Interview with Dr. Mark Wade: ‘Being right is not enough’
On facilitating change and transformation throughout your organization:
All in one interview, this conversation with Mark will infuse you as an
internal and potentially informal change and transformation agent yourself
with motivation, know-how and – patience …
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Mark, how can managers go about integrating Sustainability throughout the company? Where do
you start when you need to do it all?
MW: “As an important first step, you need Board commitment. Any effective change process has
to start at the top if you want whole-company, systemic change. Otherwise the odds will be stacked
against you.
You need senior-level buy-in to the strategic and operational importance of the drivers of change to
the company. If the CEO and the Board don’t ‘buy it’, the company will fail to articulate a
compelling case for change. You need the official legitimacy that says ‘It’s okay to do this’ or, better
still, ‘It’s vital we do this’, or else you’ll be battling against the system and you risk being lost in the
noise. The top then needs to support and empower you and people at all levels in driving change.”
How do you best approach the Board?
MW: “When working with the Board, first engage individuals, and only then the whole Board.
Individuals all have different roles, and each will look at the proposed change from their own remit.
So, talk to the CFO about how the change will mitigate risk and identify opportunities, to the head
of Manufacturing about license to operate, to the head of Marketing about the impact on brand
and customer satisfaction, to the Head of HR on morale and motivation in attracting and retaining
the best people, etc. Have customized conversations – to show how the change advocated can
benefit each in addressing their particular challenges in an new way. Through these conversations,
you will enlist support and build up a portfolio of reasons why it makes sense. When you come to
engage the Board as a whole, the job will be that much easier. You can then bring the
commonalities together to make a compelling case for change that makes sense to the parts and
the whole.
Once you have CEO and Board approval, kick off the whole-company change process, build
awareness, and manage the integration with strategy and operations.”
How do you then engage the next level down? How do you get different functions to interact in
implementing change?
MW: “It’s actually about having the same sorts of conversation that you have had with the Board
members. Talk to the senior leaders of each of the main departments. Engage people both
intellectually and emotionally. Start by asking: ‘What are your priorities in your part of the
business? What keeps you awake at night?’ Help them see that the change proposition can help

them do what’s important to them better. Work with them to explore how taking a wider look at
things through a Sustainability lens can help identify risks and opportunities and be a source of
innovation.
There is sound psychology behind this approach. The case for change is objective and logical, but
individuals react to change from a very subjective, personal perspective: ‘How will it affect me?’
So you need to show the benefit to the individual and how this will help, not hinder, him or her.
Connecting in a positive way to their priorities and allaying their fears is key.
Don’t avoid the difficult conversations. Change usually takes investment in time, effort, and money.
Be honest about this. Help people see that this is a worthwhile investment that will be more than
repaid by lasting benefits.
Praise those who are already doing what you are advocating and encourage them to do more in a
systematic way. Often people may not realize that what they are doing locally is in line with the
wider change objectives. Use the innovators and early adopters to reach the early majority. This
way you will achieve a critical mass of like-minded thinkers capable of building a company-wide
culture and competence around the desired change. When you start, you will be up against
incomprehension by most, tolerance by some, and buy-in by only a minority.”
How do you then go about helping the whole company become truly supporting?
MW: “Be systematic. Manage this transformation as you would manage any other business
project: professionally, with the right governance, planning, and resources.
Start with a good governance structure. Appoint people who will make it happen. Have
representatives from all functions and business groups. Ideally the steering committee – or
whatever you want to call it – should be chaired by the CEO or a Board member. The role of this
group is to bring commonality to the approach and make sure it is embedded into what I call the
‘hard-wiring’ of policies, standards, systems, and processes, as well as the ‘soft-wiring’ of the hearts
and minds of people.
The first job of this group is to help establish a common language for change in simple words that
are meaningful within your company. The terms themselves are not that important. What matters
most is that the words resonate with your culture and values.
Once you have a simple, clear, concise logic and a set of defined words, you must be rigorous in
the consistent use of them. If you don’t do this upfront, then people will invent their own
interpretations of what they might mean, and you end up with ‘a tower of Babel’, with
conversations that never join up. Once you have established this basic literacy, you can use it as the
foundation on which to have more sophisticated conversations on what it means for different parts
of the company.
The next thing is to start to communicate the change proposition through as many media as
possible and to engage people in these conversations.”
But is mere communication enough to achieve more than basic understanding?
MW: “No. Communication is a great way of reaching lots of people quickly, but all it can ever do is
raise a basic awareness and understanding of generic messages. You have to continuously repeat
and reinforce them, and even then they won’t stick. To make the change meaningful to individuals
and to help them understand what they need to do differently on a Monday morning, you have to
get more intimate.

To understand this better, it is useful to look at this in terms of a competency hierarchy and then to
deploy the appropriate tools to the tasks. At Shell we developed The Sustainable Development
Learning Framework for this purpose.
To achieve systemic change, you need to move people up from ‘basic awareness and
understanding’ to ‘working knowledge’, ‘skilled’, and finally to ‘mastery and advocacy’.
As you move up the hierarchy, the level of personal engagement goes up and the types of learning
become more focused. The most efficient way of doing this is to infuse the learning elements into
existing training and leadership development programs. Specialized offering may also be
developed, such as Sustainability workshops for finance managers or engineers to make the change
meaningful to their everyday roles and challenges. E-learning tools can also be useful, reaching a lot
of people in an intimate way if properly designed.
The best ways of really engaging people in new ways of doing things are interventions based on
self-discovered and experiential learning. This is so much more effective than ‘teaching’.
Programs built around Jaworski and Scharmer’s ‘U’ process offer a powerful way of equipping
people with new insights and competencies. This is particularly useful for building the mind-sets
and skills necessary to deal with complexity and multi-stakeholder interactions.”
Mark, do you have concrete examples for that?
MW: “For example, you can design training for refinery managers and their teams on Community
Involvement to support their license to operate. Fundamental to this is developing the right mindset and competencies to engage meaningfully with the community on their hopes, fears, and
expectations. The ‘U’ process encourages people not to jump to conclusions, and to learn how to
understand complex situations in a holistic way. People get to visit sites and situations on the
ground, outside of their normal experience. They learn how to sense and see things differently,
and then use that to create plans for innovative action in their own spheres of influence. This brings
new perspectives and wiser decision-making. The approach is equally valid for all leaders needing
to cope with the complex, fast-changing demands of modern business, where Sustainability
considerations are increasingly relevant. I believe it should be central to all leadership
development.”
Can you still say a bit more about why you need to bring the ‘hard-wiring’ and ‘soft-wiring’
together?
MW: “Like many Sustainable Development managers I was not an expert in change. My early
approaches were those of an enthusiastic amateur. I came to realize that bringing Sustainability
into the ‘hard-wiring’ of policies, standards, systems, and processes, Key Performance Indicators,
etc. had to be balanced with reaching the ‘hearts and minds’ of people through touching their inner
values and business sense – the ‘soft-wiring’. If all you do is write the rule book, you will get, at
best, a culture of compliance or, worse, avoidance. Why? Because people will not have
understood the reason for the rules. Likewise, if all you do is kick up a froth of enthusiasm,
without the rigor of aligned governance, then it will evaporate. People will see that they are not
supported by the system. I came to this empirically, but it is reinforced by theory in the integral
model of change as defined by Wilber.
This shows, rather more elegantly than my shorthand, the interdependency of the internal and
external dimensions of individuals and organizations. I now apply this integral model of change,
paying attention to getting all four quadrants right.”

So what happens next in implementing change?
MW: “Although you aim to be systematic about change, you also need to let go and allow ‘a
thousand flowers to bloom’. It is critical to support employee initiatives and unleash the potential
for innovation in the company. The company as a whole needs to be prepared to experiment and
learn. It takes courageous leadership to do that, especially in a command-and-control culture,
where management can be quite frightened of what kind of challenges to the status quo and
innovative thinking could emerge.
It’s important to understand that this is manageable chaos, and that it is beneficial to stimulate
change thinking and innovation, both strategic and organizational. You can bring discipline to it,
and manage the creative chaos of what happens to emerge in a structured way. Capture and
spread emerging best practice. Consolidate this into new standards. If you can master that, then
you will reap the benefits.”
How can Sustainability managers address the internal challenges that often accompany change and
transformation processes?
MW: “First, you don’t go into this with your eyes shut! Once you set off there is no turning back.
You will have raised expectations – internally and externally. Better not to start than to give up half
way.
Be flexible. There will always be times when you hit the buffers. You don’t have to win every battle.
Sometimes it is best to retreat and try a different approach. With limited resources, go for the
quick wins and where change is welcomed. The difficult parts then become the minority.
Sometimes it can be useful to ‘fly under the radar’ and work with people and through existing
processes without making a song and dance about the change.
Even with a top-level mandate you will rarely have ‘power’. There are many times when I have
had the mandate, but still had to work through influencing.
There are also right and wrong times. If the company is not ready, perhaps because it is very
conservative, then be content to keep the idea alive until it is. Be wise. Pick the right moment and
tactics. Use all your political and influencing skills. Remember, ‘being right’ is not enough! There is a
real danger that change agents who are too impatient or too idealistic just become an irritant
who risk getting kicked out. You need to find the balance between ‘tearing the house down’ and
infusing new ways into the system. There are lots of subtleties to this game.
Although it is not necessary for a company to go through a crisis to change, crisis can provide a
great opportunity. It is at such times that the organization is prepared to admit that old ways of
doing things have not worked and people will be more willing to look at alternatives.”
That sounds complex … How do you then know what to do when, and how?
MW: “It is complex and often messy. Embedding Sustainability is a journey. It’s difficult and takes a
long time. It is a process of continuous learning. That’s the reality. Being systematic and
courageous in the way I’ve described will help. I find that companies with strong values, good
governance, and a culture of innovation will manage this more easily. Companies lacking these will
find it much harder.”

Mark, how come you can speak in such a definite and determined way about all this?
MW: “I speak with passion and confidence, because these are exactly the challenges I’ve dealt with
in my roles at Shell and subsequently as an advisor. Most of what I’ve learned has come from my
successes and failures while doing it. To my delight, I found that the theory of organizational
change in the Wilber model matches precisely my empirical experience, giving weight to the advice
offered.”
Would you like to give a final message to those people who work with Sustainability as a change
initiative?
MW: “You have the hardest and the most rewarding job in the world. You have the privilege of
being an arbiter of change that can enhance the competitiveness of your company and its power to
be a force for good. Get it right and you will add value to your company and value to the
communities and society it serves.”
Mark, thank you so much for this very enlightening and enriching interview!

Find below visualizations of Scharmer’s Theory U and Wilber’s Integral Model of Change:
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