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“Sustainability becomes a transformation driver when it
changes the organisation’s pattern of choice, not

merely the language of its commitments.”

1. The Programme That Began with a Report

A transformation committee in early 2021 receives a proposal for a new environmental,
social and governance programme. The first slide is a reporting timetable. The second
lists data owners. The third proposes a small central team. By slide twelve, the
programme has promised a stronger reputation, lower emissions, better supplier
conduct, a more inclusive workforce and improved investor confidence. Yet no operating
decision has changed, no capital has moved, and no executive has surrendered a target
that might conflict with the new ambition.

This is the characteristic weakness of the first generation of ESG programmes.
Sustainability has become an undeniable transformation driver, but organisations keep
trying to manage it as a disclosure stream. They begin with evidence demanded from the
outside rather than choices required on the inside. The programme becomes fluent in
indicators while remaining powerless over the system that produces them.

That weakness reflects the unusual roots of ESG itself. The agenda arrives through
several doors at once: investor questions, climate exposure, employee expectations,
supply-chain scrutiny, customer demands and the visible fragility revealed by the
pandemic. Each door has its own language, measures and advocates. The organisation
responds by collecting them beneath one label. What looks like a coherent programme is
often a federation of anxieties.

The deeper opportunity is to turn that federation into a transformation thesis: a reasoned
view of how environmental and social constraints will alter strategy, operations and
resource allocation. Without that thesis, ESG remains a catalogue. With it, sustainability
becomes a way of deciding.

2. Why the Agenda Has Moved to the Centre
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For years, sustainability could be kept at the edge of the enterprise. It belonged to
corporate responsibility reports, facilities initiatives, community programmes and
occasional supply-chain audits. The work could be worthy without being central because
the commercial model did not have to answer to it.

By May 2021, that separation is becoming difficult to defend. Physical climate risks are
more visible. Investors are asking how exposed assets and earnings might be under
different transition paths. Employees, particularly those with scarce skills, want evidence
that organisational purpose reaches beyond recruitment language. Customers are
questioning provenance and waste. Governments are signalling that today’s voluntary
disclosures may become tomorrow’s expectations. The disruption of the preceding year
has also made interdependence harder to ignore: resilience, worker safety, communities
and supplier continuity no longer sit neatly outside performance.

These pressures do not form one simple business case. Some concern risk, some growth,
some legitimacy, and some moral responsibility. Their time horizons differ. Their benefits
resist easy comparison. A carbon-reduction project may require capital now for a risk
avoided over decades; a workforce initiative may produce value through retention that
conventional project accounting struggles to isolate.

Sustainability therefore becomes a transformation driver because it challenges the
assumptions by which the organisation decides what counts as value, how long value may
take to appear, and whose interests enter the calculation.

ESG becomes transformational at the point where it changes a decision that the old
performance system would have made differently.

3. The Seduction of Measurability

The natural response is to seek control through measures. That instinct is
understandable. ESG contains inconsistent definitions, uneven data and claims that are
difficult to compare. Leaders want baselines. Investors want evidence. Programme boards
want milestones.

Measurement is necessary. It is also dangerously seductive.

A metric gives the impression that the underlying matter has been made governable. Yet
many ESG measures are distant from the decision they are meant to influence. An
organisation may know its annual energy consumption while having no rule for choosing
between a lower-cost asset and a lower-emission one. It may report workforce diversity
while succession conversations reproduce the same leadership profile. It may score
suppliers through questionnaires while commercial teams reward speed and price so
heavily that poor practice remains economically rational.

The reporting programme succeeds on its own terms: more fields populated, fewer
missing values, a cleaner annual narrative. The transformation programme fails because
incentives, approval rights and capital processes remain untouched.
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The opposite mistake is to distrust measurement and rely on purpose and conviction.
That view contains a serious truth: not every social or environmental value can be
reduced honestly to one figure. False precision can hide judgement rather than improve
it. Yet principle without evidence is equally vulnerable. It allows every difficult trade-off
to become exceptional and every ambition to remain safely distant.

The task is to connect numbers and judgement. A useful ESG measure sits on a chain
from external condition to strategic exposure, from exposure to decision, from decision
to action, and from action to observed outcome. If the chain breaks, the measure may still
be reportable, but it is not yet managerial.

4. A Decision in May 2021

Consider a composite distribution business reviewing replacements for a regional fleet.
The existing capital model favours the lowest purchase price over five years. A
conventional proposal recommends 120 diesel vehicles at £34,000 each. A lower-emission
alternative costs £8,500 more per vehicle and requires £460,000 of charging
infrastructure. Under the existing hurdle rate and fuel assumptions, the alternative loses.

The sustainability team has published a carbon-reduction ambition. Finance accepts that
fuel prices, urban access rules and customer tender requirements may change. The
commercial team knows that two large customers have begun asking for transport
emissions in bids. Yet these facts sit in separate papers. None enters the capital decision
with authority.

An ESG programme worthy of the name would not merely calculate emissions after the
purchase. It would redesign the decision before the purchase. The options paper would
include scenarios for fuel and access costs, the probability of customer requirements
becoming material, the useful life of infrastructure, and the cost of locking the fleet into a
more exposed path. It would also state what cannot be known.

Suppose the revised analysis shows the lower-emission option remains £620,000 more
expensive in a conservative case, reaches parity during year four in the central case, and
creates an advantage of £1.1 million in a more demanding transition case. The board must
then make a real judgement about uncertainty and direction. The figures have not
removed the decision; they have made it visible.

That is the moment sustainability stops being commentary on the business and becomes
part of governing it. The programme has altered the options, assumptions, evidence and
authority at the gate.

5. Why the Programme Fragments

The pattern persists because ESG crosses organisational boundaries while programme
machinery follows them. Environmental data may sit with property, operations and
procurement. Workforce outcomes sit with line leaders and the people function.
Governance concerns sit with legal, risk, finance and the board. Each function can
improve its contribution while the system remains incoherent.
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Four structural forces sustain fragmentation.

• Different clocks. Quarterly performance, annual budgets, asset lives and
environmental change operate on incompatible horizons. The shortest clock usually
wins unless governance protects the longer one.

• Different units of value. Cost, carbon, safety, reputation, resilience and social effect
cannot always be translated into one currency without distortion.

• Distributed accountability. A central ESG team can coordinate evidence but rarely
controls capital, product, procurement or workforce decisions.

• Asymmetric consequences. The function asked to bear the cost of change may not
receive the benefit, while the enterprise carries the aggregate risk.

These forces explain why senior sponsorship is necessary but insufficient. Sponsorship
can convene the organisation; it cannot repair decision rights. If investment committees,
procurement rules, performance scorecards and portfolio priorities remain unchanged,
the sponsor presides over persuasion rather than transformation.

ESG also suffers from a category problem. Environmental, social and governance matters
are linked by their importance to external stakeholders, but they are not one operational
domain. Carbon accounting, worker conditions, board oversight and community impact
require different expertise and mechanisms. A tidy single workstream can therefore
produce a confused plan.

A stronger design uses a common strategic spine with distinct outcome streams. The
spine establishes material issues, decision principles, enterprise measures and escalation
rights. The streams own technical work. This preserves coherence without pretending
that every issue can be managed in the same way.

Program
me
element

Weak design Transformational design

Materiality Long list of desirable topics Prioritised exposures tied to strategy and
stakeholders

Measureme
nt

Indicators gathered for
publication

Evidence connected to named decisions

Governanc
e

Central team chases
contributors

Decision forums own trade-offs and outcomes

Delivery Separate environmental and
social projects

Changes embedded in operating and capital
portfolios

Assurance Check that figures can be
reported

Test whether controls and decisions produce
the stated result

6. The Gap Between Intent and Reality
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ESG language is aspirational because aspiration has a function. Public commitments
signal direction, invite scrutiny and create internal momentum. They make previously
marginal issues discussable. It would be too cynical to dismiss them as theatre.

But aspiration creates a particular programme risk: commitment is made at enterprise
level while cost is discovered locally. A procurement director is asked to improve supplier
standards without permission to alter lead times or price tolerances. A property team
receives an energy target after the capital budget is fixed. A business-unit leader inherits
a social ambition alongside unchanged revenue and margin incentives. The organisation
has declared one strategy and funded another.

The gap is then managed through narrative. Teams search for initiatives that fit existing
budgets. Data definitions are adjusted. Progress is described through activity because
activity is what the programme can control.

This is not only hypocrisy. It is the predictable behaviour of people inside contradictory
systems. Transformation intent asks them to optimise for a broader set of outcomes;
operating reality rewards the old set. Until the contradiction is surfaced and adjudicated,
the programme will produce compliance at the edges and continuity at the core.

The revealing question is not “Who owns the data?” but “Who is authorised to accept a
near-term disadvantage for a longer-term environmental or social outcome?” If the
answer is nobody, the ambition has no institutional home.

7. The Portfolio Test

Many organisations will create an ESG portfolio: energy projects, waste reduction,
supplier reviews, inclusion initiatives, reporting systems and community programmes.
This is useful but incomplete. Sustainability should not only generate a portfolio of its
own. It should become a test applied to the whole change portfolio.

Every major programme makes choices about assets, technology, workforce, suppliers
and customers. Those choices create environmental and social effects whether or not the
programme carries an ESG label. A distribution redesign may improve cost and resilience
while increasing emissions. A digital service may reduce travel while excluding customers
who need assisted channels. A sourcing transformation may diversify suppliers while
weakening oversight of working conditions.

The programme function can expose these interactions because it sees dependencies and
resource conflicts across initiatives. But ESG criteria must enter ordinary gates: business
case, design authority, procurement, benefits review and closure. A separate
sustainability review near approval arrives too late, when the attractive options have
already narrowed.

This is not an argument for indiscriminate checklists. More controls can produce more
paperwork without better judgement. The test must be material and proportional:

• Which environmental or social exposures could materially change the case?
• Which stakeholders bear costs or risks absent from the financial model?
• Which assumptions are most sensitive to physical, transition or social change?
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• What evidence will show whether the promised outcome occurred?
• Which trade-off requires an explicit decision rather than silent delegation?

These questions make ESG part of programme craft. They protect the agenda from
becoming a specialist language understood only by its advocates.

8. The Transformation Hidden Inside the Acronym

A mature programme would still invest heavily in data, because weak evidence
undermines management and credibility. But the data architecture would follow the
decision architecture. It would begin with material exposures and outcomes, identify the
decisions that shape them, then collect evidence needed to govern those decisions.

The board would set appetite and ambition. Executive forums would resolve trade-offs
across capital, performance and time. Business leaders would own outcomes. Specialists
would define methods and controls. The programme office would connect dependencies,
milestones, benefits and evidence. Assurance would test both data reliability and the
operation of decision controls.

Most importantly, the programme would maintain a trade-off ledger. Each material
choice would record the environmental or social outcome at stake, financial and
operational implications, the chosen option, the accountable executive and the
assumption to revisit. Over time, that ledger would reveal whether the organisation is
changing its pattern of choice or merely improving its description of the old one.

ESG may prove an imperfect label. It groups unlike subjects, invites metric proliferation
and can make moral questions sound like investment categories. The criticism is
substantial. Organisations may become better at presenting sustainability while
remaining no better at producing it.

Yet the label has forced previously separate pressures into the same executive
conversation. That convergence matters. It reveals that environmental resilience, social
legitimacy and governance quality are not decorations on performance. They shape
access to capital, talent, customers, permission and continuity.

The roots of ESG programmes in 2021 explain both their weakness and their promise.
Because the agenda arrived through reporting, stakeholder and risk channels,
programmes naturally begin by collecting claims and measures. Because the underlying
forces reach into strategy and operations, those programmes cannot succeed if they stay
there.

The real work is to redesign how choices are framed, who may make them, what evidence
enters the room, and which consequences count. Reporting can show whether that work
is happening, but it cannot substitute for it.

Sustainability becomes a transformation driver when it changes the organisation’s
pattern of choice, not merely the language of its commitments.


