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PROMISE: Sustainability at all levels!

Environmental!

Social!

Institutional!

Market!

Organizational!

Personal / 
Relational!
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Assess your 
strategic 
context 

Envision and 
enact your 
strategy 



Assessing Sustainability Strategy with PROMISE!

 
 
 
 
 
 

How well do we understand the natural systems 
that are necessary for our business to thrive? 
 

Environmental!

Social!

Market / 
Institutional!

Organizational!

Personal / 
Relational!
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Natural Systems!

Where are we harvesting renewable resources faster than they regenerate? 
–  How can we be more efficient in our use of those resources? 
–  How can we help restore or accelerate the regeneration rate? 

Where are we polluting faster than the environment can safely absorb? 
–  How can we reduce our pollution? 
–  How can we increase the capacity of natural systems to absorb it? 

 
Where are we dependent on non-renewable resources? 

–  How can we get more efficient in our use of these resources to buy us time? 
–  How can we substitute for renewable resources? 
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Planetary Boundaries!

Steffen et al. 2015. Planetary Boundaries: Guiding human 
development on a changing planet. Science, January 2015.  



Planetary Boundaries!

Business Risks 

Business Opportunities 

Steffen et al. 2015. Planetary Boundaries: Guiding human 
development on a changing planet. Science, January 2015.  
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Understanding drivers and pathways!

Source: John Sterman, MIT Sloan 



Assessing Sustainability Strategy with PROMISE!

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How well do we understand the social and 
human capital systems necessary for our 
business to thrive? 

How well do we understand the natural systems 
that are necessary for our business to thrive? 

Environmental!

Social!

Market / 
Institutional!

Organizational!

Personal / 
Relational!
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Human/social well-being!

 A Safe and Just Space for Humanity Oxfam Discussion Paper, February 2012 ��

Figure 2 below plots these data within the framework of the doughnut. Focusing on the 
social foundation, it indicates how far humanity is falling below that foundation by 
depicting the deprivation gap for each dimension. In the case of food, for example, the 
dark shaded wedge represents the 87 per cent of the world’s population who have 
sufficient food. The gap between that wedge and the edge of the social foundation 
represents the 13 per cent of the world’s population (850m people) who are still 
undernourished.  
�
)LJXUH����)DOOLQJ�EHORZ�WKH�VRFLDO�IRXQGDWLRQ��$Q�LOOXVWUDWLYH�DVVHVVPHQW�EDVHG�RQ�5LR����
SULRULWLHV��

�
�

Source: Oxfam, based on data in Table 1 above. Social dimensions with two indicators in Table 1 
are represented by split wedges, showing both of the deprivation gaps.  

Hidden within this global snap-shot of deprivation are complex dynamics, both in terms of 
trends in progress, and in terms of inequalities between people. The past decade has 
brought significant progress in reducing some dimensions of deprivation. In developing 
countries, net primary school enrolment ratios rose by 9 per cent from 1999 to 2009, and 
the ratio of girls-to-boys enrolled rose from 0.92 to 0.96. Worldwide, deaths from malaria 
fell by 20 per cent, 2000–2009, and the number of people receiving antiretroviral therapy 
for HIV or AIDS increased 13-fold from 2004 to 2009. An estimated 1.1bn people in urban 
areas and 723m people in rural areas gained access to improved drinking water sources, 
1990–2008.15 

Despite these gains, there are many enduring inequalities of deprivation, by wealth, 
gender, ethnicity and location. Children from the poorest households, those living in rural 
areas, and those who are girls are still the most likely to be out of school. Out of the 
world’s 760m illiterate adults, two-thirds are women. And children living in rural areas of 
developing regions are twice as likely to be underweight as are their urban counterparts.16 
The social foundation will only be achieved for all by tackling these enduring inequalities. 

If humanity is falling below every dimension of the social foundation, where do we stand 
in relation to the environmental ceiling? This is explored in the following section. 

Source: Oxfam 
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Human/social well-being!

 A Safe and Just Space for Humanity Oxfam Discussion Paper, February 2012 ��

Figure 2 below plots these data within the framework of the doughnut. Focusing on the 
social foundation, it indicates how far humanity is falling below that foundation by 
depicting the deprivation gap for each dimension. In the case of food, for example, the 
dark shaded wedge represents the 87 per cent of the world’s population who have 
sufficient food. The gap between that wedge and the edge of the social foundation 
represents the 13 per cent of the world’s population (850m people) who are still 
undernourished.  
�
)LJXUH����)DOOLQJ�EHORZ�WKH�VRFLDO�IRXQGDWLRQ��$Q�LOOXVWUDWLYH�DVVHVVPHQW�EDVHG�RQ�5LR����
SULRULWLHV��

�
�

Source: Oxfam, based on data in Table 1 above. Social dimensions with two indicators in Table 1 
are represented by split wedges, showing both of the deprivation gaps.  

Hidden within this global snap-shot of deprivation are complex dynamics, both in terms of 
trends in progress, and in terms of inequalities between people. The past decade has 
brought significant progress in reducing some dimensions of deprivation. In developing 
countries, net primary school enrolment ratios rose by 9 per cent from 1999 to 2009, and 
the ratio of girls-to-boys enrolled rose from 0.92 to 0.96. Worldwide, deaths from malaria 
fell by 20 per cent, 2000–2009, and the number of people receiving antiretroviral therapy 
for HIV or AIDS increased 13-fold from 2004 to 2009. An estimated 1.1bn people in urban 
areas and 723m people in rural areas gained access to improved drinking water sources, 
1990–2008.15 

Despite these gains, there are many enduring inequalities of deprivation, by wealth, 
gender, ethnicity and location. Children from the poorest households, those living in rural 
areas, and those who are girls are still the most likely to be out of school. Out of the 
world’s 760m illiterate adults, two-thirds are women. And children living in rural areas of 
developing regions are twice as likely to be underweight as are their urban counterparts.16 
The social foundation will only be achieved for all by tackling these enduring inequalities. 

If humanity is falling below every dimension of the social foundation, where do we stand 
in relation to the environmental ceiling? This is explored in the following section. 

Source: Oxfam Business Opportunities 

Business Risks 
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Rana Plaza, Bangladesh!
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The Good Jobs Strategy!
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Sustainable human well-being!

 A Safe and Just Space for Humanity Oxfam Discussion Paper, February 2012 ��

5  BETWEEN THE BOUNDARIES�
Combining the social foundation with the environmental ceiling creates a doughnut-
shaped area between these social and planetary boundaries. It is an illustrative depiction 
of a safe and just space for humanity (see Figure 4).  

)LJXUH����$�VDIH�DQG�MXVW�VSDFH�IRU�KXPDQLW\�WR�WKULYH�LQ��D�ILUVW�LOOXVWUDWLRQ�

 
Source: Oxfam. The 11 dimensions of the social foundation are illustrative and are based on 
governments’ priorities for Rio+20. The nine dimensions of the environmental ceiling are based on 
the planetary boundaries set out by Rockström et al (2009b)�

This framework brings out a new perspective on sustainable development. Human-rights 
advocates have long focused on the imperative of ensuring every person’s claim to life’s 
essentials, while ecological economists have highlighted the need to situate the economy 
within environmental limits. The framework brings the two approaches together in a 
simple, visual way, creating a closed system that is bounded by human rights on the 
inside and environmental sustainability on the outside. The resulting space – the 
doughnut – is where inclusive and sustainable economic development takes place.�� It 
implies no limit on increasing human well-being; indeed, it is within this safe and just 
space that humanity has the best chance to thrive.  

Quantifying both the planetary and social boundaries (Figures 2 and 3 above) turns the 
framework into a global-scale compass, giving an indication of the current state of human 
and planetary well-being in relation to the boundaries of sustainable development. 

 

Source:Oxfam 

Business Opportunities 

Business Risks 

Business Risks 



Assessing Sustainability Strategy with PROMISE!

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How well do we understand market and 
institutional barriers to sustainability, and work 
with others to remove them? 

How well do we understand the social and 
human capital systems necessary for our 
business to thrive? 

How well do we understand the natural systems 
that are necessary for our business to thrive? 

Environmental!

Social!

Market / 
Institutional!

Organizational!

Personal / 
Relational!
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Institutional design 



Assessing Sustainability Strategy with PROMISE!

 
 
 
How well do we account for the economic cost, 
benefit, and risks of sustainability?  How well do 
we create value and innovate with our 
stakeholders?  
How well do we understand market and 
institutional barriers to sustainability, and work 
with others to remove them? 

How well do we understand the social and 
human capital systems necessary for our 
business to thrive? 

How well do we understand the natural systems 
that are necessary for our business to thrive? 

Environmental!

Social!

Market / 
Institutional!

Organizational!

Personal / 
Relational!
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Cases we have explored!



Corporate governance!

Valuing sustainability for the organization!

Cost 
reduction!

Resource 
Efficiency!

Waste as 
Input!

Labor 
Productivity!

Risk 
management!

Legal/
Regulatory!

Social/
Reputational!

Economic/
Operational!

Revenue 
growth!

Market 
access!

Differentiation!

Providing 
Solutions!



Assessing Sustainability Strategy with PROMISE!

How well do I walk the talk in sustainability? How 
well do my health and relationships thrive in the 
process? 
How well do we account for the economic cost, 
benefit, and risks of sustainability?  How well do 
we create value and innovate with our 
stakeholders?  
How well do we understand market and 
institutional barriers to sustainability, and work 
with others to remove them? 

How well do we understand the social and 
human capital systems necessary for our 
business to thrive? 

How well do we understand the natural systems 
that are necessary for our business to thrive? 

Environmental!

Social!

Market / 
Institutional!

Organizational!

Personal / 
Relational!
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Relational Pitfall - Holier than thou!



Relational Pitfall – I know what sustainability is…!



Leading with PROMISE!

How can I contribute to the flourishing of people 
around me as we pursue a flourishing world? 
 
How can my organization and its stakeholders 
flourish by reaping the value of sustainability?  
 
How can we work with other organizations to  
remove barriers and tradeoffs between individual 
and collective flourishing? 

How can our work contribute to the regeneration 
of people’s health, capability, and trust in society 
at large? 

How can our work contribute to the regeneration 
and flourishing of the natural systems on which 
we depend?  
 

Environmental!

Social!

Market / 
Institutional!

Organizational!

Personal / 
Relational!
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Sterman, Repenning, Kofman (1997), Schneiderman (1988)!

Walmart Roadmap to Sustainability"

Source:  Walmart; Plambeck 2010!



•  Information and registration at http://executive.mit.edu!
•  Certificate Track: Strategy and Innovation!
•  Location: Cambridge, Massachusetts!
•  Tuition: $4,300 (excluding accommodations)!
•  Program Days (for certificate credit): 3!
•  Available dates:!

–  March 11-13, 2015!
–  October 26-28, 2015!

•  Fore more information, contact:  
Tommy Long, Program Manager, tlong@mit.edu!
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Strategies for Sustainable Business!


