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The great acceleration…

Steffen, Will; Broadgate, Wendy; Deutsch, Lisa; Gaffney, Owen; Ludwig, Cornelia. 2015. The trajectory of the Anthropocene: The Great Acceleration". The 
Anthropocene Review. 2 (1): 81–98.



Azote for Stockholm Resilience Centre, Stockholm University. Based on Richardson et al. 2023, Steffen et al. 2015, and Rockström et al. 2009)

Overshooting planetary 
boundaries…



Azote for Stockholm Resilience Centre, Stockholm University. Based on Richardson et al. 2023, Steffen et al. 2015, and Rockström et al. 2009)

The risk of large-scale, abrupt or irreversible 
environmental change is increasing…. 
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• Facing a “sustainability challenge”

• Can we improve the situation (reduce risk, increase well-
being…)? 

• But, “all improvement is a change, but not all change is an 
improvement” (Dr Eli Goldratt) 

• Two parameters to help discern which is the right type of 
change…change that will deliver improvement (and which will 
not)

1. The worldview that guides the change : Strong vs. Weak Sustainability
2. The approach to change: Reactive vs. Proactive.



1. Worldviews:  Strong vs. Weak Sustainability 

Strong Sustainability
The economy a sub-system of 
the biosphere.
Have to heed the laws and 
limits of Nature. 
Operate within Planet Earth’s 
Carrying Capacity.
The realm of ecological 
economics.

Weak Sustainability
The economy is disconnected 
from nature.
Human ingenuity & 
technology will overcome all 
limits.
Prevailing worldview that 
underpins modern economic 
theory.



1. Worldviews:  Strong vs. Weak Sustainability 

Strong SustainabilityWeak Sustainability

Source Sink



2. Attitudes: Reactive vs. Proactive

Proactive
• Proactively and pre-

emptively manage and lead 
change. 
• ”Inside-Out change”

Reactive
• Respond to changes in the 

system in a reactive way.
• As and when needed.
• ”Outside-In change”
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WEAK 
SUSTAINABILITY

STRONG 
SUSTAINABILITY

Business transformation for benefit of business & society
Inspire change & lead by example
Ecosystem Regeneration / within planetary limits
Radical innovation of core products & processes.
Business-Unusual

Focus on self-sustaining / independence / 
off-grid /
Regenerate direct ecosystems 
Business-Unusual
Islands of excellence

 
ATTITUDE TO 

CHANGE
NO CHANGE 

REQUIRED
REACTIVE 
POSITION

PROACTIVE 
POSITION

THE GUIDING WORLDVIEW

Emphasis on Compliance / box ticking
Defend market access
Business-as-Usual unchallenged

Sustainability central to business strategy / brand.
Bold public announcements & commitments.
Basis to differentiate and drive revenue growth.
Core products and process unchallenged. 
Business-as-Usual

Not our problem
Leave business alone

 IGNORE THE PROBLEM

 
DEFEND MARKET POSITION

 

BUILD MARKET POSITION  

 

SECURE INDEPENDENCE LEAD TRANSFORMATION

Blue North Sustainability (Pty) Ltd. Copyright Protected. All Rights Reserved. 2011-1024

Putting the two parameters 
together…



CELEBRITIES

TRANSFORMERS

PRAGMATISTS

LONE-STARS

WEAK 
SUSTAINABILITY

STRONG 
SUSTAINABILITY

ATTITUDE TO 
CHANGE

REACTIVE 
POSITION

PROACTIVE 
POSITION

THE GUIDING WORLDVIEW

DENIALISTS

NO CHANGE 
REQUIRED

Blue North Sustainability (Pty) Ltd. Copyright Protected. All Rights Reserved. 2011-1024



• Where would you place your own business on the matrix 
currently?

• Where would you like your business to be in future 
(apiration)?
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CELEBRITIES

TRANSFORMERS

PRAGMATISTS

LONE-STARS

WEAK 
SUSTAINABILITY

STRONG 
SUSTAINABILITY

ATTITUDE TO 
CHANGE

REACTIVE 
POSITION

PROACTIVE 
POSITION

THE GUIDING WORLDVIEW

DENIALISTS

NO CHANGE 
REQUIRED

Blue North Sustainability (Pty) Ltd. Copyright Protected. All Rights Reserved. 2011-1024

Less & less 
unsustainable

Accelerated 
unsustainability

More and More 
Sustainable / 
Regenerative

?

Fundamentally different 
“roads” on the sustainability 
journey…



CELEBRITIES

TRANSFORMERS

PRAGMATISTS

LONE-STARS

WEAK 
SUSTAINABILITY

STRONG 
SUSTAINABILITY

ATTITUDE TO 
CHANGE

REACTIVE 
POSITION

PROACTIVE 
POSITION

THE GUIDING WORLDVIEW

DENIALISTS

NO CHANGE 
REQUIRED

Less & less 
unsustainable

Accelerated 
unsustainability

More and More 
Sustainable / 
Regenerative

?

I shall be telling this with a sigh
Somewhere ages and ages hence:
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I -
I took the one less travelled by,
And that has made all the difference.

From: The Road Not Taken, by Robert Frost.

Whole system thinking & planning
Ecological literacy

Stewardship
Long-term timeframes

Regenerative 
Inclusive
Humility

Gratitude
Sense of wonder

Considerations for a change 
in trajectory…



Thank you!
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