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Structure of Presentation

1. Bio and Introduction to Sessions

2. Greenwish and Rising ESG critique 

3. The Big Picture

4. The Short History of Voluntary Market-Led Strategies leading to…

5. … The ‘Shock of Net Zero’ and…

6. The Recontextualization of Business.

7. Not One, But Two Definitions of Sustainability!

8. The Need for Policy?

9. Final Reflections
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Biographical details

• Degrees in Economics (BA,1994) and 
Environmental Economics (MSc, 1996)

• Senior Economist at World Resources Institute 
(1996-2004)

• Policy-focused economic research to 2000…

• … market-targeted research post-2000

• Investment Partner at Generation Investment 
Management (2004-2018)

• Public equity analyst for flagship Global Equity 
Fund

• Involved with selected private equity deals.

• Independent sustainability researcher and 
writer since 2019.
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Recent research
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Plan of Sessions
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1. Taking Stock: ESG and the Risk of Greenwish

- Awakening to sustainability challenges.
- The rise of corporate sustainability and ESG.
- The ‘shock of net zero’ and the return of limits.
- Rising ESG scepticism.
- Are we suffering from greenwish? 

2. The Unintended Trap of Externality-Denying 
Capitalism 

- Is externality-denying capitalism a ‘fix that fails’? 
- The Invisible Hand and the Unmentionable Foot.
- How we got here? The roads not taken. 
- How are we trapped? Friedman’s Feedback 

Loop.  

3. Systems Thinking Can Rescue the Situation

- The unstoppable rise of systems thinking
- Economy as a sub-system of emergent complex 

social and ecological systems.
- Deep adaptation and ‘fixes that stick’
- Upwards learning (innovation) and sideways 

learning (unlearning to relearn). 

4. Building the economy of a sustainable culture

- Businesspeople as critical moral actors in a 
system of market primacy.

- Realigning business and morality to set business 
free.  

- Building not a sustainable economy, but the 
economy of a sustainable culture. 



Rising Critique of ESG
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Rising scepticism about ESG and corporate sustainability
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Simple Summary of New Critique of ESG

NOT the original ‘finance-first’ argument:

ESG can never be a source of profits or excess 
returns. 

BUT a new ‘sustainability-first’ argument:

1. The form of response for which ‘ESG’ has 
become the convenient shorthand is 

insufficient; 

and, more difficult,  

2. Enthusiastic pursuit of ESG-type strategies 
has an increasing opportunity cost of 

distracting us from more effective, if difficult, 
strategies.
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The Big Picture
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The Wood for the Trees

“ESG burnout is real. I know because 
I have it.”

“…Is what I do now SRI or RI, or is it ESG? I think I 
need more data, but do I use GRI, CDP, CRREM and/or 
BREEAM, UNGC, GIIN, TPI, WBA or SASB? We require 
ambitious NDCs to lower GHGs, along with 
corporates committing to SBTs. Find me investments 
supporting the SDGs that DNSH. Keep a check of the 
SEC, IIGCC, IGCC, Ceres, UNEPFI, NZAOA, NZAM, CDSB 
and any of the SIFs, as well as ASCOR, TEG, GTAG, 
GFANZ, TNFD, IFRS/ISSB, PCAF. Fall behind at your 
peril. Most importantly, write an award-winning 
report in line with TCFD, PAII, SFDR and NFRD, which 
can also be used for PRI…”

Anonymous, December 2021, Responsible Investor

“Don't get involved in partial problems, but always 
take flight to where there is a free view over the 

whole single great problem, even if this view is still 
not a clear one.” 

Ludwig Wittgenstein
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Atmospheric CO2 Concentrations
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EPICA DOME C Data, Jouzel et al, 2009 (NOAA/WDS)
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Atmospheric CO2 Concentrations
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EPICA DOME C Data, Jouzel et al, 2009 (NOAA/WDS)
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Atmospheric CO2 Concentrations
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EPICA DOME C Data, Jouzel et al, 2009 (NOAA/WDS)
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Atmospheric CO2 Concentrations and Temperature

February 2022 bothbrainsrequired.com 17

EPICA DOME C Data, Jouzel et al, 2009 (NOAA/WDS)
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Not just Decarbonize, but Ecologize
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Jan Konietzko



IPBES-IPCC First Joint Workshop and Statement
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IPBES-IPCC Co-Sponsored Workshop Report on Biodiversity and Climate Change, 2021



Multiple Ecological Transgressions
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J. Lokrantz/Azote based on Steffen et al. 2015.; Designed by Azote for Stockholm Resilience Centre, based on analysis in Persson et al 2022; Kate Raworth



Rise of ‘ESG’
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Rise of ‘ESG’ ‘VML’: Voluntary Market-Led Meta-Strategy

February 2022 bothbrainsrequired.com 22



Voluntary Market-Led Response
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ESG

CSR

SRI

‘Impact’ 
Investing

‘Stakeholder’ 
advocacy

‘Engagement’

Divestment

Measuring 
and 

reporting

Disclosure

Positive 
screening

Negative 
screening

All sub-strategies of a meta-
strategy that might be 

termed:
Voluntary Market-Led (VML) 

Environmentalism



The Short History of Voluntary 
Market-Led Environmentalism
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“Earthrise” (1960s)
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Earthrise (1960s)
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The ‘Closing Circle’
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The Economics of Coming Spaceship Earth, 
Ken Boulding, 1966



From Silent Spring to the Montreal Protocol
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Awareness

Civic concern

National policy

International 
policy



“Profit versus Planet” (1970-87)
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The Pivot to ‘Win-Win’
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Business 
behaving 
badly…

Business 
behaving 

well…



1990s advertisements
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1990s advertisements
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The Pivot to ‘Win-Win’
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Business 
behaving 
badly…

Business 
behaving 

well…



“Environmentalism Became Sustainability” (1987-97)
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Building the ‘Win-Win’ Discourse
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• New concepts

• Eco-efficiency

• Negawatts

• Triple bottom line

• Win-win

• People, plant and profit

• Doing well by doing good

• Creating shared value

• Sustainable capitalism

• Green growth

• Sustainable alpha

• Etc…

• Embraced beyond business!

• Civil society and NGOs

• Governments
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Data from: UN PRI; KPMG; ETFGI; GSIA
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“Voluntary Market-Led Environmentalism” (1998-2018)
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Data from: Global Forest Watch, Circularity Gap Report, Statista, Grandview Research, Our World in Data 
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“Greta and the Shock of Net Zero… (but then COVID)” (2018-20)
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The Shock of Net Zero

February 2022 bothbrainsrequired.com 40



Click to edit Master title style

• Earlier COP meetings had focused on fairly arbitrary 
emissions reductions goals. 

• E.g. Kyoto Protocol, 1997: Annex I countries excluding the 
US: reduce their GHG emissions by 4.2% on average for the 
period 2008–2012 relative to the base year, which in most 
cases is 1990.

• From 2008, Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS) 
lobbied for explicit global temperature target. 

• Copenhagen Accord (2009) agreed that preventing a 2C rise 
should be the central goal of international effort. 

• Paris Agreement (2015) lowered that to 1.5C, after a 2015 
UN report concluded that 2C was inadequate

• Scientists and activists backed into the emissions 
trajectory that would be required

• ‘Net zero’ rubric emerged in 2013 ‘Glen House meeting’

• Jim Kim, Head of World Bank, publicly endorsed the idea in 
2014

• Early corporate adoption of net zero targets in 2015 and 
2016 (including Astra Zeneca and Walmart)

• Sweden: first country to set a national net zero target 
(2045) in 2017

• IPCC Special Report on 1.5C (2018) established we would 
need net zero by mid-century. 
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Where did ‘Net Zero’ - or ‘Zero’ - come from? 



A Brief Moment of Hope Not So Long Ago
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Peak Emissions?!
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Carbon Brief, 15/11/2016, ‘Analysis: What global emissions in 2016 mean for climate change goals’; China's CO2 emissions likely fell 3% in 2015 — and that trend looks set to continue - Unearthed (greenpeace.org)

Carbon Brief, 2016

Unearthed, 2015



A Brief Moment of Hope Not So Long Ago

February 2022 bothbrainsrequired.com 44

25,000

30,000

35,000

40,000

2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025 2030 2035 2040

B
ill

io
n

 T
o

n
s 

o
f 

C
O

2

Global Carbon Emissions - Historical Record and Future Scenarios



2016 to 2022
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Projections and Pledges
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Pathways to 1.5⁰C and 2⁰C
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1950 to 2050
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What do Corporate Executives Make of this? 
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Standard Chartered, March 2021



The Recontextualization of 
the Economy
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• Our economy and its component parts – businesses, 
banks, investors etc. – are being recontextualized into 
a biophysical reality we had convinced ourselves we 
might be able to ignore. 

• Some of our recent language captures the impulse:

• ‘Circular’ economy

• ‘Closed loop’

• ‘Zero-waste’

• ‘Regenerative’

• But these concepts have to apply at the level of the 
whole system, not just for individual companies or 
projects!
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Recontextualization of our Economy
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‘Bend the Curve’ Dynamics are now familiar

If threshold is 
crossed, non-linear 

deterioration in 
health outcomes. 
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Not One, But Two Definitions 
of Sustainability
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TWO Definitions of Sustainability!
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“Sustainability”?

“More sustainable than before”

(Open-ended definition; 
default in business community)

“Sustainable enough before it is too late”

(Biophysical- and time-limited definition; 
default in scientific world)



Environmental and Social Issues Have a Fundamental Difference
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“Sustainability”?

“More sustainable than before”

(Open-ended definition; 
default in business community)

“Sustainable enough before it is too late”

(Biophysical- and time-limited definition; 
default in scientific world)

ECONOMIC NORMS
Business and finance norms are 
generally about improvement 

over time. ‘We have grown versus 
last fiscal year…’

SOCIAL ISSUES
Social issues often progress at a 
slower than ideal pace, even if 

unjust. ‘We have more 
diversity/equality than before…’

?

ECOLOGICAL ISSUES
Nature dictates the pace virtue of 

biophysical thresholds.  
(Ice cannot be persuaded not to 

melt above 0°C.)



Different Means of Evaluation
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“Sustainability”?

“More sustainable than before”

(Open-ended definition; 
default in business community)

“Sustainable enough before it is too late”

(Biophysical- and time-limited definition; 
default in scientific world)

How do you evaluate progress?

Measure against the past

“Are we doing better than before?”

Work back from the future

“Are we on track to make it in time?”
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• Didn’t we lay the ‘limits’ concern to rest in the 1970s? 

• Economists argued that history amply demonstrates that 
human ingenuity overcomes or bypasses limits. 

• Here we all are, 4 billion more people later, inhabiting a 
world 5 times ‘wealthier’ than in 1970!

• The Anthropocene presents a different form and scale 
of limits. 

• We are now ‘geological agents’

• Instead of the age-old concern about running out of inputs 
– food, energy, oil, etc. – the new concern is that our many 
outputs and impacts – emissions, waste streams, 
deforestation, species loss etc. – may exceed natural 
absorptive and regenerative capacities and destabilize the 
planetary systems. 

• The limits problem today is less about ‘running out’, and 
much more about ‘screwing it all up’.

• Limits-deniers conflate genuinely limitless concepts 
(‘intelligence, imagination and wonder’) with genuine 
biophysical limitations: 

• “It is the failure to delineate properly between what is 
limited and what is not that lies at the heart of capitalism’s 
woes” (Tim Jackson)
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Not ‘Limits’ again…?!

Meadows et al, 1972; Tim Jackson, 2021
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• Environmental Kuznets Curve (EKC) argument (1990s)

• While the early stages of economic growth might 
damage the environment, as societies became 
wealthier, they develop the means to remedy the 
damage. 

• The EKC’s prescription: ‘if you are in an ecological 
crisis, grow your way out’, or ‘get rich, then clean up.’

• Identified problems with EKC

• [Ironic: based on original Kuznets Curve which 
postulated that societies would become more equal as 
they grew wealthier]. 

• Premised on local air pollution problems not global 
systemic problems. Localized pollution is a ‘shorter 
loop’ problem; easier to connect the dots between 
cause and effect and so be prompted to remedy. 

• Based on correlation not causation. It is not that 
wealth magically improves the environment, but rather 
that wealth increases the appetite to introduce binding 
policies to improve the environment. In other words, 
you still need the policy.

• MOST IMPORTANT: EKC denies the possibility of 
irreversible biophysical thresholds. In other words, it 
always assumes that you can catch up after…

February 2022 bothbrainsrequired.com 62

Environmental Kuznets Curve
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• The line represents material and energy 
transformation NOT economic units (£, $, etc). 

• It is easy to miss the (bio)physics for the finance. 

• Once you accept and take seriously the possibility of 
thresholds, the question becomes: ‘do we have 
enough physical headroom to execute a turn?’…

• … and the act of turning itself has matter and energy 
consequences. 

• ‘Creation footprint’ and  a ‘continuation footprint’ of a 
clean economy

• ‘Coattail footprint’ of all other contemporaneous growth, 
sustainable or not, being sanctioned as part of the EKC-
endorsed ‘wealth-is-the-solution’ paradigm. 
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Have we got enough turning room? 
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• We want a clean economy so that we can meet our 
energy needs with a lower footprint that avoids 
breaching thresholds…

• … but the clean economy has a ‘creation footprint’ 
that may breach those thresholds along the way…! 

• Aka. the ‘quicksand problem’: if you fall in quicksand you 
need to get out as quickly as possible, but anything you do 
only drags you further in…

• Parallel with companies going broke and frantically 
raising money. 

• It’s not that they have not got a profitable future, it is just 
they cannot cross the ‘valley of debt’ to reach the profitable 
future.  

• Past a ‘point of no return’, the rest is just denouement. 

• Two reactions to these charts: 

• Great investment opportunity!

• ‘Oh, I see to get out of the trap we are already in, we may 
have to make things worst first, which may breach 
thresholds…’ 

• Also a ‘continuation’ footprint to the clean economy 
in that it has to be almost completely replaced every 
25 years. 
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Clean Energy Transition: How can we meet the metals demand? WEF

Creation Footprint of a ‘Clean Economy’… 
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The line that has really mattered
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The Turn to Policy?
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Growing Recognition of Need for Policy 

• Private sector starting to recognize the need for more 
comprehensive policies, including a meaningful carbon 
price. 

• GFANZ Statements, October 2021

• “…companies must deliver robust transition plans and 
governments set predictable and credible policies.”

• “Now we need governments to help get the job done, by 
setting the ambitious policies that can unlock, accelerate and 
help direct the investment to where it’s needed most.”

• US BRT Statement, September 2020

• “the new Business Roundtable position on climate change 
reflects our belief that a national market-based emissions 
reduction policy is critical to reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions to levels designed to avoid the worst effects and 
mitigate the impacts of climate change.”

• But… very hard work… 
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Global Carbon Pricing
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In 2020, initiatives around the world generated USD 53 billion in revenue 
and covered 21.7% of global GHG emissions. (World Bank, 2021)



Global Carbon Pricing

But only 3.76% of emissions covered by a carbon price above USD 40/tCO2e (the 
minimum recommended by 2020 to be Paris compliant). World Bank, 2021
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Final Reflections
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Rising scepticism about ESG and corporate sustainability
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VML: Catalyst and Inhibitor

February 2022 bothbrainsrequired.com 76

Voluntary Market-Led 
Strategy?

Greenwash

ESG Mis-selling, 
Disclosure as diversion,

Empty pledges, 
Etc. 

All that was 
pragmatically 

viable c. 1990s

Greenwish

Tacit reinforcer of 
market primacy 
and inhibitor of 
policy change 

(‘markets are the 
solution, 

government is the 
problem).  

Accelerated 
private sector 

awareness

Stimulated new 
innovation and 

business models

Risks complacency 
and fosters 

perverse 
incentives (new 

‘eco’ sales)

Diverts attention, 
energy and 

financial resources 
from difficult task 
of policy change.

May cede ‘high 
ground’ of truth-
telling to climate 

deniers



The Key Difference in Perspective
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“Sustainability”?

“More sustainable than before” “Sustainable enough before it is too late”

‘Keep making progress. We’ll get there eventually.’
Evaluation: ‘Are we doing better than we were?’

‘Race against time. We need to arrive before it is too late.’ 
Evaluation: ‘Are we on course to make it in time?’

Permits a ‘win-win’ attitude 
[i.e. make as much progress as is consistent with 

economic growth and SVM norms.]

May force a ‘trade-off’ recognition 
[i.e. it might be physically possible, but it does not look 

commercially possible (under current policies).]

Assumes EKC: 
Tacitly endorses all growth, 

whether sustainable or unsustainable.

Acknowledges EKC may not hold:
Biophysical thresholds imply limited 

‘turning room’ for manoeuvre.

“Green growth!” “Ugh, restructuring story…”

‘Economically rational’ actors compete to beat others to 
opportunities.

‘Economically rational’ actors compete to do least 
(i.e. free ride)

Small leadership groups can trigger systems change. All parties needs to be bound by universal rules.

‘Business case’ can lead. ‘Moral case’ must lead.

Market-primacy-affirming consistent with 
current socio-economic norms

Recognizes role for policy ‘intervention’ to regulate 
our dysregulating market-led system. 



Cartoons
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