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Abstract 
Climate change is happening, presenting threats and opportunities for 
society as a whole and business in particular. The transition to a low carbon 
economy as a result of climate change offers opportunities for business; it 
also represents an opportunity to create a more sustainable society. This 
paper considers how a business response to the climate change challenge 
can be used as a leverage to move towards sustainability. The focus is on 
adaptation strategies adopted to address the threats and opportunities 
presented by climate change. The tool for strategically planning for 
adaptation, developed herein, seeks to ensure that measures taken by 
business to adapt to climate change are also contributions towards a 
sustainable future. 
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Executive Summary 

Introduction 
The increases in global temperatures, extreme weather conditions and rising 
sea levels continually demonstrate the reality of climate change. Substantial 
evidence links human practices with these changes. Consequently, society, 
and within that business, is striving to limit the impact of activities on the 
climate. However, even with the greatest of efforts, some amount of climate 
change will happen. Therefore adaptation to prepare for the impacts of 
climate change is required.  

Climate change presents both threats and opportunities for business. 
Business stands to gain from forward thinking regarding consumer demand 
and impending regulation related to climate change. Additional 
opportunities revolve around the potential for product development as a 
new low carbon economy arises from efforts to tackle climate change. This 
resulting economic transition offers the opportunity to create a more 
sustainable future by giving greater consideration to social and 
environmental issues beyond climate change.  

Through strategic decisions, organisations can successfully adapt to address 
the threats and opportunities of climate change while also contributing to 
the creation of a sustainable society. This research provides a framework 
for helping organisations in that process by answering the question: What 
recommendations would help the development of business climate change 
adaptation strategies that are contributions towards a sustainable society? 
The  ‘Adapt&Change’  tool,  based  on  whole  systems  thinking,  was 
developed to provide businesses with a strategic approach. Understanding 
and implementing this tool provides an innovative and optimal method for 
developing climate change adaptation strategies that are contributions 
towards a sustainable society  

Methods 
The difficulty of planning for sustainability requires a whole systems 
framework for dealing with complex systems. The five level Framework for 
Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) was chosen on that basis, also 
because it provides a clear definition of a sustainable society at the success 
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level as well as strategic guidelines to oversee the process. The application 
of the FSSD greatly assisted in outlining the general topic of business 
climate change adaptation as a contribution towards a sustainable society.   

Recommended steps were developed to help organisations strategically 
plan for climate change adaptation in a sustainable way. Prior background 
research, including extensive literature review, revealed a gap in current 
business climate change strategies in relation to following a whole systems 
perspective and systematically taking into account sustainability 
considerations. Input gathered from conferences and interviews with a 
number of professionals confirmed that point. Interviews were conducted 
with two leading consultancies, a multinational food company, a major UK 
retailer, a UK environmental not-for-profit organisation and a government 
organisation created specifically to help business adapt for climate change. 

Results 
The result of the research  was  the  development  of  ‘Adapt&Change - A 
Tool for Strategic Climate Change Adaptation as a Contribution towards a 
Sustainable  Society’.  The  tool  is  broken  down  into  three  recommended 
steps: Understand the challenge and opportunity; Prepare for action; and 
Strategically define measures. Additionally, there are three underlying 
critical success factors: Engage the right people internally; Keep up to date 
with developments; and Prioritise critical areas. 

The three steps were chosen to define a logical, strategic path for planning 
for climate change adaptation as a contribution towards a sustainable 
society.  The  first  recommended  step,  ‘Understand  the  challenge  and 
opportunity’, encourages organisations to develop a full comprehension of 
the scientific basis of climate change and sustainability. A holistic overview 
of the issues is important to understand the value of integrating 
sustainability considerations into strategic planning and to ensure a later 
optimal assessment of threats and opportunities relevant to a particular 
business.  

The second recommended step, ‘Prepare for action’, stresses the importance 
of making all necessary preparations to prevent unintended consequences 
from rushing into a decision. To complete this, it is stressed that the 
organisation should be visionary. To do this they should reflect on their 
vision and strategic priorities and consider how climate change and a low 
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carbon economy will influence these areas. In addition, organisations 
should define their current position related to climate change and its overall 
effect on its entire operation by administering two processes: creating a 
‘Relationship Map’ and undertaking a  ‘Strategic SWOT.’ These exercises 
will provide the information needed to begin prioritising critical areas for 
action. 

The  third recommended step, ‘Strategically define measures’  is conducted 
in three parts. First, current business practices are assessed to identify 
possible conflict with the goal of climate change adaptation that contributes 
towards a sustainable society. Second, using backcasting, a brainstorm of 
all possible measures which constitute steps towards achieving the stated 
goal,  is recommended. Third, a ‘filtering’ process helps  to select  the most 
appropriate measures.  

The three overarching critical success factors serve as underlying guiding 
principles  to  consider  throughout  the  process.  The  first  one,  ‘Engage  the 
right  people  internally’,  ensures  effective  leadership  and  a  fully  informed 
process. The second, ‘Keep up to date with developments’ seeks to ensure 
that the process is continually informed with the latest developments. The 
third  and  final  factor,  ‘Prepare  well  and  review  regularly’,  will  ensure 
focused and leading edge thinking and success in the long run. 

The tool aims to be compelling both for companies which have not yet 
given any consideration to sustainability issues as well as those with an 
understanding of the business value of sustainability. This dual audience 
format intends to raise awareness of the benefits of sustainability as well as 
emphasise the benefit of a holistic approach to the climate change 
challenge. Moreover, the opportunity of applying sustainability 
considerations to adaptation strategies in particular is stressed. Within 
organisations,  the  ‘Adapt&Change’  tool  is  targeted at sustainability or 
corporate responsibility directors as well as members of risk management 
or strategy teams.  

The overall structure is designed to inspire and engage the audience, 
encourage out-of-the-box  thinking  and  facilitate  a  whole  system’s 
perspective. It does this through the use of visioning to provide a visual 
illustration of a sustainable society and inform the backcasting process, and 
storytelling to better engage the audience. Structurally, the tool provides 
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‘to-do’  and  ‘outcomes’  checklists, as well as a myriad of examples and 
resources to accurately and properly facilitate the process. 

Discussion and conclusions 
The research found that the complexity of addressing climate change 
adaptation in conjunction with sustainability required a  holistic,  ‘big 
picture’  perspective  to  ensure  long  term  success  of  measures  and  avoid 
unintended consequences. The FSSD, an invaluable resource for addressing 
the climate change challenge and clearly defining the goal of sustainability, 
allowed for the development of a method for devising the most appropriate 
measures to be taken.  

Moreover, the ‘Adapt&Change’ tool required flexibility, inspiration and an 
engaging style to reach the target audiences. The intention is for the tool to 
prove compelling to both organisations already versed in sustainability and 
those not engaged in such issues that want to develop effective adaptation 
strategies to address the threats and opportunities of climate change whilst 
also contributing to the creation of a sustainable society. Applying the tool 
in a test case would be a useful next step. 

A last point explores the idea of focusing first and foremost on the business 
vision and to address the question of how it might be adjusted in light of the 
threats and opportunities of climate change and the sustainability objective. 
This approach would ensure that changes that might need to be made to the 
overall business vision are identified upfront, to secure an effective 
business contribution to the creation of a sustainable society.  
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1 Introduction 

1.1 The Challenge 

The scientific community has accepted that climate change is happening, it 
is largely manmade and it will have significant implications for society  
(IPCC 2007a, Stern 2006). This section reviews what constitutes the 
climate change challenge, how it relates to sustainability and what the main 
responses to the challenge currently are. 

1.1.1 The climate change challenge 

The climate change challenge has two main facets. First, utmost efforts 
need to be made to limit the impact of climate change. Second, efforts are 
required to prepare for the climate change that is already happening and 
will continue to happen, even with best efforts deployed today to avoid it.   

In terms of limiting the impacts of climate change, there is now a broad 
scientific consensus that the challenge is to limit the global average 
temperature rise to 2°C above pre-industrial level (Meehl et al 2007). 
Beyond that point, it is thought that current ecological systems on which 
society depends could collapse. While the exact nature of the changes and 
their consequences are difficult to predict, it is anticipated that beyond a 
2°C rise, some parts of the world would likely face severe water shortages 
and droughts, threatening global food yields and prompting massive 
migrations (IPPC 2007b, Schellnhuber 2006, Monbiot 2006, 15-17, Rogner 
et al 2007, 99-100).  

Political actors have to some extent acknowledged the science, at least in 
intentions.  In 1997, the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) adopted an agreement known as the Kyoto Protocol, 
aimed at reducing global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. Under the 
Protocol, industrialised countries have committed to a 5.2% reduction in 
GHG emissions below 1990 levels. As of 2007, the Protocol had been 
signed and ratified by 175 countries (UNFCCC n.d.). Meanwhile, the 
European Commission has taken the 2°C limit as the goal of its policy on 
climate change, as outlined in its Communication of January 2007, Limiting 
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global climate change to 2 degrees Celsius - The way ahead for 2020 and 
beyond (European Commission 2007a). In March 2007, heads of states and 
governments of the European Union (EU) also recognised the importance 
of the 2°C target, underlying the vital significance of achieving the strategic 
objective of limiting the global average temperature increase to not more 
than 2°C above pre-industrial levels (European Council 2007).  

In addition to the work to limit the rise of global average temperatures, 
society needs to prepare for the climate change that is happening and will 
continue  to  happen.  Even  with  society’s  best  efforts  to  reduce  GHG 
emissions and other physical manipulations (e.g. deforestation) that affect 
the climate, some amount of climate change is unavoidable due to past 
emissions (Smit et al 2001, 890). This is backed by empirical scientific data 
which has conclusively proven that many of the most destructive gases 
emitted have increased and will not leave the atmosphere for around 100 
years (IPCC 2007a, 37, House of Lords 2005, 11). The disruptive nature of 
these gases will propel the effects of climate change well into the next half 
of this century. 

Therefore, in addition to the actions taken to limit the changes in our 
climate, consideration should also be given to measures to effectively 
prepare for them. These measures will have to address among others, 
phenomena such as rising sea levels, rising global average temperatures and 
greater unpredictability in weather patterns, all forecasted to occur as a 
result of climate change (IPCC 2007a).  

1.1.2 Climate change and sustainability 

Climate change is a complex issue, due to the myriad of interrelated factors 
and feedback mechanisms that influence the climate (Monbiot 2006, 11, 
Chapin et al 2005, 657-660). Overall, experts agree that society's enormous 
release of GHGs, carbon dioxide (CO2) in particular, has caused the 
dramatic  change  in  the  composition  of  the  earth’s  atmosphere  which  is 
responsible for increasing average global temperatures (Forster et al 2007, 
Hergerl et al 2007, 727). This is due to the nature of Earth’s system, which 
is closed when it comes to matter and open when it comes to energy. 
Because of this, the high amounts of GHGs released into the atmosphere 
are causing a problem by intensifying the so-called greenhouse effect. 
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Indeed, when it comes to CO2, carbon is naturally processed in a 
phenomenon know as ‘carbon cycles’ (see Figure 1.1): CO2 is absorbed by 
living organisms such as plants and is converted to matter through 
photosynthesis (Denman et al 2007, 511-515). The levels of CO2 emitted to 
the  atmosphere  become  problematic  when  they  are  superior  to  nature’s 
capacity to process them.  

 

F igure 1.1. Illustration of the overall carbon cycle (Source: National 
Aeronautics and Space Administration). 

Climate change can be seen as a result of unsustainable practices, practices 
that overburden the system beyond the carrying capacity of its natural 
cycles and are therefore unsustainable in the long run. Applying the 
metaphor used by The Natural Step, a not-for-profit organisation promoting 
sustainable development, climate change can be viewed as one of the issues 
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of the narrowing walls of a funnel, illustrating the constraints society is 
currently facing (see Figure 1.2). 

 

 

Figure 1.2. ‘The Funnel’ metaphor, illustrating the constraints society is 
currently facing (Source: The Natural Step). 

The Natural Step promotes a set of principles, known as the ‘sustainability 
principles’ that describe the basic conditions that need to be met in order to 
achieve a sustainable society. The principles, which are subject to ongoing 
reflection, are the outcome of an international scientific collaboration 
process initiated in Sweden in the late 1980s by Dr. Karl-Henrik Robèrt. 
They are scientifically based principles, developed through a peer review 
process over 15 years (Robèrt 2002). The principles state that:  

In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically increasing... 

(1)...concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth’s crust, 

(2)...concentrations of substances produced by society,  

(3)...degradation by physical means  

and, in that society… 
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(4)...people are not subject to conditions that systematically undermine their 
capacity to meet their needs (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000; Ny et al 2006). 

With a clearly defined vision of a sustainable society, an organisation can 
effectively backcast from it, choosing the most appropriate steps which will 
take it from its current position to the desired future position. Backcasting 
from specific principles provides the basic boundaries within which the 
organisation can make choices. Within those boundaries, an organisation is 
free to create whatever solution that best fits its particular needs.  

Some processes and actions that lead to climate change contribute to 
violations of the principles in a variety of ways. Indeed, as mentioned 
above, climate change is caused primarily by an accumulation of CO2 in 
the atmosphere which originates from the burning of fossil fuels, substances 
extracted  from  the  Earth’s  crust.  In  addition  to  releasing  CO2  beyond 
nature’s processing capacity, society has also reduced nature’s capacity  to 
process CO2 by destroying green spaces such as forests that contribute to 
CO2 absorption. These unsustainable anthropogenic activities can be 
viewed as the prime causes behind climate change. 

1.1.3 Mitigation: a priority 

As  changes  in  our  climate  are  primarily  related  to  society’s  excessive 
release of CO2 into the atmosphere, it is critical to focus on reducing levels 
of emissions in an effort to tackle climate change. This is known as 
mitigation of climate change. Following the analysis above, mitigation 
helps to address the global violation of the first principle for a sustainable 
society.   

The international community has responded to the mitigation imperative by 
initiating a process to reduce global emissions. The Kyoto Protocol, 
mentioned above, legally binds signatory parties to adhere to GHG 
emission reductions based on their economic status (Kyoto Protocol 1998). 
In addition to participating in the process related to Kyoto, the EU has 
committed to a 20% emission cut below 1990 levels by 2020 and to a 
further 10% cut if the international community follows suit (European 
Council 2007). In addition, a number of countries or states within countries 
have committed to their own targets. For example, while the federal 
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government of the United States of America has yet to ratify the Protocol, 
some U.S. states have developed regional agreements to adhere to the 
Kyoto regulations under the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative (Regional 
Greenhouse gas Initiative 2005).  

In order to make progress towards meeting those targets, a number of 
initiatives seek to encourage reductions in emissions. In the EU, the 
Emissions Trading Scheme (ETS) offers the incentive to business to make 
money by selling allocated quotas, following emission reductions 
(European Commission 2001). In America, the Chicago Carbon Exchange 
(CCX), a voluntary international carbon market created in 2003 for North 
America and Brazil, offers incentives to members to reduce emissions 
beyond their reduction targets (Chicago Climate Exchange 2007). Other 
examples of initiatives illustrating the interest and effort placed on 
mitigation include the U.S. Climate Action Partnership (USCAP) set up in 
2007 to lobby the U.S. government for federal standards on greenhouse gas 
emissions (Porter et al 2007). Additionally, the Carbon Disclosure Project 
(CDP), a voluntary program for business which claimed 3000 members in 
2007, focuses on disclosure of business emissions, in an effort to catalyse 
further progress in emission reduction and inform the policy process 
(Kiernan and Dickinson 2007).  

1.2 The opportunity 

As well as constituting a challenge, climate change is more and more 
posited as a catalyst for positive change (Thomas et al 2007, Rouer and 
Gouyon 2007). This section explores  the  idea of a ‘new economy’ arising 
from climate change and argues that climate change offers a unique 
opportunity for business and for the move towards a sustainable society.    

1.2.1 A new economy 

The idea of a possible new economy arising from the climate change 
challenge is gaining ground (Monbiot 2006, Rouer and Gouyon 2007, 
Thomas et Veltrop 2007, 41, Porter et al 2007). This new economy is 
referred to under a number of different terms. A set of expressions refer to 
the idea of an economy with minimal or no output of GHGs. The most 
common of these expressions used in political and business discourse is the 
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expression  ‘low  carbon  economy’.  Other  expressions  do not specifically 
refer to the idea of low or no emissions but carry a similar notion of change. 
Some  refer  to  a  departure  from  the  past,  with  expressions  such  as  ‘next 
industrial  revolution’  (Senge  and  Carstedt  2001);  others  look  into  the 
future, with expressions  such  as  the  upcoming  ‘revolution  of  the  positive 
economy’ (Rouer and Gouyon 2007). The expression ‘hydrogen economy’ 
is also used to describe a vision of a future where fossil fuel based sources 
of energy have been replaced by hydrogen (Rifken 2002). 

On an international level, the United Nations Environment Programme 
(UNEP) is working with a variety of organisations like Ceres, an 
organisation of environmental investors, the Pew Center for Climate 
Change and the Carbon Trust to develop a plan for moving society towards 
the  ‘low  carbon  economy’  as  the  next  step  in  climate  action  (United 
Nations Environment Programme 2008, 12).  

On a national level, the UK government adopted a report in October 2007 
headed Moving to a global low carbon economy: implementing the Stern 
review (HM Treasury, HM Government 2007). Moreover, EU business 
leaders, meeting within the European High Level Working Group on 
Competitiveness, Energy and the Environment recently adopted 
conclusions to help lead the move to a low carbon economy (High Level 
Group on Competitiveness, Energy and the Environment 2007). The 
aforementioned Carbon Trust, set up by the UK Government as an 
independent company to accelerate the move to a low carbon economy, 
talks  of  the  ‘tremendous  opportunities  for those who develop and deliver 
low-carbon  products  and  services’  (Lash  and  Wellington  2007,  6).  In  a 
recent speech entitled Europe’s Climate Change Opportunity, the President 
of the European Commission, José Manuel Durão Barroso made the 
following statements: 

There  is  a  real  potential  to  make  climate  friendly  policies  a  major 
driver  for  growth  and  jobs  in  Europe  (...)  The  climate  change 
challenge  can  be  transformed  into  an  opportunity  for  European 
industry (...) The earlier Europe moves, the greater our opportunity to 
use our skills and technology to boost innovation and growth 
(Barroso 2008).  
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These arguments are further laid out in a Communication of the European 
Commission of January 2008 entitled Europe’s  Climate  Change 
Opportunity (European Commission 2008).  

1.2.2 A unique opportunity for business 

After an initial focus on the cost of dealing with climate change (Stern 
2006), new attention is being given to the idea that climate change 
constitutes a unique opportunity for business (Rouer and Gouyon 2007, 
Lewellyn 2007). Already, many businesses are sensitive to the benefits of 
reducing emissions of current activities. In a context where new restrictions 
on carbon emissions are expected, this is increasingly seen as merely good 
business management (Esty and Winston 2006, 103-104, Porter et al 2007, 
Lash and Wellington 2007, 2, Willard 2002, 92, Economist 2008). 
Moreover, companies conscious and transparent about their environmental 
impact are in a better position to avoid litigation threats (Esty and Winston 
2006, 77, Lash and Wellington 2007, 5-6).  

Examples of threats for business, such as litigation, restrictive regulation, 
etc. can be directly related to the funnel metaphor discussed earlier. 
Litigation threats and regulation are two examples affecting the closing 
walls of the funnel representing a narrowing scope of action for business. 
Such threats are likely to increase under the impact of climate change.   
Companies informed of those threats can take the necessary steps to avoid 
them while at the same time maintaining a margin of manoeuvrability to 
take advantage of the opportunities presented by climate change.   

Already, many businesses are starting to capitalise on the commercial 
opportunities related to the move towards a low carbon economy by 
focusing on new products and services with low or no emissions. Examples 
of companies that have taken successful steps in that direction include GE 
which  launched  ‘eco-magination’,  an  investment  in  green  technology  as 
well as an expansion of its product line to carry more products which have 
a  lower  environmental  impact.  GE’s  initiatives  have  created  profit  for 
shareholders  as  well  as  improved  the  company’s  reputation  with 
environmentalists (Economist 2008). In the car industry, Toyota’s efforts to 
develop lower emission cars have been largely rewarded: the Prius, an 
electric-gasoline hybrid automobile which produces substantially lower 
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emissions than regular cars is still enjoying high sales, ten years after it was 
launched (Valdes-Dapena 2007). A further sign of the growing interest in 
‘carbon friendly’ products and services is visible in the rise of investments 
in so-called clean technology, i.e. technology which is more efficient when 
it comes to energy use and therefore produces less emissions (Harvey and 
Allisson 2007). 

1.2.3 An opportunity to move towards a 
sustainable society 

Climate change represents an opportunity to overhaul the economy through 
the development of a new focus on delivering products and services that do 
not undermine the ecological systems on which society depends. In this 
movement towards a new economy, this paper argues that there is a unique 
opportunity to also create a more sustainable society, one in which 
environmental and social systems are sustained.  

Businesses stand to gain from preparing for the impacts of climate change, 
including the transition to a low carbon economy in such a way that they 
are also contributing to the creation of a sustainable society. Due to the fact 
that climate change is happening, preparing to address the imminent threats 
and opportunities is key to ensuring continued business success. When 
preparing for climate change, it is possible to do so in a way that promotes 
more sustainable living. This not only benefits the ecological and social 
systems but also generates financial returns (Willard 2002). In other words, 
it makes business sense to prepare for climate change both to avoid the 
threats and benefit from the opportunities related to climate change, in a 
way that also contributes to the creation of a sustainable society.   

1.3 Our research 

This research explores the role of business in the changing environment 
related to climate change. In particular, it focuses on the adaptation 
strategies that business can adopt to prepare for the threats and 
opportunities of climate change whilst also contributing to the creation of a 
sustainable society.  
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1.3.1 Focus on business  

This paper focuses on the role of business in the move towards a more 
sustainable future as the climate change challenge is addressed. The 
justification is three-fold: first, businesses are likely to be increasingly 
sensitive to the commercial opportunities related to climate change and will 
inevitably seek to capitalise on them. At the same time, the business 
community is increasingly recognising the value of engaging in corporate 
responsibility programmes that focus on some of the environmental and 
social concerns that are currently at the heart of our unsustainable society 
(Willard 2002, Franklin 2008, Esty and Winston 2006, Pohle and Hittner 
2008). Those businesses are therefore likely to be responsive to the 
argument that a climate change policy should take into account 
sustainability considerations to be most successful in the long run. Finally, 
the focus on business is justified on the basis that businesses overall are 
currently lagging behind when it comes to addressing the risks and 
opportunities related to climate change. Indeed, while governments around 
the world are recognising the need for developing strategies to prepare for 
climate change, businesses in general are only just starting to consider 
preparation measures as part of their climate change response (Rae 2008). 
There is value therefore in focusing the research on the role of business and 
on the specific question of how businesses can best prepare for climate 
change, in a way that they are also contributing to the emergence of a 
sustainable society.   

1.3.2 Focus on adaptation 

The expression normally used to describe actions to prepare for climate 
change  is  that  of  ‘adaptation’.  The IPCC has defined adaptation as “an 
adjustment in natural or human systems in response to actual or expected 
climatic stimuli or their effects, which moderates harm or exploits 
beneficial opportunities” (Metz et al 2001, 708). More widely, the notion of 
adaptation refers to measures that need to be taken today to prepare for the 
implications of the physical impacts of climate change, such as rising sea 
levels and more frequent storms and droughts. The focus tends to be on the 
developing world, where impacts are anticipated to be the most significant 
(Adger et al 2007, Mandelsohn 2000, Smit et al 2001).  
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The notion of ‘adaptation’ is starting to gain ground in the business world 
as businesses themselves start to experience some of the impacts of climate 
change. This new awareness is reflected in a number of publications 
targeted at the business and investment community, including articles in the 
Harvard Business Review (Lash and Wellington 2007, Porter et al 2007), as 
well as in the work of organisations such as the UK Climate Impact 
Programme set up specifically to help business assess how they might be 
affected by climate change and take appropriate action. The few business 
sectors that are taking a lead in considering adaptation include sectors that 
are directly dependent on raw materials such as the agriculture sector, as 
well as sectors with long term time frames for planning, such as the 
construction sector. In addition, those sectors already directly affected by 
climate change, such as the tourism industry, were found to be addressing 
the issue (Greverath 2008, McQuaid 2008, Johnstone 2008).  

Moreover,  in  the  business  world,  the  notion  of  ‘adaptation’  tends  to  be 
understood more broadly as meaning preparations to deal not only with the 
immediate physical impacts of climate change but also all the ‘secondary’ 
impacts of climate change such as new legislation, rise in the cost of carbon 
or fossil fuel based energy sources, development of new technologies, 
change in consumer demand, new media interest etc., all of which are likely 
to affect business (Lash 2008, Willows 2003). While a lot of the focus is on 
the risks posed to business by these new trends, there is growing 
recognition of the opportunities that such trends offer (Lewellyn 2007).   

1.3.3 Research question 

As climate change now ranks as a top issue for business (Bonini, Greeney 
and Mendonca 2007) and growing attention is turned to possible adaptation 
strategies, there is an opportunity to introduce sustainability considerations 
into such strategies to ensure that a business response to climate change is 
also a contribution to a sustainable future.  

Without such a focus on sustainability, adaptation strategies may only 
provide short term solutions without addressing the true nature of the 
problem. For example, the IPCC mentions as a possible adaptation measure 
for the ski industry an increase in artificial snow production (IPCC 2007a). 
The result of this action may lead to the unintentional creation of new 
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problems as it takes a limited view of the issue, only accounting for 
maintaining tourists numbers but not taking into consideration increased 
energy prices, potential environmental degradation and declining water 
resources.  

Other possible climate change adaptation solutions in danger of potentially 
creating more negative impacts when problem-solving using a narrow 
perspective include the increased pesticide use to fight off pests that may 
flourish in warmer temperatures, or the relocation of factories jeopardised 
by rising water levels without accounting for the social impact of the 
movement. These adaptation measures do not necessarily provide long term 
sustainable solutions. In the end, these examples illustrate the risk of 
developing adaptation measures that potentially perpetuate, rather than 
solve, the problem. Additionally, such repercussions would have 
detrimental effects on the business either through a damaged reputation or 
loss of revenue from litigation or regulations. 

Background investigations confirm that while consideration is often given 
to environmental and social aspects in planning endeavours including those 
related to climate change adaptation (Greverath 2008), such consideration 
does not constitute a systematic and central dimension of strategy 
development. Furthermore, there is interest in how sustainability 
considerations could be integrated in strategic planning for climate change 
adaptation (Johnstone 2008, Woollard 2008, Watt 2008). 

This research seeks to answer the following question:  

 What recommendations would help the development of business 
 climate change adaptation strategies that are contributions towards 
 a sustainable society?  

The point is to ensure that organisations considering ways to respond to 
climate change threats and opportunities do so in such a way that they are 
also contributing to the emergence of a sustainable society. Given the 
notoriety of the climate change issue and the focus on it by governments, 
the business community and society at large, the unique opportunity to use 
climate change to leverage the movement towards sustainability should not 
be missed.  
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2 Methods 

2 Methods 

2.1 Applying the Framework for 
Strategic Sustainable Development 
(FSSD)  

A key aspect of the methodology is the use of a Framework for Strategic 
Sustainable Development (FSSD) as a conceptual tool to frame the thinking 
and ensure a strategic approach to the issue of business climate change 
adaptation.  

2.1.1 Background: a generic five level 
framework 

When planning in complex systems, adopting a strategic approach is 
essential to ensure a successful outcome. Applying a framework known as 
the five level framework ensures that a particular issue is addressed in all its 
complexity and that measures adopted are the optimal ones to achieve the 
desired result.  
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The five levels of the framework are described in the table below. 

Table 1.1. The five level framework for planning in complex systems. 

System The system level describes the characteristics of the 
object or topic under consideration.  

Success The success level describes the goal to be achieved. 

Strategy The strategy level refers to the strategic guidelines to 
ensure that the selected actions are strategic.  

Action The action level describes the actions that need to be 
undertaken to achieve the goal.  

Tools The tools level mentions the tools that will provide 
support in the process of achieving success.  

 

The above framework can be used in two different ways: as an analytical 
tool to carry out an analysis of an existing planning effort or as a planning 
framework to guide decision-making (Waldron et al 2007). In the latter 
case, following a process of understanding the ‘system’ in which the goal is 
to be achieved, setting a clear definition of success and deciding on key 
strategies to oversee progress towards the goal ensures that the actions 
ultimately adopted are effective steps towards the desired outcome. 

2.1.2 The Framework applied to 
Strategic Sustainable Development 

The five level framework is particularly useful when dealing with highly 
complex issues such as sustainable development. When applied to the issue 
of planning towards a sustainable society, the five level framework is 
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known as the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD). 
The FSSD can be used both when planning for global sustainability and 
when planning for sustainability at an organisational or project level 
(Holmberg and Robèrt 2000, Ny et al 2006).  

The different levels of the FSSD as they relate to both global sustainability 
and sustainability of an organisation or project are shown in the following 
table and explained further below.  
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Table 1.2. The F ramework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD).  

 Planning for global 
sustainability 

Planning for sustainability 
of an organisation or project 

System Society within the 
biosphere1, and all the 
rules/laws/norms that 
determine how the systems 
functions 

Organisation or project within 
society, within the biosphere, 
and all the rules/laws/norms 
that determine how the 
systems functions 

Success Compliance with the four 
sustainability principles  

Compliance with the 
organisational vision or 
project specific goals and 
elimination of contributions to 
violations of the sustainability 
principles 

Strategy Backcasting from the basic 
principles for socio-
ecological sustainability, and 
three associated prioritisation 
questions (described below)  

Backcasting from the vision 
of success, within the 
constraints of the identified 
system and using the same 
three prioritisation questions 
(described below) and any 
other guidelines or strategic 
principles to achieve goals 
specific to the organisation or 
project 

                                                 
1 The biosphere is the part of the planet’s outer shell, including air, land, and water, within 
which life occurs. Society is part of the biosphere and should be considered as such, in 
order to take into account all the ways in which society influences and is influenced by the 
environment is which it develops.  
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 Planning for global 
sustainability 

Planning for sustainability 
of an organisation or project 

Actions Actions that help move the 
system (society) towards 
compliance with success 
(global sustainability) 

Actions that help move the 
organisation or project 
towards its vision within 
society’s  overall  compliance 
with success  

Tools The tools that support the 
efforts to achieve global 
sustainability 

The tools that support the 
efforts to move the 
organisation or project 
towards compliance with 
stated goals and global 
sustainability 

 

When used for planning for global sustainability, the system level describes 
the characteristics of society within the biosphere, specifically the dynamic 
relationships within and between the ecological and social systems. 
Fundamental  scientific  laws  shed  light  on  how  ‘nature’  works  and  how 
human activities relate to nature, in the overall Earth system. At this level, a 
description of key characteristics of the Earth, of natural cycles and flows 
that regulate the system provide a basis for understanding some of the 
issues faced today, including global warming which is responsible for 
climate change. When applied to an organisation or project, the 
characteristics of that organisation or project are described at this level.  

The success level describes the goal of achieving a sustainable society or a 
sustainable organisation or project. Success is defined as meeting basic 
principles for global socio-ecological sustainability, the sustainability 
principles, as well as the goals of the organisation or project within the 
constraints of the sustainability principles, when the framework is applied 
to such a specific topic. 

As previously mentioned, the sustainability principles state that:  

In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically increasing... 
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(1)...concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth’s crust, 

(2)...concentrations of substances produced by society, 

(3)...degradation by physical means  

and, in that society… 

(4)...people are not subject to conditions that systematically undermine their 
capacity to meet their needs (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000; Ny et al 2006). 

The strategy level provides guidelines for the process of moving society or 
an organisation or project towards the goal of sustainability, by way of 
respecting the four sustainability principles. Central to the strategy is the 
use  of  the  approach  known  as  ‘backcasting’ (Robinson 1990). This is an 
approach that judges possible actions to be taken today, on the basis of 
whether they constitute steps towards achieving the vision of success, rather 
than improvements on past or current activities. When considering possible 
measures to move towards success, as a minimum, three prioritisation 
questions need to be asked. These are as follows (Holmberg and Robèrt 
2000):  

1.Does the measure proceed in the right direction with respect to the 
overall goal, i.e. the vision of success?  

2.Does the measure provide a stepping-stone, i.e. flexible platform for 
future improvement?  

3.Is the measure likely to produce a sufficient return on investment2 to 
further catalyse the process?  

The action level defines all actions that will effectively help move the 
socio-ecological systems or an organisation or project towards success, by 
conforming to overall sustainability principles. 

The tools level considers what additional techniques, measurements, 
monitoring or management approaches that can be used to assist in the 
move towards the vision of success.  

                                                 
2 It should be noted that ‘investments’ here do not just refer to financial resources, but also 
to political, social and cultural resources.  
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2.1.3 The Framework applied to 
strategic climate change adaptation 

Climate change adaptation is a complex issue. Ensuring that climate 
adaptation measures adopted by business are steps towards sustainability is 
an additional challenge. Using the FSSD to frame the issue of climate 
change adaptation helps address both issues. Indeed, the FSSD provides a 
conceptual tool for approaching the issue of business adaptation to climate 
change in a holistic way. In addition, applying the FSSD ensures that 
sustainability considerations are taken into account when considering 
possible measures to achieve the goal of climate change adaptation. 

The table below shows how the issue of planning for business climate 
change adaptation within a broader movement towards a sustainable society 
can be structured using the FSSD. Strategic climate change adaptation is 
here understood to mean climate change adaptation that is a contribution 
towards a sustainable society.  
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Table 1.3. The FSSD applied to strategic business climate change 
adaptation. 

System Business within society within the biosphere 

Success Strategic business climate change adaptation i.e. 
adaptation that is a contribution towards a sustainable 
society, defined as follows: businesses have developed 
adaptive capacity that allows them to respond to climate 
change threats and optimise climate change opportunities 
in a way that both meets their business goals and 
contributes to the creation of a sustainable society by 
eliminating contributions to violations of the 
sustainability principles 

Strategy Use of backcasting from the business vision of success, 
the three prioritisation questions and other relevant 
guidelines to select strategic actions to achieve success 

Actions Specific actions identified through the application of the 
strategic guidelines that will effectively help move 
businesses towards achieving climate change adaptation 
as a contribution towards a sustainable society within the 
sustainability constraints 

Tools Additional techniques, measurements, recommendations, 
monitoring or management approaches, relevant to 
specific businesses, that will help in the implementation 
of strategies for climate change adaptation as a 
contribution towards a sustainable society. 

 

The FSSD, by providing non-overlapping levels of clearly distinguishable 
components relevant to strategic planning, helped to frame the thinking on 
the issue of business climate change adaptation. It also informed the role 
that was ascribed to the specific  ‘Adapt&Change’  tool,  described  further 
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below, that was developed to help organisations develop actions by 
following strategic guidelines to meet the goal of climate change adaptation 
that contributes to the creation of a sustainable society.   

2.2 Developing a tool for strategic 
climate change adaptation  

Combined with the FSSD and central to the methodology is the focus on 
developing  a  tool  called  ‘Adapt&Change’  to  help  organisations  adopt  a 
strategic approach to climate change adaptation which includes 
sustainability considerations. In the above framework, the ‘Adapt&Change’ 
tool should indeed be considered as one element of the tools level as it aims 
to support organisations in developing specific measures to meet the stated 
goal of climate change adaptation that is a contribution towards a 
sustainable society. Three steps were followed in the process of developing 
the tool: first, information was gathered to understand current practices and 
gaps; second, draft recommendations were developed; and third, feedback 
from selected professionals was sought and integrated into the final 
‘Adapt&Change’ tool.  This is further explained below. 

2.2.1 Understanding current practices 
and gaps 

It was important to gain an understanding of current practices undertaken to 
prepare for climate change and gaps within existing practices in relation to 
how they integrated sustainability considerations. Reading background 
articles, participating in two relevant conferences and conducting a number 
of informal interviews with practitioners achieved this.  

Relevant background articles and publications were considered. Scientific 
articles (Adger et al 2007, Smit et al 2006) were consulted to develop an 
understanding of climate change and the issue of adaptation from a 
scientific point of view. A number of publications in journals like the 
Harvard Business Review (Lash and Wellington 2007, Porter et al 2007), as 
well as reports from investment companies (Sullivan 2008) and some 
leading governmental institutions like the Met office (Huddleston and 
Eggen 2007) and Defra (Chegini 2005) in the UK, were also considered and 
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gave a perspective on current business practices in relation to climate 
change. 

In addition to background reading, participation in two relevant conferences 
proved useful to get a general sense of current thinking and practices within 
the business and scientific community in relation to climate change 
adaptation. In particular, participation in the conference Living with climate 
change: are there limits to adaptation? (7th and 8th of February 2008, 
London) organised by the Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research and 
the University of Oslo provided an overview of the latest academic 
discussions on the issue of climate change adaptation. Participation in the 
business Climate Change Summit (12th and 13th of February 2008, London) 
organised by the Ethical Corporation provided insights into current business 
practices in relation to climate change adaptation and helped to secure key 
contacts that later contributed in the project. 

A number of interviews with selected organisations provided further 
information on current business thinking and practices in relation to climate 
change adaptation. Informal interviews were conducted with the following 
organisations: UK Climate Impacts Programme (Johnstone 2008), Forum 
For The Future (Watt 2008), Environmental Resources Management 
(Woollard 2008), Deloitte & Touché (Rae 2008), Marks & Spencer 
(McQuaid 2008), Nestlé (Greverath 2008) and Ceres (Leurig 2008).  

Interviews were deliberately kept to a limited number. Focus was on 
developing relationships with selected key professionals in order to obtain 
useful information and feedback on the project. The selection of contacts 
sought to achieve a good overview of information, from a governmental 
organisation advising on business adaptation (Johnstone 2008), two 
consultancies specialised in environmental and sustainable development 
issues (Woollard 2008, Watt 2008), including one which has a not-for-
profit status (Watt 2008), a large food manufacturer (Greverath 2008) and a 
leading UK retailer (McQuaid 2008). Questions to interviewees revolved 
around the issues of current understanding of climate adaptation in the 
business world, current approaches to address climate adaptation, business 
organisation and responsibility for this issue and consideration for 
environmental and social aspects in strategic planning. 
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2.2.2 Developing a draft tool  

On the basis of information gathered and of a thorough understanding of 
the FSSD, a draft tool for helping businesses adopt climate change 
adaptation strategies that are contributions to a sustainable society was 
developed. Understanding of business and of strategic planning within 
organisations was also central to the exercise.  

This process was conducted in an iterative way, with changes made on the 
basis of progress in thinking and feedback from outside contacts as well as 
peers. 

2.2.3 External feedback process 

External feedback was received from the five previously mentioned 
organisations. The feedback process which sought to obtain qualitative 
information, was organised in two steps: phone conversations were initially 
held with key contacts to explain the overall approach and objectives of the 
tool and a second conversation was held to get comments. Conversations 
were held in an informal way, with no set questions, although they were 
steered to obtain feedback on the following issues: the soundness of the 
overall approach; the relevance of the information to that particular 
business and the business world in general; and the readability and user 
friendliness of the tool. Practitioners were otherwise invited to react freely 
on the draft tool. This allowed for honest constructive criticism and 
stimulating exchanges which greatly contributed to shaping the thinking in 
relation to the final ‘Adapt&Change’ tool.  

2.3 Expected results 

It was anticipated that structuring the issue of business climate change 
adaptation within a broader movement towards a sustainable society using 
the FSSD would prove valuable in helping to address the issue in its full 
complexity and guide optimal solutions. The main benefit was expected to 
stem from the contribution of a rigorous conceptual frame for overseeing 
the strategic planning process. Other anticipated benefits included 
highlighting the strategic importance of adaptation to climate change in 
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general and of integration of sustainability considerations in particular, in 
specific adaptation endeavours. 

It was expected that the tool would to some extent ‘reproduce’ the levels of 
the FSSD, providing a full guide to planning for sustainable climate 
adaptation, from understanding the overall challenge, setting a goal for the 
adaptation process and finally developing an action plan on the basis of a 
list of compelling measures that have been prioritised, using the three 
prioritisation questions of the FSSD. It was expected that the external 
feedback process would help to further align the tool on business needs and 
ensure improved practicality of their application.   

Among expected challenges, it was anticipated that a difficulty would stem 
from the ambition of trying to develop a tool sufficiently generic to be 
applicable to the business sector as a whole, yet specific enough to be 
valuable to an individual organisation. It was also anticipated that 
difficulties  would  be  encountered  in  trying  to  develop  specific  ‘risk  and 
opportunity’  assessment  tools,  applicable  to  all  business,  because  of  the 
variety and complexity of climate change impacts. Finally, it was 
anticipated that addressing the issue of gearing the overall business vision 
towards the goal of sustainability would prove challenging. 
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3 Results 

3 Results 

3.1 The ‘Adapt&Change’ tool  

This section presents the outcome of the research: the ‘Adapt&Change’ tool 
for strategic business climate change adaptation. The tool is included in the 
Appendix.  

3.1.1 Overall presentation 

The  ‘Adapt&Change’  tool  has  been  designed  with  a  business  target 
audience in mind. More specifically, the tool is designed for businesses that 
are starting to take stock of climate change risks and opportunities and that 
want to develop a response strategy beyond mitigation of emissions. Within 
that category, the tool is valid both for organisations that have recognised 
the value of integrating environmental and social considerations into their 
business activities and for those that are not yet specifically active when it 
comes to a sustainability agenda. Within companies, the tool is destined to 
professionals working in risk management and strategy teams or corporate 
social responsibility and sustainability teams if such teams exist within that 
particular organisation.  

The overall ambition of the ‘Adapt&Change’ tool is to inspire companies to 
develop climate change adaptation strategies that contribute towards a 
sustainable society. For those organisations that are not yet integrating 
sustainability considerations into their activities, the tool aims to raise 
awareness of the sustainability challenge and ultimately encourage the 
development of more sustainable business practices, through an initial 
focus on strategic climate change adaptation. For those organisations that 
are already taking a pro-active approach when it comes to sustainability 
considerations, the tool aims to ensure that a holistic and strategic approach 
is applied to the development of climate adaptation strategies to ensure that 
measures adopted are effective contributions to a sustainable society.  
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The tool seeks to achieve this ambition by helping organisations fully 
understand the sustainability challenge and the connection between 
unsustainable practices and climate change, the business opportunity related 
to climate change and finally the value of climate change adaptation as a 
contribution towards a sustainable society. The tool has been developed to 
be both inspirational and practical: for each recommended step, a list of 
action and outcome points is provided. Furthermore, as much as possible, 
visual illustrations show users what to do. Examples, as well as references 
to further sources of information are also provided.  

The ‘Adapt&Change’ tool is organised around three steps. The first relates 
to ‘understanding the challenge and opportunity,’  the second to ‘preparing 
for  action’  and  the  third  to  ‘strategically  defining measures.’  In  addition, 
critical success factors indicate how implementation should be done to 
ensure an optimal outcome. Critical factors include the idea of involving 
the right people in the process internally and of seeking expert advice if 
needed. Indeed, the recommended steps focus on a qualitative approach to 
the issues related to climate change adaptation rather than providing tools 
that would allow a more quantitative assessment. The justification for this 
choice is that climate change issues are highly complex and it is difficult to 
quantify specific risks and opportunities business may face. On the other 
hand, accurate qualitative assessments can be achieved through thorough 
analysis, based on all relevant information. This reinforces the emphasis of 
involving many company departments, as well as external experts if 
needed. Such involvement is also a way of engaging company 
representatives beyond the small team dealing with risk management or 
sustainability issues. This in turn is likely to lead to a more successful 
outcome of the implementation process.   

The chart below shows how the ‘Adapt&Change’ tool is organised.  
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Critical Success 
factors

2.1
Be visionary

2.3 
Prioritise the 
Critical Areas

3.3
Prioritise the 
Measures

3. 
Strategically 
Define 
Measures

2. Prepare 
for Action

2.2
Know your 

Current Position

1. Understand the 
Challenge and the 
Opportunity

3.2
Brainstorm 
Measures

1.1
Understand the 
Sustainability 
Challenge

1.3
Understand the Climate 
Change Opportunity

1.2
Understand the 
Climate Change 
Challenge

Engage the 
Right People 
Internally

Keep up to 
Date with 

Developments

Prepare Well 
and Review 
Regularly

3.1 
Assess your 

Current Strategies

 

F igure 1.3. The Adapt&Change Tool consisting of three recommended 
steps informed by three critical success factors. 

3.1.2 The use of visioning and story 
telling  

Central to the tool are the uses of visioning and story telling. Both are used 
as techniques to engage and inspire the audience and to help see the bigger 
picture. The story guides the way in which the recommended steps are 
introduced and the vision gives a visual illustration of the new society that 
climate adaptation strategies should aim to contribute to. The visioning 
serves in the purpose of backcasting. The description of the sustainable 
future provided through the story aims to provide professionals with an idea 
of the business opportunities related to the new society and inspiration to 
contribute to its emergence through their activities.   
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3.1.3 The three recommended steps  

Understanding the challenge and opportunity. The first recommended step 
relates  to  ‘understanding  the  challenge  and  opportunity’. The first critical 
step in the development of climate change adaptation strategies that can 
contribute to a sustainable society is to ensure that the sustainability and 
climate change challenges are properly understood, together with the 
opportunity for business and society provided by climate change. The first 
step provides an explanation of the sustainability and climate change 
challenge and opportunity, introduces the backcasting approach and 
presents the benefits of climate change adaptation as a contribution towards 
a sustainable society. Organisations are invited to reflect on how the 
sustainability challenge and both the climate change challenge and 
opportunity may relate now and in the future to their business activities.  

Preparing for action. The second  recommended  step  relates  to  ‘preparing 
for  action’  and  stresses  the  importance  of  making  all  the  necessary 
preparations before developing any specific measure. This is to avoid 
rushing into measures that may be ineffective in the long run or provoke 
unintended effects. The preparations cover two steps: first, setting where 
the business wants to go i.e. the overall goal and second, assessing the 
business’s current position.  

The ‘Adapt&Change’ tool indicates how the organisations that proved to be 
successful in the transition to a new economy were those that early on 
integrated sustainability in their business vision. Organisations are 
encouraged to think about their current vision and to assess how that vision 
relates to the move to a sustainable society. Moreover, organisations are 
prompted to reflect on how climate change might affect their vision: could 
climate change constitute an opportunity or a threat in the company’s move 
towards its vision? Finally, for the purpose of adopting climate adaptation 
strategies, organisations are invited to set a specific goal of achieving 
strategic climate change adaptation in line with the company’s vision. This 
goal can be phrased as such: we have developed adaptive capacity that 
allows us to respond to climate change threats and optimise opportunities 
in a way that both meets our business goals and contributes to the creation 
of a sustainable society.   
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In  order  to  assess  the  business’s  current  position,  a  number  of  specific 
exercises are recommended. The first exercise involves mapping out all 
‘relations’ between the organisation and both society and the environment. 
The aim of this ‘relationships map’ is to achieve a full bird’s eye view of all 
elements of society and the environment that the company influences and is 
influenced by. Organisations that have already used specific tools to 
analyse the interactions of their activities with society and the environment, 
such as life cycle analysis or other forms of operational analysis are invited 
to complement the information they already have. 

 

F igure 1.4. The Relationships Map exercise. 

The next recommended exercise is an assessment of how the interactions of 
the business with society and the environment identified in the relationships 
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map might be affected by climate change. The point of thinking about 
climate change impacts on the basis of a full understanding of the 
interactions between the company and both society and the environment is 
to ensure that all areas of possible impacts are considered and also to 
‘visualise’  the  possible  multiple  impacts  of  one  climate  change 
phenomenon, e.g. rising temperatures, across a number of business areas.    

The  recommendation  is  for  a  company  to  undertake  a  ‘strategic  SWOT’ 
analysis, which involves three stages: first, identifying climate change 
threats and opportunities in relation to the interactions identified earlier; 
second, identifying internal company strengths and weaknesses in relation 
to addressing possible threats and opportunities; and third, mapping out 
how internal strengths and weaknesses relate to specific threats and 
opportunities. The circular shape of the proposed strategic SWOT diagram 
facilitates this last stage. In order to ensure that an accurate assessment is 
made of possible climate threats and opportunities, it is suggested that 
companies seek external advice if needed. Upon completion of the strategic 
SWOT, organisations are asked to create a list of issues that have emerged 
from the analysis. These could include things like the transportation of a 
specific good, questions over the supply of a raw material, anticipated new 
legislation in a country of distribution, an opportunity to develop a new 
service etc. 



 

31 

  

 

F igure 1.5. The Strategic SWOT Analysis exercise. 

The third and final exercise proposed under the second recommended step 
involves identifying among those issues identified above, those that should 
be prioritised for action or further research if needed. This is to identify the 
issues that require action as a priority and helps to avoid an approach, 
which would consider measures first, without a prior assessment of whether 
those measures are targeting critical issues. To achieve this, it is suggested 
to place the issues on two simple charts, one related to opportunities and the 
other to threats. The chart asks an assessment of the level of significance of 
the threat of opportunity for the company and the level of capacity to act 



 

32 

upon the threat or opportunity. Those issues in the top right hand corner of 
the charts are those that should be prioritised for action or further research 
if needed. The point is made that this is a qualitative exercise, the 
effectiveness of which will depend on the level of knowledge and 
understanding of the people involved. It is recommended to involve as 
many company departments as needed, in particular, members of a risk 
management team, to ensure a good judgement and effective prioritisation 
of areas. It is also recommended to seek external advice if in house 
expertise is deemed insufficient.  

 

F igure 1.6. The Prioritising Issues Charts. 

On these charts, each sector has a letter in it to delineate between the 
different priority areas. Sector A represents a high priority area as the issues 
have great significance to the company operations and the company has 
high capacity to address the issue. They are the most significant "low 
hanging fruits". Sectors B and C are medium priority issues. Issues in sector 
B are also "low hanging fruits" due to the organisations capacity to control 
them, but are less significant. However, issues in sector C have a low level 
of control, coupled with a high significance. This makes these issues 
worthy of close attention. If the issue is a threat, it could seriously disrupt 
business operations. Meanwhile, if the issue is an opportunity, a competitor 
with a higher level of control could take advantage of it sooner, signifying 
revenue loss in the long term. Sector D represents a low priority issues. 
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They are the least important to the organisation, but should nevertheless be 
monitored for significant changes.  

Strategically defining measures. Once issues for prioritised actions have 
been identified, the next recommended step is to define specific measures. 
Again, it is stressed that the successful completion of this recommendation 
will partly depend on whether the right people are involved. Moreover, it is 
important to keep up to date with latest developments, either with the 
competition, legislation, etc, to ensure that the measures are proactive and 
effective.  

The first recommendation, before defining measures, is to review current 
strategies, policies and practices in order to assess whether any existing 
company approach relates to some of the issues identified above. This 
exercise seeks to identify potential alignment or conflict of existing 
approaches with the objective of climate change adaptation as a 
contribution towards a sustainable society. It is designed to identify existing 
approaches that can help address some of the priority issues for climate 
change adaptation, as well as those that appear contradictory and therefore 
would require modification.   

Two further steps are involved in the definition of measures. The first 
involves a brainstorm of all possible measures that could be taken in 
relation to each of the priority issue, based on the overall goal. Measures to 
‘tweak’  existing  supportive  company  strategies  or  to  change  conflicting 
ones, to align them on the goal of sustainable climate adaptation should also 
be considered. It is recommended to apply backcasting to the thinking 
process: possible measures should be considered on the basis of whether 
they effectively constitute steps towards achieving the goal, which includes 
the  company’s  vision  and  climate  change  adaptation  as  a  contribution 
towards a sustainable society. At this stage, creativity should only be 
limited by the vision of success. The purpose of the brainstorm is to come 
up with as many possible measures as possible per issue.  

The second step involves an assessment of each suggested measure to 
decide whether the measure should indeed be prioritised for action. It is 
recommended to ask the three questions proposed by the FSSD to ‘filter’ all 
suggested measures. As mentioned previously, the questions are as follows:  
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1.Does the measure proceed in the right direction with respect to the 
overall goal, i.e. the vision of success?  

2.Does the measure provide a stepping-stone, i.e. flexible platform for 
future improvement?  

3.Is the measure likely to produce a sufficient return on investment to 
further catalyse the process? 

The ‘Adapt&Change’ tool mentions the importance of developing an action 
plan with a specific timeline and allocation of resources and responsibilities 
to oversee the implementation of the measures that have been prioritised for 
action. This step is not detailed in the tool, as the practice of creating an 
action plan is considered to be part of any strategy implementation process 
and not specific to the implementation of climate adaptation strategies.   

3.1.4 Critical success factors 

In addition to the three recommended steps, a number of critical success 
factors for successfully preparing for climate change adaptation that can 
contribute  towards  a  sustainable  society  are  provided. These  are:  ‘engage 
the right people internally’; ‘keep up with developments’; and ‘prepare well 
and review regularly’.  

Engage the right people internally. The first critical success factor stresses 
the importance of engaging the right people in the process from the 
beginning. A number of measures are proposed to ensure that this is 
achieved. These include:  

- Appointing a coordinator and forming a core team within the area of 
Corporate Social Responsibility or Sustainability to ensure effective 
leadership of the process. 

 
- Setting up an internal committee representing different departments of the 

company, to support the process of creating a sustainable climate 
adaptation strategy. It is highly recommended to involve as many 
company departments as needed to ensure a good assessment of climate 
change threats and opportunities and an effective prioritisation of areas 
for action. It is also recommended to seek external advice if in-house 
expertise is not sufficient.  
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- Ensuring top management is committed to the process. It is crucial that 

top management sees the importance and gives support to the successful 
completion of a sustainable climate adaptation strategy. 

Keep up to date with developments. The second critical success factor 
emphasises the importance of informing the process with the most up to 
date and relevant information for the company. Access to this information 
is critical to ensure an optimal analysis of how climate change risks and 
opportunities  relate  to  the  company  and  of  the  company’s  strengths  and 
weaknesses to respond to those. Both external information and internal 
information on the company are important. While access to internal 
information can be secured by engaging the right people and setting up 
structures such as an internal committee to ensure a constant dialogue, as 
recommended above, additional measures to ensure access to the most up to 
date and relevant external information should be considered.  These could 
include: 

- Creating a list of selected top sources of information including reliable 
websites and regularly consulting those for updates. The list itself should 
also be reviewed regularly to ensure the accessed information is the most 
up to date and relevant to the company. 

- Participating in conferences or debates on the topic and encouraging the 
development of such debates.  

- Joining relevant associations or think tanks to keep up to date with what 
the experts are saying and what other stakeholders are doing beyond 
networking opportunities, participation in such associations or think tanks 
would provide the basis for keeping in touch with latest developments 
and actions undertaken in different parts of society.  

Prepare well and review regularly. The third critical success factor stresses 
the importance of doing all the necessary pre-work before engaging in any 
specific action and of reviewing the strategy on a regular basis. Taking the 
time to follow the three recommended steps will ensure that measures that 
are finally adopted are the most suited and are likely to be the most 
successful in the long run. In addition to making those essential 
preparations for the initial strategy development, it is recommended to 
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regularly review the strategy and to allow for updates on the basis of 
changes in the general outlook. Because of the uncertainties surrounding 
climate change impacts and related implications for business, constant 
monitoring and acceptance of flexibility in strategic priorities are 
considered to be key.  

3.2 How the tool evolved through the 
research 

This  section  reviews  how  the  ‘Adapt&Change’  tool  evolved  through  the 
research, both from a conceptual and practical point of view, as thinking 
progressed and input from practitioners and peers was integrated into the 
results.  

3.2.1 Conceptual evolution 

Through the research, the tool evolved quite significantly in its ambition. 
From an initial focus on helping organisations prepare for climate change in 
a sustainable way, the thrust of the recommendations was widened to the 
idea of contributing to a new sustainable society. In practice, this meant 
introducing the idea of a new society, placing greater emphasis on the 
opportunities of climate change and demonstrating the value of climate 
adaptation as a contribution to this new society. The main reason for the 
shift was the realisation that a focus on climate change adaptation was not 
satisfactory in terms of getting organisations to see the benefit and necessity 
of a sustainable society and take action to contribute to its emergence. This 
evolution in thinking was largely related to feedback received from 
professionals. Most significant comments included words of scepticism 
about adaptation strategies serving as a vector for greater sustainability 
because of the danger of adaptation being associated purely with pro-active 
commercialism.  

Moreover, comments about the negative connotations that the notion of 
adaptation could be seen to carry also prompted the decision to place 
greater emphasis on the idea of contributing to the creation of a sustainable 
society. The notion of adaptation can indeed be associated with ‘doomsday’ 
type  of  thinking:  climate  change  is  going  to  happen,  it’s  going  to  be 
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difficult, so we better prepare now to avoid too much pain in the future. In 
order to avoid this type of thinking and emphasise the opportunities related 
to climate change, it seemed logical to place the focus on the overall goal of 
contributing to the emergence of a new society.  

Another reason for the shift was the realisation that a focus on adaptation as 
the goal in itself could lead to narrow thinking on possible measures that 
needed to be taken to prepare for climate change, with only ad hoc 
consideration given to sustainability issues. This risk was highlighted in 
feedback received from professionals, some of whom commented on the 
lack of emphasis placed on sustainability considerations in the original draft 
tool which could lead to a focus on obvious, but possibly short term 
commercial solutions. Examples of this could include focusing on ensuring 
that summer clothes collections are in stores to take full advantage of a 
selling season or that the stock of air conditioning equipment is adjusted to 
meet increased demand. As the intent of the tool was to place sustainability 
considerations at the heart of strategic planning, the ultimate goal was re-
framed as contributing to a new society through strategic climate change 
adaptation.  

A final related point was the realisation of the need to develop something 
novel and inspirational to effectively engage the target audience. This need 
became particularly apparent from comments received from professionals 
working in companies that are already aware of sustainability and climate 
change issues and competent in strategy development. These professionals 
commented on the lack of novelty in the argument that adaptation 
endeavours had to take into account environmental and social 
considerations. In order to ensure that the tool would appeal both to 
‘leading’ companies and to those that have not yet given great consideration 
to sustainability issues, it was therefore judged essential to place greater 
emphasis on the overall goal of contributing to a positive and attractive 
sustainable future.  

3.2.2 Presentation evolution 

In order to develop a more forward looking and inspirational dimension of 
the tool, visioning and story telling were developed as visualisation and 
engagement techniques. The story serves to introduce the idea of the 
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sustainable society of the future and the recommended steps are presented 
as what businesses need to do to successfully transition towards that future.  

Furthermore, on the basis of received feedback, the number of 
recommended steps was reduced to focus on key points relevant to 
preparing for climate change adaptation as a contribution towards a 
sustainable society. The original draft recommendations were organised 
around six steps and contained additional recommendations related to the 
creation of an action plan and to the need to monitor, review and 
communicate on measures. These two recommendations were considered to 
be generic to any strategy implementation process and therefore of little 
additional value to the issue of strategic planning for climate change 
adaptation. Moreover, it was suggested to focus on points considered 
critical for the successful development of climate adaptation strategies that 
can contribute to a sustainable society, hence the decision to organise the 
final tool around three fundamental steps. In addition, on the basis of 
feedback, a number of critical success factors were introduced as a way of 
summarising and attracting attention to essential information. 

Finally, in an effort to make the tool more appealing and user friendly, the 
amount of text was reduced and replaced with additional visual 
illustrations. Moreover, examples and references to sources of information 
were further added to supplement the recommended steps. This was done in 
response to feedback from professionals who stressed the importance of 
examples to help guide users through the process of implementing the tool.  

3.3 Alignment and gaps with the 
expected results 

Expectations in relation to the application of the FSSD as a useful tool to 
frame overall thinking on the issue of climate change adaptation as a 
contribution towards a sustainable society proved to be correct. The use of 
the  FSSD  in  the  development  of  the  ‘Adapt&Change’  tool  proved  to  be 
useful in the initial stage. However, the final tool does not reproduce all 
levels of the FSSD as anticipated.  
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Expectations in relation to the feedback process were met, as input from 
professionals contributed to greater insight into the overall issue of business 
adaptation and led to significant improvements in the final tool.  

Expected challenges also proved to be correct, in particular that of 
developing a tool that was generic to all business, yet specific enough to be 
of value to an individual organisation. The tool seeks to overcome this 
challenge by specifying a clear target audience, as those professionals in 
strategy, risk management, corporate responsibility or sustainability teams 
within organisations that are seeking to develop a strategy to respond to 
climate change threats and opportunities, beyond mitigation of emissions.  

Another expected challenge was that of developing additional tools to help 
organisations quantify specific risks and opportunities related to climate 
change. This challenge was overcome by focusing on providing the overall 
frame and the ‘right questions’ to ask when preparing a strategy for climate 
change adaptation as a contribution towards a sustainable society, leaving it 
up to companies to seek out specific tools and external advice, if needed, to 
answer all questions correctly. Moreover, the ‘Adapt&Change’ tool focuses 
on qualitative information, based on a thorough analysis of the company’s 
areas of interactions with society and the environment and an assessment of 
past, current or possible future climate impacts on those interactions. In 
order to ensure an optimal assessment of risks and opportunities, the tool 
emphasises that all relevant company departments should be involved in the 
process and that additional external advice should be sought if needed.  

A final expected challenge related to the issue of influencing the overall 
business  vision.  The  ‘Adapt&Change’  tool  encourages  organisations  to 
reflect on their overall vision and to consider whether any existing business 
strategy might conflict with the goal of strategic climate change adaptation. 
However, this may not be enough to prompt changes to the overall business 
vision, which ultimately are likely to be required to fully address the threats 
and opportunities of climate change and contribute to the creation of a 
sustainable society. Thoughts on how this challenge could be addressed are 
developed in the ensuing discussion. 
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4 Discussion 

4 Discussion 

4.1 Key findings 

This section reviews the key findings that emerged from the research, in 
particular the interviews with professionals and how they were integrated 
into the final ‘Adapt&Change’ tool.  

4.1.1 The importance of a holistic, ‘big 
picture’ approach 

The process of elaborating the tool and receiving feedback confirmed that 
the issue of climate change adaptation is a highly complex one. The 
ambition of ensuring that adaptation measures can serve as contributions 
towards the creation of a sustainable society adds another level of 
complexity. To deal with this complexity and avoid the risk of adopting 
measures without an understanding of the full picture (that are therefore 
likely to fail in the long run or have unintended consequences), adopting a 
holistic approach appeared as essential. The use of the FSSD to frame the 
thinking on the tool proved valuable in achieving this objective.  

In line with the levels of the FSSD, the tool first encourages organisations 
to understand the climate change and sustainability challenges and to reflect 
on how both relate to their activities. The second recommended step invites 
organisations to reflect on their business vision, in light of both the 
sustainability and climate change challenges. In addition, the 
recommendation is made to set the goal of sustainable climate adaptation 
for the purpose of developing specific adaptation strategies. A holistic and 
‘big  picture’  approach  is  further  encouraged  for  the  analysis  of  the 
organisation’s current reality. Rather than initiating the process from known 
issues, the tool encourages organisations to take a step back and reflect on 
the business’s interactions with society and the environment and how some 
of those might be affected by climate change. This approach ensures that no 
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issue is missed and contributes to a broader reflection about the place - and 
related role - of business in society, which is useful for the overall exercise.  

4.1.2 Recognising the variety of tools 
and concepts used in sustainability agendas 

Feedback received from professionals clarified that the recommendations 
needed to acknowledge the variety of tools and concepts used for the 
purpose of achieving greater  sustainability.  The  ‘Adapt&Change’  tool  is 
targeted, among others, at organisations that are already active when it 
comes to environmental and social issues and which are likely therefore to 
be using specific tools and concepts to guide their actions. It appeared 
important to mention those in order to acknowledge the value of current 
business activities in the area of sustainability. However, the 
‘Adapt&Change’  tool  stresses  the  importance  of  having  a  clear  goal  in 
mind, including the goal of a sustainable society. For that purpose, the 
‘Adapt&Change’  tool  introduces  the  principle-based definition of a 
sustainable society and states that all other tools and concepts can usefully 
be applied, with the overall goal of achieving a sustainable society, as 
defined by the sustainability principles, in mind. In other words, whatever 
the specific tools and concepts used by an organisation, measures that are 
ultimately adopted should be checked against the sustainability principles to 
ensure that they are indeed contributions towards a sustainable society.    

4.1.3 The need to inspire and engage 

A key point that emerged from feedback from professionals was the need to 
inspire and engage the audience. Indeed, a challenge stems from the choice 
of target audience which includes both companies with little understanding 
or interest in sustainability issues as well as those that are already well 
versed in such issues. In both cases, it was important to develop 
recommendations that could inspire and engage professionals, either to get 
them to acknowledge the need and value for sustainability or to develop a 
more holistic and positive view on the sustainability challenge. Much effort 
was therefore placed on providing a justification for climate change 
adaptation as a contribution towards a sustainable society and developing 
the inspirational aspect of the recommendations. Both visioning and story 
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telling were introduced as tools to help meet those objectives. Engagement 
was further sought by focusing on providing highly visual information, 
backed-up with numerous examples to illustrate key points.  

4.2 Strengths and limitations 

This section reviews the strengths of the overall approach and of the 
‘Adapt&Change’  tool  specifically.  It  also  highlights  the  limitation  of  the 
tool in its potential to influence the overall company vision. Ultimately, it is 
at this level that changes are likely to be needed to secure a real business 
contribution to the creation of a sustainable society.  

4.2.1 A novel and timely approach  

A strength of  the ‘Adapt&Change’  tool comes from the positive approach 
to the climate change challenge, focusing on the opportunities for business 
and for the transition to a sustainable society. This is a novel approach, in a 
context where climate change is generally perceived as a major threat for 
society and business in particular.  

The focus on adaptation strategies and the question of how such strategies 
can serve in the move towards a sustainable society is also very timely. As 
the climate change issue is high on the agenda and businesses are starting to 
consider what needs to be done in order to prepare for climate change, there 
is an opportunity to argue for a response that also takes into account 
sustainability considerations. As corporate social responsibility agendas are 
also on the rise, businesses are likely to be all the more receptive to that 
argument.  

4.2.2 A well structured and effective tool 

The use of the FSSD to frame overall thinking contributed to the creation of 
a tool that offers a logical and well structured approach to the issue of 
climate change adaptation as a contribution towards a sustainable society. 
The value of this approach was recognised in feedback from professionals 
who commended the framing and logical flow of the recommended steps. 
The  holistic  and  ‘big  picture’  approach  encouraged  by  the  tool  was  also 



 

43 

valued by professionals who saw this as a way of helping to ‘think outside 
the  box’  and  to  ensure  a  strategic  approach  to  overall  thinking.  The 
emphasis placed on visual presentation, engagement through visioning and 
story telling and the use of examples further adds to the effectiveness of the 
tool.  

4.2.3 Benefits of further testing 

The ‘Adapt&Change’ tool, although it has been developed on the basis of 
constructive criticism from professionals working in the field, has not been 
implemented in a test case with any organisation. This is essentially due to 
time constraints. A recommendation for further research would be to carry 
out a test case, to see whether further improvements related to the practical 
application of the tool can be made.   

4.2.4 The challenge of influencing the 
overall business vision 

As mentioned above, among expected challenges was that of influencing 
the overall business vision, on the basis of the development of adaptation 
strategies that are contributions towards a sustainable society. Ultimately, 
changes to the overall company vision are likely to be required to secure an 
effective business contribution to a sustainable society. The 
‘Adapt&Change’ tool goes a long way in encouraging business to reflect on 
their overall vision and on existing business strategies to ensure that none 
conflict with the goal of climate change adaptation that contributes to a 
sustainable society. However, this may not be enough to encourage 
organisations to change their overall vision to include sustainability as one 
of their overarching goal. The next section discussed how this issue could 
be addressed.  

4.3 Taking the tool to the next step 

In order to address one of the weaknesses highlighted above, further testing 
and use of the ‘Adapt&Change’ tool is recommended. The idea of focusing 
first and foremost on the business vision and the question of how it can be 
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adjusted in light of the threats and opportunities of climate change and the 
sustainability objective is also discussed.  

4.3.1 Testing and using the 
‘Adapt&Change’ tool 

The  next  step  would  be  to  test  the  ‘Adapt&Change’  tool  with  an 
organisation. A full implementation of the recommended steps is likely to 
be a lengthy process, although the exact time needed for implementation 
will very much depend on the business. Factors that will have an influence 
on the amount of time needed include current levels of understanding of 
sustainability and climate change challenges; current importance given to 
sustainability considerations in business strategies; current levels of 
business  ‘self-awareness’,  including  how  business  interacts  with  society 
and the environment and how those interactions might be affected by 
climate change. Another key factor relates to the level of interest and 
availability of resources. These points will depend on the degree of priority 
given  to  the  issue  of  climate  change  adaptation  and  the  related  ‘buy-in’ 
from top management to develop and implement specific strategies in that 
area.  

It is recognised that many organisations may not undertake a full 
implementation of the recommended steps, either because of time 
constraints or because it may be felt that some recommended exercises 
duplicate existing information. This is not seen as a problem. Ultimately the 
‘Adapt&Change’  tool  aims  to  provide  business  with  an  original  and 
inspiring conceptual frame for addressing the issue of climate change 
adaptation in a way that also takes into account sustainability 
considerations. The recommendations will have succeeded if they prompt 
professionals to reflect on their current business approaches to 
sustainability and climate change issues. Moreover, they will have shown 
value if they encourage professionals to have a more positive and proactive 
take on such issues and to use elements of the recommendations and related 
exercises to complement existing approaches and guide actions in the 
direction of sustainability.     
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4.3.2 Focusing on the overall business 
vision  

As mentioned above, a remaining challenge relates to the question of 
achieving changes in overall business vision that may be needed to secure a 
real business contribution to the move towards a sustainable society. With 
the  ‘Adapt&Change’  tool,  organisations  can  develop  climate  adaptation 
strategies that contribute to the creation of a sustainable society. But what if 
the overall business vision is not concerned with sustainability 
considerations and the fundamental business activity actually contributes to 
the problem?  

To deal with this challenge, a possibility could be to focus first and 
foremost on the business vision and the question of how it might need to be 
changed on the basis of both the threats of climate change and the 
opportunities related to climate change and to the sustainability objective. 
This would be an ambitious exercise and further consideration would need 
to be given to how it would be conducted in practise. However, the 
advantage would be that fundamental issues with business activity, when it 
comes to contributing to the climate change and sustainability challenges, 
could be identified upfront. At the same time, ways in which business 
activity could be adjusted to benefit from the opportunities related to 
climate change and to the sustainability objective could be identified and 
implemented. Such an approach, focusing on the business vision directly, 
could ultimately prove more effective to secure the changes needed to 
prepare for the threats and opportunities of climate change whilst also 
contributing to the creation of a sustainable society.  
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5 Conclusion 

5.1 Summary of key findings 

This  research  recognises  the  importance of  taking  a  holistic,  ‘big picture’ 
approach in relation to climate change adaptation. The application of the 
FSSD to structure the issue of planning for business climate change 
adaptation within a broader movement towards a sustainable society was 
instrumental in framing the issue in a holistic way. Furthermore, the FSSD 
informed the ‘Adapt&Change’ tool, ensuring a comprehensive method for 
climate change adaptation that can contribute to the creation of a 
sustainable society.  

In addition, the research, conducted in part through interviews with current 
practitioners of sustainability and climate change policies, revealed the 
need for acknowledging the variety of tools and concepts available to help 
in the move towards sustainability. The principle-based definition of 
sustainability is offered as a vision for the overall direction and as the 
constraints within which all actions should be taken.  

A final point revealed by this paper regards the need for inspiration and 
engagement of the audience in relation to sustainability. This is required 
either to encourage organisations to recognise the value of integrating 
sustainability considerations into strategic planning or to adopt a holistic 
approach necessary to ensure measures are effective contributions to a 
sustainable society. Through the use of visioning and story telling, as well 
as visual presentation supported by examples, a compelling case is made 
for climate change adaptation as a contribution towards a sustainable 
society. 

5.2 Implications of key findings for 
progress towards sustainability 

The finding that a holistic and forward thinking approach is needed 
conflicts with the current reality of business in which planning is very short 
term and focuses on improving sales, revenues or stock price for the 
upcoming quarter. This consequently presents a challenge for strategic 
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progress towards sustainability as a shift in typical business thinking is 
required to address the need for long term sustainability planning.   

The second finding relating to the need for acknowledgement of the variety 
of tools and concepts used for planning for sustainability offers both hope 
and concern with regard to strategic progress towards sustainability. Indeed, 
the fact that many different approaches are being used suggests that the 
scale and range of actions taken to address the sustainability challenge is 
widening. However, securing adherence to a common definition of a 
sustainable society based on a holistic, scientific understanding of the 
system is a challenge. This reveals the likelihood of other approaches being 
followed, which may not be based on such an understanding and may lead 
therefore to solutions that are not optimal in the long run.  

The third finding related to the need to inspire and engage the audience also 
offers a mixed perspective in relation to the goal of progressing towards a 
sustainable society. Indeed, businesses do not usually plan on the basis of 
an inspiration for a desired future. This presents a communication challenge 
ultimately revolving around the need to secure a new, forward looking way 
of thinking. On the other hand, an inspirational vision of a sustainable 
future is compelling and is likely to engage professionals towards positive 
change, if the issues at stake are also fully understood.  

5.3 The wider picture 

This paper outlines an approach for business to contribute to a sustainable 
future while addressing the threats and opportunities presented by climate 
change, through strategic sustainable choices. Such choices, which address 
the environment and society, have been shown to make good business sense 
(Willard 2002, Esty and Winston 2006). Climate change adaptation based 
on the proposed Adapt&Change tool offers businesses an effective first step 
to address the threats and opportunities of the climate change challenge in a 
way that also contributes to the creation of a sustainable society. By 
incorporating a backcasting from the sustainability principles perspective, 
the climate adaptation strategies based on the ‘Adapt&Change’ tool can be 
beneficial in moving business, and thus society, towards sustainability.  
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For that contribution to be fully effective, a next step would involve a 
review of the overall business vision. Moreover, those organisations 
wishing to take on a leadership role in contributing to the creation of a 
sustainable society will need to do more than change their own practices. 
They will need to seek to achieve broader changes by influencing the 
environment in which they operate, including suppliers, competitors, 
consumers and legislators.  Companies that adopt such a leadership role 
will ensure continued business success whilst also greatly contributing to 
the concerted effort that ultimately is needed to achieve the creation of a 
sustainable society. 
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93-+:3-"
The question regarding climate change is not if 
it is going to happen, but when, how and how 
much. So while we need to make huge efforts 
to limit climate change, we also need to 
consider what needs to be done to prepare for 
it. In other words, we need to adapt and 
change. 

The !"#$%&'(#)*+ tool has been developed 
with these two questions in mind. More 
specifically, it has been designed to help 

• The tool uses story telling to frame the goal of 
a sustainable future, as one to which 
companies should aspire when developing 
adaptation strategies. 

• It is  divided into three recommended steps: 
‘understand the challenge and the 
opportunity’;  ‘prepare for action’;  and 
‘strategically define measures’. 

• Three success factors are described as critical 
to ensure a successful completion of the 
planning process. These include: ‘engage the 
right people internally’; ‘keep up to date with 
development’; and ‘prepare well and review 
regularly’. 

• The Adapt&Change tools offers 
recommended steps for a comprehensive 
preparation to ensure the most effective 
strategies to adapt to climate change are 
followed.

• The tool guides business through a planning 
process for strategic climate change 
adaptation that leads towards a sustainable 
future. 

• It is designed for companies that want to take 
their climate change response to the next step, 
to include adaptation, in order to be best 
prepared to deal with climate change threats 
and opportunities.

• Within organisations, the Adapt&Change tool 
targets professionals working in risk 
management and strategy teams or corporate 
social responsibility and sustainability teams. 

• Society is facing a sustainability challenge. 
Climate change, which has emerged as a 
result of unsustainable practices is one 
manifestation of that challenge. 

• Climate change presents a range of threats for 
society as a whole and business in particular; 
it also offers a number of opportunities.  The 
threats for business are multiple and can be 
classified as physical,  regulatory, reputational 
and legal. The opportunities for business stem 
mainly from the potential to sell new 
products and services as we transition to a 

low carbon economy as a result of efforts to 
tackle climate change. Additional benefits 
include the possibility for improved 
reputation as well as adequate preparation 
for potential future regulations. 

• Business will be best prepared to address the 
threats and opportunities presented by 
climate change if a strategic approach based 
on a holistic understanding of the issues at 
stake is followed, with the ultimate goal of 
sustainability in mind. 

business strategically adopt climate change 
adaptation measures that take into account 
sustainability considerations. These will be the 
most effective and successful to deal with the 
true nature of the problem.

Strategic climate change adaptation

;(+0!"#$%&'(#)*+0%331

What should business be doing to adapt 

and change? 

And more importantly, what should 

business be doing to make sure adaptation 

is done in the best possible way? 
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The members of the room 
reflected for a while and 
thought of their families, 
particularly their children. 
All of them could 
remember the days of their 

own childhood and all the 

faith they put in their 

parents to make the right 

decisions regarding their well 

being and realised that they were now in 
that position, and their feeling of 
responsibility grew as the woman continued.

,%3-8
The board was gathered for a special meeting to 
discuss the future of their business. Their goal 
was to define the best strategies to address the 
impending threats regarding climate change, e.g. 

rising sea levels, increased 

temperatures and highly variable 

weather patterns, as well as the 

market and regulatory implications 

that were affecting their business. They called in external help to 

ensure that their new strategies for 

climate change would address these 

issues. Not just anyone though. Her 

reputation had preceded her with 
accolades from all types of 

organisations. Within the last few 
years, she had revolutionised the 
strategies of two mega-retailers, a 
leading energy provider and a 
behemoth multi-national 
corporation. With the attention 
of the room, she began to speak.

“In the 

society I come from, the 

recycling business is not a method of 

waste disposal: it is competition for the mining 

industry. In that same society, food scarcity does not 

hinge on the distribution systems because production 

localisation has empowered local communities. Water 

shortages are a thing of the past, thanks to business 

innovation in purification technology and water 

conservation techniques. Finally, this society no longer 

faces issues with global warming or other environmental 

concerns, as the use of natural resources is kept in-sync 

with natural flows. I come from the future and 

today I have brought you this vision 

of it and the way to form 

strategies for getting 

there.”

“Presently, 

the world is on the verge of a 

dramatic evolutionary leap for humanity. We 

have polluted  the water we drink, ravaged the land 

we use for growing food and filled the air with toxins. 

Air pollution has seriously interfered with billion year 

old cycles with dramatic repercussions at hand. Our 

economic model treats the environment as an externality, 

without realising the true cost of cutting down a forest, 

depleting a water source or cutting o! our air supply. These 

unsustainable practices have led to natural resource 

shortages which inevitably end up straining social fabric 

and provoking war over the remaining scraps from our 

once bountiful environment. Furthermore, it has 

unintentionally placed the bulk of burden of 

these unsustainable practices on 

future generations.” 

A recent storm had nearly wiped out their 
operations in South East Asia. Moreover, a 
scathing newspaper report recently criticised 
their environmental practices and this came just 

days after a new line of products was 

rejected by customers on the basis of 

poor emission performance. 
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Their 
mitigation 

measures had 
pacified shareholders, but 

had received lukewarm response 
from the media and public. They had yet to 
consider the opportunities available from 
climate change.

Until 
that point, 
those in the 
room had only 
considered the obligations 
imposed by climate change; constraints; 
fees; regulations; etc. 

“But 

this need not be the case, nor 

will it be. We in the future look back on 

this era as the ‘Economic Renaissance.’ Already, a 

myriad of businesses today are making huge strides to 

address many of these issues, particularly in the area of 

climate change. Those companies have started to lead the way 

down the right path. Those companies are the ones that will 

profit and thrive in the new society. You should aim to be one of 

them.  You should seek to capitalise on the move to a low carbon 

economy that is now taking place, while 

also contributing to the creation 

of a more sustainable future, 

which is the only way that 

will guarantee long 

term success for 

your 

business.” 

“At this 

moment, your 

business will  

gain  enormously 

with a new strategy, a 

way to move forward with 

this concept of leading the 

way into a positive future , a 

sustainable society. Your response to climate 

change is the keystone for this new line of thought and 

I intend to guide you through that process. To get to the society where I come 

from, businesses started by creating climate change strategies that took into 

account sustainability considerations. Today, I plan to go through the 

recommended steps your company can take to do this. At the end, your 

company will have identified the most e!ective measures for building 

adaptive capacity for climate change, positioning your company 

as an innovative leader in preparation for the low carbon 

economy and as a contributor to the desired 

future of a sustainable society.”

“I am 

here to present a set of 

recommended steps based on a long 

term, whole-system approach to help you 

address the current threats and opportunities of 

climate change in a way that will also successfully help 

your business contribute to a sustainable society. 

Presently, society, and within that, business, is realising the 

necessity of developing climate change adaptation strategies. 

Leading organisations are anticipating consumer 

demand and developing carbon friendly products. Your 

company has a great opportunity here to benefit from climate 

change by addressing it with strategic business decisions. 

Moreover, going a step further by incorporating sustainability 

into those decisions will truly define your company as 

forward thinking and innovative, solidifying your position 

as a leader and ensuring that your business will be 

the one to thrive in the forthcoming economic 

transition and move to a sustainable 

society.”
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•It is logical and strategic 
•Each recommended step has clear ‘To do's’ and Outcomes, Examples and Resources. 
•Applicable to business with any level of sustainability awareness.

•This work is based on the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development, also known 
as The Natural Step Framework, after the international not-for-profit organisation which was 
developed to promote this approach!of strategic planning toward sustainability.

To successfully adapt to the new reality related to climate change while taking a leading role in 
building a sustainable society, the Adapt&Change tool provides three recommended steps and 
three critical success factors.

Key features of the process:

Critical Success 

factors

2.1
Be visionary

2.3 
Prioritise the 
Critical Areas

3.3
Prioritise the 

Measures

3. 
Strategically 

Define 
Measures

2. Prepare 
for Action

2.2
Know your 

Current Position

1. Understand the 
Challenge and the 

Opportunity

3.2
Brainstorm 
Measures

1.1
Understand the 
Sustainability 

Challenge

1.3
Understand the Climate 

Change Opportunity

1.2
Understand the 
Climate Change 

Challenge

Engage the 
Right People 

Internally

Keep up to 
Date with 

Developments

Prepare Well 
and Review 
Regularly

3.1 
Assess your 

Current Strategies

http://www.naturalstep.org
http://www.naturalstep.org
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The successful 

completion of the 

recommended steps 

depends on 3 key factors:

Engage the Right 
People Internally

Keep up to date 
with developments

Prepare well and 
review regularly

WHY?
!Pre-work is critical to ensure 
that measures ultimately 
adopted will be the most 
successful in the long-run.
!Regular review of the 
strategy will ensure that it is 
kept focused and up to date.

HOW? 

!Take the time to follow the 
three recommended steps.
!Introduce a regular review of 
the strategy and allow for 
updates to be made on the 
basis of changes in general 
outlook.

WHY?
!To ensure effective 
leadership of the process.
!To secure access to 
necessary information to 
ensure an optimal 
assessment of climate change 
threats and opportunities 
and prioritisation of areas for 
action.
!To ensure successful 
completion of the process.

HOW? 

!Appoint a coordinator and 
form a core team within the 
area of Corporate Social 
Responsibility or 
Sustainability. 
!Set up an internal 

committee including  
relevant company 
departments and meet 
regularly. 
!Get top management on 

board! 

WHY?
!To ensure strategy is kept up to 
date, on the basis of 
developments e.g. new 
legislation, in this rapidly 
changing environment.
!To keep abreast of what 
competitors and other 
stakeholders are doing to ensure 
strategy is well adapted and 
ahead of the game.

HOW? 

!Create a list of reliable and 
relevant sources of information 

and consult those regularly (such 
as the IPCC and the WBCSD). 
Ensure the list is also kept up to 
date!
!Participate in relevant 
conferences and debates and 
encourage the development of 
such debates.
!Join relevant associations or 
think tanks to keep up to date 
with what the experts are saying 
and what other stakeholders are 
doing. 
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To do

• Understand the sustainability challenge.

• Understand the basic principles for a sustainable 

society.

• Reflect on how the sustainability challenge relates to your 

business.

Outcome

!You can explain the sustainability challenge and the core 

ways in which society has been unsustainable.

!You can explain the basic principles for sustainability.

!You have some initial thoughts on how the sustainability challenge relates to your business activities 

The sustainability challenge can be 
illustrated using the  metaphor of a funnel. 
The funnel illustrates the inevitable 
reduction of scope for action under the 
constraints society is facing as a result of 
unsustainable practices.

The downward slop of the funnel represents 
the decreasing availability of life sustaining 
resources such as potable water, arable soil 
and clean air. The upward slope represents 
the increase in societal demands for those 
resources.  As time progresses, the margin for 
action narrows under these two competing 
trends.
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Sustainable Society

Declining: natural 

resources and services

Increasing: demand for natural 

reso
urces and serv

ices

1

To successfully adapt to deal with 

the threats and opportunities of 

climate change it is necessary to 

have a good early understanding of 

the sustainability and climate 

change challenges. The 

opportunities related to it, also 

need to be visualised in the 

transition to a low carbon economy 

as a result of climate change.  

1.1 Understand the sustainability challenge

The funnel also illustrates the inevitable failure of practices that do not follow the direction of the  
funnel ‘exit’, i.e. that do not aim for sustainability. These will ‘hit the walls of the funnel’ i.e.  face 
inevitable failure in the long-run, as the pressures from the competing trends of declining life 
sustaining resources and increasing societal demands for those become too much to bear. 
Successful practices will be those that avoid the walls of the funnel by aiming for sustainability.

@)"+-6%#)"%(+'(#11+)*+#)"0
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WE ARE FACING INCREASING CONSTRAINTS

To stay away from business failure and 
aim for success in the long term it is 
necessary to choose strategies that avoid 
hitting the walls of the funnel.

Source: The Natural Step International



UNSUSTAINABLE PRACTICES ARE THE CAUSE OF THE PROBLEM

" by degrading by physical means such 
as deforestation and damaging 
biodiversity at a rate and scale that 
exceed nature’s renewal capacity

!The social dimension: the sustainability 
challenge is also the result of practices that 
systematically undermine the capacity of 
people to meet their basic needs through the 
exertion of abuses of power including 
economic , political and cultural power.

!The environmental dimension: society has 
continually undermined the natural systems that 
are essential to support life in three basic ways:

" by digging up substances from the Earth's 
crust, such as fossil fuels or metals at a rate 
and scale that go beyond nature’s 
processing capacity

" by introducing man-made substances into 
the environment such as certain chemicals 
at a rate and scale that nature cannot deal 
with

These include both environmentally and socially unsustainable practices. 

Examples: political and economical 
repression, insufficient respect for human 
rights, undermining access to clean 
drinking water.
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HOW CAN WE ACHIEVE SUSTAINABILITY? 
We can move towards sustainability by 
putting an end to the unsustainable practices 
mentioned above. A myriad of excellent tools 
and approaches can serve as guidance on 
how to create the solutions for the challenge. 
These can be chosen according to the 
different realities and goals of a particular 
business.

While it is useful to have a variety of tools 
and concepts at our disposal, what is 
particularly helpful is to have a clear 
definition of the overall goal - in this case, a 
sustainable society. A sustainable society can 
be defined on the basis of a set of principles,   
based on the four ways mentioned above,  in 
which social and environmental systems are 
being undermined. 
The four principles for a sustainable society 
can serve in decision making processes,   by 
setting the constraints that need to be 
respected in order to achieve a sustainable 
society.  Beyond those constraints, the 
possibilities are limitless and any one of the 
tools and concepts mentioned here can be 
used, in combination, to support the goal of 
achieving a sustainable society. 

Examples of tools and concepts to 
guide sustainability processes:

The Natural Step Framework, Five 
Capitals, Cradle to Cradle, Natural 
Capitalism, Ecological Footprint, ISO 
14001, Earth Charter, Factor 4 and 10, 
Bellagio Principles, Life Cycle 
Assessment, Zero Emissions, Carbon 
Footprint, etc.

Examples: coal, oil, natural gas, lead, 
cadmium, mercury.

Examples: pesticides, bromine flame 
retardants, CFCs.

Examples: overfishing, deforestation, 
urban sprawl, exploitative soil and land 
use.



(1) We should not dig up substances from the Earth’s crust 

at a rate and scale that go beyond nature’s processing 

capacity.

(2) We should not introduce man-made substances into the 

environment at a rate and scale that nature cannot deal with.

(4) We should ensure people are not subject to conditions that 

systematically undermine their capacity to meet their needs.

(3) We should not degrade the environment by physical means at 

a rate and scale that exceed nature’s renewal capacity. 

In a sustainable society nature is not 

subject to systematically increasing...

And in that society... 

For example this means reducing our 
dependence on fossil fuels and rare metals by 
switching to the use of renewable energy and the 
use of metals more commonly found in nature.

This means that we should focus on using 
substances that degrade naturally in the 
environment and only use man-made 
substances in ways that allow them to be 
recaptured and reused.

Natural resources are being depleted through 
practices such as excessive harvesting, 
excessive fishing, wood cutting etc. Practices of 
good management of natural resources for 
example can help prevent such problems.

Measures taken to meet the first three objectives would be 
pointless if at the same time, the production of services and 
social dynamics inhibited people’s ability to meet their needs. 
The term ‘need’ is here not only defined as basic physical 
needs such as food and fresh water, but all needs that must 
be satisfied in order for us to stay mentally and socially 
healthy. In order to achieve this goal, all forms of barriers 
resulting from economic, political or cultural power abuses 
need to be removed.
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THE FOUR BASIC SUSTAINABILITY PRINCIPLES

Source: The Natural Step International



CLIMATE CHANGE IS A RESULT OF UNSUSTAINABLE PRACTICES
!Society’s enormous release into the atmosphere 
of carbon dioxide (CO2) since the industrial 
revolution has been identified as the main cause 
of climate change.

!Roughly three quarters of CO2 emissions come 
from the burning of fossil fuels, such as petrol 
and coal; the remaining quarter comes from 
changes in land use, such as deforestation as the 
burning of forests releases CO2.

!Carbon is normally processed naturally in the 
environment in the ‘carbon cycles’: for example, 
carbon released through the decomposition of 
plants is recaptured by other plants in the process 
known as photosynthesis.

!The problem today is that we are emitting CO2 
way beyond nature’s processing capacity. This 
CO2 is accumulating in the atmosphere, 
reinforcing the green house effect, directly 
related to global warming. 

!In order to avoid the most dramatic impacts of 
climate change, the scientific community agrees 
that we need to limit the global average 
temperature rise to 2" above pre-industrial 
levels. Beyond that point, it is thought that 
current ecological systems could collapse, 
causing  dramatic effects for society as a whole. 
Since 1970, global average temperatures have 
already risen by 0.8".  The International Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC) predicts an overall 
rise between 1.8" and 4", with a maximum 
situated at 6.4", depending on scenarios and 
human response.  Stabilising the global average 
temperature rise at 2" is therefore a huge 
challenge. 
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To do

• Understand the climate change challenge and the requirements of mitigation and adaptation to 

address the challenge.

• Reflect on how the climate change challenge relates to your business.

Outcome

!You can explain the main aspects of the climate change challenge in terms of mitigation and 

adaptation.

!You have some initial thoughts on how the climate change challenge relates to your business.

1.2 Understand the climate change challenge

Examples: deforestation, factory pollution, 
transportation pollution, unnecessary waste 
(particularly paper, packaging, etc.), inefficient 
energy and water use, poorly built buildings.



>?0@)"+-6%#)"%(+'(#11+)*+#)"%(+A$$3-%5).%8

ADAPTATION IS ALSO NEEDED

!Climate change is already happening and will, 
to a certain extent continue to happen, even 
with best efforts today to limit CO2 emissions. 
!In practice, this will mean rising global 
average temperatures, rising sea water levels 
and greater unpredictability in weather 
patterns. 
!Beyond immediate physical impacts, climate 
change will likely have other implications 
including  possible new legislation, rise in the 

cost of carbon or fossil fuel based energy 
sources, technological development, change in 
consumer demand, new media interest etc., all 
of which are likely to affect business.
!There is a need for business to adapt to 
prepare for both the immediate physical 
impacts of climate change and the new 
legislative and market trends arising as a result 
of climate change.

MITIGATION IS A PRIORITY
!As climate change is caused primarily by 
society’s excessive release of CO2 into the 
atmosphere, it is critical that we place a lot of 
effort on trying to reduce emissions. This is 
known as mitigation. 
!In order to achieve the goal of limiting the 
global average temperature rise to 2" above 
pre-industrial levels, we need to achieve 
significant cuts in emissions. The figures from 
the IPCC tell us that a 60% reduction of green 
house gas emissions is needed, which, on the 
basis of fair burden sharing would amount to a 
90% cut in emissions between now and 2030 in 
developed countries. This is a major challenge. 

!While still remaining significantly below 
needed targets, governments are taking action 
at national and international level to reduce 
emissions. The European Union (EU) has 
pledged a 20% reduction of greenhouse gases 
between now and 2020, with a further 10% 
promised if the international community 
follows suit.  The UK has pledged a 60% 
reduction between now and 2050. 
!Businesses are contributing to mitigation 
efforts both pro-actively and in response to 
new or expected restrictions.

Examples: Efficient use of energy and 
materials and changing from non renewable 
resources to renewable resources.

Examples of issues affecting business as 
usual: water shortages, disruption in supply 
chains, crop failures, rising water levels, 
extreme weather events, uncertainties in 
relation to upcoming legislation, threat of 
litigation etc. 

For more information:
• The UKCIP Adaptation Wizard
• The Canadian National Climate Change 

Adaptation Framework
• National Climate Change Adaptation 

Framework for Australia
• IPCC: Impacts, Adaptation and vulnerability 

Report

http://www.ipcc.ch/ipccreports/ar4-wg2.htm
http://www.ukcip.org.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=147&Itemid=273
http://www.ukcip.org.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=147&Itemid=273
http://www.conferenzacambiamenticlimatici2007.it/site/_Files/documentazione/CanadaFrameAdapt.pdf
http://www.conferenzacambiamenticlimatici2007.it/site/_Files/documentazione/CanadaFrameAdapt.pdf
http://www.conferenzacambiamenticlimatici2007.it/site/_Files/documentazione/CanadaFrameAdapt.pdf
http://www.conferenzacambiamenticlimatici2007.it/site/_Files/documentazione/CanadaFrameAdapt.pdf
http://www.ukcip.org.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=82&Itemid=9
http://www.ukcip.org.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=82&Itemid=9
http://www.coag.gov.au/meetings/130407/docs/national_climate_change_adaption_framework.pdf
http://www.coag.gov.au/meetings/130407/docs/national_climate_change_adaption_framework.pdf
http://www.coag.gov.au/meetings/130407/docs/national_climate_change_adaption_framework.pdf
http://www.coag.gov.au/meetings/130407/docs/national_climate_change_adaption_framework.pdf
http://www.ipcc.ch/ipccreports/ar4-wg2.htm
http://www.ipcc.ch/ipccreports/ar4-wg2.htm
http://www.ipcc.ch/ipccreports/ar4-wg2.htm
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To do

• Understand the notion of a low carbon economy and the potential to move towards a more 

sustainable society in the economic transition related to climate change.

• Reflect on how climate change may constitute an opportunity for your company.

• Understand how adaptation to climate change that takes into account sustainability consideration 

contributes to a more sustainable future while allowing to address the threats and opportunities in 

the most successful way.

Outcome

!You have understood how climate change can constitute an opportunity for business.

!You have understood the value of adaptation that takes into account sustainability considerations 

to prepare for climate change in the most successful way.

1.3 Understand the climate change opportunity

THE OPPORTUNITIES OF A LOW CARBON ECONOMY

!A low carbon economy - an economy based on 
the delivery of products and services with 
minimal carbon emissions - is emerging from the 
efforts to tackle climate change.
!The move to a low carbon economy offers 
opportunities to produce and sell new services 

and products with low or no environmental 
impact.
!This is a huge commercial opportunity for 
business! Companies investing in low carbon 
products and services are already doing well. 

Some examples of low carbon products and services: 
• Renewable energy technologies: solutions such as biogas engines for energy production 

from waste. It solves the waste problem while providing energy.
• Energy efficient electronic devices, such as fans, motors etc.
• Solar water heating.
• Low greenhouse gases emission diet: local food producers, organic methods etc.
• Marine and electric rail transport, prioritised against the use of air and truck transportation.
• Carbon offsetting and generation of carbon credits.
• Options that help business reducing their carbon footprint, avoiding litigation and can 

contribute to positioning the company as part of the solution to a better future.
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!Measures taken to adapt to climate change 
will be most profitable and successful in the 
long-run if they also take into account 
sustainability considerations.
!As the metaphor of the funnel illustrates, 
only those measures that take account of 
sustainability considerations will succeed in 
the long run, by avoiding the ‘walls of the 

ADAPTATION THAT CONTRIBUTES TO A SUSTAINABLE SOCIETY

funnel’, i.e. the pressures resulting from the 
competing trends of declining life sustaining 
resources and increasing societal demands on those 
resources.
!Taking into account sustainability considerations 
therefore makes good business sense.

Practices that contribute to the problem: are those that contribute to violations of the 
sustainability principles, without a possibility for them to stop contributing to such violations in the 
future. For example, to address the issue of rising temperature, applying solutions that require the 
use of even more fossil fuel, only perpetuate the root cause of the problem. Examples of  possible 
‘bad solutions’ include producing artificial snow, increasing the use of air conditioners and 
increasing the use of fertilisers.

Practices that contribute to the solution: are those that help decrease the  contribution to 
violations of the sustainability principles. Some examples could be: the efficient use of resources, 
‘eco-design’ applied to buildings, the switch to renewable energy etc. 

THE OPPORTUNITY TO MOVE TOWARDS A MORE SUSTAINABLE SOCIETY

!As we transition to a low carbon economy, 
there is also an opportunity to strive for an 
overall more sustainable future. 
!A focus on producing services and products 
with low or no environmental impact will 
help in the move towards a more sustainable 
society but this is not enough: all four aspects 
of the sustainability principles mentioned 

above, including social considerations need to be 
taken into account.
!It is in the interest of business to contribute to 
greater sustainability in the move towards a low 
carbon economy. As explained further below, a 
consideration for sustainability will help secure long 
term viability and success of measures.  

How are business being affected by the sustainability challenges? Some examples are: the 
rising prices of oil, the decreasing availability of fertile soils and water, the more frequent extreme 
weather events, the social instabilities, etc. 

Benefits in the move towards a sustainable society: businesses that have applied ecological 
concepts to their buildings and industrial sites, have minimised their impacts on the surroundings, 
reduced costs with energy and water, added value to their reputation.
Businesses focusing on services and values instead of on the delivery of materials have been able 
to create solutions that are steps on the right direction for eliminating their contribution to violating 
the sustainability principles and thus placing them as leaders in creating a better society while 
increasing their shared value and profits.



To do

• Put on paper your company!s vision statement and a 

brief description of its strategic priorities for future 

development.

• Ask yourself the following questions: 

• How might that vision and those priorities be affected by climate change?

• Could climate change help or hinder in the process of achieving our vision and priorities?

• Think of climate change adaptation that takes into account sustainability considerations as part of 

your company!s overall vision of success.

Outcome

!You have reflected on how your company!s vision and priorities for future development might be 

affected by climate change.

!You have identified initial threats and opportunities.

!You have understood the value of integrating climate adaptation that takes into account 

sustainability considerations into your overall company direction.

!You have set the goal of climate adaptation strategy as achieving climate adaptation that takes into 

account sustainability considerations in line with your company!s vision.
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How does climate change relate to your company’s vision? 

2.1 Be visionary

2

Once a good understanding of the 

challenges and opportunities posed by 

climate change was developed, the 

companies that successfully adapted 

were those that were visionary in their 

outlook and effectively prioritised areas 

for action to move towards their vision 

of success and strategic adaptation, on 

the basis of a thorough assessment of 

their current reality. 
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!The first critical step is to consider your 
company’s overall vision of where it wants to be 
in the future, including strategic priorities for 
further development, and of reflecting on how 
climate change might present threats or 
opportunities in moving in that direction.

!Consideration should also be given to the idea 
that the overall vision and strategic priorities 
might need to be reviewed: climate change is 
indeed likely to influence the way business is 

conducted and open up new avenues for 
business development. One question to ask is: 
how can your company both avoid significant 
risks and actively generate profits in the move 
to a low carbon economy?

! As a first step, climate change should be 
considered in relation to how it might help or 
hinder in the process of reaching your 
company’s vision of success. Climate 
adaptation that takes into account 
sustainability considerations should be 
included in the overall goal.
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!Strategic climate adaptation based on 
sustainability considerations is a way of 
securing continued progress towards your 
company‘s vision of success and should be 
framed as part of the overall direction.

! For now, this is essentially a conceptual 
exercise but one that has two clear advantages. 
The first is to encourage a reflection on your 
company’s current vision and how that vision 
might be affected by climate change. The 
second is to create a sense of direction to the 

Framing strategic climate change adaptation as part of  the overall goal

process by setting an overall goal which includes 
both strategic climate adaptation and the 
company’s vision.

! Setting an overall goal has clear strategic value: 
it allows you to use ‘backcasting’ in the process of 
selecting measures. This in an approach which 
asks: “what do we need to do today to reach a 
successful outcome?”. Backcasting, as opposed to 
forecasting, ensures measures are adopted as 
steps towards the goal, rather than as extensions 
of current activities which may not be optimal.

 A suggested vision of success for strategic climate change adaptation: ‘We have 
developed adaptive capacity that allows us to respond to climate change threats and 
optimise opportunities in a way that contributes to the creation of a sustainable society’.
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2.2 Know your current position

!The next requirement in the process is to 
understand the specific threats and opportunities 
that climate change poses to your business and 
to identify the issues that should be prioritised 
for further research or immediate action.
!It is important to take a holistic view to ensure 
that all possible areas of impacts are identified.

Where does your company currently stand in relation to climate change? 

! The need for a complete understanding of 
how climate change might affect your 
business
!A thorough and all-encompassing 
approach is likely to reveal a number of 
threats and opportunities that your 
organisation may not have thought about.
!Full awareness and understanding is 
essential for strategic planning and 
prioritisation of measures.

Two recommended exercises to take you through the process
!Two exercises are recommended

1- a relationships map
2- a strategic SWOT analysis

!To achieve a full list of identified threats and 
opportunities and make an informed judgement 
on how to prioritise related issues, it is important 

Links for further research: 

• IPCC: Impacts, Adaptation and vulnerability Report

• Bacliat: The UKCIP Business Areas Climate Impacts Assessment Tool

• Brain: Base for Research, Adaptation, Impacts and News 

• Forum for the Future Retail Scenarios

to undertake the exercises in brainstorming 
sessions with a number of colleagues from 
different company departments and to seek 
external advice if in house expertise is not 
sufficient. It is also recommended to regularly 
review the outcome of the exercises, on the 
basis of developments. 

http://www.forumforthefuture.org.uk/retail-futures-2022
http://www.ipcc.ch/ipccreports/ar4-wg2.htm
http://www.ipcc.ch/ipccreports/ar4-wg2.htm
http://www.ukcip.org.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=82&Itemid=195
http://www.ukcip.org.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=82&Itemid=195
http://www.ukcip.org.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=226
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To do

• In a brainstorming session, compile the information requested in the Relationships Map. 

• If your business has developed life cycle analyses, stakeholder analyses or other exercises 

focusing on similar information, use the outcome of those to support you in developing the 

Relationships Map. 

• Use the diagram and the guiding questions to take you through the exercise.

Outcome

!You have identified all the main geographical locations, stakeholders, resources and services that 

your business depends on, is influenced by or influences.
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1. Relationships Map

!The first recommended exercise involves placing 
your business activities within the wider context 
of society and the environment and of mapping 
out all the ways in which they are related. 
!The point of this exercise is to develop a good 
overview of how your business ‘fits’ in the overall 
system. The focus should be on thinking broadly 
about how your business interacts with both 
society and the environment.

!The exercise asks you to identify your 
stakeholders and to describe how your 
business relates to the following: resources, 
services and geographical locations. 
Geographical locations are particularly 
important because of the localised impacts of 
climate change. Specific questions help you 
through the process.



1- Stakeholders

Who impacts your business?

Who does your business impact?

All stakeholders that are relevant to your 
business should be considered here. These 
could include: your customers, 
your suppliers, your 
distributors, 
legislators, NGOs, 
think-tanks, 
pressure 
groups, the 
media 
etc.

2- Natural resources

What comes in? i.e. what resources does your 
business depend on?

What goes out? i.e. what is left in terms of 
waste / by-products from your business 
activities? 

You should consider all natural resources 
your business depends on, things like 

oil, metals, wood, cotton etc. You 
should then consider how 

your business activities 
might impact the 

environment from 
‘what is left’ from 

your business 
process. 
Things like 
emissions 
and waste 
should be 
considered 
here.

4- Geographical 

location

Which geographical locations are 
relevant to your business? 

In this section, you are asked to identify all 
geographical locations that are relevant to 
your business, either because your 
facilities / offices are located there, you have 
suppliers or customers in those regions or 
you ‘rely’ on those area for raw materials or 
as a passage route for the transport of goods.

3- 

Services

What services 
does your 
business depend on? 

What services/products 
does your business deliver?

This section identifies all the 
services necessary to keep your business 
running efficiently.  Disruptions of these 
services would impact your business. 
Examples of services that your business 
might depend on include supply of water 
and electricity, transportation services, 
telecommunications services etc. This section 
also prompts you to think about the services 
and products that your business provides to 
society. 
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Relationships Map



To do

• In a brainstorming session, fill in the Strategic SWOT diagram with all the relevant items.

• On the basis of the analysis, draw-up a list of critical issues to be considered for either further 

research or immediate action in your adaptation strategy

Outcome

!You have identified all the main climate change opportunities relevant to your business and your 

company!s strengths and weaknesses to deal with these.

!You have a diagram showing how they are related.

!You have a list of critical issues that should be considered for further research or immediate action.
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!The next recommended exercise is an 
assessment of how the interactions of your 
business with society and the environment 
identified in the relationships map might be 
affected by climate change.
!The recommendation is for you to undertake 
a Strategic SWOT analysis, which involves 
three stages: 

"First, identifying climate change 
threats and opportunities in relation to 
the interactions identified earlier;
"Second, identifying internal company 
strengths and weaknesses in relation 
to addressing possible threats and 
opportunities; 
"and Third,  mapping out how internal 
strengths and weaknesses relate to 
specific threats and opportunities.

!A good way to start thinking about climate 
change threats and opportunities is to think 
about how your company may already be 
sensitive to specific weather patterns, for 
example:

"Do early or particularly warm 
summers make a difference to your 
company?

"Has your supply chain recently been 
disrupted by weather perturbations in this 
or other part of the world?
"What are the implications of a possible 
increased frequency of such weather 
patterns? 

!An understanding of likely future weather 
patterns as a result of climate change, in 
geographical locations that are relevant to your 
business is also essential. If you feel you do not 
have that understanding, maps of weather and 
other scenarios developed by the IPCC should be 
consulted to get a general overview of likely 
climate change impacts around the world. 
!The outcome of this exercise should be a list of 
critical issues that should be considered either for 
further research or immediate action in your 
adaptation strategy.    
!Involving the right people in the process is 
critical for this step and external advice may be 
required to ensure a full identification of climate 
change threats and opportunities. Keeping up-to-
date with latest developments and regularly 
reviewing the outcome of your analysis on the 
basis of new information is also critical. 

2. Strategic SWOT for climate change



Strategic SWOT Analysis for Climate Change
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Strengths: flexible supply chain, 
understanding of climate change 
scenarios, good awareness of 
legislative developments etc.

Weaknesses: dependance on one source 
which may be jeopardised, unable to cope 
with changes in temperatures, product line 
not flexible, lack of knowledge.

Opportunities: competitive advantage, new 
product lines, sale of carbon credits, improved 
reputation etc. 

Threats: rising water levels, more variations 
in weather patterns, increased temperatures, 
displaced people, disrupted workforce, 
regulation,  litigation, consumer demand, not 
just physical etc. 



!The final exercise involves identifying 
priority issues for either immediate action or 
further research if needed.
!To prioritise the issues,  ask yourself a number 
of questions in relation to each and place them 
on the charts provided. 
!This is a qualitative exercise, the effectiveness 
of which will depend on the level of knowledge 
and understanding of the people involved. It is 
recommended to involve as many company 
departments as needed, in particular, members 

of a risk management team, to ensure a good 
judgement and effective prioritisation of areas. It 
is also recommended to seek external advice if in 
house expertise is judged insufficient.
! The questions that should be asked in relation 
to each identified area are as follows:

To do

• On the basis of your list of critical issues for consideration, prioritise issues for immediate action or 

further research using the prioritising charts and the guiding questions.

• Use to guiding questions and the prioritisation charts to achieve this. 

Outcome

!You have placed issues on the prioritisation charts.

!You can now visualise the relative importance of issues and those that should be prioritised for 

immediate action of further research if you feel you are missing information. 
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2.3 Prioritise the critical issues

1. How significant is the threat / opportunity in 

relation to your business? 

• consider the level of threat or 

opportunity itself and the urgency aspect 

to it

• consider how it relates to your business 

priorities

• consider how vulnerable you are to the 

threat

2. How significant is your capacity to 

address the threat / capitalise on the 

opportunity?

• consider the level of influence you 

have on the threat itself

• consider the regulatory environment 

which may support or impede action

• consider the resources available to act

Apply a number for each one of the 

issues: 

1.Moderately significant

2.Significant

3.Very significant

4.Extremely Significant

Apply a number for each one of the 

issues: 

1.Moderately significant

2.Significant

3.Very significant

4.Extremely Significant

Guiding questions for identifying the critical issues:
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Opportunities

Significance of the opportunity

Level of 

control to

act upon it

1 2 3 4

1

2

3

4

AB

D C

Significance of the threat

Level of 

control to

act upon it

Threats

AB

D C

1 2 3 4

1

2

3

4

Prioritising Issues Charts

A) High priority: issues that have 

the greatest significance and that 

your business has the highest 

level of control to act upon it. 

They are the most significant "low 

hanging fruits".

B) Medium priority 

(control): issues that 

are "low hanging fruits" 

because your business 

have high level of 

control over it, but it is 

not as significant as A. C) Medium priority (significance): 

issues that are not a "low hanging fruits" 

but it are worth careful attention 

because of their level of significance. 

Depending on the nature of the issue, 

if possible, it is worth creating strategies to 

increase the level of control upon them, or 

in the case of threats, to decrease the 

significance of it.

D) Low priority: issues 

that compared to the 

other ones are the less 

important, and they don't 

represent "low hanging 

fruits" because the low level 

of control you have upon it.

Identifying the different levels of priority:

Depending on the section of the graphics that the issues are placed, they will have a 

different meaning

B

D C

1 2 3 4

1

2

3

4

A
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!A strategic definition of measures involves 
the following three steps: 
1- An assessment of current practices
2- A brainstorm of possible measures in 
relation to each identified prioritised issue
3- A prioritisation exercise, using the Filter 
Questions
!As for the previous recommendation, the 
successful completion of this 
recommendation will   depend on whether 
the right people are involved. 

F?0,%-#%+*./#118D+4.)+E+#65-+6

3

After identifying issues for prioritised 

action, companies proceeded to 

define a list of specific measures to 

address those issues. The strategic 

approach to the selection of 

measures, taking into account 

sustainability considerations, 

ensured that the actions ultimately 

adopted were the most effective ones 

to adapt, to address the threats and 

opportunities of climate change in a 

strategic way.

Backcasting from your point of  

success 

Three Filter Questions to 

prioritise measures

Three recommended steps to 

take you through the 

prioritisation process 

!Once issues for prioritised action have 
been identified, a list of measures to address 
those issues needs to be created. Issues that 
have been identified as priority issues for 
further research and that have been shown 
through investigations to be critical to 
business success should also be addressed.
!The overall goal, which includes your 
company's vision and strategic climate 
change adaptation is what you should have 
in mind at this point, not your current 
reality. 
!To ensure a strategic selection of measures, 
the approach known as backcasting should 
be applied. In other words,  possible 
measures should be considered on the basis 
of whether they effectively constitute steps 
towards achieving the goal.

!Prioritisation of measures can then be 
achieved by asking three Filter Questions in 
relation to each suggested measure.
!This strategic approach will ensure that the 
actions ultimately taken meet the objective of 
climate adaptation that contributes to a 
sustainable society and are in line with your 
company’s vision of success.



To do

• Identify your company!s strategies, policies and practices that are relevant to the critical priority 

issues identified in the recommended step 2. 

• Assess whether any existing approach can contribute to addressing some of the identified critical 

issues.

• Assess whether any existing approach presents a hindrance in addressing some of those issues.

Outcome

!You have identified existing company approaches that support or conflict with the goal of climate 

change adaptation in relation to the identified issues.

!You have identified conflicting approaches that should be considered for modification.  

!The first recommendation, before defining 
measures, is to assess current strategies, policies 
and practices in how they may relate to some of 
the critical priority issues identified above.
!This exercise seeks to identify potential 
alignment or conflict with existing approaches 
with the objective of climate change adaptation 
that contributes to the creation of a sustainable 
society. 
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3.1 Assess your current strategies

Questions for assessing current strategies, policies and practices

1. Are any related to identified critical areas for climate change adaptation? 
2. Do any contribute to addressing critical areas (maybe with a little tweaking)?  
3. Do any constitute a hindrance (and therefore would need to reviewed)?

!It is designed to help prioritise possible 
climate change adaptation measures on the basis 
of whether they can be addressed relatively 
easily within an existing strategy; it also helps to 
identify existing strategies, policies and practices 
that may need modification to avoid conflict 
with the objective of strategic climate change 
adaptation.



To do

• Brainstorm all possible measures that could be taken in relation to each of the priority issues, 

based on the overall goal. 

• Address the issues that have been identified from the outset as priority issues or that have 

been shown through investigations to be critical to business success.

• Address possible measures that could be taken within existing "supportive! company 

approaches identified above.

• Address possible measures that could be taken to change existing company approaches that 

have be found to be conflicting.

• Come up with as many ideas as possible listed in no particular order, with only the vision of 

success in mind. 

Outcome

!You have created an initial list of compelling measures to address the critical issues for climate 

change adaptation, identified earlier in the process.  

!The next step is to brainstorm all possible 
measures that could be taken in relation to each 
of the identified priority issues for action. 

!Backcasting should be applied to the process: 
possible measures should be considered on the 
basis of whether they effectively constitute steps 
towards achieving the goal, which includes the 
company’s vision and climate change adaptation 
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3.2 Brainstorm measures

that contributes to the creation of a sustainable 
society. 

!At this stage, creativity should only be limited 
by the vision of success. The purpose of the 
brainstorm is to come up with as many possible 
measures as possible per area. This approach 
ensures that all possible ideas are brought to the 
table. 

!The same people involved in early steps 
should take part in the brainstorm. 



To do

• Ask the three Filter Questions in relation to each suggested measure to check that it is indeed the 

right one to take and to identify the ones that should initially be implemented.

• Group the prioritised measures according to time frames in which they should be implemented: 

short term, medium term and long term.

• Develop an action plan to implement them.

Outcome

!You have prioritised the measures that are steps towards achieving climate adaptation that 

contributes to the creation of a sustainable society in line with your company!s vision.

!You have created an action plan, including time frame, responsibly and resource allocation to 

ensure a successful implementation of the selected measures. 

!The next step is to put some order in the long 
list of ideas that has emerged from the 
brainstorm! 
!The measures put on paper should be 
analysed and prioritised by asking three Filter 
Questions in relation to each.
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3.3 Prioritise measures

!This step ensures that the measures ultimately 
taken are the most appropriate to achieve the 
goal of climate change adaptation that 
contributes to the creation of a sustainable 
society,  in line with your company’s vision of 
success.
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The Filter Questions

1- Does the measure proceed in the right direction with respect to the overall goal i.e. the 

company!s vision and climate adaptation that contributes to the creation of a sustainable 

society? 

This question aims to ensure that measures selected are stepping stones towards where your 

company wants to be in the future and are not taking you in the wrong direction in the long 

term. In addition, this question ensures that the measures adopted go in the right direction 

when it comes to complying with the sustainability principles. As mentioned earlier, those 

principles state that:

In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically increasing...

(1)...concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth!s crust;

(2)...concentrations of substances produced by society; and

(3)...degradation by physical means

and in that society...

(4) ...people are not subject to conditions that systematically undermine their capacity to meet 

their needs. 

Sometimes a measure may represent a trade off that proceeds in the right direction with 

regard to one aspect of the goal while working against others e.g. an adaptation measure may 

positively contribute to social sustainability but represent a trade off when it comes to 

environmental sustainability. Asking this question helps provide an understanding of the full 

picture and may lead to complimentary measures that may be needed to ensure all aspects of 

the goal are taken into account.

2- Does the measure provide a stepping-stone, i.e. flexible platform for future improvement?

It is important to consider whether a measure, particularly when it involves a big investment 

over a long time frame, allows for further progress that is in line with the overall goal, to avoid 

potential dead end situations. An example of this would be investing heavily in a technology 

that causes fewer negative impacts in nature today but without the potential for further 

development of that technology so that one day it causes no impact at all. 

3- Is the measure likely to produce a sufficient return on investment to further catalyse the 

process? 

It is important that the implementation of a measure does not end due to lack of resources or 

bad investments along the way. "Investments! should here be considered broadly to include 

political, social and cultural resources, as well as financial ones. 

Only those measures for which a positive answer is given to the three questions above should 

be prioritised for action. 



Many years later, the business leaders 
recalled the famous meeting that had come 
to symbolise the turning point in their way 
of thinking. This was the meeting that had 
taken them on the path of changing their 
business to prepare for the new reality of 
climate change and contribute to the creation 
of a sustainable society. 

After carefully following the 
three recommended steps for 
strategic climate change 
adaptation, businesses 
realised the wider potential of 
contributing to the emergence 
of a sustainable society 
through their activities.

That got them thinking on their overall 
business vision. They realised that they 
could excel in what they were doing with the 
goal of a sustainable society in mind. This 
led them to revisit their vision to include 
respect for the four sustainability principles, 
as a way of contributing to the creation of a 
sustainable society. 

Their business was revitalised with a new 
energy as a result and performance 
improved significantly. Businesses then 
quickly realised that they could do even 
better, if the market in which they operated 
was supportive of their new approach: if 

legislation was in their favour, if suppliers 
understood their sustainability 
requirements. 

The desire to contribute to the creation of a 
sustainable society became so central to their 
business that they decided to go that step 
further and openly communicate about the 
successful measures that they had 
undertaken to gear their business towards 
sustainability. This leadership role proved 
rewarding in financial returns. 

One by one, businesses saw the potential of 
gearing their activities towards 
sustainability. 
A new level playing emerged in which 
businesses competed to be the most 
sustainable. So this is the story of how 
businesses contributed to the creation of a 
sustainable society using the opportunity 
presented by climate change to adapt and 
change. 

You can be part of that story. 

The !"#$%&'(#)*+0tool will 
help you set off on this exciting journey. 

Enjoy

G$.13*5+
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Info

Timothy Nichols
- United States - 

Sophie Dunkerley
-United Kingdom -

Julia Toledo Ribeiro Pereira
- Brazil -

The !"#$%&'(#)*+ tool was developed as a result of 
the thesis:  Business Climate Change Adaptation 

Strategies as Contributions towards a Sustainable 

Society.  It was developed in collaboration with three 
students for the international Masters in Strategic 
Leadership towards Sustainability, in Sweden, 2008. It 
can be accessed at www.bth.se/msls.
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