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PRAISE FOR LEAVING PLANET SIMPLE




Sustainability executives are bombarded with a flood of advice, much of which is preaching to the choir. Leaving Planet Simple is different. Authored by a highly educated resilience scientist with real-world business experience, it is a thought-provoking book that offers profound insight into revamping business paradigms to navigate the uncertainty and variability of a changing planet. A key insight is the importance of integrating sustainability into foundational corporate strategy, decision-making, and value creation to build corporate resilience. Dr. Gold does a remarkable job to distill complex concepts into actionable advice that resonates with experienced executives. The book is a must-read for business leaders seeking to transform their organizations to succeed in the twenty-first century.


—Diane Kappas


Retired VP, Global Sustainability Fortune 200 materials company




Leaving Planet Simple stands out in the increasingly crowded field of corporate sustainability literature. The book offers a rare combination of practical business tips and deep research into the why of today’s sustainability movement. It’s a must-read guide penned by a legitimate expert. Highly recommended for directors and executives who want to transform sustainability from charity into competitive advantage.


—Simon Shakesheff


Non Executive Director




Leaving Planet Simple is an essential guide for business leaders trying to make sense of what corporate sustainability means. I especially like how Dr. Gold sets out the various Planet Simple traps that affect businesses today and what they can do about it. In my decades of experience in corporate strategy and governance, I’ve come to know that sustainability is about transforming mindsets—and this book explains exactly how to do it.


—Gib Hedstrom


Founder, ESG Navigator




Mankind’s hubris in assuming dominion over nature has been disproven countless times, from Gilgamesh to the Dust Bowl. Yet, even today, people are burning the planet’s lungs to produce palm oil and beef. Who is accountable? Who should be? How can change occur? (It must!)


Corporations control the majority of the global economy. As the beneficiaries of the natural environment, it falls to them to lead a paradigm shift.


Dr. Gold candidly explains the folly of the simplistic approach, cutting through the clutter of “ESG” and other nomenclature. He lays out an enlightened approach beneficial to business and the planet alike.


Dr. Gold applies resilience science to both the natural and corporate environments. Even the term “re-silience” is inherently reactive; it involves preparation to rebound from an adverse occurrence. Let’s hope readers and the corporate world embrace the necessity of “pre-silience.”


—Douglas Hileman, FSA, CRMA, CPEA, PE


Coauthor, COSO’s “Achieving Effective Internal Control over Sustainability Reporting (ICSR)”


President, Douglas Hileman Consulting LLC




A timely work that expertly blends scientific theory with grounded practice, Leaving Planet Simple provides much needed guidance for those seeking sustainable corporate futures. The volume provides ways for businesses to rapidly course-correct while navigating sustainability in an increasingly volatile world. Dr. Gold’s advice is based on established research into complex dynamic systems, a deeply necessary approach for business as it grapples with systemic challenges from the local to the global. The book is an indispensable resource for business leaders seeking to learn their way through the complex challenges of the twenty-first century.


—Professor Lance Gunderson


Editor, Applied Panarchy Professor, Emory University




Leaving Planet Simple is a book we all need now. Dr. Gold explains why we are stuck in ways of thinking that no longer serve us and how to move forward in simple, practical ways. Why? Because we are in a state of deep dissonance today. We are already experiencing the effects of climate change. Our news feeds give us constant input on the polycrisis of climate change, human conflict, and human burnout. Yet we resist leading the fundamental change necessary. As Dr. Gold says, the blueprint for this change is leaving Planet Simple so we can learn to thrive on Planet Earth.


—Karimah Hudda


Founder and Chief Catalyst, illumine.earth
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INTRODUCTION






Make everything as simple as possible, but no simpler.


—Albert Einstein







Since the dawn of humanity, we have approached life as individuals existing in our own worlds—isolated from other living creatures and indifferent to how our existence is interconnected to everything around us. By neglecting to factor in our relationships with other human beings, animals, ecosystems, and the planet at large, mounting global challenges indicate that something isn’t quite right. Perhaps our worldview—our view of how the world works—is a bit too simple.


The late Stephen Hawking said that the solution to issues such as resource depletion, overpopulation, deforestation, and climate change is for humans to leave Planet Earth.1 Hawking is not alone. Carl Sagan,2 Jeff Bezos,3 and many others have made similar suggestions.


In this book, I will make the argument that the solution is not to leave Planet Earth. Instead, we must leave what I call Planet Simple, a mechanical, reductionist, human-centered worldview that has dominated Western society since the Enlightenment. Leaving Planet Simple does not involve rocket ships, but perhaps something more challenging—a paradigm shift in how we see ourselves, the world around us, and the organizations we lead.


The Planet Simple metaphor is inspired by Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions.4 Kuhn argues that scientific understanding does not progress in a linear, incremental fashion, as is commonly believed. Instead, scientific research occurs on a foundation of a commonly accepted paradigm, or mindset, of how the world works. Science goes deeper because its practitioners can take this foundational paradigm for granted—research depth would be impossible if researchers kept arguing over the basics. At some point, however, researchers encounter real-world anomalies that throw the field into crisis. Eventually, the awareness of anomaly lasts so long and penetrates so deeply that the only resolution is the adoption of a new paradigm. Kuhn himself is considered to have brought “paradigm shift”5 into common use.


Paradigm shifts are never just increments to what is already known. They require the reconstruction of prior theory and reevaluation of prior fact—an intrinsically revolutionary process. When the transition is complete, the profession will have changed its view of the field, its methods, and its goals. Kuhn goes so far as to claim that after a paradigm shift, it is as if we had been suddenly transported to another planet. Referring to the Copernican revolution, he states, “The very ease and rapidity with which astronomers saw new things when looking at old objects with old instruments may make us wish to say that, after Copernicus, astronomers lived in a different world.”6


We think we live in a different world—Planet Simple—and this mistake is the root cause of the issues noted by Hawking. Leaving Planet Simple, however, requires a paradigm shift that is already facing resistance from established stakeholders comfortable with the prevailing paradigm. According to Kuhn, this resistance is typical of paradigm shifts. To apply his words to our own subject matter, Kuhn may suggest that these stakeholders will convince themselves that they can fit the reality of Planet Earth “into the inflexible box supplied by [Planet Simple].”7


Paradigm shifts never occur overnight, nor as the result of one person. Rather, they occur when enough of us consider that something is amiss and are thus prepared to see the world differently.


And something is indeed amiss. An existing paradigm falls into crisis when its current explanations deteriorate and the universal agreement over fundamentals is called into question. In recent decades, many varied propositions have been put into place as to the “purpose” of business or how its success should be measured. According to Kuhn, arguments over basic premises such as purpose and success are symptomatic of a field in crisis.8


To address a crisis of this magnitude, this book offers a new way of looking at all the elements in play. It can be read by anyone interested in business strategy, regardless of whether they consider themselves to be a sustainability practitioner. The message will be understood best, though, by those who are curious. Perhaps you’re not much of a sustainability “believer” or otherwise consider yourself “core business,” but you’ve picked up this book because you’re curious about why the sustainability trend has remained so persistent. Perhaps you’re later in your career and interested in how you can see sustainability as an opportunity to leave a positive legacy.


Or perhaps you come to this book already well-versed in sustainability but curious about how to break through persistent blockages plaguing corporate sustainability efforts. Curious about how to spot the traps that sustainability efforts fall into, when they are (often unintentionally) twisted to just be more of the same, rather than the transformation that they need to be. I’ll introduce you to many of these Planet Simple traps throughout this book—and explain how to avoid them.


A key hurdle for corporate sustainability is that most do not recognize the necessity of change. Sustainability is seen as an extra; not necessary for the day-to-day and a (perceived) financial burden. This book seeks to turn this argument on its head. By suggesting that businesses today are stuck on Planet Simple, I am saying that businesses are, by default, in need of a course correction to get to Planet Earth. Corporate sustainability is the discipline underpinning the course correction. It is not an option that businesses can take if they are feeling charitable or enjoy “doing good”—it is the only option for ongoing success into the future.


There are many views on what is meant by sustainability, environment, social, and governance (ESG), and resilience, and I will not offer my own definitions here. I don’t see them as independent matters. Instead, I see them as different names given to the underlying paradigm shift underway in business today. Trying to distinguish between them is like the parable of the blind people touching different parts of the elephant and concluding that they are feeling a nose, or a trunk, or a tail, when they are all in fact touching the elephant. Whether we call it sustainability, ESG, or resilience, success relies on leaving Planet Simple and rewiring business for the reality of Planet Earth.


Although this is my view (and I hope yours by the time you finish the book), I will attempt to be clear and consistent throughout the text. Rather than using terms interchangeably, I will tend toward:


•using “corporate sustainability” to refer to the emerging practice of integrating ESG considerations into company strategy and operations


•using “ESG investing” to refer to a specific type of investing practice (reserved mostly to chapter 3)


•using “resilience science” to refer to empirical research that offers the scientific foundation for a worldview better suited to reality than Planet Simple


I’ve organized the book into three parts. Part I introduces Planet Simple. If you are going to move your organization from the mindset of Planet Simple, it’s crucial to understand where it came from and how it is so embedded in modern business management. The name Planet Simple comes from an initialism that helps us remember some of its S-I-M-P-L-E assumptions:
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Starting at biblical times, we will venture through the Enlightenment and up to today, all the while understanding how Planet Simple has come to dominate how we live. We will uncover how the Planet Simple mindset goes hand-in-hand with business objectives of control and efficiency. We will explore how Planet Simple has been challenged of late and introduce today’s calls for businesses to pivot from efficiency to resilience. We will also unpack how ESG investing as a solution to today’s global challenges was flawed from the start yet remains a sign of the fundamental paradigm shift underway from Planet Simple to Planet Earth.


Part II is the intellectual fulcrum of the book, diving deep into the paradigm change needed to transform business management for the real world. There is a crash course on resilience science, the research that introduced us to tipping points and disproved every S-I-M-P-L-E assumption underpinning Planet Simple. We will go over the revolutionary concept of panarchy—a theory backed by empirical observation of change in complex systems—that helps us understand how humans have scaled up to catalyze global change. This section explains the ultimate trap of Planet Simple: how we can be lured into a false sense of stability because we fail to consider changes over wider scales of space and time.


It also explains how decision-making on Planet Simple results in bad business outcomes through fake certainty (or spurious certitude, as resilience scientists would put it) and a failure to learn, and it offers the intellectual underpinning for how to take advantage of uncertainty and create a learning organization—setting up the practical guidance in Part III.


Part III offers the practical tools for managing for the reality of Planet Earth. It offers a framework for understanding how sustainability has always been part of your value creation strategy. It describes tools for integrating sustainability into strategy and governance, including scenario analysis guidance. Finally, it explains how you can turn the burden of reporting into a strategic imperative, and why transforming the reporting process is fundamental for meeting emerging requirements to manage for resilience.


Before getting into it, I'll offer a view as to how my experience led me to write the pages that follow. My original passion was biology, specifically genetics and cellular behavior from individual levels to complex ecosystems. After some time sequencing DNA, peering into microscopes, and publishing scientific papers, I had a desire—like many other scientists—to explore how things are done outside the lab.


I was fortunate to receive an Australian Government scholarship to complete a PhD as an international student at the University of New South Wales. Admittedly, I recall accepting the offer more for the opportunity to live and study in Australia than thinking it would shape my entire future. This PhD track was one that is increasingly rare today: an opportunity to dive deep into the philosophy of how knowledge is generated and used (as opposed to being an underpaid research assistant on a predetermined project). The philosophy I’m speaking of is not abstract navel gazing—far from it. I was embedded in a government agency tasked to integrate climate change into its strategic planning and, keenly acquainted with how resilience science had disproved S-I-M-P-L-E assumptions, I was confident of success.


But I, like the resilience scientists before me, uncovered barriers preventing the agency from adjusting its practices to the reality of climate change. The barriers were not a lack of knowledge or interest within the agency. As I will explain in this book, it was Planet Simple at play—and its reach presents barriers to any organization seeking to transform to meet today’s global challenges.


Although resilience science better describes reality, it is a relatively recent development compared with the Planet Simple mindset that has guided our species for millennia. In the years since my government agency experience, I have worked in the corporate sector as companies face increasing pressure to integrate environmental and social change into their strategies. Over these years, I was able to gain practical experience not just identifying Planet Simple traps but also overcoming them. The most successful companies weren’t those with the most money, but those who recognized the paradigm shift needed to get to Planet Earth.


This book aims to offer both the practical guidance of what is needed and the academic depth of why it is needed. My motivation is to help business leaders who may recognize that something is broken but haven’t (yet) been able to articulate it. Sustainability professionals face a similar challenge, thrust into consistent arguments that their work is not “core business”—an assumption rooted in a failure to recognize the deficiencies of today’s Planet Simple mindset and the necessity of change.


These leaders are the Copernicus of our age.


Like Copernicus, these changemakers face an avalanche of resistance. My efforts here aim to support change by calling out the  biquity of Planet Simple thinking and suggesting practical tools to get businesses to Planet Earth. There are certain insights that, once you see them, begin to seep into your experience of daily living. The Planet Simple mindset is one of them. Once you know how it works and how it contrasts with the reality of Planet Earth, you will see how it explains current decision-making of individuals, businesses, and government—and why Planet Simple thinking is to blame for the myriad challenges presently facing the world. This awareness is the precondition for change.


Let’s get started.









PART I:


Planet Simple
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CHAPTER 1


Planet Simple’s Dominance






Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness, so that they may rule over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky, over the livestock and all the wild animals, and over all the creatures that move along the ground.


—Genesis 1:26







Welcome to Planet Simple


Until the “truth” of Earth’s place in the cosmos was thrown into crisis, our understanding looked markedly different. Egyptian astronomer Claudius Ptolemy set the stage in the second century CE, with his geocentric model of the universe that held Earth as the stationary center, orbited by the sun and other planets. This all seemed reasonable and as the Ptolemaic system was generally accurate in celestial predictions, it was accepted for centuries without question.


Things changed, however, as astronomic observations became more precise and scholars noticed discrepancies in the Ptolemaic model, inspiring new but not widely accepted ideas of a heliocentric model (sun-centered). Along came Nicolaus Copernicus in the early sixteenth century, who turned the Ptolemaic model on its head, standing behind his research and view of the sun as the center of the solar system, with Earth and other planets orbiting around it. Copernicus’s work questioned man’s place in the universe with an explanation that better accounted for reality, and inspired a seismic paradigm shift in scientific thought that laid the foundation for Galileo’s observations, Newtonian physics, and the Scientific Revolution as a whole.


The Planet Simple mindset, long taken as the “truth,” has shaped what we assume and believe is the way things are. But a world attempting to function in near constant crises demands we question “the way things are” to recognize our authentic place versus assumptions.


A Brief Chronicle of Planet Simple


Planet Simple has a long history with its roots in the Scientific Revolution of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. At its core was a belief, derived from the Bible, that human beings had dominion over nature, that indeed the natural world was created by God for the benefit of humankind. Led by leading thinkers such as Francis Bacon, creator of the scientific method, or René Descartes, the founder of “rationalism,” science and technology were considered human innovations that could be used to harness the fruits of nature to serve the needs of humans. They further believed that there were certain “laws of nature” that could be understood and mastered.


The Scientific Revolution led to the Enlightenment of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and the creation of the modern, liberal, democratic state. Human beings were no longer “God’s children” or vassals of a king, but independent, autonomous, and rational actors with certain “inalienable rights.” It was a radical departure from how society had been organized for more than a millennium and drew its inspiration from the democratic ideals of ancient Greece and Rome. Political autonomy was followed by economic autonomy as individuals, acting in their own best interest, would lead to the optimal allocation of goods, labor, and capital.


The Enlightenment led to the Industrial Revolution of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries with its radical advancements in technology to increase the production of “useful” goods derived from natural resources. Eventually, in the twentieth century, ideas that had been used to increase the productivity of machines were applied directly to the productivity of humans.


These ideas had a profound impact on the world. The Scientific Revolution, the Enlightenment, the Industrial Revolution all led to advancements in human well-being, a greater understanding of the natural world and human health, increases in life expectancy and personal wealth, more time for leisure activities, and, most importantly, the first recognition that citizens—if not all of them—had certain rights. But all these developments took place atop a flawed foundation—Planet Simple—the flaws of which are increasingly apparent.


Given that history, what is mindset and why is it so important? Our mindset is the shared rules, assumptions, and points of view that we hold about how the world works. Because of the complexity of our world, our mindset has to be a generalized picture of how everything fits together. Mindset is so important because everything we do is underpinned by its assumptions or generalizations. These assumpL tions aren’t inherently bad. They help us make sense of a much more complex reality. The world is complex and unpredictable. Naturally (or rather unnaturally), we try to simplify it and predict it.


It’s important to understand mindset if you want to change it. Simply stated, people won’t change their minds unless they feel like they need to change, and they won’t feel like they need to change unless they realize their current approach is incorrect in some way. Let's now dig deeper into the Planet Simple mindset that has come to dominate our world today—and why it needs to change.
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ON PLANET SIMPLE, HUMANS CAN CONTROL NATURE


In Genesis 1:26, God said, “Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness, so that they may rule over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky, over the livestock and all the wild animals, and over all the creatures that move along the ground.”9


The assumption, literally from on high, was that humans can and should control nature. It also implies that nature is stable enough to be controlled, and that “human” and “natural” systems are separate things.


These assumptions have dominated Western attitudes for over two millennia and are foundational to today’s liberal democracies and capitalist economies. John Locke, one of the most influential Enlightenment thinkers and considered the father of liberalism, echoed this sentiment in stating that, “The Earth, and all that is therein, is given to Men for the Support and Comfort of their being.”10 In claiming mankind’s dominion over the natural world, Locke referenced both “natural law” and the Bible and these ideas still guide Western attitudes.


Enlightenment thinker Francis Bacon was a key contributor to the scientific method. Bacon felt that by understanding nature, and using scientific instruments, man could govern or direct the natural work of nature to produce definitive results for mankind. His “ideal society” is one that has managed to bring nature to subjection via breakthroughs in science and technology.11 By seeking knowledge of nature, man could have power over it.


It’s hard to underestimate how the development of the scientific method changed the world and is still with us today. “It looms so large as the real origin, both of the modern world and of the modern mentality,” wrote mid-twentieth-century historian Herbert Butterfield, of Bacon’s scientific method. “It outshines everything since the rise of Christianity and reduces the Renaissance and the Reformation to the rank of mere episodes.”12


ON PLANET SIMPLE HUMANS CAN KNOW THE “LAWS OF NATURE”


This assumption finds its source in the work of René Descartes, who followed from Bacon. Descartes was the first thinker to emphasize the use of reason to develop the natural sciences and his work led to the Age of Reason. He was also the impetus for the so-called “anthropocentric” revolution, in other words, the human being is set free, no longer just a child of God.13 In modernity, the guarantor of truth is  not God anymore, but human beings. This provided the basis forthe Enlightenment thinkers like Rousseau and Voltaire who were to follow. Natural law led to natural rights, and this became the basis for  the modern democratic state we know today.


The ideas of Bacon and Descartes still have a profound impact on our modern mindset. As Francis Fukuyama wrote in his recent book, Liberalism and Its Discontents:


From its earliest beginnings, modern liberalism was strongly associated with a distinctive cognitive mode, that of modern natural science. This mode assumes that there is an objective reality outside the human mind, which human beings can gradually understand and ultimately come to manipulate. The fountainhead of this approach was the philosopher Rene Descartes, who began with the most radical skepticism about the existence of that external reality, and progressively worked his way towards a structured system by which it could be apprehended. That apprehension would come to be based on empirical observation and an experimental method, pioneered by Francis Bacon, that sought to establish causality by controlling the observation of correlated events. This is the method upon which modern natural science is based, and is taught in every basic statistics course in the world today. Liberalism was thus strongly associated with the project of mastering nature through science and technology, and using the latter to bend the given world to suit human purposes.14


Leading thinkers advocated that these “laws of nature” could be understood by using reductionist methods. In other words, reduce natural systems to their component parts—and then the function of the system could be understood, not as a whole but by understanding its component parts. The concept of “emergent properties”—system characteristics or functions that emerge from the interaction of its components—was absent. The reality of emergent properties is the basis for the saying, “the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.” To reductionists, the whole is equal to the sum of the parts. This is quite useful when designing and building a steam engine but falls apart completely when trying to manage a complex, dynamic system like a rainforest, a school, or a company. And yet we still try.


ON PLANET SIMPLE, HUMANITY ORIGINATED AS ISOLATED INDIVIDUALS


Three Enlightenment-era thought leaders—Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau—heavily influenced foundational ideas of Western society and, ultimately, its very identity with emphasis on knowledge, reason, and individual rights.


Hobbes explored the social contract concept in his seminal work, Leviathan, arguing that individuals would willingly give up some of their natural rights in exchange for security and order, which laid the groundwork for a strong central government and societal order.15


Locke’s work became strong inspiration for America’s founding fathers, focusing on natural rights such as life, liberty, and property and that if a central government failed to uphold its end of the social contract, citizens had the right to rebel. This concept went on to play a fundamental role in shaping the Declaration of Independence and the US Constitution.16


Shortly after Locke’s time, Rousseau believed that individuals were inherently good but corrupted by society, which inspired his proposal of a direct democracy of individuals making collective decisions based on general will.17


Renowned political scientist Francis Fukuyama, however, relied on our core biology to disprove the Enlightenment assumption that we are all individuals by nature. From his epic Political Order and Political Decay:


[Rousseau], Hobbes, and Locke were wrong on one very important point. All three thinkers say human beings in the state of nature as isolated individuals, for whom society was not natural. … We might label this the Hobbesian fallacy: the idea that human beings were primordially individualistic and that they entered into society at a later stage in their development only as a result of a rational calculation that social cooperation was the best way for them to achieve their individual ends. This premise of primordial individualism underpins the understanding of rights contained in the American Declaration of Independence and thus of the democratic political community that springs from it. This premise also underlies contemporary neoclassical economics, which builds its models on the assumption that human beings are rational beings who want to maximize their individual utility or incomes. … Everything that modern biology and anthropology tell us about the state of nature suggests the opposite: there was never a period in human evolution when human beings existed as isolated individuals.18
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