encourages people to tap
into their own leadership capacity and take ownership (P1, P4, Sla, S2, S7). In this context P1
and S7 talked about distributed leadership, S1b and S2 focused more on the element of
empowerment. P2 recited the importance of leadership commitment and accessibility, using an
example of a director who communicated openly about sustainability and thereby created a high
level of trustworthiness through giving time and reference to the topic and the people.

3.3.  SRQ C: levers to foster the AC of organizations through SSD

After concluding phase 2, a focus group was held online with 6 of the 7 FSSD practitioners
(P1-P6). This conversation focused on SRQ C: What are levers to foster the adaptive capacity
and resilience of organizations through SSD using the FSSD? The researchers proposed several
topics: leadership, organizational development and governance, social systems perspective, and
sustainability competence building. One question per topic stewarded the discussion, leaving
space for the conversation to take several directions. The questions were phrased by the
researchers after analyzing the data from phase 1 and 2 (see appendix F).

3.3.1. Leadership, organizational development and governance

When the theme was introduced, P6 mentioned that it is the role of the leadership of an
organization to make use of the FSSD elements that, from his perspective, foster AC: “How
can you encourage flexible thinking and long term thinking and funnel thinking [and] the
backcasting perspective?” He highlighted the element of developing flexible platforms during
the prioritization, increasing the “flexibility to respond to a number of different possibilities.”
(P6) P5 mentioned pacing as another role of leadership in fostering AC, which for him was
inherent in the ROI question of the FSSD. He argued that “the role of leadership is to sense that
the system as a whole has an appropriate pace.” (P5) For him, another key element of leadership
was to not loosen on the vision or purpose in order to please external parties: “taking that as a
part of the leadership role, saying: what do we really truly believe is needed if we look at what
we want to achieve, and then how we're gonna sell it.”

Courage or boldness was mentioned by several practitioners. P6 argued that placing the
organization in the funnel can showcase the potential unsustainable future, which also means
talking about the survival of the organization. “It takes leadership to say that” (P6) because this
can create anxiety and insecurity, but also motivation to act and adapt. In this sense, P1
experienced a lack of boldness and P2 highlighted the courage needed to point out “the elephant
in the room”. She brought in the delicate role of facilitators as catalyzers in this process,
expanding comfort zones. In relation to that, P4 stressed the chance to empower the leadership
on all levels through the scientific robustness of the framework that provides credible
arguments. He described the FSSD as a tool for leadership: “Leadership isn't codified in the
FSSD. [...] it's a tool for leadership, but it isn't codified or visible.” (P4) P2 elaborated on this

40



point of view: “I'm not sure that the FSSD is missing necessarily a headline called leadership.
It's within everything. [...] The principles of an adaptive system are the ones that give you the
push in order to know okay where should my leadership go to.” (P2)

The element of individual leadership was introduced by P4: “Creating a common language
and creating a way to think about the future [...] is another way to help people take personal
leadership.” Practicing SSD in participatory ways opens different possibilities about what can
be done individually and “how perhaps they could collaborate with other people in the team.
[...] Something around that is changing everyone's perception of leadership in an organization.”
(P4) A gap he pointed out in this regard is that it takes time to internalize the FSSD and the
difficulty that comes along is “the lack of space, or the need to create the space for that deeper
thinking that comes when the FSSD is presented and used.” When it comes to a distributed
form or leadership, P1 highlighted that there must be the ability and competence or culture
within the organization to live it up. He equated this with the capacity of using a framework
like the FSSD. Furthermore, he rendered it as necessary “to be able to deal with the changes
that our society is dealing with today.” (P1) P5 brought in the topic of capacity building to foster
individual leadership and avoid isolation of sustainability heroes: “Do we set shared goals, do
we prototype, but at the same time, are we building capacity for those people that want to take
a step further [...] so that they can come on board.” (P5)

P3 outlined the FSSD as a tool that gives the frame and the good questions that help an
organization in the need to be adaptive. With this he bridged the gap to a broader discussion on
governance and organizational development. “If we were to create an organizational
development program to develop a distributed leadership model that is guided by FSSD, what
would that look like?” was a question raised by P6. He appointed governance the role of
codifying leadership mindsets and making them last on the long term. P5 felt poorly equipped
in this field yet sensed a big potential to make use of the FSSD’s systemic approach in this term
and P1 warned that governance alone is not enough without the leadership mindset.

3.3.2. Social Systems Perspective

The question if and how a social systems perspective could leverage the adaptive capacity of
an organization started a controversial discussion. The practitioners who hadn’t been in touch
with the recently added SSPs first reacted hesitantly and pointed out the risk of a fragmented
approach. However, P2 challenged this, stating her perspective that “the whole purpose of the
social SPs is to translate social adaptive capacities into the FSSD [as boundary conditions].
They have to correlate.” She pointed out the relevance of using all eight principles and how this
helped highlighting how the social sustainability of the organization internally is very critical
for the organization to be relevant in the future. Through this, P2 saw her role shifting towards
organizational advisory what proofed helpful to create trust and also to showcase how all things
are connected. She explained to frequently use a nested social systems perspective to tap into a
holistic sustainability practice with organizations. P6 saw a similar potential and linked it to the
B-step of the ABCD procedure. He described it as a conversational space guided by the SPs.
He described that especially the SSPs “give license for people to have these conversations
where without it, without this common language, they may not have the courage to do that. [...]
conversations about how we are not being adaptive or how we can be more adaptive, given all
the knowledge that if we are undermining these principles, they're going to manifest themselves
into something bad for us, either as a company or as a society.” (P6)
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Nevertheless, all practitioners shared the opinion that the social side often falls short. Whereas
P6 stressed the influence of the context and of orchestrating around it with the FSSD elements,
P1 challenged this perspective:

The rigor with which we can analyze natural systems using the FSSD is amazing. But
when it comes to analyzing the social systems, it becomes a matter of context or
opinion. And I think that's because we don't have the courage to even go there. Or
maybe we don't have the competence. [...] It shouldn't be a matter of opinion that you
are doing something that is breaking the system in terms of social sustainability. (P1)

With this statement P1 describes that social sustainability often is approached in normative
ways and P2 strongly agreed with his point of view: “it's not about an opinion, it's about a
scientific sustainability perspective that you can add to the discussion and it kind of takes out
this sting of ideology and brings it back to science.” However, this was perceived as difficult.
Courage and leadership are crucial. P5 linked this to the enabling scientific background: “The
more we study social systems, the more complex it becomes. When putting it into practice in
an organization we need to have all the knowledge we have around complex adaptive systems.”

3.3.3. Sustainability competence building

The theme of sustainability competence building was only briefly touched upon due to time
constraints. As soon as the question was raised, P5 linked it to ownership and commitment:

I used to think that once people had more theoretical awareness of the principles,
backcasting, ABCD etc. we would have tackled the biggest challenge. Nowadays I
tend to first and foremost increase the sense of ownership and commitment towards
contributing to sustainability: what is it to me? What is my sphere of influence? As
long as we keep on teaching sustainability, we engage the head, and not necessarily
the hands and the heart. Let us lead with the heart, learn with the hands, and then — all
in balance — reflect with the head to make sure we are and stay on track. (P5)

P4 elaborated on this, bringing in the concept of behavior change: “It's not just, are we going to
train you in something, it's the behavior change in a context where someone has got a task. And
then you remind us to reinforce that behavior change.” (P4) P3 also highlighted the importance
of context in these matters.

A general lever that was stressed by P4 was a stronger community of practice to harvest and
share experiences. For him, this seemed crucial regarding the effectiveness and development of
the FSSD. Furthermore, he proposed a reorganization of the FSSD to make the application and
the “tips and tricks” more tangible and to clearly distinct the practice from the mindset, the
models and methods. “Help people peel the onion around learning about the FSSD. [...] What
is its logic, the reason for a framework, the reason for sustainability principles and the way to
use it. All of those things are not very well organized today in my opinion.” (P4)
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4. Discussion

In the following paragraphs, the researchers address the MRQ How can practicing SSD using
the FSSD nurture the resilience of organizations? The question is discussed according to the
findings related to the three SRQs.

4.1. The impact of SSD using FSSD on resilience and AC in organizations

Resilience currently appears as a buzzword, also with regards to sustainability (e.g. Laurent
2018). The scientific background of the FSSD allows diving into this topic from a systemic
perspective. It can help to distinct and show the interrelation between sustainability and
resilience through the concept of adaptive capacity (AC) and its five key elements. Zooming in
on the application in practice, SSD with the support of the FSSD is not explicitly designed to
foster the AC, and thereby the resilience, of organizations, but it was found to have the potential
to do so in multiple ways.

The cases of O2 and OS5 indicate the impact of their sustainability journey on the resilience of
the organizations, moving from reactivity to a more conscious state, and even to a proactive
state that makes them benefit in many ways. These changes are presented as mindset or culture
shifts of a transformative nature. Implicitly, these cases describe how the sustainability efforts
relate to fostering the different elements of AC and therefore add to the resilience of the
organizations as such, “popping their heads out of the funnel”. Practitioners often talked about
SSD’s potential to contribute to the capacity to be resilient, but they rarely name them as such.
The distinction between the capacity to be resilient (or: AC) and resilience itself is not obvious,
what has been observed in the answers to a more general question on resilience during the
interviews. The researchers conclude that the ways in which SSD fosters AC and thereby
resilience are mainly indirect or at least not well-verbalized or considered. This is probably
related to the fact that it is not the intent and focus of the guiding framework. This outlines the
opportunity to describe the explored impact in more tangible ways as the understanding of the
connection of resilience and sustainability rises.

A question that was repetitively raised over the course of the research: when it comes to
resilience, what is the role of the FSSD and being strategic in comparison to general
sustainability efforts? The relevance of a strategic approach became clear in all phases of this
study: the researchers observed that the element of systems thinking, which is often facilitated
through collaborative, participatory backcasting processes, supports social agents to identify
the complexity of the sustainability challenge and see themselves as part of the wider social and
ecological system. Organizations learn to respond and even take proactive measures. This
reduces their vulnerability to unexpected risks. Especially the strategic elements of the FSSD
can be highlighted when it comes to fostering AC: the FSSD is used as a decision-making tool
that indicates a unique “right direction” for the organization which is framed by universal,
scientific boundary conditions while considering flexibility in the prioritization. An extra
portion of courage from leaders is needed to untap the potential that lies in flexible platforms,
the funnel reality and the vision orientation.

When using the frame of AC in a more explicit way for this research, some relations between
SSD and the different elements were identified directly, while others remained with open
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questions. Creating alignment around envisioned futures, organizational purpose and a
common, structured definition of sustainability stood out as a powerful way to foster AC,
particularly for the elements of trust and common meaning. The results showed that trust
furthermore was fostered by the narrative of the systems perspective, the backcasting mindset,
and collaboration towards shared goals. The trustworthiness and scientific guidance of the
framework were mentioned as helpful points that foster trust. For common meaning, most
participants highlighted the power of a shared vision, stressing the relation to a higher purpose
which is jointly activated with strategic sustainability efforts. The FSSD introduces a certain
mindset that, integrated over time, is perceived as a shared language everyone can relate to.
Organizational purpose was described as an anchor, grounding the organization in stormy times.
When diving into living systems theory, the role of a purpose that relates to a higher good is
crucial for the existence and survival of the system (Wheatley and Kellner-Rogers 1998). SDD
can also have a high impact on the element of learning. A repetitive practice in sensing and
responding, which is encouraged through backcasting seems core to foster the element. The
FSSD was identified as a frame for learning that goes beyond the teaching of scientific facts. A
stated precondition was a holistic use to inform thinking and acting within the system
boundaries. From the perspective of capacity building for learning, practitioners could seek a
better balance between teaching and prototyping. Nevertheless, the trustworthy scientific
framework can support learning through a robust guidance that takes out fears and empowers
users to take decisions. Self-organization and diversity seemed unfamiliar with the participants
and showed the least potential to be fostered through SSD. A SSD practice often won’t promote
self-organization, also because the hierarchical structures and other structural obstacles of the
current societal paradigm seem to outweigh the potential for capacity building. The insights of
this study are too limited to show how far collaboration and participatory processes can lead to
self-organizing structures in the whole organization. In the sample of this study, self-
organization only happened in sustainability working groups and not on a whole-organization
level with the exception of one case. Nevertheless, the compelling, shared, strategic goals create
clear direction that has the power to support self-organization. When it comes to diversity,
collaboration and participatory processes hold an important role. Strategically practicing
sustainability requires a diversity of people from within and outside the organization and
therefore invites a diversity of perspectives. Creative ideas especially can blossom in the C step
of the ABCD procedure. Facilitators can use the scientific robustness of the FSSD to open up
spaces for diversity. In general, practitioners and sustainability champions found it difficult to
link the SSPs to the element of diversity and often perceived it as the diversity of humans that
are involved in the process or employed by the organization. For several cases, the results for
SRQ B indicate the interrelation and overlapping of AC elements as described by Missimer et
al. (2017b).

29 ¢¢

Throughout the interviews, phrases like “it depends”, “only if” or “given that” were repeated
frequently and with these statements the participants outlined certain conditions and
prerequisites to foster AC. An organizational culture that appreciates learning and is open for
distributed leadership, as well as the commitment of the leadership and the empowerment of
employees where mentioned more than once. The following sections will elaborate on these
points more in detail. What becomes clear is that the conditional relation between SSD and AC
mirrors the indicators of successful sustainability journeys as such. Practicing SSD with an
impact on organizational resilience came out to have the same conditions as practicing SSD
with a positive impact on society and the organization itself.
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This indicates the value of reflecting on the current application of the FSSD as addressed in
SRQ A and how the practice can be uplifted. The FSSD is mainly applied as outlined in the
official guiding literature (Broman and Robert 2017; Robeért et al. 2019), but crucial elements
of the application (e.g. leadership, organizational change, social systems) are not well-
verbalized or clarified with scientific reasoning. In practice, the FSSD is understood as an
overarching and holistic storyline. The framework is perceived as robust and credible without
reductions, providing a shared language to create a sustainable future for organizations and
society as a whole. It thrives in adaptation and complementation: the framework is currently
applied in a variety of forms and contexts and its inherent adaptive nature is perceived as a
strength. Most participants highlighted how they merge the FSSD with other tools and concepts
to create an adapted language people can identify with. The systems perspective is the
overarching element of the FSSD. This worldview places the organization in the bigger picture
and thereby carries the storytelling of SSD around the funnel metaphor and the sustainability
journey. The stories move into practice through backcasting and the ABCD procedure, which
are frequently used by practitioners. The simplicity of ABCD provides user-friendliness and
clarity about next steps in the process. It is important to say that the procedure is presented as a
linear process, but lives up in participation, iteration, fragmentation and adaptation. This is also
stated in literature (Broman and Robert 2017; Robert et al. 2019).

It has been observed that an iterative, spiral, long-term practice with complementary training
fosters a learning culture and deep integration of the framework. Successfully practicing SSD
needs commitment and it takes time to implement and tailor the FSSD to the organization, going
deeper with every iteration. This again links back to the potential of AC building, which has
been observed to flourish under the same conditions. Yet the nature of a successful practice is
only briefly described in literature (Broman and Robeért 2017; Robeért et al. 2019) and mainly
experienced by experts and long-term users. What stood out is the lack of an articulated
community of practice, guidance and cases for the application of the framework, supporting
users and practitioners throughout the journey. These points also are avenues for investigation
in future research. An intriguing thought inspired by a practitioner is a restructuration of the
FSSD and how it is introduced, making cases and application more tangible and clearer for
users on the ground.

4.2. The human-centered element as lever to foster AC

The human nature of a sustainability practice appeared as a big lever to foster AC. In all
processes of SSD, human beings come together to discuss and create the future they envision.
It became obvious that the combination of participative and collaborative approaches with the
FSSD’s ways of thinking and working is key to tap into SSD’s potential to nurture AC. In this
context, the role of practitioners or facilitators who bring the framework to the organization
stands out clearly. Practitioners are artists who have the tools and understanding to design
contextualized processes and knit the stories of the organization and the FSSD together by
connecting specific cases to the bigger picture. There was a high resonance that the facilitation
approach is a success factor of the FSSD. The perception and awareness of the facilitator
influences the whole collaboration. Practitioners found themselves at their best when becoming
part of the process and providing guidance on a same eye level. Time constraints and less
progressive, security- and fear-driven organizational contexts limit their possibility to use all
elements of the FSSD.
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This links to another critical factor for a successful sustainability practice, which is also outlined
in literature (see Broman et al. 2017): leadership. Opening up the organizational context to a
strategic approach to sustainability means stepping into a visible commitment that should be
embodied through role-modelling as well as motivating employees to take action for
sustainability. Leaders need a vision and understanding of how to empower and encourage
distributed leadership at all levels of the organization. This ability, competence and culture
seems to be a major lever in SSD and also to foster AC. Furthermore, it is tightly related to a
discussion on organizational development. Leadership has to clearly communicate the shared
responsibility to move the organization to the other end of the funnel. Practitioners highlight
this collective ownership as the main capacity for using a framework like the FSSD, yet no
clear guidance on the kind of leadership needed was found in literature. The gap appears, both
from a practical and scientific perspective.

An explicit explanation and training regarding the human-centered nature of SSD is understood
as critical by the different users. It nevertheless is not well-verbalized, what might be related to
the fact that the human side of the methodology is prone to biases and the unique capabilities
of everyone involved. The researchers observed that there is no focus on capacity building in
practicing SSD and in the FSSD itself, neither on the individual nor the organizational level.
02 and O7 stressed the importance of this element and presented how they intuitively
complement the practice. There are supporting scientific frameworks like the key competencies
in sustainability (Wiek, Withycombe, and Redman 2011) or the elements of AC, once verified
through further studies. This can be linked back to the shared concern that, for now, the FSSD’s
teaching element still outweighs its potential for experiential learning.

4.3. The levers of a social systems perspective

By taking the perspective of complex adaptive social systems (CASS), the FSSD provides a
systemic understanding of the dynamics of human systems and the transformational element
of SSD. Yet, the systems perspective of the FSSD is often rendered as the one of a bird, looking
at the whole socio-ecological system from above and placing the organization in there. With
other words: the teaching of the FSSD describes the organization as a nested system in the wider
environment, and thereby forgets to zoom in on the organization as a system itself. It rarely
explicitly focuses on the human dynamics and social agents in the system that works towards
changing its impact on society and environment. Doing so, however, would link back to the
elements of organizational and personal development (as explored in the previous section).
Related literature (Broman and Robert 2017; Robert et al. 2019) states the importance of
understanding organizations as a CASS at the systems level of the 5SLM and through the reality
analysis (B step) in the ABCD procedure. Yet, this is not mirrored in the sustainability practices
in the data set of this research. One reason might lie in the implicit use of the SLM that is
intended to help mastering the complexity of a sustainability journey. Practitioners stated the
relevance of the model for their work, but most only used it in their preparation. They do not
surface the 5SLM in organizations when implementing the FSSD. However, this model is meant
to create clarity and foster systemic understanding. Not introducing it to organizations might
leave users with a lack of clarity in systems thinking. This might cause fragmented or less
strategic moves (see Robert et al. 2019), e.g. a less strategic integration of other tools.

What is the potential of being more aware of organizations as CASS in a sustainability
practice? What would this mean in terms of fostering AC in the organization? The social-
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systemic perspective and understanding of CASS, AC and SSPs, that was added to the
framework only fairly recently, is clearly still in its initial breaths. It is not well-spread and
integrated throughout the community of users. SSD takes a holistic approach to environmental
and social sustainability and targets the development of organizations as social systems. The
practitioners considered the FSSD as an overarching framework, yet the majority of participants
did not use or even know the five SSPs. Coming across this insight was unexpected to a certain
extent. The SSPs were derived from AC, which describe the functioning of a CASS and this is
how the researchers got to understand the FSSD in the context of their studies. The reasons
might be related to the newness of the SSPs, but also to the experienced urgency regarding
environmental measures (e.g. climate change (IPCC 2014)). Practitioners also address the
limited timeframes and support materials to transfer their knowledge in organizational contexts
as reasons. P2 was the only practitioner who coherently used and introduced the social systems
perspective. She described the SSPs as a door opener to the heart of organizations. It became
apparent that many practitioners and organizations seemed unable to dive deeper into a social
systemic understanding. This might be a question of readiness, interest and availability or
presentation of information. Conversations about social sustainability or social system health
often remain in the normative realm when it comes to putting them into practice: SSPs are
addressed on the surface but in the end, actions are navigated by underlying cultural or societal
belief. It appears that the SSPs seem to become reductionist when not connected to the
underlying system functions. Thinking further, the social systems perspective can be
highlighted as an opportunity in relation to the scientific character of the FSSD.

The strong scientific background in general appeared as both a weakness and a strength. On
the one hand it requires time and practice to integrate the FSSD and the use of jargon can be an
obstacle. There is a potential to overwhelm people if the scientific language is not translated
into simple language in bits and pieces. On the other hand, it levers the sustainability practice
as it provides reliable guidance and empowerment for decision making. This also holds true
and can be considered as an untapped potential for the social side. In the context of resilience,
the external shocks, which are predicted in relation to sustainability (e.g. climate change (IPCC
2014), start to help showing the urgency of social sustainability. When integrating the power of
a social-systemic understanding, one can understand how this enables an organization to
survive these shocks, or: how to be more resilient. There is a clear gap in the communication
between science and practice. How the social side is presented at the moment is lacking in
urgency. The potential to empower deep conversations on organizational culture, governance
and development towards more sustainable and resilient system states, based on a scientific
discussion of the underlying system functions, is not reflected. This implies a gap of
codification and embodiment of social systems science in leadership and governance towards
sustainability and resilience.

4.4. Organizational development inspired by social system functions

Reflecting further, the topic of organizational development moves into the center of discussion.
Organizational development seems to be critical when talking about organizational change
and the transformation that SSD is aiming at, but it is not well-reflected in the FSSD and related
literature, in particular not from a CASS perspective (Broman and Robert 2017; Robert et al.
2019). However, the FSSD is repeatedly presented as a framework that, when applied in
practice, aims at whole system transformations and mindset shifts (Broman and Robert 2017,
Robert et al. 2019) and also succeeds in it, as observed in the existing long-term cases (Smith
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and Jarisch 2019; Harel et al. 2013). The elements of collaboration and participation were found
to be key in this process, opening up spaces for transformational conversations. A long-term
practice can result in this mindset shift over time, helping the organization to develop as a
system. The adaptation of the framework to the context of the organization considers the
organization where it is, aiming at a stepwise development.

In the context of codifying this mindset, the wish for a broader governance discussion that links
back to the sustainability practice was vibrant in conversations with practitioners. The
opportunity of addressing it from a systemic perspective emerged clearly: if we were to create
an organizational development program that is guided by FSSD, what would that look like?
The perspective of a social system with human dynamics and social agents thereby opens
opportunities to inspire, empower and codify the understanding in organizational structures,
cultures and capacity building when stepwise redesigning for sustainability and systems health.
By doing so, organizations’ capacity to contribute to the sustainability challenge would be
furthered as such.

The opportunity to design flourishing, resilient spaces is untapped, and is also influenced by
the current developmental stage of organizations and the structural obstacles in their
environments. Nevertheless, the SSPs appeared as a good starting point for discussion. The
simple question: “What organization do we want to create?” is a guiding question that has a
place in an ABCD process. When using the SSPs in relation to organizational development, the
discussion organically movedto AC as the underlying system functions. Yet some
relations between AC and the SSPs were hard to retrieve and users did not arrive at diversity
and self-organization from the SSPs. This once more indicates the potential of a more
elaborated and explicit use of the CASS perspective in a sustainability practice. The researchers
identified the need to verbalize and address AC directly, supporting the design efforts and the
vitality of the system-under-construction.

A question that arises: is it a coincidence that both, fostering AC and practicing SSD were found
successful when the practices took place in the context of a less hierarchical, open minded
organizational context? A context that was rendered with words that approximate the five
elements of AC (e.g. distributed leadership, learning culture, sensing and responding), a context
with healthy system functions? Do organizations need a certain level of AC to be successful in
SSD, a certain system functionality as fertile soil for change? What if the soil is not fertile yet?
What if the seeds the FSSD sows are not planted deep enough or cannot make it without a
fertilizer? For the researchers, the answer lies in the stepwise, spiral, iterative nature of the
human-centered practice. The human nature of a sustainability practice is core to development
and transformation, it is a fertilizer to the soil. From this perspective, the role of leadership
commitment and the empowerment of employees in a participatory culture moves even further
to the foreground. Not only does this link back to the key competencies for sustainability
champions (Wiek, Withycombe, and Redman 2011), but even more to the functioning and
nature of change processes in social systems themselves. SSD practice needs human-centered
leadership and courage. Yet, it can also help to empower leaders through the scientific nature
of'the FSSD, both on the environmental and, in particular, the social side. The role of facilitators
as catalyzers and of leaders and sustainability champions as courageous role-models stand out
clearly for both, successful sustainability journeys and their potential to foster AC. But even
the experts lack courage, guidance and leadership ability to address the social system functions
from a similar perspective as the environmental ones and to interweave them into a discussion
on organizational change and governance. Being more explicit on the application of the social
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side and relating decisions back to the social system functions can empower leaders and could
be fruitful for fostering both, sustainability and resilience through SSD.

4.5. Significance, validity and further implications for the audiences

The current crisis state of the world, the COVID-19 pandemic, shows the low resilience of
several organizations at this moment in time: the shock equaled an existential crisis for many
corporations and the economy as such (United Nations 2020; Farrer 2020; Goyal 2020),
whereas there are signs that organizations that are known for their sustainability efforts survive
better (Murray 2020). Next to this shock, the increasing complexity and urgency of the
sustainability challenge indicate that our society and organizations have to become more
adaptive as we move towards protecting our system boundaries. The funnel is tightening up.
This project shows the potential of SSD using the FSSD as we need AC and resilience to survive
and develop in a sustainable direction on the long term. The question here: in the face of
tightening funnel walls, is it then the role of a systemic sustainability framework to address
resilience and AC more directly? This study holds a high significance as a pioneering study to
relate SSD and AC by taking a systemic, yet action-oriented stance at practicing organizations.
It has the potential to open several discussions in theory and practice. One of the arising
opportunities is to verbalize the link between sustainability and resilience with an action-
oriented and strategic lens. Potential future research could aim at diving deeper into the
presented research layout by zooming in on particular industries, cases, or elements of the FSSD
or AC in a qualitative manner or start to broaden the insights, representing all members of
organizations with quantitative methods. An extension of this study could focus on the relation
between the resilience of organizations and its impact on successful SSD, reversing the explored
causality. Related to this: sustainability journeys are described to be transformative in nature,
from reactive to proactive. Future research could explore the link between mindset
transformations in sustainability journeys and transformative resilience from a systemic
perspective. Are the elements of AC enough to enable these leaps and just don’t cover the
transformational aspect from a semantic perspective? Or do social systems have transformative
capacity beyond AC to leap forward? The CASS perspective proofed useful and feeds into the
current development of research on organizations. There is a need for further exploration in
science and practice.

One direct implication for the audiences of practitioners and organizations is to rethink and
restructure their sustainability practice. Following an invitation to reflect on how capacity is
built when practicing SSD, it was found helpful to verbalize the link to the social systems
functions, not only framing the actions from a boundary conditions perspective. This shows the
potential to design high-capacity systems in the process of removing structural obstacles. Yet,
this requires awareness of the social-systemic background and the courage to apply it in
organizational settings.

Limitations of the research outcome are related to the scope of the project and the methods.
Despite efforts to scope down, the researched field is still broad, and the chosen perspective of
CASS is fairly new. A limitation is the preliminary orientation in one framework, which both
informed the conceptual framework and the field of study. Efforts have been made to address
the ethical and normative considerations and to reflect on validity concerns.
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5. Conclusion

This exploratory study investigated how practicing SSD with the FSSD can nurture the
resilience of organizations. In order to do so, fourteen semi-structured interviews and a digital
focus group were conducted. Three guiding sub-questions and the lens of AC proofed as a
useful structure to spot relationships and patterns. Furthermore, this thesis understands
organizations as CASS and thereby contributes to a current stream of research that zooms in on
the functioning of organizations from a systemic perspective.

When interweaving the insights from FSSD practitioners and sustainability champions in
organizations, it has been found that SSD with the support of the FSSD is not explicitly
designed to foster the AC and thereby the resilience of organizations. Nevertheless, the
researchers observed a big, versatile potential of the practice to do so. In general, the elements
of systems thinking and backcasting which over time shape an overall mindset help to foster
the elements of AC. The contribution of the strategic elements of the FSSD can also be
highlighted. Reflected through the lens of AC, it stood out that the elements trust, common
meaning and learning had a higher, more visible potential to be fostered by SSD in comparison
to diversity and self-organization. This indicates the opportunity of a more explicit use of the
social systems perspective in a sustainability practice, in order to emphasize the importance of
all systems functions. The lack of this perspective is visible in the incoherent use of the SSPs
in practice and the lacking understanding of organizations as social systems.

Looking at experiences in the field, certain conditions for successfully practicing SSD and
fostering AC were stated several times. Examples are a committed and empowering leadership,
an open culture and integration and adaptation of the sustainability practice over the longer
term. A progressive organizational culture as fertile soil for change seems to be key. Therefore,
the researchers see a big potential in using the CAS perspective to inspire a wider discussion
on organizational development and leadership backed up by the recent scientific developments.
The human-centeredness of a sustainability practice adds complexity, fragility and uncertainty.
Yet, it also unfolds the intangible potential of transformation and development as organizations
go through change processes. The role of leadership commitment and the empowerment of
employees in a participatory culture was highlighted several times. The role of facilitators as
catalyzers, and leaders as role-models stand out clearly, yet even the experts lack courage and
guidance to address the topic of social system functions and change from a similar perspective
as the environmental ones. Being more explicit about the scientific background empowers
leaders and could be fruitful for both, fostering sustainability and resilience through SSD.

This research presents the relevance of looking into organizations’ SSD through the lens of AC.
Perceiving organizations as CASSs proofs insightful, not only when it comes to understanding
how practicing sustainability can nurture the resilience of organizations, but also regarding the
change processes organizations go through in their sustainability journeys. Following this
avenue of research, future studies could further explore or validate the analyzed relationships
or dive deeper into the topic of social system functions. The increasing uncertainty and
complexity of the sustainability challenge give unmistakable clues on the importance to further
our understanding, and to smartly apply these topics in our design choices in organizations and
society. The COVID-19 pandemic, which accompanied the course of this research with a
tangible case of crisis state, indicates humanity’s potential to address big challenges and how
resilience is not only a buzzword but a necessary consideration if we strive to co-exist on this
planet on the long term.
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Appendices

Appendix A: the sustainability principles

Sustainability principles (Broman and Robert 2017)

Ecological sustainability principles
In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically increasing...
SP1 ..
SP2 ..
SP3 ..

. concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth’s crust;
. concentrations of substances produced by society;

. degradation by physical means;

Social sustainability principles

and people are not subject to structural obstacles to...
SP4 ...
SPS ...
SP6 ...
SP7 ...
SPS ...

health - physically, mentally and emotionally;
influence;

competence;

impartiality;

meaning-making.
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Appendix B: the ABCD procedure

Step Awareness

(Envisioning the future)

The procedure starts with step A, defining an envisioned future
within the boundaries of the SPs. Alongside the envisioned future
and audacious long-term goals, the core ideology of the
organization in the form of organizational values and purpose is
clarified. Defining a vision with a stable core and flexible parts
thereby brings more flexibility and creativity to the process.
(Broman and Robeért 2017)

Step Baseline

(Current Reality)

Step B invites to look at the current reality. The internal
operations and flows, as well as the in- and outputs of the
organization are mapped. All activities of the organization are
assessed through the lens of the vision and the SPs. (Broman and
Robert 2017)

Step Compelling Vision

(Ideation solutions to
challenges)

Step C is about diverging possible actions towards the defined
goal. This brainstorming of ideas can range from directly
implementable solutions to very creative, currently not feasible
actions that might be of value in the future. (Broman and Robert
2017)

Step Deciding on Priorities

(Prioritization/Strategy)

Step D consists of prioritizing and deciding on the action
elements for the generation of a strategic action plan. This step
makes use of three strategic guidelines which are also introduced
on the strategic level of the SLM: the alignment of the action’s
direction regarding the defined vision, the flexibility of the action
as a strategic platform, and return on investment. Depending on
the organization, more tailor-made and context-relevant strategic
guidelines for prioritization might be defined. (Broman and
Robert 2017)
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Appendix C: simplified definitions of the five elements of adaptive capacity

Element of AC

- Definition used in interviews

Trust The attitude enabling people to rely on each other and formulate a positive
expectation towards one another.
Learning The capacity that allows humans and systems to continuously sense, develop
and prototype responses to changing environments, individually and together.
Diversity A variety of ideas and responses to a changing environment.

Self-organization

The coordination of processes, ideas or projects that develops from local
interactions between colleagues.

Common meaning

Humans' desire to work towards a shared, higher purpose and express
themselves individually and as a group.
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Appendix D: FSSD practitioners interviewed in phase 1

P1 is a senior sustainability advisor in Sweden. Next to SSD, his main focus is on leadership
development for multiple forms of organizations. The practitioner who nowadays works on multiple
projects around sustainability and transformative leadership used to work with infrastructure
development, quality and environmental management systems, development programs for various
communities through Local Agenda 21, and civil society programs. He uses the FSSD because the
approach provides a clear definition of sustainability and a systematic approach to sustainable
development.

P2 does strategic sustainability consulting for organizations that wish to integrate economic value
with social and environmental sustainability in Israel. After graduating from MSLS in 2013, the
practitioner worked for two sustainability-related NGOs before starting her own consultancy in Israel.
She has a background in economics and business development.

P3 accelerates change towards sustainability for 20 years in different continents and settings. Most of
his work since graduating from MSLS in 2005 has been with or influenced by the FSSD. He explored,
used, adapted, and bent it for many different contexts: secondary school students, multinational
executives, MBAs, small SME's owner and his employees, etc. P3 has been described as creatively
challenging the status quo, as an inspiring teacher and smooth facilitator, and as "finally making the
concept of sustainability understandable".

P4 is a sustainability advisor, analyst, process leader and speaker in Sweden. He has over 15 years of
experience addressing a broad range of environmental, social and business topics in numerous sectors.
His focus is helping organizations to 'backcasting from success', using the FSSD as a main guidance.
The practitioner is engaged in fostering the community around the FSSD practitioners and sees a
strong value in further developing the framework.

PS5 works as an organizational development advisor, sustainability literacy trainer, and social
entrepreneur in the Netherlands, in which the FSSD has acted as a backbone for all of his work. After
graduating from a Masters in Strategic Leadership towards Sustainability well over a decade ago, he
worked at, founded and managed NGO’s and for-profit advisory firms in pursuit of making lasting
impact in increasingly complex settings.

P6 is a sustainability advisor at a sustainability consultancy in Canada and a senior associate with The
Natural Step Canada. He has over 15 years of experience in supporting businesses, communities and
organizations with integrated sustainability planning and educating and delivering hundreds of
presentations and training workshops on the theme of sustainability, change, organizational learning
and strategy. Most recently, he was program director of the Master’s in Strategic Leadership Towards
Sustainability program at the Blekinge Institute of Technology in Sweden.

P7 works on national and international programs with individuals and organizations that are engaged
in the transition towards sustainable societies with a renewed understanding of prosperity. Her focus
is on developing and facilitating transformation paths, empowering people and organizations to
navigate the challenges of un-sustainability whilst taking care of their uniqueness. She does this by
combining the FSSD, Max-Neef's Human Needs framework and story-telling practices. She has a
background in sustainable economy and bioengineering.
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Appendix E: organizations and sustainability champions interviewed in phase 2

Industries covered by the sample of organizations are food, PVC, agriculture (biological
systems), environmental protection and flooring. In the context of this research, organizations
are considered as

e small-size, when employing less than 50 employees,

e medium-size, when employing between 50 and 250 employees and,

e big-size, when employing more than 250 employees (derived from OECD 2005).
The sample of this research covered one small-size organization, one mid-size organization
and four big-size organizations.

O1 is a Swedish family-owned mid-size organization in the food-sector with around 300 employees.
Introducing the FSSD in 2011, the organization started to become more strategic on their
sustainability journey and has been using backcasting processes on multiple different levels ever
since. The approach is deeply integrated in their way of thinking and the main means of how to get
closer to success in four core areas that are framed by the eight sustainability principles. Through
practicing strategic sustainable development, the organization already reached several of their goals,
eg. drastically reducing plastics from their operations, producing their own energy or using trains for
their products. Sla is the head of innovation, being responsible for bringing the FSSD to the company
and moving it strategically towards sustainability, together with a wider team. S1b is the CEO of the
organization while also stewarding a network of Swedish organizations that practice SSD.

02 is an international company in the flooring business with operations worldwide. At the end of
2019 they employed a total of 4,110 employees. The company started its sustainability journey in the
early 90s with a first project group around sustainability, focusing on environmental issues. Early in
their sustainability journey they came across The Natural Step and the FSSD, which has been shaping
their approach ever since in combination with biomimicry. This way of thinking has become deeply
embedded in their company culture. Nowadays, the company moves towards being restorative and
has a production line that is completely free of the use of fossil fuels. S2 has been working at this
company for 17 years, and 11 years in the field of sustainability. In 2020 she left the company and
will continue being an ambassador for sustainability on other fronts.

03 is a Swedish family-owned group with several sub-organizations in the food-sector. Being an
organization with origins in the 16th century and therefore very home-bound with a natural
understanding of sustainability, the organization started to become more strategic on their
sustainability journey by introducing the FSSD in 2019. They have been using backcasting processes
on multiple different levels. The sustainability principles are routinely used by the sustainability
management and the group-wide sustainability working group that is made up from top-level
managers. The organization is in an ongoing ABCD procedure to put their strategic goals into
practice. The use of the framework has been communicated one year ago and will be spread
proactively to the different layers of the organization in the following years. S3 works as a head of
sustainability for the whole group.

05, a big-size company with around 5000 employees, is one of the main drivers of the sustainability
journey of the whole PVC industry. Starting in the early 90’s, an external crisis forced the company
to rethink the ways the industry works and tap into action. Ever since, the FSSD is a companion, not
only of the organization itself, but of the whole industry, moving it strategically towards sustainability
on the European level. Being a chemical-focused industry, the FSSD resonates on a wider level
through the scientific language and the strategic decision-making support. The organization and the
industry have been running several ABCD processes over several years. S5, the former sustainability
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director, has been involved in the journey since 1999 and is very supportive of the FSSD. He mainly
shared the story of this organization, but also broadened the discussion on the level of the whole
industry, being one of the driving forces for the creation of a multi-stakeholder network for strategic
sustainable development.

06 is a big-size company that produces sustainable cultivation solutions for food crops and
ornamental plants. It has over 1300 employees, is operational in at least 26 countries and is growing
quick. The company started its sustainability journey in 2014 with a sustainability week, presenting
their new logo and mission. After this initial ambition, it was only in 2017 that they started working
with lifecycle assessments for their products. In 2018 the Sustainability Innovator and packaging
designer, S6, came back from studying MSLS in Karlskrona and they started to write a sustainability
strategy for the company with the help of the FSSD. Since a year they apply a backcasting approach
and the ABCD procedure. At the moment smaller focus groups are using this procedure to make plans
and they are about to present the results. After these presentations, they will be brought together and
presented to the board of directors in order to decide how to move forward from there. The definitions
of success and end goals that are defined by the ABCD procedures are currently being integrated into
the business case of the company.

07 is an environmental federation. It is a small-size NGO with 9 employees. S7 joined the
organization 3 years ago in a moment of deep existential crisis, taking the role of the director and
starting to reinvent the organization as a whole. Through a process of deep inquiry, team building and
starting a practice of strategic sustainable development using the core elements of the FSSD, the
organization clarified its purpose, a roadmap and new, less hierarchical structures that move them
towards sustainability. Leadership and facilitation are core topics for the interviewee. Backcasting is
one of the core procedures used in several different contexts which are always framed by the
principles, even if the FSSD as a framework never has been introduced as such.
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Appendix F: interview guide and questions

Interviews phase 1

Purpose:

Set-up:

Exemplary
interview
questions:

Strategic Sustainable Development (SSD) practitioners using the Framework
for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) were contacted and interviewed
with the following purpose:

to gain knowledge about their perspective on the current application of the
FSSD,

to gain knowledge about how they would relate the practice to the five
essential aspects of adaptive capacity,

to ask them if they know possible organizations that successfully used
elements of the FSSD and might be willing to participate in this study.
Format: one-on-one interviews, one interviewee, one interviewer and one
observer from the research team

Tool: Zoom

Confidentiality/Recording: A consent form was handed out and collected
before the interview took place. The interviewees were reminded once again

before the recording started.

Timing: 60 min — 90 min

What's the essence of the FSSD when it’s applied in organizations?

What would you consider as the core elements of the FSSD you use in most
contexts? How would you describe going through SSD as an organization?

What are strengths and weaknesses of the FSSD when you apply it in an
organization?

Does applying the FSSD influence the culture and the ways of working in
an organization?

Does it make the organization more resilient? If so, how?

From your experience, does the FSSD help to build [AC element] in an
organization? If so, what elements of the FSSD do you relate it to?
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Interviews phase 2

Purpose:

Set-up:

Exemplary
interview
questions.:

Representatives from organizations using the Framework for Strategic
Sustainable Development (FSSD) were contacted and interviewed with the
following purpose:

to gain knowledge about their use of the FSSD,

to gain insights and perspectives about how and if their practice influenced
the five aspects of adaptive capacity,

to widen the understanding with an internal perspective on the influence of
using the FSSD on the AC/resilience,

Format: one-on-one interviews, one interviewee, one interviewer and one
observer from the research team

Tool: Zoom

Confidentiality/Recording: A consent form was handed out and collected
before the interview took place. The interviewees were reminded once again
before the recording started.

Timing: 60 min — 90 min

Could you introduce us quickly to the sustainability journey of your
organization?

How do or did you use the FSSD in your organization and for how long?
How have you been introduced to it? How did you adapt it over time?
Talking about the human dynamics and culture of the organization, have
there been changes you observed since you started your sustainability

journey? What gets the credit for this change?

Do you think that practicing sustainable development helps your
organization to become more resilient? If so, how?

From your experience, does practicing strategic sustainable development

help to foster [AC element] in your organization? Are there any concepts,
processes or methods you would relate to that?
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Focus group phase 3

Purpose:

Set-up:

Exemplary
interview
questions:

The FSSD from phase 1 joined a focus group with the following purpose:

to explore some levers within the sustainability journey of organizations in
order to foster adaptive capacity

to plant seeds and share questions that spark a change in their practice.

Format: six practitioners in conversations, guided by three researchers
Tool: Zoom

Confidentiality/Recording: A consent form was handed out and collected
before the interview took place. The interviewees were reminded once again
before the recording started.

Timing: 90 min

Overarching question: What are levers to foster organizations’ adaptive
capacity through strategic sustainable development using the FSSD?

What is the role of leadership in an organization for fostering its' adaptive
capacity through strategic sustainable development? Feel free to frame your
reflections as possible gaps and opportunities related to the sustainability
practice.

What is the role of organizational development and governance for fostering
an organization's adaptive capacity through strategic sustainable
development? Feel free to frame your reflections as possible gaps and
opportunities related to the sustainability practice.

How can Social Sustainability and working with Social SPs be a gap or an
opportunity to foster organizations’ adaptive capacity through strategic
sustainable development?

How should Sustainability competence building, and activation look like in
order to foster organizations’ adaptive capacity? Feel free to frame your
reflections as possible gaps and opportunities related to the sustainability
practice.
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