
 

A Guidebook to  

The Areas of Inquiry 

Guiding Sustainability Practitioners at the 

Beginning of a Change Initiative towards 

Sustainability 

Introduction 

This guidebook aims to support 

sustainability practitioners at the 

beginning of a change initiative 

towards sustainability to 

increase the success of the 

change. The Areas of Inquiry 

(AoI) presented in this 

guidebook empower 

sustainability practitioners to 

become better at what they already strive for: facilitating, advising and 

leading change towards sustainability.  

The AoI combine key knowledge and insights from the field of 

organizational sustainability, change management, and corporate 

assessment and analysis. Moreover, it builds on the knowledge with 

experience of practitioners in the field of sustainability, change management 

as well as corporate experts. 

This guidebook subsequently provides an overview of the Areas of Inquiry, 

audience and scope, recommendations for use, a full description of the eight 

AoI, context and rational of the AoI and further reading and resources.  



 

Overview of the Areas of Inquiry  

The eight Areas of Inquiry for the practitioner to focus on at the initial stage 

of an engagement are: Vision; Purpose and Commitment; Urgency, 

Importance and Business Case; Level of Integration of Sustainability; 

Business Goals and Strategy; Culture and Capacities; Communication and 

Stakeholder Engagement; Measurement and Reporting. These areas form a 

platform for dialogue to guide sustainability practitioners in gaining 

understanding of the organizational change capacities and sustainability 

within the company.  

  



 

Who are the Areas of Inquiry for? 

The intended audience for the AoI are sustainability practitioners in general 

and practitioners of the framework for strategic sustainable development 

(FSSD) in particular because of their strategic approach to sustainability. The 

framework for strategic sustainable development refers to a five level 

framework designed to understand and plan for complex systems to move 

towards a sustainable society. The five levels are system, success, strategic, 

actions and tools. A framework practitioner can be defined as someone who 

uses the FSSD to understand and plan progress towards sustainability. The 

AoI should guide sustainability practitioners as they begin an initiative and 

allow them to plan a suitable and company specific change process, which is 

typically the ABCD process. The ABCD process provides a step-by-step 

approach for planning in complex systems and involves a business in 

visioning, baseline mapping, creative solutions and prioritizing.   

When to use the Areas of Inquiry? 

The Areas of Inquiry are designed for the stage when the company has 

expressed a desire to work with a framework practitioner and that there is a 

certain level of mutual commitment and a certain level of confidence and 

ability by the core contacts within the company. The AoI are not designed 

for marketing the FSSD and it is not designed to be explicitly visible by the 

company contact(s), but rather as a guiding tool providing a frame for this 

initial stage. 

How to use the Areas of Inquiry?  

Each Area of Inquiry includes a description with a general overview, success 

within the area, questions to ask to better understand, signals to look for and 

related tools, as can be found in detail below.  

It is suggested to use dialogue and Appreciative Inquiry during the 

engagement. Dialogue is a form of conversation to support building common 

understanding and mutual trust. It involves deep listening, suspension of 

own perceptions, assumptions and judgment as well as it “encourages 



 

reflection and emergence” within the group. It should therefore be an 

essential part for the communication between practitioner and company.  

Appreciative Inquiry, an approach based on the assumption that the 

questions we ask guide our attention in a particular direction, uses 

affirmative or positive questions. This helps to create a positive environment, 

focus on what is already working well in the company and with that, 

focusing on solutions rather than on problems.  

Description of the Areas of Inquiry  

The eight AoI are divided into two groups: sustainability related and 

organizational change related aspects, with Vision as an overarching area 

that combines both aspects. It is suggested to start the conversation with an 

introductory question around the company’s sustainability journey to date 

and then move through the eight AoI, starting with the Vision, moving on to 

sustainability related AoI followed by the organizational change AoI. 

 

Sustainability and Organizational Change related Area of Inquiry 

Area of Inquiry  Vision of Success (for the initiative and the company) 

Description Understand the vision of the initiative as well as the company and understand if 
sustainability is incorporated in the vision. 

Success A shared vision for the initiative and for the company as such that are ‘lived throughout 
the company’ and which is within the 4 sustainability principles 

Things to ask to 
gain 
understanding 

What is the vision of the initiative and the company? 
Is sustainability incorporated into the vision?    
Is the vision lived within the company?   
What is the envisioned future of the company? 

Things to look 
for 

+ Formalized vision on website, business cards, posted in office, in publications  
+ sustainability as part of the vision 
+ if employees are able to recall the meaning of the vision 

Related 
resources 

Step 3, 4, 5 of Kotter’s 8-Step Process for Leading Change, Shared Vision in the The Fifth 
Discipline 

 

http://www.kotterinternational.com/kotterprinciples/changesteps
http://www.solonline.org/FifthDiscipline/introduction/
http://www.solonline.org/FifthDiscipline/introduction/


 

Sustainability related Areas of Inquiry 

Area of Inquiry Purpose and Commitment  

Description Understanding what the purpose of the sustainability initiative is in relation to 
the company’s purpose and understanding the motivation of individuals 
involved in the initiative. The commitment to the sustainability initiative is a key 
enabling factor. This includes the commitment of top, senior and middle 
management and employees to sustainability. One way that commitment is 
often expressed is in time available.  

Success When senior management/the management team understands why the change 
towards sustainability is important and is committed to sustainability. 
Committed staff: a group of people in the org. energized and ambitious about 
achieving genuinely sustainable results and have the power and competence to 
execute. 
When sustainability is seen as something meaningful.  
When people in the company seek for answers to “What kind of role would I like 
to play in this life and society?” and “How can I express these objectives in the 
role that I'm doing?”  

Things to ask to 
gain 
understanding 

What is the purpose of the initiative? 
What does success mean in the context of the change initiative towards 
sustainability? 
To what extent is middle and top management committed to sustainability? 
Who has given the mandate and support for the change initiative and how was 
the team created? 
How much time is allocated for this project and for implementation? 
Who are the existing sustainability champions? 
What is the motivation of the contact person/core team for participating in the 
initiative?  
Why does the contact person/do the persons in the core team care personally or 
professionally about sustainability? 1 

Things to look 
for 

+ Committed person in decision-making position  
+ Committed individuals, often young people 
+ Available time  
- A lack of commitment on the highest level/board buy-in 
- A core team that is assigned rather than participating out of personal 
commitment 

Related 
resources 

Phase 1 of The Weave  

 

                                                      
1
 Taken from the The Weave (Cretney, Cretney, and Meisterheim 2011) 

http://www.bth.se/fou/cuppsats.nsf/all/4d93f831fc4959a8c12578a900485333/$file/BTH2011Cretney2.pdf


 

 

  

                                                      
2
 Taken from Strategic Intent Dimension of the Stages of Corporate Citizenship, The Centre for Corporate 

Citizenship at Boston College  

Area of Inquiry Urgency, Importance and Business case 

Description Understanding the experienced urgency of moving towards sustainability as well as the 
importance of and the need for moving towards sustainability. Understanding the 
company specific business case, the drivers, the risks and opportunities. This area is also 
important to explore because some purposes and motives are not sustainable. 

Success When the company has an authentic understanding and shared definition of sustainability 
as such within the company. 
When the company has identified the issues where they have the most impact in terms of 
sustainability and integrated this in the main strategy of the company. 
When the company understands the need for the change. 
When sustainability is integrated in the core business. 

Things to ask 
to gain 
understanding 

What is driving the initiative?  
Does the company have a sense of what moving towards sustainability means? 
Is there a shared understanding of the need for change?  
To what extent does the company experience a sense of urgency?  Is there pressure from 
external stakeholders, i.e. regulations, customers, media?    
Are there any concerns regarding current business practices (i.e. rising costs, employee 
retention)?  
Does the company have a clear and specific business case for sustainability?  
What customer needs will the company satisfy in the future?  
What best matches their current strategic intent for the engagement?  

 Legal Compliance 
 License to Operate  
 Business Case  
 Value Proposition  
 Market Creation/ Social Change2 

Things to look 
for 

* Signals of external pressure: customer sustainability inquiries, media attention, pressure 
from NGOs, retailer supplier questionnaires, etc. 
+ Sustainability as part of their business goals 
- For many companies the business case may be made but it is still not seen as urgent or 
necessary 
- Greenwashing: when the motivation of the initiative is to carry on with business as usual 
but a little greener, with a main focus on marketing and communication 
- Focus on social license to operate indicates an interest in "keeping on doing what we're 
doing?” 

Related 
resources 

Relevant sustainability science (beyond TNS)  
Funnel Metaphor  
Step 1 of Kotter’s 8-Step Process for Leading Change 
SWOT, Sustainable Value Framework, Bob Willard’s Business Case for Sustainability, Case 
studies of similar companies that that successfully integrated sustainability   

http://www.naturalstep.org/the-funnel
http://www.kotterinternational.com/kotterprinciples/changesteps
http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTMC_05.htm
http://e4sw.org/papers/Hart_Milstein.pdf
http://www.sustainabilityadvantage.com/


 

Area of Inquiry Level of Integration of Sustainability  

Description The level of integration of sustainability in the operation includes integration of 
sustainability in the Human Resource structures and mandate, such as job descriptions 
and hiring policies as well as the integration in daily operations, processes and 
management systems. It also includes the existence of the linkage between innovation 
and sustainability.  

Success When the company has the ability to put the strategies into practice and integrate 
sustainability into the daily operations. 
Success is commitment to sustainability as a material driver of their core performance and 
the continued embedding of criteria in their management. 
When sustainability is embedded in the performance metrics (in job descriptions, in the 
mandate of all business units, in performance pay). 
A structural change to embed sustainability, such as a committee put in place with a clear 
mandate. 
When innovation to address sustainability is actively promoted. 

Things to ask 
to gain 
understanding 

To what extent is sustainability integrated in the human resource management?  
Is sustainability a hiring criterion and is sustainability covered in induction for new staff?  
Is responsibility for sustainability clear and explicit?   
Who is currently involved in contributing to the sustainability policy? 
Is all staff involved in sustainability initiatives, or is responsibility given to certain 
staff/work areas? 
Is training offered for staff on sustainability? 
To what extent is sustainability incorporated into the remuneration/incentive/reward 
systems for senior executives and all employees? 
Does sustainability feature on standing agenda items?  
Is sustainability performance mentioned in all staff meetings?  
To what extent is sustainability covered within Occupational Safety and Health 
procedures? 
To what extent is sustainability incorporated in business processes or management 
systems?  
To what extent is sustainability integrated in daily reporting, meetings, decisions? 
What processes and tools does the company have to enable innovation and to what 
degree is sustainability an integrated part of this? 

Things to look 
for 

* Company chart  
* Job descriptions 
+ When sustainability is part of the mandate of senior management 

Related 
resources 

Step 8 of Kotter’s 8-Step Process for Leading Change 

 

http://www.kotterinternational.com/kotterprinciples/changesteps


 

Organizational change related Areas of Inquiry 

Area of Inquiry Business Goals and Strategy 

Description Understanding what the existing business strategies and goals of the company are and in 
what way strategic planning takes place. 

Success When sustainability is aligned with and is an integral part of the business strategy and 
goals. 
When the company uses backcasting from the company vision within the boundaries set 
by the sustainability principles to design their strategies. 

Things to ask to 
gain 
understanding 

What are current business goals?  
What is the current business strategy?  
What is the company’s current process to create a strategy? (forecasting/backcasting) 
Does the company understand or use the concept of backcasting, “planning with the end 
in mind?”  
What targets and annual improvement goals are set within the organization's 
Environmental/Sustainability Report, if any? 

Things to look 
for 

* Review Annual Report 
+ Ways sustainability could align with their current business strategy 

Related 
resources 

SWOT, Sustainable Value Framework, Bob Willard’s Business Case for Sustainability 

 

 

Area of Inquiry Culture and Capacities 

Description Culture:  Language, ‘the way people do things’, habits, shared meaning3. 
Values:  What is important; this includes individual values, or organizational values. 
Organizational capacities consist of existing skills and knowledge, the ability for systems 
thinking, learning abilities (team learning, staff training), creative and innovative 
capacities. 
It also includes understanding what leadership means for the company, the quality of 
leadership and relationships of individuals within the company. 

Success When the culture of the company starts to reflect the commitment to sustainability/ 
sustainability embedded it into the 'dna'. 
An increased belief within the company about their capacity to make a lasting 
contribution. 
Ability to involve staff, enthuse teams, design interactive and engaging education and 
engagement programs. 
Learning capacity and willingness to learn.  
When the capacity of (personal) leadership towards sustainability is part of the culture.  

Things to ask to 
gain 
understanding 

What are the characteristics of the company culture (‘the way people do things’)? 
What are the core values of the company?  
What does the company already care about?  
To what extent is sustainability incorporated in the company culture? 
What are company strengths (i.e. communications systems, strong ties with external 

                                                      
3 (Schein 1992) 

http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTMC_05.htm
http://e4sw.org/papers/Hart_Milstein.pdf
http://www.sustainabilityadvantage.com/


 

groups)? 
What existing skills or strengths could be used to leverage sustainability?  
How does the company typically expand their knowledge base?  
Are new ideas and learning encouraged and supported? 
What does leadership mean for the company? 
What are characteristics of the company’s leadership style? 
Who are the thought leaders in the company?  
Who are the informal leaders in the company?  
What best describes leadership? 

 Lip Service, Out of Touch  
 Supporter, In the Loop  
 Steward, On Top of It  
 Champion, In Front of It  
 Visionary, Ahead of the Pack 4 

Things to look 
for 

Phenomenon associated with culture: 
 language, traditions, embedded skills, principles and values, implicit rules 
  feeling that is conveyed by  physical layout (e.g. how the office looks, how people 

dress) 
 Habits of thinking, mental models, things taught to new members  
 Symbols: ideas, feelings and images groups develop to characterize themselves  
Examples of values:  
Individual: Adaptability, Commitment 
Organizational: Continuous learning, efficiency 
* Review Annual Report, look at existing environmental policies, sustainability report 
* Skill set of the company, trainings for all levels of the company 
+ Training  and learning budgets  

Related 
resources 

Step 8 of  Kotter’s 8-Step Process for Leading Change 
Barrett Values Centre 
System thinking and Team learning of The Fifth Discipline, Theory U, Level 5,  
Step 6 of Prosci´s Change Management Maturity Model, Criterion 2.3 of AISHE, Area 6 of 
HRM Assessment Tool  

 

  

                                                      
4
 Taken from Leadership Dimension of the Stages of Corporate Citizenship (Center for Corporate Citizenship 2012) 

http://www.kotterinternational.com/kotterprinciples/changesteps
http://www.valuescentre.com/
https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&q=cache:WHEi8lochfYJ:www.audubon-area.org/NewFiles/sengesum.pdf+&hl=de&gl=de&pid=bl&srcid=ADGEESjo8oDMUZZ6W9WzeC91WW42TrrbXHGfl8ddkf34o6t_mvxx2XDRfMpGkuBeJRhYg3g0xk8Ud37qsAQMpux1St0BdR7iwaLyApT4YlsvhLpYfVodFZQqSicnMy6gSov
http://www.change-management.com/Prosci-CM-Maturity-Model-writeup.pdf
https://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&q=cache:eeaSeF0l30YJ:www.eauc.org.uk/file_uploads/aishe-book1_5.pdf+&hl=de&gl=de&pid=bl&srcid=ADGEESiQMBn1Qlm-iICgWdp9sZ4KiuibpJYErKj5SwYzdnQHlFDH1quSurKCzDYjZg6Mvgv5w4DbL8q_JAgri-f2I-soK4qd-QnN55X9lPLW44QqKOmwcSxRF42u3Ub
http://erc.msh.org/newpages/english/toolkit/hrd.pdf


 

Area of Inquiry Communication and Stakeholder Engagement 

Description Who the company views as stakeholders and how the company engages stakeholders.  
How information is communicated throughout the company (top to bottom, bottom to 
top, inter-departmental, to external stakeholders).   
How visible the sustainability communication is around the workspace (e.g. signage, 
prompts, posters).  

Success Good information flow to get everyone informed about the change 
Openness and depth in relationships with stakeholders.  
The company has positive influence on the supply chain and their consumers with 
regards to sustainability.  

Things to ask to 
gain 
understanding 

What type of relationship does the company have with their stakeholders?   
What does the company consider as stakeholder engagement (frequency, channels, 
form)?  
To what extent are stakeholders involved in decision-making processes?  
Is input from stakeholders welcomed on how the organization could improve its 
sustainability performance?  
Would the company define their stakeholder relationships as: 

 Unilateral 
 Interactive  
 Mutual Influence  
 Partnership Alliance  
 Multi-Organization5 

How is stakeholder engagement described in the organization’s Sustainability Report? 
How does the company currently communicate internally?  
Are communications from the senior management clear and frequent? 
Are there formal policies for communicating to senior managers, or other departments 
or divisions?  
Is cross-departmental communication encouraged in the company?  
Are there frequent staff meetings? 
Are there regular events or opportunities for the majority of the company to gather?   
How have changes been communicated in the past?  
How do people typically find out about company news, shifting priorities or company 
related issues?  
Is the organization participating in industry forums where information, learning and best 
practice around sustainability is shared?  

Things to look 
for 

* Communication means such as meeting agendas, internal and external newsletters, 
website, intranet etc. 
* Informal communication (are there e.g. open offices) 
+ Stakeholder mapping 
+ Channels for stakeholder engagement in decision-making 

Related 
resources 

Stakeholder mapping tools e.g.: LMC Stakeholder Mapping, Intervention 5 in Bob 
Doppelt’s Wheel of Change towards Sustainability   

 

  

                                                      
5
 Taken from Stakeholder Dimension of the Stages of Corporate Citizenship (Center for Corporate Citizenship 2012) 

 

http://www.lmcuk.com/management-tool/stakeholder-mapping
http://www.greenleaf-publishing.com/content/pdfs/systhink.pdf
http://www.greenleaf-publishing.com/content/pdfs/systhink.pdf


 

Area of Inquiry Measurement and Reporting 

Description What the company currently measures and reports on and how they measure and report.  
If sustainability is part of the current measurement and reporting system. 

Success Established ways of measuring progress on moving towards sustainability. 
Ability to assess current environmental impacts. 
The infrastructure and ability to measure the effectiveness of the change initiative. 

Things to ask to 
gain 
understanding 

What does the company currently measure and report?  
What tools are currently used for measuring and reporting?  
Is sustainability part of what the company currently measures and reports?  
What are key performance indicators to measure progress on sustainability?  
How much sustainability related data could be easily accessed? (i.e. GHG emissions, 
waste disposal)? 
Are permanent data collection systems in place to collect environmental performance 
data?  
How regularly does the organization report on sustainability?  
Do any surveys exist on client/stakeholder and staff expectations around sustainability 
performance? 
What (if any) benchmarks are used to compare the organization’s performance to its 
competitors, industry standards or leading best practices? 
How is the company's performance against its sustainability vision, if any? 

Things to look 
for 

* Sustainability Report,  Annual Report 
+ Employee satisfaction surveys 
+ Benchmarking, industry trends 

Related 
resources 

Sustainability reporting, such as GRI, environmental management such as ISO 14000 and 
social responsibility such as ISO 26000 

 

Further reading and resources 

The Master Thesis which has formed the basis for this guidebook can be found at 
http://www.bth.se/ste/tmslm.nsf/pages/thesis and is called Areas of Inquiry: Guiding FSSD 
Practitioners at the beginning of a change initiative towards sustainability  
For more information about the Master study, visit: http://www.bth.se/msls 

 

If you wish to get in touch with the authors, visit their linkedIn profiles: 

Amy Mireault: http://se.linkedin.com/pub/amy-mireault/23/628/ba4 

Michaela Hogenboom: http://se.linkedin.com/in/michaelahogenboom  

Thaela Stolz: http://de.linkedin.com/pub/thaela-stolz/4a/435/477 

https://www.globalreporting.org/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.iso.org/iso/iso_catalogue/management_and_leadership_standards/environmental_management.htm
http://www.iso.org/iso/iso_catalogue/management_standards/social_responsibility.htm
http://www.bth.se/ste/tmslm.nsf/pages/thesis
http://www.bth.se/msls
http://se.linkedin.com/pub/amy-mireault/23/628/ba4
http://se.linkedin.com/in/michaelahogenboom
http://de.linkedin.com/pub/thaela-stolz/4a/435/477

