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Prior to writing the book, I had spent an entire career trying to answer questions about the degree to which we were damaging the environment and our social structures. A lot of my energy was spent putting forward solutions that would appeal to organisations and help to rectify problems and improve performance. Over this period of time I helped to produce report after report containing compelling evidence and recommendations of how existing systems and behaviour should change, to not only protect natural and human conditions, but also to allow business to be more competitive, and for public bodies to provide a safe and supportive context for their citizens.

A few years ago it began to dawn on me that those I had been advising or trying to influence rarely argued against my evidence or recommendations, but neither did they rush to follow or implement them. Comparing notes with other sustainable change professionals, I found that I was not alone. From my point of view, it seemed inconceivable that the people listening to us could misunderstand our message, so what was going wrong? 

Was it that the evidence was confusing or unclear? While some were still waiting for the definitive answer, most accepted that environmental and social conditions were deteriorating, so that wasn’t it. 

Was it because technology was not sufficiently advanced to solve the problems? While some renewable energy sources are still being developed, there were ample opportunities to improve environmental and social impacts with yesterday’s knowledge, so that wasn’t it either. 

Was it a governance issue, were authorities blocking sustainable change? It is true that many solutions could be made cheaper or easier to adopt with government help, but there was still plenty that could be attempted without this. 

At this point I became discouraged. Had I been misguided in my belief that I could help to influence people to be sustainable? Was I on the right lines, but just not very good at it? Or was I on the wrong lines altogether. From a very early age, I remember taking long walks with my father in the Canadian prairies near Winnipeg where we lived until I was 6 years old. The combination of the awe-inspiring vastness of the countryside, and his infectious enthusiasm to tell me about every living thing we came across never left me. Later, growing up in New York City, my favourite places were the Museum of Natural History, and the Zoo. When we emigrated to England when I was 13, I continued my love of nature as I walked the Lake District fells near where I went to school. As an Environmental Biologist at London University, I realised that my interest did not lie in studying the natural world, but in understanding more about how it could be harmed and protected. Every step of my career was engaged in this pursuit in one way or another. And now I wasn’t sure whether it was all worthwhile.   

But thinking about it some more, it became obvious to me that the problem could lie closer to home, in the human psyche. There was something about the human condition that seemed to run counter to a basic instinct for self-preservation. To find out how this could have come about, I started a discussion with a long-term colleague Cary Cooper. Cary was on my Board when I was Chief Executive of the National Centre for Business & Sustainability. His expertise was in Organisational Psychology and we concluded that if evidence-based persuasion did not move people to acting in a sustainable way, then part of the solution was to explain why. 

 But as the book began to take shape and I started talking to people and recalling some of my own successes with various businesses and other group, it became obvious that we could do more than explain the problem, we could start to develop a solution. All of the examples we found had led people to change because they wanted to, because they saw that what they had been doing was inferior to a more sustainable way of working or living. ‘Positively Responsible’ seemed to sum up precisely  what we were trying to say, and now we have the opportunity to put our ideas to a wider audience. Following the reaction to the talks and speeches I have given over the past few months, I think we are on to something.
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