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WHO’S AFRAID OF THE 
BIG BAD FUTURE?
Feel the pressure!              
Population explosion, rapid 
urbanisation, ageing people, 
eco-migration, climate change… 

Just some of the bogeymen 
most businesses are 
doing their best to 
ignore because the 
implications for stability 
are so scary.  All those 
extra mouths to feed. All 
those extra middle-class 
incisors lusting after 
more red meat. All those 
lovely people to house 
in ever-tightening urban 
spaces. 

And whoa! Here come 
the effects of climate 
change, bursting in 
to create mayhem of 
Biblical proportions – 
floods, droughts, locusts, 
pestilence, blah, blah, 
blah. 

Time to release the pressure with 
our OpportunityValve. Megatrends 
bring mega-risks. The only way 
to mitigate them is to seek out 
and grab the many opportunities 
offered by change.  

Read on for: 
• Our view on the State of  
   the World
• How to prosper by  
   grasping the opportunities
• Building trust by sharing  
   your stories. 
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Before Donald Trump was elected President, it seemed 
the world was feasting on agreement to cut critical 
gases that contribute to climate change – carbon 
dioxide (CO2) and hydrofluorocarbons (HFCs).  

The Paris Agreement, struck at the end of 2015 in a city 
that was still reeling from mass shootings, marked 
a dramatic change in the world’s attitude towards 
climate change. China and the U.S. supported the deal 
and in less than a year it became international law. 

Then Kigali, the capital of Rwanda, joined Paris to 
bring us hope. Governments meeting there in October 
2016 agreed uncharacteristically quickly to ban HFCs. 
These refrigeration gases were designed to save 
the ozone layer by replacing CFCs but proved to be 
super-powerful greenhouse gases. 

It remains to be seen how much and how quickly 
the Trump presidency will disrupt efforts to contain 

climate change, championed by other world powers, 
especially China. 

The U.S. remains important but no longer the biggest 
on the block. By agreeing to international treaties, the 
rest of the world has turned the OppValve enough to 
release critical pressure. Now it’s up to business to find 
the opportunities to profit from the change and help 
governments keep the release valve open to protect 
our natural capital.  

Opportunities abound, ranging from the obvious 
to the downright odd. Wind and solar are already 
winning, but what about others? Demand for 
electricity provides huge incentives and opportunities 
for nascent low-carbon generators, such as tide and 
wave, which have constantly failed to work at scale. 
Time for their big break? 

UNTIL THE U.S. PRESIDENTIAL 
ELECTION, RATIFICATION OF 
THE PARIS AGREEMENT MEANT 
THE INTELLECTUAL ARGUMENT 
ABOUT CLIMATE WAS WON.  
NOW IT’S ALL CHANGE, BUT 
OPPORTUNITIES REMAIN.  TURN 
THE OPPVALVE, MAKE MONEY, 
SAVE THE WORLD. 
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Distributed electrical storage, using car batteries 
and clever grid software, will further boost the 
use of sun and wind because the cars will provide 
power to meet peak demand. This provides yet 
another incentive for electric vehicles which 
appear to be on course to dominate in a couple of 
decades. 

Opportunity beckons for the oil majors who 
will be the biggest losers unless they recast 
themselves as power companies. BP and Total are 
good examples. In a fit of regression, BP pulled 
out of renewables and has not invested in the 
industry in five years. But it’s now looking to 
expand its wind portfolio and Total has bought a 
large battery maker as it embraces alternatives to 
fossil fuels. 

But let’s not forget coal. If the U.S. rehabilitates this plentiful but dirty fuel, 
there will be huge opportunities for business to provide the technology to 
burn it as cleanly and efficiently as possible. No one wants a return to the 
lung-rasping smogs of the past. And maybe its return could kick start the 
stalled development of carbon capture technology.    

Rapid technological developments provide further hope - from intelligent 
bots to the internet of things and software that can manage highly 
complex systems, such as distributed grid management. Science fiction is 
about to become a low-carbon reality.  

What’s holding us back is our terror of change and the rabid defence 
of the status quo by vested interests. But even here there is hope. One 
of the most exciting opportunities for businesses lies in collaboration 
with organisations that can help them understand and profit from the 
megatrends. It’s not all about tech. Read on to find out how. 
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We’ve been here before. Thomas Robert Malthus, the 
influential theologian and scholar, caused a sensation 
in the 18th century when he predicted that society 
would not reach its full potential if it had to feed the 
rapidly-growing population. Famine, he warned, would 
lead to pestilence and vice. 

Sounds familiar?  The spectre of nearly 10 billion people 
squeezing onto the planet by 2050 has raised the 

Malthus ghost and galvanised the doomsayers who 
say we will never be able to feed 
ourselves unless we all convert 
to veganism. They point to the 
demographic shifts that not only 
increase food demand but for all 
the wrong (high carbon) foods like 
meat and milk.

It’s true, the fast-expanding new 
middle classes have a particular 

taste for flesh, fish and frothy Frappuccino. 
And who can blame them? They’ve dragged 
themselves from poverty and have money for 
meatball suppers.   

But it does cause a problem for ecosystems that 
can’t support the rocketing demand for high-carbon 
foodstuffs – unless production methods change. Herein 
lie two major opportunities. One is technical, the other 
social. 

Growing meat, as they do already in the laboratory, 
is one way forward.  It can boost production and end 
the suffering of millions of animals on factory farms 
who lead wretched lives and cause serious ecological 
problems for the local environment.  

Of course non-animal meat will have to overcome 
an image problem and this is an opportunity for the 
marketing and communications sector. If drinking 
wheat grass juice can become fashionable, lab-meat 

MEGATREND PRESSURE:

Population growth 
urbanisation
demographic shifts 
increased demand for food   
BUSINESSES THAT ARE HEAVILY 
DEPENDENT ON NATURAL 
RESOURCES – AGRICULTURE, 
FISHING, FORESTRY AND 
WATER – ARE ALREADY FEELING 
THE PRESSURE. AND CLIMATE 
CHANGE WILL ONLY MAKE 
THINGS WORSE. BUT 
EVERYONE NEEDS 
NATURAL CAPITAL, SO 
EVERY SECTOR WILL BE 
HURT – UNLESS THEY 
FIND WAYS TO OPEN 
THE OPPVALVE. 
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burgers will be an easy sell for the Mad Men. Surely the 
professional persuaders who can get millions to follow 
the unremarkable Kim Kardashian can turn their black 
arts to getting us all onto a low-meat diet?    

But there is an even greater opportunity. And some are 
doing a lot better at grabbing it than others. This is all 
about collaboration between business and non-profits 
who have the knowledge and inclination to help us live 
within the planet’s means. 

We’re not talking about PR opportunities or philanthropy.  
This is about serious work to dramatically improve the 
way we interact with the planet and society. It is about 
how we grow and make things, and how we treat the 
people who make it happen. 

Big business has long wanted to be better integrated into 
society and this is its big opportunity: collaboration with 
so-called civil society. This is the future and it’s the way 
to release the pressure brought on by lack of public trust 
that limits business growth. 

To fully grasp the collaborative opportunities, business 
must shrug off the old-school PR mindset that cloaks 
so many NGO partnerships. And NGOs must stop 
focusing only on the money they can wrangle from 
multinationals. Productive, mutual collaboration will 
lead to smarter working and release the pressure from 
megatrends, creating better, more profitable ways to do 
business. 

Examples of really effective and mutually beneficial 
collaborations are rare. GSK’s work with Save the Children 
stands out, as does the nascent collaboration between 
chocolate makers and cocoa industry to improve the lot 
of smallholders and empower women.  

Much of this work depends on effective communications 
up and down the supply chain. Telling your story well 
lubricates the process by building trust. See page 8 for 
storytelling traps and top tips. But first, read the story of 
Context – in pictures.    
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The STORY SO Far...
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How to keep the OppValve open:  

Tell your story well 
Build trust   

LET’S STATE THE OBVIOUS. TRUST IS 
ESSENTIAL TO MAKE BUSINESS WORK.  
A GOOD REPUTATION IS ESSENTIAL 
TO MAINTAIN TRUST WITH EVERYONE 
YOU DEAL WITH, EVERY DAY. THAT’S 
WHY COMPANIES NEED TO EXPLAIN 
THEIR THINKING AND ACTIONS 
TO A WIDE RANGE OF AUDIENCES: 
INVESTORS, CUSTOMERS, EMPLOYEES, 
LOCAL COMMUNITIES, POLICY MAKERS, 
REGULATORS AND INFLUENCERS.  
How well a company responds to sustainability pressures 
can make or break its reputation. The issues are often 
emotional: caring (for the environment) and sharing 
(distribution of wealth, enhancing lifestyles, protecting 
human rights). 

This is why corporate stories about sustainability are so 
important. Why they must be told, and told well. 

WHAT MAKES A GOOD CORPORATE 
SUSTAINABILITY STORY?
Our ability as humans to tell stories, create myths and 
describe values separates us from apes.  Storytelling 
helps us communicate with large groups of people and 
turn ideas into reality. This applies equally to stories 
of capitalism, socialism, Christianity, Islam, or indeed, 
sustainable development.   

Our reactions to a threatened environment and 
social injustices have coalesced into the narrative of 
sustainable development.  But this story has struggled 
to find universal support because it threatens the 
status quo and demands change. That’s why so many 
people think scientific warnings, such as climate 
change, are a hoax.  

Unless we can all believe the story of sustainable 
development and why it is needed, threats such as 
climate change will overwhelm us. To succeed, the 

sustainability story must be told in a convincing way. 
But this is something business has failed to do with 
sufficient conviction and authenticity.  

The story has to be real and gritty. And it must connect 
with audiences at an emotional level to inspire 
change.

Such authenticity is rare because business - driven by 
the dated desire to keep things relentlessly upbeat - 
falls into many storytelling traps along the way. Read 
on for our top tips on how to dodge the traps and stay 
true. 
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TELL THE TRUTH                  IT’S EASIER TO REMEMBER AND REFRESHINGLY AUTHENTIC 

TREAT YOUR AUDIENCE WITH RESPECT 

THERE ARE NO EASY FIXES TO SUSTAINABILITY – DON’T PRETEND OTHERWISE 

AUTHENTICITY TRAP ONE:                   
GREEN AND PINK WASHING
First there was whitewashing – slapping nice words 
over the blemishes and cracks to give the illusion of 
purity. It’s an age-old practice of the public relations 
industry who love to accentuate the positive and 
eliminate the negative.

Then, when interest in the environment took off, PRs 
rushed to paint their clients green. After all, the public 
love a company that looks after the planet. 

Take hotels, which leave little cards in the bathrooms 
promising to limit towel and sheet washing, claiming 
that the sole reason behind the limited-laundry policy 
is to save water and energy – and the environment. 
Who could disagree? But what else is the hotel doing 
to protect our precious ecosystems? Seldom is there 
any indication of broader environmental objectives, 
which make the laundry promise ring hollow.  
Especially when you realise the real reason is 
a cost saving to the hotel and 
not the planet.

More recently, greenwashing has been joined in the 
lexicon of caring deception by “pinkwashing” – the 
practice of companies using their support of breast 
cancer charities to massage their caring image and 
sell more product. This is especially prevalent in 
cause-related marketing and the misuse of the pink 
ribbon as a sales incentive.   
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AUTHENTICITY TRAP TWO:            
COMPLEXITY VS TRIVIALITY
Sustainability is complex but it doesn’t have to be. So 
much sustainability storytelling is either too technical or 
too trivial. It’s not easy to find the sweet spot in between, 
but it is vitally important to enhance understanding and 
connect with your audience. 

Complexity comes mainly from environmental science, 
but also the business processes that are involved. Talk 
of CO2-equivalents, value chains and intergenerational 
equity can be confusing to even the most intelligent 
audiences if they are unfamiliar with the sustainability 
lexicon. 

No matter what we produce at Context – white papers, 
reports, animations, infographics, websites – the editor’s 
question is always this: will this be understood in 
conversations at the school gate? If not, we look for ways 
to make it simpler without trivialising it.

AUTHENTICITY TRAP THREE:       
BALANCING OPTIMISM AND DOOM
Is the world coming to an end or are we at the 
beginning of a golden period of prosperity? It’s all 
doom if you read environmental commentators in the 
liberal press. But plug into the utopians on the right 
and the world looks much brighter, with no problems 
in sight other than the hoax of climate change.  

The truth, of course, lies somewhere in between. 
But corporate storytellers locked into outmoded PR 
myths find it hard to admit to anything but the sheer 
brilliance and future success of their enterprise.  So 
much so that there have been attempts to banish 
sustainability in favour of something considered more 
upbeat and positive.  

Some have actually tried to rebrand sustainability, 
using words such as prosperity or plenty in an attempt 
to get greater buy-in from sceptics.  This desire for 
positive spin is understandable. But it ruins a good 
story. The most engaging stories are about overcoming 
adversity so it makes for a rather empty tale if you 
can’t admit to any problem or hurdle.  

Authenticity demands honesty and everyone 
recognises the existence of problems – we experience 
them in our everyday lives, so why should corporations 

be different? How you overcome the problem is 
what’s interesting and therein lies your story.  

Oversimplifying is hazardous. The temptation is to 
exclude awkward details that mess with the logic flow 
of the narrative. This often happens when devising 
animations and infographics. You see it, for example, in 
material recycling diagrams where the storyteller edits 
out, say, the special equipment needed to fully close the 
loop. Or forgets to mention that markets for the recycled 
materials don’t exist.  We must admit the inconvenient 
truths. 

THINK VISUALLY – USE PICTURES

SUMMARISE AND PROVIDE REFERENCES FOR THE VIEWER TO DIG DEEPER
USE EVERYDAY WORDS 
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AUTHENTICITY TRAP FOUR:      
PREACHING
It’s that churning feeling you get when watching a 
holier-than-thou TED Talker telling us why we are bad 
people and how we can be better. The sensation is 
similar to that evoked by the Sunday school teacher 
explaining the concept of original sin. While preaching 
and finger-wagging is usually the preserve of the 
sanctimonious Greens (what, you don’t compost?), 
corporate storytellers often suffer from the same need 
to hold the high moral ground. 

This usually occurs in stories about hazard, risk 
and safety, especially product safety. Dip into any 
description, infographic or video extolling the 
multi-faceted precautions taken to ensure worker and 
product safety. These are stories devoid of any hint 

of fallibility and are imbued with a haughty sense of 
self-righteous indignation that anyone – anyone – 
could possibly doubt the rigorous, failsafe corporate 
systems that mitigate any risk whatsoever.

Proof of fallibility is in the constant stream of product 
recalls and those who die in work accidents. Talk 
privately to risk managers and they will freely admit 
to the difficulties of managing personal and product 
risk. But don’t expect to find such honesty in the 
corporate narrative. 

Preachiness also pops up in the softer side of business, 
where corporates help the so-called ‘under-served’ 
(poor people). It’s here that corporate 
storytellers over-rev wildly, losing any sense of 
proportion while extolling the virtues of their 
community activities on a largely bewildered 
neighbourhood invaded for a day by office 
workers on their (single day) of community 
volunteering. 

DOOMSAYERS WILL NOT SUCCEED, BUT NEITHER WILL UNBRIDLED OPTIMISTS – FIND A HAPPY COMPROMISE

ADMIT TO PROBLEMS. OVERCOMING ADVERSITY IS AT THE CORE OF ALL GOOD STORIES

REMEMBER YOUR AUDIENCE WON’T BE HOODWINKED BY EXCESSIVE POSITIVE SPIN

LEAVE PREACHING TO 

PRIESTS

HELP YOUR AUDIENCE 

UNDERSTAND HAZARD 

AND RISK, AND ADMIT TO 

ITS CHALLENGES

TRUTH ENHANCES A 

STORY, DON’T BE AFRAID 

OF IT 
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WHO WE ARE 
Megatrends, such as climate change, impending resource 
squeeze, rapid urbanisation and dramatic population 
growth, are disrupting global markets. The need for 
sustainable solutions is creating opportunities for 
companies to innovate by fortifying their business and 
brands with authenticity and purpose. 

Since 1997, Context has been helping multinationals inject 
sustainability into their business strategies, listen to their 
stakeholders and engage their audiences with compelling, 
authentic stories told in finely crafted words and absorbing 
images.  

We were founded on a commitment to help business 
innovate and communicate better in a fast-changing world. 
Twenty years later our enthusiasm is undiminished. We 
really believe that business can save the world, given the 
freedom and opportunity to demonstrate its ingenuity at 
creating much-needed wealth.  

The Context team is transatlantic, diverse and growing – 
we work with conviction for our global clients from our 
offices in London, Los Angeles and New York.
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POVERTY

URBANISATION

MIDDLE CLASS 
FOOD DEMANDS 

AGEING 
POPULATION

PARTNERING FOR 
CHANGE

CARBON CAPTURE

Stanford researchers are working on combining satellite data with machine 
learning to analyse new data on global poverty in five countries of Southern 
Africa – much quicker than any human could.

Europe’s Airbus, Germany’s E-Volo and EHang of China are independently 
developing autonomous, flying drones capable of ferrying passengers across 
cities – a sort of aerial Uber.

Microgrids will distribute locally-produced renewable energy  peer-to-peer to 
relieve pressure on the grid. Blockchain technology verifies usage and payments. 

Urban farming using hydroponics and aquaculture can provide fresh produce  
without the food miles.

Lab-grown meat would reduce land needed to maintain  livestock by 99% and 
water use by 96%, meeting growing demand from fast-expanding middle 
classes, while drastically cutting resource use.

Californian start-up New Wave Foods has created “shrimp” from algae and 
plants. 

Demand for healthcare for an ageing population continues to rocket with 
worries about who will pay. Maybe help will come from the furious pace of 
medical innovation itself. Personal medication, biopharmaceuticals, remote 
diagnoses by artificial intelligence robot doctors and procedures carried out 
by bot surgeons. Some hope for the poor comes from Rwanda with the first 
commercial drone delivery service for medicines, called Zipline. 

U.S. federal agencies are working with Amazon, Google, IBM and Microsoft 
as part of the new Partnership for Resilience and Preparedness to pool 
climate data on a public site. This multinational collaboration accelerates 
transparency on climate data.

Cocoa yields are declining. Smallholders struggle to earn a living and young 
people are abandoning farming. The chocolate industry is working with social 
NGOs to offer better plant stock and initiatives to change the social dynamics, 
including empowering women.

Coal is used widely in the developing world and looks likely to get a boost in the 
U.S. from the Trump presidency. Carbon capture is technically possible but too 
expensive.  Maybe coal’s rehabilitation will, perversely, provide a boost for the 
technology. Worth thinking about. 

OUR CLIENTS INCLUDE:
n  BT  n  FedEx  n  GSK  n  HPE  n  IKEA

n  Medtronic  n  Morgan Stanley

n  Pentair  n  SIG  n  Syngenta

www.contextsustainability.com

London peter.knight@contexteurope.com 
Los Angeles simon@contextamerica.com 
New York jana@contextamerica.com 

MEGATREND SOLUTIONS SDG
CONTRIBUTION


