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Outline

• Some background on the science and why this really is an emergency

• Impacts (or why we should be concerned…)

• (Briefly) the Sustainable Development Goals and broader context

• The University of Edinburgh and our approach

• Leadership and Change Making for Adaptive Problems 

• Questions..
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Contrasting views
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Australian fires…
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‘Right now, we are facing a disaster of global scale. Our 
greatest threat in thousands of years. Climate change.’

– David Attenborough
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So What is it?
•‘Weather’ is what its like outside today, tomorrow, next week, 
next month

•Climate is the long-term (~30 year) average

•Climate change is a significant shift in this long-term average

•Global climate change is a significant shift in the worldwide 
average
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Mauna Loa, now Global

http://www.esrl.noaa.gov/gmd/ccgg/trends/
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Carbon stock in the atmosphere
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• https://www.globalcarbonproject.org/carbonbudget/19/visualisations.htm

https://www.globalcarbonproject.org/carbonbudget/19/visualisations.htm
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Is a solution possible ?
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Reduce 2% per year

Start 2028
Reduce 9% per year
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The human, financial and ecological costs of 
the climate crisis are stacking up
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Awareness and visibility of environmental 
issues have never been higher
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Global Use of Resources…
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Natural Index Keeps Going Down…
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Ocean Plastic…
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Another Way To Think Of It…
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Modern Slavery
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What would sustainability and social responsibility 
mean to these different types of companies? 

A large drinks 
company known 
for a high sugar 
drink sold in cans 
and bottles? 

An airline? 
A tobacco 
company? 

A construction 
company? 

An oil and gas 
company? 
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Stewardship…
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The University of Edinburgh…
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What does the University of Edinburgh do?
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Vision:
Our graduates, and the knowledge we 
discover with our partners, make the world a 
better place.

Purpose:
As a world-leading research-intensive 
University, we are here to address tomorrow’s 
greatest challenges.
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Research

Learning and Teaching

Students

Operations

>40,000 students 
Hosted > million MOOC 
learners; 180+ countries 
studying

Annual turnover of more 
than £1000million; net 
assets £2500

>13,000 staff 

“4th in the UK for research 
power in the Research Excellence 
Framework”

“…associated with 20 Nobel 
Prize winners”

>£360M Procurement 
(Professional and Campus 
Services)

>700 Buildings, c1million 
m2 

>£1000m assets invested 
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Group income – 5 year trend (roughly 

double in 10 years)
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Department for Social Responsibility & Sustainability

• Understanding and 
explaining important 
risks and opportunities 

• Developing the 
University’s response

• Programmes to catalyse action & 
collaboration
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Climate Strategy – Whole Institution Approach 
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Targets
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SRS in Supply Chains: Fairness in Trade and 
Sustainable Procurement 



edinburghsustainability uoe_sustainability edsust

Responsible Investment

…incorporate environmental, social and governance (ESG) factors into investment 
decisions, to better manage risk and generate sustainable, long-term returns.       
(Principles for Responsible Investment – PRI) 
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Toolkits for action, inductions and awards 
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Progress- Turning the Flywheel

• Stage 1 (2013- 2015)

Understanding the problem

Identifying opportunities 

Talking and listening

Raising awareness- events; awards; small grants; experimenting..

(team of 8…)
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Phase 2- Larger  and Larger 
Commitments…(2015-2017)

• Identifying means to reduce carbon, save energy and resources, save money

• E.g. 2016- Created £5m sustainable campus fund- simple payback, 200%+ 
return on investment; 9% IRR

• Dealing with big, complex immediate issues e.g. divestment 

• Developing credibility- track record of success; partnerships; increased 
senior leader interest and awareness 

• (team of 12-18)
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Phase 3- Flywheel spinning…(2017-2019)

• Major projects across many areas:

- energy, solar, forests, social investment fund (£8m), new courses, new staff  
training courses 

- Major away days (3 hours+) with senior leaders and governing body

- Generating income and awards (12+), £28m of bids…£20m income

- Genuine innovation across large number of areas..(team of 18-26)
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Phase 4- Breakthrough to Embedding…

6 years of work+ track record+ lessons and innovation+ external context=

(a) Commitment to embed across all areas

(b) Major further scaling of projects

(c) Building into fundamental processes of planning, resourcing, teaching, 
research, recruitment and marketing, investments, spending, estates 

(d) Global opportunities…



edinburghsustainability uoe_sustainability edsust

Managing change

Change 
looks 
like… ……..
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Formula for Change?

•Change Happens When…

•C= D*V*F> R 



edinburghsustainability uoe_sustainability edsust

A way of thinking about organisations – the Command 
and Control system (CCOS) vs the Adaptive Operating 
system (AOS)
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AOS and CCOS…
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Adaptive problems required adaptive 
leadership…
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Adaptive problems…
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The Anatomy of a Blow-up

“A turkey is fed for a 1000 days - every day confirms to its statistical department that the 
human race cares about its welfare ‘with increased statistical significance’.

On the 1001st day, the turkey has a surprise.”

Nassim Nicholas Taleb
The Edge, Sep 15th 2008                                                                       ‘The Fourth Quadrant, a map of the l imits of statistics’,

20

- 20

- 40

- 60

- 80

- 100

- 120

Predicting the future is a difficult and 
dangerous game..
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Leadership Context- Red Ocean vs Blue Ocean  
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Blue Ocean Strategy…

Red Ocean Strategy Blue Ocean Strategy

Compete in existing market space. Create uncontested market space.

Beat the competition. Make the competition irrelevant.

Exploit existing demand. Create and capture new demand.

Make the value-cost trade-off. Break the value-cost trade-off.

Align the whole system of a firm’s activities with its strategic 
choice of differentiation or low cost.

Align the whole system of a firm’s activities in pursuit of 
differentiation and low cost.

VS
© Chan Kim & Renée Mauborgne. All rights reserved.
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Provocations..?

• ’Start small, think big, move fast’

• Imagination is the art of seeing things invisible’

• ‘Letting you have it my way’

• ‘Action is eloquence’

• ‘Think like a system, act like an entrepreneur’
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In summary…

• Climate emergency really is an emergency- speed is of the essence 

• The 21st century will undoubtedly face system change across many areas to 
deal with sustainability- that will therefore impact you at a system level…

• Large organisations facing many pressures face an ‘adaptive leadership’ 
challenge- it’s difficult…win-win opportunities..

• At UoE we’re on a journey but making progress 

• ‘Action is Eloquence…’
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World’s Shortest Poem?

• Me…We…


